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ONE
 
 
I was the first to spot the fins gliding around us.
I kept my mouth shut.
We were technically out of the water, sitting with knees tucked up on the port wing of a ditched DC-9, which stubbornly refused to sink; the green water sloshed over our shoes occasionally as the big craft rocked gently in a thankfully calm sea.
The three of us had managed to haul out individual seat cushions ostensibly usable as “flotation devices”, but that wouldn’t protect our lower bodies once the plane slithered away and we were left bobbing helplessly like corks. Or kibble.
But until that happened, I saw no reason in reporting the fins to either Clancy or my dog Mitzi. Sharks, I’ve heard, can sense fear.
So we sat on the six foot wide alloy wing closest to the fuselage and watched the sun descend slowly (but not slowly enough) to a flat, gray horizon of ocean from a bright expanse of blue sky.
We had no idea where the hell we were.
But we were all secretly praying for somewhere off the coast of Great Britain.
Hopefully not far off, though we could see no land in any direction.
We were cold and wet. As yet far from freezing and not yet shivering under a relatively warm autumnal sun. Nighttime would be different, as each of us also secretly knew and dreaded, especially in the water. Hypothermia would eventually claim us without the help of the fins.
To keep our hopes up, we agreed to think positively. We were somewhere off the coast of the British Isles, we would be picked up at any moment: Clancy had left the plane’s emergency frequency hailing loud out over the waves and the big plane’s black fuselage left a clear imprint for searching eyes. A ship, aircraft, or perhaps even Heathrow Airport itself would soon locate our signal, if they hadn’t already, and be beating to our rescue. None of us acknowledged or talked about the fact that the plane’s nose was already underwater and the cockpit and instruments were possibly flooded, short-circuiting the radio.
To keep us distracted from the water slapping our shoes and the sun’s inevitable descent, Clancy read to us from the Planet Earth Catalogue app on her iPhone when she wasn’t sending out random rescue calls…none of which had yet been responded to, though she thought she might have heard what she construed as a busy signal or two. I was skeptical of floating cell towers. But again I said nothing. When hope is all you have, it can grow in increasing disproportion to reality.
“…’Great Britain is an island northwest of Continental Europe and east of Ireland, separated by the North Sea and the English Channel. It is the ninth largest island in the world—the largest in Europe as well as the British Isles. Population about 60.0 million. It’s surrounded by over 1,000 smaller islands and islets’…”
I turned to her beside me, sea water sloshing my soles, leaving a white crust on my upper socks. “That’s a break.” I said. “So we don’t have to be in downtown London to discover landfall.”
“Are you being sarcastic, Ed?” 
“No! Hell no. I’ll take any trash-littered piece of beach real estate I can get!”
“Good, because we’re just as likely to drift into Scotland, Wales or even Ireland. Assuming the current’s with us. If it’s against us—“
“We drift further out to sea, I know. ’Think positive,’ wasn’t that the agreement?”
“Sorry.”
She turned back to the cellular screen. “‘All of the island is territory of the sovereign state of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Most of the United Kingdom is in Great Britain. Most of England, Scotland, and Wales are on the island of Great Britain as are their respective capital cities of London, Edinburgh and Cardiff. The Kingdom of Great Britain resulted from the political union of the kingdoms of England and Scotland with the Acts of Union 1707 on May 1st 1707 under Queen Anne…’”
“This is just fascinating,” came the thought from a weary Mitzi flopped on the other side of me, nose pointed at the water, eyes half closed.
“Go on,” I encouraged Clancy.
“’In 1801, under a new Act of Union, this kingdom merged with the Kingdom of Ireland to create the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland.”
“All of which isn’t as large as Texas.”
“Mitzi,” I reacted sternly, “Clancy’s trying to keep our spirits up. Just for once try and stow the irony, huh?”
The poodle lifted her head an ironic inch. “Stow? What’re you, Captain Ed Magee now?”
“Shut-up. Clancy, go on.”
“’After the Irish War of Independence most of Ireland seceded from the Union—‘”
“Oh, what’s the point? We’re all going to end up in the drink anyway!”
“The watered isn’t freezing this time of year” I countered quickly, “and we have the seat cushions—“
“Which will do us no damn good when we drift off to sleep tonight!”
“We’ll clasp hands!” I said angrily and a little too loudly.
Mitzi snorted, put her head down on a slosh-free section of wing again. “Clancy, try calling on that thing again.”
Clancy sighed at the iPhone. “I already tried a dozen times. The battery’s getting low.”
“The plane’s getting low!”
“The plane’s fine, Mitzi!” I glared. “It’s still afloat, isn’t it? We’re damn lucky for that! Quit worrying about the plane!”
“You quit worrying.”
“I’m not!”
“No, you’re worrying about that shark that’s been circling us for the last hour.”
I cursed the dog silently and faced Clancy, chagrinned.
But she hadn’t even reacted. 
Probably read my mind the minute I spotted the fins. I wasn’t as good at locking down my thoughts as she and Mitzi were; this whole ‘Sending’ stuff was still new to me. Or maybe she’d silently witnessed the fins herself.
Without a trace of telepathy from her, Clancy suddenly lowered the iPhone to her knees, followed shortly by her head, burying her face in the crook of her crossed arms. “It’s only one shark, Ed,” managed her muffled voice.
I turned on the wing, regarded her downcast demeanor. “One?”
She nodded against her wrist. “The smaller shark following behind the big shark is really the big shark’s caudal.”
I blinked. “His what?”
“Tailfin,” from a resigned-sounding Mitzi. “It’s all one shark, Ed, its dorsal and tailfin both stick out of the water.”
I spun around on my wet ass quickly, searching desperately for the fins. 
I didn’t have to look far. They were right behind the partly submerged wing.
I drew up my legs reflexively, trying to measure with my eye the distance between the dorsal and tailfin. “Jesus! That thing’s over ten feet!”
“Fifteen feet,” Mitzi sighed. “Tell him, Clancy…”
Clancy sat motionless, head down.
I touched her arm. “Hey…”
Clancy lifted her head, took a deep breath. “It’s an oceanic white tip. Carcharhinus longimanus.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because it has a white tip on its fin, stupid.”
Clancy jerked to the poodle. “Don’t call him stupid, Mitzi!” And I knew she was scared.
I craned around again, searched the flat sea for the fin. It was gone.
“No,” Mitzi said, “it’s right under your ass.”
I looked past the soaked tip of my shoes. A dark shadow was passing three feet under the wing. It seemed to go on forever, like a slightly smaller version of the DC-9 we were sitting on.
“Is it dangerous?” I asked, dry-mouthed.
When no one answered I turned to Mitzi. 
“I’d see them occasionally off the side of the ship on cruises with Alicia. The species is apparently known for following big ships, waiting for the garbage to be dumped. What they call an ‘opportunistic’ predator. Remember the movie Jaws, Sport? That scene where a half drunk Quint is talking about the Japanese torpedoing the USS Indianapolis July 30, 1945? Well, that’s a true story. It’s believed those sailors stranded in the water who didn’t die from exposure were taken by sharks, the white tip being the main contender.”
I turned to Clancy who was studying the iPhone screen again. “’A large pelagic shark notable for its long, white-tipped, rounded fins, especially the wing-like pectoral and dorsal. Ranges world-wide, spending most of its time in the upper layer of the oceans, to a depth of 490 feet. Prefers deep-ocean areas where the continental shelf is narrow and there is access to nearby deep water. A slow swimmer but capable of surprising bursts of speed. Very aggressive. Engages in feeding frenzies not triggered by the typical bloodlust of other sharks, but the species’ highly strung and goal-directed nature. In addition to the World War II Indianapolis incident, the steamship Nova Scotia, sunk by a German sub near South Africa, deposited over 1,000 people in the water…from which only 192 survived white tip attacks. Jacques Cousteau, who nearly met his end in the teeth of a longimanus, labeled it the most dangerous shark in the sea.’”
Clancy looked up at me. “Shall I go on?”
“Yes,” Mitzi telepathed, “tell him the rest.”
Clancy sighed back at the iPhone. “’The shark—‘”
“No, dear, not about the shark.”
Clancy stiffened. “Goddamnit, Mitzi!” she hissed.
I looked from one to the other of them. “What the hell’s going on? Clancy—?”
Her head was down again. “I should have told you before…”
“Before what?”
She ran a shaky hand through, straggly corn-colored curls and held up the iPhone again. “Great Britain’s coordinates are 53.826oNorth at 2.422oWest.”
My brows shot up. “There’s a map on that thing?”
“A GPS System,” from Mitzi. “Works off satellites buzzing up there way overhead. Even gives our own location, right, Clance? Our little silver dot here in the North Sea. What’re our latest coordinates, dear?”
Clancy gave them to me slowly. We were approximately a hundred and twenty miles off the coast of the Straits of Dover. 
I made an encouraging sound. “That’s not that far!”
Clancy gave me a desultory look. “Half an hour ago we were ten miles closer….”
My face fell. We were headed out to sea…
I looked up at the horizon, heart thumping. How could the sun have fallen that far already? 
Abruptly, I yelped. My butt flew half a foot into the air as something bumped the wing hard from below.
Clancy screamed.
Mitzi leapt to her feet growling.
I looked down. The shark was cruising away again casually.
“Not to throw cold water on the whole ‘think positive’ thing’,” from Mitzi, “but I’d say he’s tightening his circle, wouldn’t you?”
Clancy clung with both hands to the edge of the wing, face and knuckles white. “I think it’s a female. They’re bigger than the males.”
“Thank you,” from Mitzi, “that information will make being ingested much less taxing.”
The big dorsal ploughed on about thirty feet, waved lazily left and began another slow circle, a tiny bow wave formed before it like a smile.
I got up on my knees, gestured past Clancy at the plane. “I think we better get up on the fuselage! What’s left of it above water!”
She hesitated, a deer in headlights. “But you said concentrating weight there would make the plane sink faster!”
I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter now, we can’t take another hit like that!”
I caught Clancy’s hand, helped her climb and scrabble up the slippery, curved hull of the plane, Mitzi leaping after us.
We sat huddled there in a shaky heap, thankful to be on higher ground, watching the big fish circle the craft from a higher perspective, which only made it look bigger.
“The starboard wing’s gone under!” Mitzi noted suddenly.
“Shit!” I wrenched around, found she was right. Not by much, though. “Not by much though!” I cheer led. “Either the main cabin’s filling very slowly or there’s some kind of extra buoyancy area around the cargo compartment!”
Mitzi nodded carefully over the side. “That paranoid Iraqi had a freakin’ ejection seat built into his cockpit, I wouldn’t put extra flotation devices past him!”
Clancy clung to my arm against stiffer ocean breezes. “We’re still sinking, though, look at the nose! And the tail sections coming clear of the water!”
Mitzi glanced that way mournfully. “Just like the Titanic…nose first.”
I calculated the above-water space around us. We had maybe twenty by fifteen feet of dry fuselage clear of the water. The shark could have come in fast, skidded over the top and grabbed one of us if it wanted to.
“Why waste its energy?” Mitzi said in my head. “It hasn’t anywhere to go, and we’re only headed in only one direction…down.”
A sudden cold fury shook me. The sight of Clancy being torn apart by those jaws…
I turned to her pale profile. “Those calls you’ve been making? Did you give our coordinates?”
She started to frown impatience, then traded it for a brave, forgiving smile. “Ed, nobody ever picked up at the other end. I just kept punching O for ‘operator.’”
“Oh.”
She looked apologetic, as if she was somehow responsible for our lives. “I… may have gotten sea water in the phone, I’m not sure. It was such a scramble getting out…”
I patted her back. “It’s okay.”
“Our best hope was probably the aircraft radio.”
And after a second added: “Is the radio.”
I smiled at the wind-blown, still lovely in spite of it all face. I was just so glad to have her back…even for a little while.
“Hey,” from Mitzi, nose pointed at the water.
Two more sharks were rising from the depths.
“Longimanus, Mitzi sighed. “Apparently they follow downed aircraft as well as ships.”
I watched the new arrivals warily join the first fish, definitely curious but keeping a respectable distance. “’Longimanus,’ Is that Latin? Wonder what it means?”
“Big hands,” Clancy told me. “It’s a reference to those paddle-like pectoral fins.”
Mitzi was watching the sharks intently. “…just like they follow ships…looking for handouts. Hmm. Maybe we should give them some.”
I didn’t like the sound of her voice in my head. Something there she wasn’t quite showing. “What are you getting at?”
Mitzi tossed her wooly ears. “Me, of course. I’m the closest thing we’ve got to excess garbage, right?”
Clancy lifted her head sharply. “You’re out of your canine mind!”
Mitzi sat up, suddenly straight and perky. “No, really, it might work! I jump in, see, and start dogpaddling around them! See how they like it for a change! Who knows, it might scare them off.”
“And it might draw them in!” I warned.
“So what if it does? I’ll get in the first bite, at least.” She brightened. “Maybe I can even even turn one! Hey, vampire sharks! Can you see it?”
“No.”
“Seriously, so what if they rip me to pieces— they’re going to in the end anyway. Maybe it’ll satisfy them and they’ll go their way, or at the least buy you two some extra time, right?”
I nodded grimly. “Go ahead! Jump in! I’ll be right behind you!”
She shook her furry head. “Exactly the asinine thing I’d expect you to say. Think about Clancy, for cripe’s sake.”
“Yes!” the lady in question exclaimed, “think about Clancy! Who gets to sit here and watch the water boil red while they feed on you two—work up an appetite—and get me for dessert!”
“It’ll make the plane lighter if I go,” from Mitzi.
“Make it a hell of a lot lighter if I go!” I told her.
“Just shut-up! Both of you!” Clancy was shaking all over. “Nobody’s getting into the goddamn water! A plane or helicopter’s going to swoosh overhead any minute now! You’ll see! Any second! Now everyone quit arguing and listen for the drone of engines! Listen hard!”
We listened.
As if in answer, her iPhone went off in her breast pocket. Playing The Beach Boy’s “Wish They All Could Be California Girls”.
It was such a civilized, familiar sound, it sounded almost alien there on the vast ocean. I don’t think any of us quite understood what it was for a second.
Finally Clancy grabbed at her blouse. “Hello—?”
Mitzi and I could hear the strident female voice on the other end from where we sat. “Hello? Mrs. Brunswick?”
Clancy gasped. “No! This is Miss Blaine! Clancy Blaine!”
“Oh, sorry! Wrong number—“
“Wait! Don’t hang up, don’t hang up! Who are you?”
“I’m Mrs. Dorsey.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m in south London, lovie, where do you think?”
“Oh, my God, oh my God! Mrs. Dorsey I—“
“No need to shout, dear, I’m right here.”
“Mrs. Dorsey, I’m—there are three of us! We’re stranded at sea about a hundred miles off South Dover!”
“Oh, dear, in a boat, are ye?”
“In a plane! On a plane, actually!”
“A plane?”
“An old DC-9. Have you ever heard of the Big Bunny?”
“You’re totin’ rabbits?”
“No, no. Do you know what Playboy is?”
“Aye, me first husband! Is this a joke? I don’t have time—“
“No! It’s not a joke! Don’t hang up, Mrs. Dorsey! You just got a wrong number, but please don’t hang up! I need you to call the Coast Guard for me, give them some coordinates. Can you do that?”
“Coast Guard?”
“The—oh, what do they call it in England? Her Majesty’s Shore Patrol or something?”
“Is this one of Kenny’s friends from the Methodist church? I told you
I don’t like practical—“
“No! This is for real! Very real! Please, we have sharks here!”
“My stomach won’t tolerate sea food. Where’s Mrs. Brunswick, put her on!”
“Mrs. Dorsey, please! If you’ll just make one call for me, give these coordinates—“
“Sure you’re not from that Methodist church over on Beardsley?”
“I’m sure! I’m just an old Irish girl who’s trying to get back to dry land!”
“Ireland is it! Good Catholic, I’ll wager!”
Clancy stared helplessly at us.
Mitzi and I nodded rapidly in tandem.
“Yes!”
Pause.
Then, cautiously, “Northern Ireland? Or t’other?”
Clancy stared at us.
Mitzi and I shrugged helplessly.
“Northern.”
Everyone held his breath.
“Saints, girl! How’d ye end up on a bleedin’ shark boat? Okay, give us them coordinates…”
 
 
 



 
TWO
 
 
I learned later that a man named Louis B. Susman, sworn in by Hillary Clinton in 2009 as the U.S. Ambassador to the Court of St. James, is the man to see at the United States Embassy in London.
The man to see if you’re anyone.
You also can’t go wrong with a gentleman named Richard LeBaron, the Deputy Chief of Mission. Again, if you’re someone.
We were two nobodies and a dog.
So the Harbor Patrol handed us over to the police who handed us over to some clerk at the Embassy named Windsor-Smith. There are a lot of hyphenate Smiths in England for no reason I could discern; it doesn’t indicate the least royalty. Mr. Windsor-Smith was an unremarkable man with an unremarkable job on the first floor of the fairly unremarkable Embassy in Westminster, London. Its major distinction, apart from architecture that looks like the mating of a bee’s hive and a 1950’s toaster, is that it’s the largest American embassy in Western Europe and boasts a gilded aluminum Bald Eagle with a wingspan over fifteen feet situated on the roof of the Chancery Building near the American flag, towering over a statue of a benignly smiling General Dwight D. Eisenhower in the courtyard. 
Like many U.S. embassies in the world, it is situated on land not owned by the U.S. government. It is leased from the Duke of Westminster. When the U.S. asked if he would please consider selling the land, the Duke replied he would be happy to do so…if the U.S. government would return the land in Virginia that once belonged to his ancestors before being confiscated during the Revolutionary War. The U.S. declined. I’m not sure why; they sold Rockefeller Center and Columbia Pictures to the Japanese, didn’t they? 
In a room marked American Citizen Services, Mr. Windsor-Smith, who worked for the Yanks but clearly wasn’t elated by it, informed us that no dogs were allowed inside his embassy. His embassy. And him a Limey.
Furthermore, the poodle (“if that was truly the animal’s pedigree”) was subject to a forced quarantine of eight weeks, as was any animal leaving British soil and traveling to the U.S., even if said animal had originated on U.S. soil and traveled, albeit circuitously, to British shores.
The good news was that the embassy was obliged under law (I’m not sure whose) to grant any American a stipend which included passage on a ship returning to The Colonies, plus a week’s worth of booking at any reasonably priced hotel within the West End of London. The bad news was that that meant instead of 5 star accommodations in Mayfair near Bond Street and Marble Arch, you ended up in a budget style guest house or hotel on Gloucester Place or somewhere north of Hyde Park. After five minutes on the rocking wing of a ditched airliner in the North Sea, of course, almost anything felt like Buckingham Palace.
We ended up in a little rooming house in the West End. 
Which ain’t bad. The West End of London has everything that anyone but the highest royalty could possibly want or need. Transport links to buses or tube stations were everywhere, cafes, restaurants and newsagents abounded. If you needed photos, a great little pharmacy on North Audley run by a red cheeked man with a sunny smile could take care of you nicely.
Even Mrs. Lipton’s cramped little boarding room (one room, one bed, bath down the hall) had its claustrophobic charm.  Next to the single bed were a single armoire and a single, ancient-looking French Provincial wood table bearing a single white porcelain bowl with a teal-colored flower design and an antique pitcher bearing same; no sink, no hot or cold running water, and a single window that fronted a sumptuous postcard view of solid burnt sienna brick wall. How on earth I found any of this the least charming is still beyond me, but I did. Also the rooming house was within walking distance of the embassy, plus it was still marginally tourist season in London and we were lucky to find anything at all in Westminster.
And certainly lucky to find a landlord as cheerily amiable as plump, ruddy-cheeked, stocky little Mrs. Lipton who, guiding us up to our room, so enthused about every minor street and byway she must have been paid by the British Department of Tourism.
There was no lighting in the long, narrow staircase that led to the upper floors so Mrs. Lipton was obliged to use a candle and brass holder. Yes, you read right.
“…I could have put in wiring,” she explained taking the lead, offering us a generous view of her expansive backside and drooping stockings, “but that would mean tearing into the walls and I could hardly abide that. I mean, can you imagine the history in these old walls, not to mention the wallpaper, not to mention the original gas lamp fixtures?”
Clancy assured her we could not, adding how homey and inviting the entire building was and how wonderfully steeped in generations of élan and verisimilitude.
“Why thank you, Mrs. Magee,” (she hadn’t asked if we were married and we hadn’t denied it) “so many Americans these days dismiss our Old World charm!”
“Americans can be such brats,” Clancy replied, really ladling it on, “the West End is lovely!”
Mrs. Lipton smiled delight. “Well, present company accepted, I must say, dearie! The ‘West End,’ of course, is a somewhat… flexible term.”
“Flexible?” I asked, stomach growling. We hadn’t eaten since sitting on the wing and my legs still so cramped I was already breathing hard by the second floor.
“In that it has different meanings in different contexts, if you follow me.”
We didn’t.
“You see,” prattling on tirelessly, not even breathing hard, “the West End may refer to many things at once. The entertainment district, for instance, around Leicester Square and Covent Garden. But also the shopping district centered on Oxford and Regent. Or, perhaps less commonly, to the general area of this part of central London that lies west of the City of London itself. The city itself has no real agreed upon boundaries, very confusing to newcomers I’m afraid. Did the embassy supply you a map?”
“They did.”
“Even one of our local government wards within the city is called “West End’ only adding to the confusion. It covers a more narrow definition of Mayfair, Soho—I believe you have a Soho in New York, yes—?”
“We do.”
“—and parts of Fitzrovia and Marylebone. I’m afraid ward boundaries in the United Kingdom are only familiar to the politicians and locals, even life-long citizens get confused. I can’t imagine why they don’t simplify the whole messy affair.”
“Well, it’s certainly lovely,” from Clancy, ever the trooper.
“Thank you, dearie. All in all the area does offer the main concentration of attractions, I shouldn’t think you’d be bored during your stay. There’s the art galleries, the museums…” my head was began to complain along with my stomach, “…the educational institutions, the embassies, of course, the lovely government buildings around Whitehall, the theaters, cinemas, nightclubs, bars, restaurants, shops…you can hardly take it all in with one short visit! And you’re very fortunate to find a rooming house that allow pets!”
“And a landlord with no life,” from Mitzi.
“How long did you say you were staying, Mrs. Magee?”
“Eight weeks,” I blurted, and got a distracted look from Clancy and a dirty one from the poodle.
Mrs. Lipton produced a sea anchor sized brass key and opened our door there in the dimly lit hall. 
We walked in.
“Well,” Clancy said.
“Not our largest accommodation of course,” Mrs. Lipton winked coyly, “but roomy enough, I think, for two newlyweds!”
Clancy and I exchanged looks.
“Oh, I can tell, my dears, I can always tell! Mr. Lipton and I were young once! He’s passed on, of course, the poor dear, but I still recall—oh, listen to me prattling on like a parrot! I suspect you’d like to unpack and have a nice cup of tea!”
She didn’t appear to notice our complete lack of luggage.
“Thank you,” from Clancy, “we are a bit tired.”
“And a bit starving!” Mitzi announced in my head.
‘Now of course,” Mrs. Lipton continued the tour, moving about on fireplug legs, occasionally running a hand over this or that, then checking her palm quickly for dust, smiling when she found none, “there are also the districts to the south, the north and west of Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens to explore. Much history there. Mostly developed at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, including Knightsbridge, Belgravia, Pimlico, Chelsea and so forth. Now the notable streets you’ll want to investigate include Albemarle, Bond (no relation to ‘James’!) Carnaby Haymarket, Kings’ Road, Oxford, Piccadilly, of course, and Baker Street—Sherlock Holmes, don’t you know!”
Mitzi began showing her upper teeth.
“Excuse me, Mrs. Lipton,” I smiled, “but we haven’t eaten since…well, early this morning. I was wondering—“
“Ah,” Mrs. Lipton consulted her watch, “of course! I set the table for supper at six sharp, in the dining room with the other boarders. Breakfast is only tea and crumpets, though you’re welcome to join us. Lunch is at noon. I clean-up in exactly one hour of each meal. I do not offer snacks or entertain latecomers, though I do believe you’ll find the portions more than satisfactory and are welcome to as many servings as you wish until the food runs out. Well! I do hope you enjoy staying with us! Simply ring the buzzer if you need more blankets or if you have any questions!”
“Thank you, again.”
“Of course, dear.” She glanced at her watch again. “Well, I must get to it now! Supper’s in just about an hour!” And she turned to go.
The three of us sagged with visible relief.
Until Mrs. Lipton turned back again. “Oh, and I have kibble for the dog if—“
“Thanks,” I assured her, “but we have Mitzi covered!”
Mrs. Lipton bent and scratched the top of the dog’s head. “’Mitzi’! Such a ducky little thing!”
Mitzi only tolerated the scratching because both eyes were fixed on the fat, purple veins under Mrs. Lipton’s wrist.
“See you at six, then, Mr. Magee, Mrs. Magee!”
And finally we were alone.
* * *
Mitzi sat in the middle of the hooked rug. “I think she has a crush on you, Eddie.”
Clancy walked over and sat on the edge of the small “double” bed. “All the girls have a crush on our Eddie, haven’t you noticed?”
“Why? He’s not that handsome.”
“But he is. And, more importantly, he has that vulnerable thing going.”
I took a courageous look out the window at the scenic beauty next door. “Just look at that,” I said encouragingly, “can you imagine how old those bricks are? Considerably older than any of our great grandfathers, I’ll bet! Yet the walls are still firm and uncomplaining!”
“Unlike the walls of my stomach,” from Mitzi, sourly.
“What exactly is the plan now,” from Clancy, kicking off her shoes, leaning back on her arms, “—Mister Magee?”
I turned to my two best friends, smiled and rubbed my hands together like I actually had some kind of game plan.
“Well! Let’s see! Uh…I really don’t think we should try planning in any great detail until we’ve put some food on our stomachs. Do you?”
Clancy gazed at me another moment, then looked down at the dog on the rug. “I repeat: what exactly is the plan?”
Mitzi looked up at me. “What she means, Eddy-cums, is what about the vampire poodle? Because if you’re thinking of bringing any of that vapid, overcooked English food back to the room for me, you’ll find yourself wearing it! And it’s a long walk to that charming Old World bathroom down the hall and the only running water!”
“It’s simple,” I replied, “Clancy and I will go down to supper and join the others, like good little lodgers. You, Mitzi, will wait in the room. By the time we get back from our meal it’ll be fully dark outside, and I’ll take you out for your meal.”
“There’s a leash law,” from Mitzi.
“How do you know that?”
“Because I read! It’s tacked to half the trees!”
I sighed. “It’ll be dark, no one will notice.”
“And what if they do notice, or we run into the local bobbie? I’d be a lot less conspicuous by myself.”
“And get into a lot more trouble.”
“I’m starving, Ed! I’m not staying up here in this three-by-six room while you two sit downstairs gorging yourselves on kidney pie or Yorkshire pudding or stuffed vole or whatever dreadful Celtic cuisine these people ruin their teeth with! ‘Westminster’ has everything, eh? How about an occasional dental office! Now, look here—“
The poodle trotted over to the single window, put her paws up on the sill. “—look down here. There’s a perfectly good fire escape outside this window with which to make good my escape. I can be down it, out on the town, replenish my hemoglobin levels, back up the metal staircase and into this room before you two finish your boiled rabbit intestines or whatever the old bat’s serving! Now unless someone has a better plan—“
“You can’t trot about the streets of London by yourself—” I began.
“Yes she can.”
I turned, surprised, to Clancy, watching me calmly from the bed. 
“She’s right. It’ll be dark. She’s low to the ground. The worst someone will do is to mistake her for a large rodent.”
“Thank you, Tootsie,” from Mitzi.
“Besides,” Clancy smiled wanly, “it’ll give us some time to be alone, talk about a plan…”
“You have a plan?” I asked obliviously.
“Oh for chrissake,” from Mitzi, “she’s talking about being alone with you, moron! For the first time in weeks! I doubt she intends to spend all of it talking!”
“Oh.”
Mitzi shook her head. “What am I, your interpreter?”
I looked at Clancy’s lovely figure on the bed, turned at looked at Mitzi less lovely figure under the window. “Well…if you really think it’s safe—“
Mitzi was already pawing at the sash. “Just help me get raise this window a couple of feet, Sport. I’ll be out and back before you can say stuffed vole.”
“What is vole?” I asked easing up the window for her.
“Don’t even ask,” Mitzi said and hopped to the sill. “Okay you nutty kids, enjoy Mrs. Lipton’s tea. What time is it now?”
I looked at my watch. “Quarter to six.”
“See you at quarter to seven.” She leapt to the iron frame of the fire escape outside.
“Wait!” I called.
Mitzi put her paws up on the outside window frame, looked up at me expectantly.
“Be careful.”
The poodle gave me a studied look, turned and looked over at Clancy, shook her head one with resigned patience, and started down the fire escape.
I turned to regard Clancy from the window. “What is a vole?”
“A sort of …mouse.”
I started, halfway to her. “They eat mice here!”
“Actually, more like a rat. And I think it’s been a few centuries since that was on the menu.”
I came before the bed. Stood over her. “Well. Alone at last.”
She smiled. But again wanly, and she didn’t meet my eyes.
“Well!” I sighed, “I missed you too!”
“Oh, Ed…” She stood then, pulled me close, kissed me tenderly (little too tenderly for my taste) and held me there on the hooked rug for a time.
When it became apparent Clancy wasn’t going to drag me down immediately to the duvet, I put my lips softly against her ear. “Was it terrible for you? Ivan—“
She cut me off with a gentle finger against my mouth. “Ed, I don’t want to talk about that.”
I nodded. Held her. Then thought about it a while. “Ever—?”
“Not now. Not yet.”
She drew back. “You don’t have to worr—he didn’t. Ivan’s gay, Ed.”
“I know.”
She looked surprised. “You do?”
“He made a pass at me. Sort of.”
“Really! And…what did you do about it?”
“Not much. I was dressed like a woman.”
Clancy pulled back. “Like a woman.”
“We were his gallery show. At his auction, in fact.”
“Dressed as women?”
“Just me. Ivan was dressed like, Ivan. It’s a long story. You probably looked right at me, I was practically in the front row, sitting beside the fat Iraqi doing all the bidding. The one flirting with me.”
“An Iraqi dressed like a woman was flirting with you?”
I threw up my hands. “No, no, like a man. He thought he was flirting with a woman.”
Clancy pulled back further, one brow arched. “You’ve…done this before? Dressed up like a woman?”
I sighed. “No. Look. It doesn’t matter. The point is, the Iraqi won the auction.”
“What were they auctioning?”
I looked at her with new eyes. “You.”
She accessed me a moment, placed a palm to my forehead. “Ed, it’s been a long day…the plane, the shark…”
I yanked her hand away. “You remember the plane. You remember Ivan on the plane with us. What do you remember before that?”
She frowned up at me. The blankness in her eyes was heartbreaking.
I pulled her close again. “Never mind now. He obviously had some form of mind-control over you. Sophisticated enough to shut down your telepathic powers.” I shook my head against her. “How the hell a vampire managed that I’ll never know. Somewhere along the line Prince Ivan got way ahead of the curve—way ahead of us, I’m afraid.”
I felt her tremble once against me. I stroked her back. “Never mind, he’s gone now.”
Her voice was muffled against my breast bone. “Do you really believe that, Ed?”
“Something made the number two engine go out. Right after Ivan was ejected from the plane. He must have been sucked into the turbo.”
“Maybe. Or maybe it was a flight of gulls. You thought Alicia was dead too, remember?”
I remembered. 
“As far as I know there’s only one way to kill a creature that’s already dead, Ed.”
“Clancy?”
“Yes?”
“Did you miss me at all?”
She hugged me tighter. “Every minute. Every second.”
“Good. Because I think I’ve finally figured out the perfect plan.”
“Yes?”
“Yes. We forget all about Mrs. Lipton’s delicious repast, get into bed and make love until that silly poodle scratches at the window.”
I could feel her smile. “The window’s opened a crack.”
“Not after I shut it again. And lock it. And draw the shade.”
Clancy drew her nails across my chest: the sensation shot right up my spine.
“That sounds lovely, darling. I can’t think of anything that sounds lovelier. But it isn’t strictly speaking a ‘plan’…in any kind of extensive way.”
“I want to make love to you. Now.”
Clancy pulled away slowly, cupped my cheek a moment, then moved past me to the window. Not something I interpreted as a good sign.
She stood there at the window watching the burnt sienna brick wall across from us grow to burnt umber with the setting sun.
“And afterwards?”
“Afterwards?”
“After we make love? What then?”
I turned to watch her back. “Well…I could probably go again, maybe even three times…”
Her reflection in the panes smiled at me. “I can’t stay here, Ed.”
“Oh?” My heart skipped a beat. “Got a hot date somewhere back in the States?”
“Yes.”
Shit. I was afraid she’d say that.
“With Alicia.”
I was even more afraid she’d say that.
I shrugged a smile. “Okay! I’ll go with you! But can’t it wait? We haven’t seen Trafalgar Square or Haymarket! Alicia will keep a day or so!”
“It won’t be a day or so, Ed. It will be eight weeks before Mitzi’s quarantine is up.”
I almost laughed. “You don’t really think I intend to let them lock her up, do you? She’d die!”
“Not if you can figure a way to slip her some blood.”
“What blood?”
She turned from the window, face set, eyes showing maybe just a trace of sadness. “I don’t know. But the embassy’s not going to give you that passport unless you do.”
“Not going to give you one either!” I attempted.
The trace of sadness had reached her mouth. “They fingerprinted us, Ed. They’ll check, see we’re not married….”
I nodded slowly, everything coming home at once. “You’d really abandon us like that?”
The smile vanished, the blue eyes went stormy. “How can you say that, Ed? How can you even think it! Even if I didn’t love you—love both of you—after all you’ve done, all the grief, the miles endured chasing after me, you saved my life! I would never abandon you, darling, never! Don’t ever use that word again!”
“But?”
“But there’s a cancer spreading across America, one I am uniquely equipped to fight! I vowed to my father, to myself, I would fight it, until the day I destroyed the vampires or they destroyed me. I love you, Ed. But I can’t allow even love to stand in the way of the greatest battle this planet has ever waged! I’d hoped you felt the same!”
“And Mitzi?”
Clancy turned away. “Mitzi…”
“Yes. What about her?”
“Mitzi is…Mitzi.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means she puts herself first, like any dog. In all my research, Ed, in all my years of digging and testing and trails and errors I’ve never run across another non-human that was a vampire, have you?”
“I’m hardly qualified—“
“You’re as qualified as anyone! A canine vampire! It doesn’t make biological sense!”
“None of it makes biological sense, Clancy! Dog or human! It flies in the face of every science we know! I’ve seen it face-to-face and half the time I still think we’re chasing a myth, an old wife’s tale!”
“But that’s the distinction, Ed. You’ve seen it!”
I started walking those tight circles again I was becoming so accustomed to. “Fine, fine! But first of all, you don’t even know Alicia’s still in America.”
She looked at me a long silent moment.
I knew I was beginning to spin out but I was tired and hungry and, yes, horny for the woman I loved! “What—?
Clancy’s voice was calm, still strong, but soft, even. “They may be vampires, Ed, but they still walk in human form, still have human needs, still lust for power. America is the most powerful nation on Earth. And—Ivan aside—Alicia the most avaricious. If we lose the war in the States, we lose the rest of the planet. Right now the U.S. is the front lines. I have to go back. And quickly.”
I must have had a funny look on my face.
“What—?” from Clancy.
I shook my head. “You don’t trust Mitzi, Mitzi doesn’t trust you. You’re both fighting the same cause but you don’t trust each other. Because you’re different.”
She looked away a moment, then right back at me. “Everyone bands together during a war, Ed. Even as far back as the ‘40’s. They were lynching Negroes in the South, but remember the Tuskegee airmen? Turned out to be some of the best pilots—the best soldiers—of the war. War is like a marriage, Ed; you don’t have to love the guy you’re fighting next to.”
“But you have to trust him, depend on him.”
“I love you both.”
“Really? You’re a hybrid, Clancy, an almost-vampire who can’t be turned. A human who can’t quite be a vampire. Either way you’re—“
“What? A freak?”
“Either way you’re safe no matter how the war ends. You’re like the Japanese Americans in those WWII internment camps. Scorned and mistreated by other Americans, maybe, but for them it didn’t really matter how the war ended.”
She closed her eyes. “That’s a disgusting thing to say. And dishonorable to every Japanese-American soldier who died in the war. My God, Ed, have I fallen in love with a racist?”
“I think you know the answer to that, Clancy. On the other hand, if the Japanese had won the war I might not be around to ask.”
She sighed. “You’re tried. And hungry. Maybe we can get Mrs. Lipton to put out some—“
“Maybe we can get Miss Clancy to put out instead!” and I grabbed her wrist until she winced and threw her sprawling across the bed.
Then I raped her.
Well…sort of.
Is it rape if the victim comes more times than you do? Holds you afterwards so you can’t roll off? Clamps a hand across your mouth when you try to apologize? Starts the next round herself? And the next?
I slept then—you’ll excuse the expression—like the dead.
And when I woke, Clancy was gone.
And Mitzi was sitting on the bed beside me, head between her paws, watching me quietly.
“So pleasant to come home to.”
“What?
“The soothing odor of drying spunk.”
“Get off the bed! Your muzzle’s all…pink and gross!”
“But my tummy’s happy! And you have a certain glow! Ah, me, the vagabond life! You recently drained, me freshly filled! Who says England is stuffy?”
“How’d you get in?”
“Clancy, of course.”
I glanced around the empty room. “Did she go out?”
“No, Ed, she’s mastering invisibility.”
“Did she tell you where she was going?”
“Only what she already told you.” The poodle stretched the rumpled sheets. “Model of independence, that girl! Ah, well, win some, lose some, eh? Lots of fish in the sea! Still got Sylvie’s number?”
I kicked her off the bed. 
There was a light rapping at our door.
“Speak of the devil!” from Mitzi. “She just can’t live without you!”
“Yoo-hoo, Mr. and Mrs. Magee!”
“Oops, it’s the endlessly loquacious travel agency!”
“Only one courtesy reminder to newcomers!” Mrs. Lipton called cheerily. “Time for supper, you two! Spiff-spot!” 
 
 
 



 
THREE
 
 
The first thing I remember was that it was dark. And windy.
Then, immediately after, that I was cold, arms wrapped about me.
And high above London, apparently, as my mind began to clear, and I realized I was parked on a ledge of hard, carved granite, my legs dangling over the side of some kind of tower or monument…and that the ground—or cement street—was at least 150 feet below me. With nothing in between but air.
“169 feet,” The Count said beside me, “and three inches to be precise. From the bottom of the pedestal down there to the top of Nelson’s hat! I recommend taking a firm grip on the ledge, Eddie!”
I looked down, heart swooping but nerves somehow subdued; The Count was beside me, he wouldn’t let me fall. “Did I ever mention I have a fear of heights?”
The old man chuckled. “Any idea where you are, Edward?”
I glanced about the darkened streets far below. “Back in Mrs. Lipton’s rooming house, fast asleep?”
Again the turkey neck chuckle. “If you like. Where you appear to be, then?”
The square below looked only distantly familiar. “Extremely wild guess—Trafalgar Square?”
The Count put a bony, comforting arm across my shoulders. “Very good, Eddie! And from this angle! Smart lad! I knew straight away we should become fast friends!”
“Thank you. I don’t suppose there’s anything you can do about the cold and fog…”
The ancient mouth smiled fangs as he patted my back. “Nothing vampire or mankind alike has been able to alter in several million years! Where would London’s charm be without its drizzle, eh?” He turned to me. “What is it, my boy, you’re not afraid?”
I bundled my arms tighter. “Not really. Just imagining how much Clancy would enjoy this incredible view of the city.”
He patted my back paternally again. “Our lovely Clancy is not fated to go further with you at this time, I’m afraid.”
I gave him a sharp look.
“Oh, she’s perfectly all right, perfectly safe. For the moment. But…” and he took a deep breath, “…she had her destiny and you have yours. You and that wonderful poodle.”
“Which means she won’t be there in the rooming house when I wake up, I take it.”
“The poodle, yes. The lovely Clancy, afraid not.”
“And what about lovely Alicia, Queen of Vampires, what have the fates destined for her?”
The Count, black cape with beautiful red satin lining billowing beside him in the breeze, thought about it a moment, leaning his chin on his cane. “I fear Alicia has fulfilled her agreement with me in getting you aboard that aircraft, thwarting Ivan. She’s somewhere back in the States, still on the mend, still fulfilling her own destiny.”
“And did I?”
“Pardon me, my boy?”
“Thwart Ivan?”
The Count tipped his head philosophically. “Well, you certainly delayed his plans to set up shop in the Middle East.”
“But did we kill him? Did he really get sucked into that starboard jet engine and ripped to little vampire pieces?”
The Count smiled down at me. “You ask a lot of questions, Eddie, do you know that?”
“Yes. I’ve terrible manners.”
“On the contrary! It’s what drew us to you!”
“’Us’?”
The Count laughed. “There you go again!” He took in the magnificent view. “All in good time, Edward dear boy, all in good time!”
I grunted, shivering. “What about this…tower? May I ask about that?”
“Ah! Indeed! And not so much a tower, Eddie, as a monument. Look up. See that fellow in the British Navel uniform standing up there?” He turned back to me. “Look up, my boy—I shan’t let you fall!”
I looked up, felt the inner swoop again. “The statue? Yes. Very nice. Who is he?”
“Admiral Horatio Nelson. 1st Viscount Nelson. 1st Duke of Bronte. 29 September, 1758 to 21 October, 1805. Flag officer in the Royal Navy. Perhaps England’s greatest hero.”
There was wistfulness in the old man’s voice.
“Only 47,” I muttered.” Died young.”
“Yes, well, not all that young for those times, but too young, certainly. He was killed in action.”
“Here?”
The Count was silent a thoughtful moment. “No. Cape Trafalgar, Spain.”
I nodded respectfully. “What did he do to earn a monument and have a British square named after his death place?”
Again that silent moment, the Count clearly thinking intently. Remembering?
“Nelson was noted for his superb grasp of strategy in battle, particularly during the Napoleonic Wars. He was quite remarkable, really. An inspired tactician. His inductive expertise resulted in a number of decisive naval victories. Nelson was wounded several times in combat, even lost an arm and the sight in one eye. But beyond all that he was best remembered for his absolutely inspirational leadership, his personality…his kinship with his men, no matter what their rank. He didn’t so much lead his sailors into a battle as…absorb the battle into them, and himself.”
“Sound like quite a guy.”
“Quite a guy, yes.”
“How did he lose his arm?’
The Count seemed to sit up higher.
“It was during the Battle of Santa Cruz de Tenerife. One of his few defeats. He was forced to return to England to recuperate. One year later he won a decisive victory over the French at the Battle of the Nile, remained in the Mediterranean to support the Kingdom of Naples against the French invasion. Won another victory in the Baltic the following year, this time over the Danes at the Battle of Copenhagen. He commanded the blockade of the French and Spanish fleets at Toulon. After a brief return here to England, the Admiral took over the Cadiz blockage in 1805. On October 21 of that year, the Franco-Spanish fleet engaged him at the Battle of Trafalgar. The battle was Britain’s finest moment, its greatest naval victory. Alas, during the action Nelson was shot by a French sniper.”
“How did it happen?”
The Count smiled out at the night distractedly for a moment, then turned to me. “Really want to know, Eddie?”
“Yes!”
He nodded, squeezed my arm once. “Despite having only 27 ships to the enemy’s 33, Admiral Nelson was confident of his success. Nevertheless, before the two forces engaged, he went below and made out his will. Afterwards he joined Victory’s—that was the name of his ship—signal Lieutenant John Pasco on deck. ‘Mr. Pasco,’ he said, smiling, sea wind against his handsome face, ‘England confides that every man will do his duty.’ As the fleet converged, the Victory’s captain, Thomas Hardy, suggested Nelson remove the decorations on his coat so as not to be identified by enemy sharpshooters. Nelson declined. Victory came under fire from the 74-gun Redoubtable and the 130-gun Santisima Trinidad. Snipers from the enemy ships fired onto Victory’s deck from their riggings, but Nelson and Hardy continued to walk boldly about, directing and giving orders.”
The Count paused, looked up at the stars a moment…or where stars would be if not for the fog. Yet somehow I felt he saw them just the same.
“Shorty after one o’clock, Hardy realized Nelson was not by his side. He turned to see the Admiral kneeling on the deck, supporting himself with his hand before toppling onto his side. Hardy and several crewmen rushed over. Nelson looked up, smiling.
‘I do believe they have done it at last,’ he said. ‘My backbone is shot through.’ 
We found out later he’d been hit by a sniper from the Redoubtable firing at a range of hardly 50 feet. The bullet entered his left shoulder, pierced his lung and came to rest at the base of his spine. He never stopped smiling, though all others present were weeping openly. Not Nelson. His eyes were clear and steadfast.
“‘You can do nothing for me,’ he said at the end. ‘Thank God I have done my duty.’ He looked into my eyes, still smiling. Then breathed his last words. ‘God and my Country.’”
The Count went silent.
The winds whistled softly at the top of the granite monument.
I turned to the gaunt old man in the crisp black dress suit. “He looked into your eyes?”

At first he didn’t seem to hear, then the Count turned with vague surprise, finally shook his head. “Looked into Hardy’s eyes, I meant.”
I watched him silently a few moments. The evening chill had left me completely. “You were there,” I said. “Weren’t you?”
He didn’t reply, just stared into the night. Then he rattled a long, weary sigh. “Edward, my boy, do you ever feel as though you’ve lived too long?”
I felt my throat constrict, didn’t know what to say.
Finally the old man turned to me, aged eyes rimming red. “Of course not! You’re far too young! What you’re really wondering is why I dragged you up here atop this ancient monument to regale you with old sea stories in the night’s chill wind!”
“I’m not chill,” I told him.
He smiled then, reached out a bony, long-nailed hand and tugged once at my chin. “You’re a good man, Edward Magee. Like many good men across the globe, right here in Great Britain. You’ll meet some during your stay. But you’ll meet others as well. Men with strange ideas about class and ideology that won’t necessarily conform to your own. You won’t always be able to tell the difference by appearances alone.”
I nodded at the hollow face.
“When that happens, when you’re in doubt about some of your brothers here across the pond, remember that statue,” he pointed upward at the granite figure, “and remember the man it was carved after. Remember his resoluteness and his brave smile and remember that we can’t always be present to see the end of the battle, even when we win it. Can you do that for me?”
“I can, yes.”
He chuckled in moonlight, showed a bit of fang. “Of course you can. Knew it from the first.”
He patted my back as he began to fade.
“Call her, Eddie, she’s thinking of you. Needs to know you’re safe…”
“Clancy?”
“Sylvie.”
A stab went through my chest. 
“And that passport of yours? You need to check on it.”
“The passport’s ready?”
“Check on it.”
“But Mitzi! The quarantine! I can’t leave England for eight weeks, and I can’t feed her! Also I have no money! What was left went down with the plane! Count? Count—?”
But I was alone on the high, thin monument and abruptly cold again.
With no idea at all how to get back down.
* * *
“Eddie, wake up!”
“Wha—?”
“Mrs. Lipton’s here! She wants another week’s rent, in advance!”
I blinked the glue out of my eyes, looked up into the poodle’s shaggy face aglow with moonlight from the window. “—M-Mrs. Lipton? W-Where?”
“Hammering on the door for hours!”
I pushed up on one shaky arm. “I…don’t have any money…”
“It’s okay, she says she’s willing to take it out in trade for sex with you! She’s stark naked out there, Eddie, in a sexual frenzy! Flopping around like a berserk pilot whale! But the good news is, you only have to sleep with her once! Bear her one child!”
My brain finally focused enough to see the joke. “Very funny. The comic vampire poodle. What time is it? Why’d you wake me out of a dead sleep?”
Mitzi sat back on the covers, lifted a leg and began licking her crotch. “You were making strange noises. Going over your stock reports. Something about coffee—trying a Folger’s share.”
I sat up in bed, elbows propped on my knees, rubbing at my eyes. “Trafalgar square.”
“Yeah?” between slurps, “thinking about buying stock in London real estate?”
“It had nothing to do with stocks. Do you have to do that in the bed? It’s unsanitary.”
“Quite the opposite, really. S’how we doggies keep ourselves clean. The tongue as washcloth, as it were. You should try it sometime—save money on soap and water.” 
“We don’t have any money to save. I’m going to have to get a job, Mitz.”
She stopped slurping to look up at me. “In London? Doing what?”
I was suddenly more tired than when I went to bed. “I haven’t the least idea.”
“You haven’t the least credentials either, Sport, with your wallet at the bottom of the North Sea. What about the stipend the embassy gave you?”
I rubbed at my haggard face. “Won’t last the eight weeks until your quarantine’s up.”
Mitzi started to go back to polluting herself, stopped in mid-lick. “I forgot all about that stupid quarantine.”
“I didn’t.”
“So, what are we going to do?”
“What do you mean ‘we,’ white man?”
“C’mon, Eddie!”
I shook myself free of the sheets, put bare feet on cold floor. “I don’t know. Right now I have to pee. And it’s a long way down the hall to the toilet.”
“Worse than that, the water closet’s being occupied. It’s Mr. Fuller. He sometimes spends the entire night there. I heard him through the walls talking with his wife. Apparently he has a deviated perineum or a left-handed lower bowel or something. Anyway, it amounts to near permanent constipation. Maybe that’s why he’s called ‘Mr. Fuller.’”
“Great.”
“Yes, and not a sink in sight to piss in. We’re living large, Sport.”
I looked around helplessly, bladder burning.
“I recommend the window.” 
I jerked toward her. “You’ve been peeing out the window? Into the alley?”
“It’s that or the porcelain wash bowl.”
“You could have hit someone down there!”
“I did hear some distant cursing, come to think of it. How’s The Count, by the way?”
I sat back against pillow with a sigh; she was way ahead of me as usual. “He thinks I should check with the embassy about my passport.”
“So soon?”
“Maybe it was just a dream…”
“Uh-huh. And maybe Mrs. Lipton has narrow hips.”
I stared up at the ceiling desultorily.
“What is it, Sport? Something’s on your mind besides urinating. Clancy?”
“I just got her back, Mitz. And now she’s gone again. Do you think…is that the way a woman in love acts?”
“That’s the way a woman committed to killing vampires acts. You’d be disappointed if she didn’t.”
I grunted agreement. “I guess. Funny, though…”
“What is?”
“I got the strangest feeling when talking to The Count—not that he actually articulated it—but I got the strangest feeling he wasn’t so sure we were going to beat them, win this war.”
Mitzi was thoughtful for a moment. Then: “Maybe that’s because we’re not.”
I looked at the shadowy form atop the sheets. “Do you really believe that?”
She snorted a sigh. “I don’t know. There are all kinds of ways of winning a war, Sport.”
I was too tired to ask her what she meant by that.
“So,” she said drowsily, “are you going to call her?”
“Clancy?”
“Sylvie.”
I closed my eyes against the pillow. “Go to sleep, dog.”
But after two minutes my bladder was nudging sleep out of the equation.
After five minutes I finally got up and stumbled to the window, lifted the sash a foot.
There may have been distant cursing below…
 
 
FOUR
 
 
We got up early the next sunny London morning and had tea and crumpets downstairs at the dining table with some of the other boarders. 
Mitzi pointed out Mr. Fuller, who was rosy cheeked and smiling beside his dumpy wife and appeared radiantly philosophic with recent expulsion. Just thinking about it made the crumpets go down easier. That and the way Mrs. Lipton’s battleship hips scraped the doorway as she darted in and out of the kitchen.
After breakfast we walked up the street past expensive townhouses and fashionable shops to the Chancery Building in Grosvenor Square.
“Hello, Ike!” Mitzi said to the statue of Eisenhower as we passed by it on the way to the embassy’s front entrance. “Hello, Bald Eagle!” she said to the statue of the bird on the embassy roof as we reached the door.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“I’m being friendly!” the poodle exclaimed, “I’m thinking positive! I’m projecting good thoughts ahead! Your passport will be ready and they’ve lifted my quarantine and we can leave Great Britain whenever we wish! I have a smile on my face, just like Admiral Nelson! Hello, sparrow! Hello, embassy building!”
“You’ve lost your bloody mind, dog.”
“Not at all! Try it! Think happy thoughts! Hello, pretty lady! What a pretty dress! Hello, sewer rat! Lovely day for the gutter, yes?”
I nodded, reaching for the door. “I get it. You bit a schizophrenic last night, that it? You didn’t turn him, I hope to God.”
“Of course not! You think I want downtown London swarming with vampires? Hello, caterpillar!”
“I think that’s a slug.”
“Same thing. Well! Here we are again! Hello, Embassy foyer! My, don’t your floors look bright and shiny this morning? Hello, bureaucratic-looking person with the bad toupee! Hello, disgruntled looking janitor who thinks he’s underpaid by a bigoted upper class, and has lost all interest in sex with your wife since her last cesarean!”
“You know, you could take this act on the road…”
“Hello, sour-faced Mr. Windsor-Smith, the embassy clerk who hates all Americans and will under no circumstances cut us a break!”
I groaned under my breath as we approached the desk. “Shit, I was hoping this was his day off—“
I froze in my tracks.
Mr. Windsor-Smith was wearing a large bandage on the left side of his neck.
I looked down at Mitzi. “Tell me you didn’t.”
“It was late! It was dark! He was cutting through the park after leaving the embassy!”
“You fanged the one man in London who holds our passports!”
“Trust me, he never knew what hit him.”
I closed my eyes. “Christ. You take the cake, you know that?”
“May I help you, sir?”
I looked up at Mr. Windsor-Smith with a winning smile, willing my eyes not to stare at his bandage. “Good morning! It’s Ed Magee! Remember? We were in here yesterday? With a young woman? Concerning our passports—“
“Sir, dogs are not allowed in my embassy.”
“His embassy,” from Mitzi.
I held my friendly smile on the clerk. “Yes, I know. Don’t you remember us? Rescued at sea? Lost all our personal affairs in the crash—“
“I see hundreds of people every week, Mister—?”
“Magee. Yes, I realize that, but—“
“The dog will have to be quarantined, sir, under British law.”
“Right, we’ve been over all that. I was wondering how my passport was coming along, could you check? That’s. ‘Magee’. ‘Edward Magee’.”
The sour-faced Windsor-Smith started to reply curtly, then turned with a reluctantly air to his computer. He pecked away for a moment. Looked back at me. “You were with a Miss Blaine? Miss Clancy Blaine?”
“Yes!”
Back to his monitor, more pecking. Finally he straightened smugly. “Apparently your passport has indeed been prepared and approved.”
“Terrific!”
“But I’m not authorized to relinquish it to you until the animal’s quarantine is fulfilled.”
“What about Miss Blaine?”
“What about her?”
“Can she have her passport?”
“Does the dog belong to her?”
“No, she’s mine.”
“Then I would assume Miss Blaine is free to go.”
“She’s been in, then, gotten her passport?”
“You and the Blaine woman, you’re related? Married?”
“Well, no…”
“Then I’m afraid that’s confidential information. Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. Magee, before I again insist you remove the animal from the building?”
I sighed. Slumped. “Don’t happen to have a job back there behind the desk, do you?”
“Pardon me?”
“I have no money.”
Sour Face pecked at his computer keys. “Says here the embassy gave you a stipend—“
“But not enough to last an eight week quarantine.”
“I see. How inconvenient.” 
To my surprise, Mr. Windsor-Smith kept on pecking. “The embassy is also obliged to supply you with a list of potential temporary labor…should any exist.”
My hopes rose.
“You don’t by chance have a dental degree?”
And were dashed. “Afraid not.”
“Mmm.” More pecking. “Not familiar enough with British law to fill a position at one of the administrative offices, I suppose? They need a clerk.” Only he pronounced it ‘clark.’
“Well…”
He shook his head. “Never mind. What exactly is your background, Mr. Magee, back in the States?”
“I was a newspaper reporter.”
“Really? Interesting.” He pecked. Scowled. Shook his head. “Cutting back on newspapers in England. The home computer, you know, CNN on the telly.”
“Yes, I do know.”
He pecked. Shook his head again. “Sorry, nothing.”
I looked down at Mitzi.
“Come back tomorrow, Ed. Tell them I ran away. Got run over or something.  I’m not registered online as your pet anyway. Tell them I was just some stray you picked up, take your passport and go back home.”
“I won’t do that, Mitzi.”
“Don’t be an idiot. I’ll make out.”
“No.”
“It’s what Clancy would advise.”
“No!”
“Sir—?”
I looked up at the clerk. He was back behind his computer again. “Any objections to working outside of London?”
“Have you got something?”
He pecked keys. “Probably already taken… peck-peck. Frown. Peck-peck. Frown. “Hmm. Doesn’t say for certain…just a moment…”
He reached for the desk phone, punched numbers.
We waited.
I stared at his phone, thought of Sylvie.
“—yes, Windsor-Smith here at the American Embassy in Westminster. Do you have a listing for a Colonel Cushing, at—yes, that’s the one. Yes. You can put me through yourself? Fine.”
The young clerk looked over at me, held up a just-a-moment finger.
We waited.
“—yes, Windsor-Smith here at the American Embassy. We have you on file here as needing…yes. Uh-huh. I see. An American. Newspaper man. Uh-huh. Name of Magee, Edward Magee. The rescue at sea, yes that’s the one. No, he’s alone. Well, there is a dog. I see. And you’ll take responsibility for—uh-huh. Fine. Just a moment—“
The clerk leaned toward me. “Do you have transportation?”
“Well…”
“No transportation,” he told the phone. Right. Uh…yes, seems a nice enough chap. Very well. Thank you.”
He hung up. “You have an interview.”
“Great.”
“Yes, I should think so, if you get the job. Are you aware of Hargrove Hall in Cumbria?”
“No.”
“Colonel Cushing’s estate?”
“Afraid not.”
“I see. Well. I won’t spoil it for you then. Mr. Cushing’s man will be here in precisely half an hour to collect you.”
“His man?”
“Chauffeur.”
“I’m being picked up by a chauffeur?”
“In a Rolls, I imagine.”
My jaw dropped. 
I looked down. “What about my dog?”
“There’s a large kennel and exercise grounds behind the castle. Far better than anything your animal would receive here in town.”
“The ‘castle’?”
“Colonel Cushing is a baronet. A distant relative of the royal family. Harington Hall is one of the oldest estates in England. And one of the most prestigious. You’ll be living on the grounds with the dog. Not together, of course. Colonel Cushing is in need of an educated librarian. Also, should you qualify, perhaps a personal secretary. If you’re interested, of course.”
“I’d be staying in a castle?”
“If you pass what I’m told can be a rather rigorous interview.”
I was stunned. “Was there, uh…any mention of pay?”
“How many rooms are you presently occupying at Mrs. Lipton’s place, Mr. Magee?”
“One.”
“Ah. The smallest accommodations at Hargrove Hall contain seven rooms, I should imagine the salary to be commensurate with that. You may wait here in the foyer for your driver. Your passport will be mailed to Harington Hall in eight weeks, along with certification for the dog. Good luck, Mr. Magee.” 
We waited outside instead. I suddenly had a very real need for fresh air.
“Hello, Tarantula!” Mitzi said trotting down the embassy steps.
I looked at my feet.
“Just messing with you, Sport!”
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The M6 is the only real motorway that runs through Cumbria. Kendal and Penrith are its primary destinations before it terminates just north of Carlisle. 
Hargrove Hall resides within the beautiful Lake District National Park–considered one of England’s most outstanding areas of natural beauty (read: tourists)—whose nearest town is Windermere, the termination point for the railway. An upland, costal and rural area bordered on the east by the Irish sea, much of Cumbria is mountainous and, in fact, contains every peak in England over 3,000 ft. above sea level. Everywhere you look is just about postcard perfect.
Wordsworth wrote: “Standing alone, as from a rampart’s edge, I over looked the bed of Windermere, like a vast river stretching in the sun…”
It was Wordsworth’s influence which helped terminate the railway at Windermere, stopping it from scarring the lovely Lake District; he didn’t wish to share all that beauty with others. “Is there no nook of English ground secure, from rash assault? How can the blight endure…”
That was in 1798. 
Today the old man might have a heart attack from the fact that his beloved Lake District is host to more than 154.8 million visitors every year, railroad or no. Despite this, fewer than 50,000 people actually reside within the Lake District, which is still pretty damn breathtaking. To get to places like Windermere and, eventually, Hargrove Hall, you must leave the M6 and take either the main A591 or the less traveled A5074. If it’s tourist season the latter is strongly advised.
If you can take your eyes off the spectacular views of the lake and fells beyond, the orchards, heathers and rolling shrub, the astilbes, hydreangeas and polystrichum ferns, you will eventually discover, only a few miles from the lake, Hargrove Hall.
At first there is only traditional English countryside; stately oaks, Wellingtonia, redwood, weeping lime, varieties of beech. 
Then the countryside gives way to a seemingly endless stretch of macadam, flanked by manicured green lawns, a host of smallish, fluted fountains, and finally the castle itself,  jutting upward in a mauve mixture of Medieval ecclesiastical and Palladian with a bit of Strawberry Hill Gothic thrown in. A small attempt at unity was apparently made at some bygone time with the use of crenelation. I would eventually learn the place was originally conceived as an abbey. 
Our chauffeur didn’t say more than two words all the way to Cumbria. 
As the big Rolls pulled into the massive carriage circle before seeming miles of stone and leaded-window walls laced with red and green ivy, the two words he used were: “That one,” referring to the middle of three cantilevered arched stone entranceways. 
Mitzi and I hopped out and the shiny black Rolls rolled on with a snick of gravel.
Two massive brass knockers shaped into lion’s heads growled soundlessly from two massive oak doors, one of which the house butler swung inward before I could knock. 
He was tall, bald, and tight-lipped; the epitome of every butler you’ve ever seen in films and books except somewhat more stooped with age than I’d expected, rangy in his crisp, black uniform and shiny patent shoes. He reminded me a little of the hollow-faced Count, in fact, at least in an outward way, chalk-white skin and thin lips as sallow as the old vampire’s but for a slight patina of pink at cheeks and hawk-like nose that belied him as human.
He looked at me, looked down at Mitzi, said “This way,” and led us away from the covered entryway down a long flagstone path parallel to the magnificent façade of the ancient castle toward the rolling green lawns that marked the rear of the estate where the stone-walled kennel was attached. Flanking the stone walls was a long, hurricane fence exercise yard with plenty of fresh air and sunshine. Beyond that was a wide, curving picture postcard pond with shade trees and gliding swans. I had the feeling the dogs enjoyed the castle’s best view.
We were greeted by an immediate chorus of twenty or more raucously barking-baying, immaculately bred, white and brown beagle hunting dogs that nevertheless remained in a kind of relaxed formation within their pen, neither bounding at nor threatening us.
The butler opened the black wrought iron gate and turned to me.
I looked down at Mitzi. “Guess this is it, kid.”
“Be careful,” she said cryptically and walked inside with that imperious Mitzi gait of hers.
“Of what?”
She sniffed the ground, distracted, without looking back. “Something smells.”
“Like?”
“Denmark, and the rottenness therein. Just be careful in the house, huh? I’m picking up what might be vampire inside this pen but is pretty blunted by the reek of testosterone. Did you notice all the other dogs are males? Un-neutered males. Should be fun when I come into estrus…”
“How can you come into estrus if you’re dead?”
“How can I talk to you through my mind? Just watch your step, Sport,” and she looked up at the other dogs. They were all looking back at her. “And pay a visit now and then, huh, Ed?”
“You can bank on it.”
The butler closed and locked the gate.
* * *
We sat in a high-ceiling but not enormous room, which I guessed was the Colonel’s study.
Or trophy room. 
Its richly paneled walls were lined with the stuffed heads of large animals, mostly of African origin, including a beautifully mounted, large-horned rhino, a leopard, a lion, and several deer-like animals I didn’t know the names of, but which the high school term greater or lesser kudu-something brought to mind. Anyway, they were noble-looking creatures with soulful eyes and magnificent corkscrew horns that looked woefully out of place above a gentleman’s stone and marble topped fireplace in the wilds of rural England. Maybe the only thing I hated more in life than a living-dead vampire was a still-living taxidermist. 
Colonel Cushing sat in a red leather chair behind his expansive burl wood desk surrounded by this glassy-eyed menagerie and furniture and decorum straight out of and not a second older than the Victorian Age. I half expected the old Queen herself to drop in for tea, leaden gowns a-rustle, bland brow frowning at all things prurient. There wasn’t a computer monitor or cell phone or iPad in sight. The single phone was one of those ponderous French things that looked carved from solid onyx. Yet Cushing sat across his desk across from me (in my humble, straight-back chair) reading what was clearly a newly printed resume he’d obtained on me. Probably from old college records, hopefully not a recent FBI file.
With a name like Cushing, I’d absently expected something along the lines of the distinguished-looking, warm mannered actor from all those great Hammer Films, everybody’s favorite Van Helsing. Instead I was confronted by something more akin to his ongoing vampire nemesis Christopher Lee: tall, imposing, not unhandsome and slow to smile—sturdy of jaw and gray at the temples under whose eyes you always felt mildly uncomfortable.
“…says here you dropped out of college.”
“Yes.”
“At the beginning of your senior year. Why, when so near graduation?”
“Ambition.”
He looked over the top of the print-out at me.
“I was very ambitious in those days, impatient to get on with the great American novel. I didn’t feel the university had any more to teach me.”
He might have smiled a moment before his eyes dropped back to the paper. “And did you? Write the great American novel?”
“Several times. Even had a couple published. None of them great enough, I guess.”
He made a noncommittal sound behind the gleaming burl wood. “Well, they turned down Moby Dick at several houses, I’m told. One never knows the when’s or where’s of life, does one?”
“I certainly never imagined myself seeking employment in an historic English castle.”
Cushing put down the paper with what seemed to me a curt movement. He stared silently at me a moment, then let his eyes rove over the glassy eyes watching us from the paneled walls.
“Hideous, aren’t they?”
“Pardon?”
He nodded at the frozen head of the stuffed rhino. “They’re all quite old—antiques. I didn’t shoot them. I bought them from aged hunters, antique stores. Collected them. To remind me.”
I waited to find out of what, but it didn’t come.
“That’s the white rhino. Or was. The species is officially extinct now, did you know that?”
“No,” I admitted with some alarm. “I thought they were being protect—“
“It didn’t work.” 
Cushing stood up then, eyes not wavering from the trophy head’s curving horn. And as if to underscore the tragedy, repeated, “It didn’t work.” 
“That’s terrible,” I said softly, sincerely.
That brought his eyes to mine for a moment; long enough for me to see genuine regret in them, though if for the rhinos alone I wasn’t sure.
“You know why, of course.” 
I wasn’t sure what he was referring to for a moment. Finally I ventured: “Man.”
Cushing nodded solemnly. “As long as it had only other animals to deal with the rhinoceros did fine. Huge bulk, inch-thick hide, razor horn, built like a bloody Sherman Tank. But both it and its black cousin are handicapped by a very low reproductive rate—one calf about every three years. Solitary habits don’t give them the herd protection of other species. Making them ideally vulnerable.”
“To poachers,” I said.
Again he looked at me, perhaps with increased interest. “Exactly. Mindless idiots who shoot them and leave the entire carcass to rot but for the horn, which they sell to other mindless idiots around the world who believe it contains medical properties. It does not. There are still a few black rhinos left in Amboseli, would you know why?”
“No.”
“For its bulk, the black is quite agile; takes off like a sprinter, turns like a polo pony. An odd mixture of short temper and curiosity. Charges first, investigates later. Its chief hereditary enemy was the Wakamba tribesmen, who hunted it with arrows. But when chased into the thorn brush by a rhino, the hunters can’t use their bows effectively.” 
He offered a momentary half-smile, replaced quickly by a scowl. “Useless against guns, of course.”
I nodded. “Of course.”
He studied me an indecipherable moment. “Mr. Magee, is it—?”
“Ed to my friends.”
He nodded. “You have many friends, do you?”
“I’d say so.”
His silence implied he did not.
He locked his hands behind his purple smoking jacket and paced the room for several moments. “My own few friends, while not overly loquacious, are assuredly steadfast.”
I looked at the animal heads above him: his friends.
“It isn’t a castle, you know.”
“Pardon me?”
He swept his hand at the room, the entire building. “The true castles are nearly all gone. Destroyed.”
“Destroyed?”
“Like the white rhino, yes, destroyed…one by one. In rather short order, comparatively…”
The Colonel’s mind seemed to wander a moment, then he straighten vigorous shoulders and paced on. Gave his hand a shorter sweep. “This is what we English call a country house. One of many evolved over the last five hundred years after the large, fortified castles of the feudal lords. The country house, or great house—not fortified—began during the more stable Tudor period. Henry VII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries saw many former ecclesiastical properties, like this one, granted to the King’s favorites, who converted them into private country homes. During the 18th and 19th centuries the highest echelons of British society enjoyed the country house as a place for relaxing, hunting and running the country with one’s equals at the end of the week. Some houses even had their own theaters for entertainment. Am I boring you?”
“Not at all, fascinating.”
Another brief, almost-smile. “The country house was not just an oasis from the city for a fortunate few, however, but the center of its own world. Despite what are, to you Yanks, the dubious honors of class distinction, the houses provided employment to hundreds of people in the vicinity of the particular estate. In previous eras, when state benefits were unheard of, those working on an estate were among the most fortunate, receiving secured employment and rent-free accommodations. Unlike many of their contemporaries prior to the 20th century, the indoor staff slept in proper beds, wore well-made clothing and received three nourishing meals a day, in addition to a small wage. At a time when many died for lack of medication or from malnutrition, the long working hours were a small price to pay. Forgive me if I sound as if I’m defending British nobility. I am not.”
“Please go on.”
“In any case, as a result of the aristocratic habit of marrying within the aristocracy, and whenever possible to a sole heiress, many owners of country houses owned several other country mansions, visiting each according to the season. Grouse shooting in Scotland, for instance, pheasant shooting in Epsom, Buckinghamshire for the racing season—“
“—England for the fox hunting?”
Cushing turned to me, a wider smile this time and a longer lasting one. 
“Quite so. For many, this way of life, which began a steady decline in 1914, continued well into the 20th century. For a very fortunate few, like myself, it continues to this day. Can you possibly imagine why I’m prattling on like this, Mr. Magee? While I’m revealing so much about myself and have hardly asked a single question about you?”
I craned around the room a moment; the warm, expensive, other-timeliness of it. “Well, Mr. Cushing, if your study is indicative of the house as a whole, I’d say you’re an Old World man of Old World tastes and perhaps even habits and ideologies. An older man considering the hiring of a younger man from a younger, perhaps less patient country. A man perhaps lost in a world where no computer or smart phone appears to exist. You are, perhaps, concerned with my comfort in such a world. Or my capacity in one. Or both.”
Cushing came to stand before me. Looming.
That mildly uncomfortable feeling settled over me under his eyes.
“You used the word ‘perhaps’ not less than four times, Mr. Magee. I wonder if you might be a trifle more exacting.”
My turn to smile, despite the imposing, looming presence. 
“No offense, Mr. Cushing, but in fact you’ve revealed a great deal about United Kingdom real estate but very little about yourself—other than your personal tastes visible to anyone seated within this room.”
Cushing rocked once on the balls of his feet, which I took as a kind of touché. “Go on.”
“You said, ‘like a fortunate few’ regarding your house and, I’m guessing, your wealth.”
“Yes?”
“Well…it’s just that, you didn’t sound especially fortunate. Or appear that way from your expression.”
“No? And how do I appear, Mr. Magee?”
I cleared my throat. “Well…at the risk of costing myself employment…’unhappy’.”
“Indeed?”
I cocked my head and took another step toward poverty. “Maybe that’s not it…not all of it anyway…”
“Fascinating, Mr. Magee, do go on. Do you think I’m unhappy because I still possess the luxurys so many others possessed before?  Do you think I’m guilty in my wealth and prestige?”
“Not guilty, no…”
“Come-come! What then?”
I studied him a moment. “Lonely.”
As if to punctuate my last remark, the sound of a baying dog floated soulfully to us through thick mansion walls.
Cushing watched me another moment, then returned to his red leather chair.
He picked up my resume or dossier or whatever it was, glanced at it a moment and dropped it in the trash basket beside his desk.
He steepled his fingers on the rich desktop, then sat back with a creak of leather upholstery and soft groan of his own. “That was Big Bob. The largest of my beagles. And the loudest. You can hear his bay for miles.”
He seemed to go into a momentary trance.
I cleared my throat. “I didn’t notice the stables. Did I miss them?”
Cushing was staring at the rhino again. In a moment he turned to me. “Sorry? Oh. No. They’re there, behind the east wing. Wasting away, I’m afraid. I rarely hunt anymore.”
“But you’ve kept the dogs.”
He nodded distractedly. “Yes. Nostalgia, I suppose.”
“For those days when you did hunt.”
He nodded, studying his hands now. Big hands. Powerful. I could imagine them guiding the reins of a powerful horse.
“What caused it, Mr. Cushing?”
He looked up. “Pardon me, young man?”
“The loss of all your friends?”
He leaned forward again at his desk, drummed his fingers impatiently on it. “I fail to see where that’s your concern, sir.”
I nodded. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get personal. It’s just…”
“Just what?”
I shrugged in my little straight back chair. “I’d give anything to attend a real fox hunt. It must be incredibly exciting, beyond exhilarating.”
“You should know, Mr. Magee.”
I frowned. “How’s that—?”
“You’ve done your share.”
I was taken aback. “Me? I have? I only—“
His raised palm cut me off. “Mr. Magee, I am a man of no more than average intelligence. I’d wager, in fact, that in I.Q. you’re a bit above me. Maybe more than a bit. But I know a man who’s hunted or been hunted the moment he walks through that door. You’re either after someone or someone’s after you, I haven’t decided which.”
I didn’t know what to say. Though I had visions of a trapped rat.
Cushing grunted dismissively and waved his hand. “It isn’t about catching the damn fox anyway. And it certainly isn’t the idiotic braying of those damn hounds, or the blisters on your backside when you’ve been off the hunt a few weeks.”
He picked up a pipe on his desk, an expensive looking Meerschaum, as if considering filling it. But he put it back again as if he’d lost he’d taste for it.
“It’s about the pomp. It’s about the excitement in your stomach the night before the hunt. It’s about the smell of saddle soap and trampled grass and how ever so sweeter the sex is later on. It’s about a field of rose red uniforms and caps rolling over a swarth of deep green. It’s about the goddamn camaraderie. The laughter. The undying friendship.”
He looked down at his hands again a moment as if surprised to find them empty. “The undying friendship,” he repeated softly.
Then he seemed to shake himself back, reached over and pressed a brass buzzer on the desk.
In a moment the butler appeared.
“Jennings, show this young man to the door, please.” 
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“Earth to Mitzi, Earth to Mitzi…do you copy?”
Silence.
“This is space cadet Ed to Mitzi, do you cop—?”
“I believe my last words were: ‘Pay me an occasional visit.’”
“I’ve been busy. It was a long interview. Still smelling vampires down there in your royal kennel?”
“A kennel by any other name, Ed. No vampire odors at the moment.”
“Maybe it was the butler.”
“No, the butler was clean. I take it from the strength of your signal you’re close by—you got the job.”
“Well, at first I thought he was showing me to the door. Turned out the door was the one to my room. My rooms. I have two fireplaces and three bathrooms. This place is only slightly smaller than Rhode Island. Even the bed is too big.”
“I weep for you. How do you like Colonel Cushing? Does he look like the actor?”
“More like Christopher Lee. I’m not sure how I like him, he’s a hard one to read. I sense alienation. Prosperity without the lofty airs. You know how Fitzgerald says: “The rich are different?” Cushing isn’t. Not different like the rich, anyway. How’s the kennel club?”
“Keeping to themselves. Watching me from a safe distance. They tend to huddle together as a group. I don’t think they’ve ever seen a poodle before. Maybe never seen a female before. Don’t know whether to fuck me or eat me. What are you doing?”
“Lying in bed staring into all this vastness. Wish you were here.”
“Gates locked. Why don’t you come down to me?”
“If I can find my way through this Etcher drawing.”
“C’mon, Sport, where’s that irrepressible Magee sense of adventure—?”
* * *
‘Sense of adventure,’ my ass.
I lost my way at least four times in just the east wing of the castle (excuse me, country
house) alone. I kept circling back to the kitchen. Or maybe there were two kitchens. Could have been eight and still enough room for a racetrack. I kept expecting, half hoping, stiff-lipped ole Jefferies would appear from the murky quagmire of hallways and staircases that led to God-knew-where, but everyone but the unmoving suits of gleaming 15th century armor guarding the myriad entranceways had apparently gone to bed after supper. Which was served to me on a tray by one of those little French maids you see in the movies, this one actually pretty and French and wearing a black maid’s outfit with white ruffles, sexy little hat and tiny hemline the way only a French maid can. I wanted to ask her why I was being served fresh, steaming quail and asparagus in my room and not in the dining room (hall, auditorium?) without my host but she only smiled “Merci!” as she exited. I suspected she either spoke no English or that we indoor field hands didn’t eat with the aristocracy, as Cushing had hinted at earlier. 
It took me seventeen or so humungous doors over varying sizes later leading to everything from dark broom closets to much darker dungeon steps before I realized that the best way to navigate one’s way about a stone mansion was from the outside. Any door that opened into the surrounding countryside would do, though with heavy brocade curtains drawn across every window against the night it was no easy task locating one. I finally did, on the far east side of the mansion, when what I wanted was the far west side, but it was worth the twenty minute walk along the flagstones opposite the building just to experience a path with no left or right angles.
“Dallying with the French maids, were we?”
I came before the kennel’s wrought iron gate in near complete darkness and just made out Mitzi’s dun form beyond the bars. “I got lost. The place is a freaking museum! And drafty, by the way. With a rat or two behind the walls, I suspect.”
“I’m still without sympathy. Try a dirt floor and the continuous waft of beagle shit.”
“Why don’t you try one of the little kennel dog houses, I saw them lined up over there.”
Mitzi craned toward them a moment, shook her head. “I don’t know. A feeling of being walled-in, maybe. Trapped. You’re not getting that sensation in the house?”
“Just the opposite. I keep feeling I’m weightless, like an astronaut. How’d you know about the French maids? Oh. Of course. You smelled them.”
“Smell one on you right now. How’d it go?”
“My French is rusty. So, what happened to the vampire scent from before?”
She snuffed the ground an instant, setting up a little A-Bomb of dust. “Not sure. Maybe I was mistaken. Anyway the kennel and surrounding grounds are clear. Did you call her yet?”
“Clancy or Sylvie?”
“Either one.”
“Lost my cellular in the drink and there’s no phone in my room. Or computer. Or TV. Just books. Very old books.”
“And the occasional French maid.”
“Maybe I can sneak into Cushing’s study, there’s one in there.”
“French maid?”
“Phone! An antique. Like everything else in the house. Close your eyes and it feels like the eighteenth century. In fact, it feels that way with your eyes open. What are we going to do about feeding you, Mitz?”
“Got me. Maybe I can join the other dogs on the next fox hunt, grab a stray rabbit somewhere.”
“He doesn’t hunt anymore.”
“No? So why keep all these dogs?”
I shook my head. “No idea. Dogs make good burglar alarms, maybe that’s it.”
“He could buy a burglar alarm, Ed.”
“Not this guy. Wouldn’t fit his Old World sensibilities…”
“Ed—?
“…still thinks he’s living in the Victorian Age, if not before.”
“Ed? Someone’s coming!”
I ignored the pinch of fear at my spine and looked around me. “Where?”
Mitzi sniffed the air. “Not sure. The breeze is funky.”
“Probably Jefferies, checking up on me.”
“No. I’ve smelled the butler.”
“Why aren’t the other dogs—?”
“Because the other dogs aren’t me!”
I kept turning in small circles, ears and eyes straining. All was darkness. “Who then?”
“I can’t hear with you shuffling about! Stand still!”
I squinted into the surrounding gloom. “I don’t see anyth—“
The blow came from behind me—hard, at my neck.
Vampire!
But the attendant bite didn’t follow. Only another sharp blow, this one sending me reeling into the wrought iron gate.
Mitzi growled a reflexive warning. That should have set the other dogs off, barking and charging the gate, but it didn’t. They stayed in one place, huddled together against the far wall. Silent.
I saw two  rangy human forms charging toward me, felt a sudden terrible pain at the back of my head and realized I’d struck the gate, was seeing double.
Just before the two forms merged into one, I ducked under the next punch. 
But he was fast and I was groggy and felt hard knuckles and maybe a ring graze my cheek bone with a widening sting. But the swing had set him momentarily (very momentarily, I was sure) off balance and I used the instant to dance away a few feet on abruptly uncooperative feet.
The rangy man turned neatly, barely off his rhythm, clearly a trained fighter, and I backed up another step or two.
“Take him!” Mitzi yelled in my ringing skull, “he’s only human!”
Only. But very fast, very confident and as good with his left fist as his right; the next hook caught the edge of my chin before I could feint the other way completely and lit the night with flashing red dots I was sure were the prelude to unconsciousness. Knocked out in the first round.
He came in swinging again, hardly breathing hard like he was playing with me, and the only thing that saved me was my shoe slipping on a rock or something and taking me down before he could.
I landed on my back and he was on top of me.
By his weight and musculature I could tell he was a good ten years my junior. Even with The Count’s superhuman aid this would be a tough fight, and I didn’t have The Count’s aid at the moment.
The young man began pummeling the side of my face.
That’s when I heard the jingling and saw the much bigger shape from the corner of my vision. It stamped closer into view and became a frightened horse.
I saw the next blow coming straight at my nose (the kind that ends a fight), feinted left, felt the man’s wrist slice by my cheek, heard his cry of pain as his knuckles struck the hard earth—levered up on my right elbow enough to get the crook of my arm around his neck and pull him down to me in a lover’s tight embrace. 
I let him struggle a moment, getting his breath, then shoved my right arm straight out past his head—out of his line of sight—and pointed my empty hand like I was holding a gun. “Make another move and I shoot the horse!”
He went tense and relaxed in the same moment on top of me. “No!”
“I’ll blow his fucking head off, swear to God!”
He pushed off me, panicked, and I immediately grabbed his belt with my left hand and shoved the ‘muzzle’ of my index finger into his stomach hard. 
His hands flew above his head like spooked birds. “Don’t shoot Samson!”
I dug in deeper with my index. “How about his owner?”
“Please! Don’t hurt the horse!”
I lay back on the earth a moment getting my breath. I could see his face a little better above me now with all the dust and ruckus stopped. Yes, a good ten years younger; well-proportioned and athletic. Colligate. 
“Who the hell are you?” I gasped.
He licked at his lips. “You first!”
I shoved my finger into hard abs.
“Lester Cushing! I live here! I have money! Take it and leave! I won’t report you to my father!”
I frowned up at the kid, my night vision finally kicking in. A family resemblance but this boy was too young to be Colonel Cushing’s son.
“Try again, you’re not the Colonel’s son.”
“His grandson. Home on semester break.”
Now I could make out the tie and Arrow shirt against the riding jacket.
“Who’re you?”
“Ed Magee. I work here.”
He looked doubtful. “Since when?”
“Since this afternoon.”
“Why wasn’t I told?”
I pushed at his chest. “I’m just the librarian, not your nanny. Get off, you weigh a ton!”
We were both on our feet, dusting at our clothes before he realized I wasn’t armed.
“You never had a gun…”
“I never shot a horse, either. Where’d you learn to fight?”
“Oxford. Sophomore champ.”
I touched delicately at my cheek. “I can believe it. What the hell are you doing out riding alone after dark? You could get waylaid.”
“Look who’s talking.”
I grunted consent. “You beat up on everyone who passes by the castle?” 
Lester reached back and took his horse’s reins in one hand, patted the graceful neck with the other. “Use a drink, Mr. Magee? Put something on that cut?”
“Lead on, McDuff.”
“Have to stable Samson first. C’mon, it’s this way…”
I fell into step beside him. “Really nice looking horse.”
“Thanks.” He nodded over his shoulder at the kennel. “Really ugly looking poodle.”
Mitzi laughed in my head. “Oh, I like this one! Shoots from the hip! Ivy league smartass!”
 
 
 



 
SEVEN
 
 
We stabled Samson and Lester led me through the immense sculpture garden at the back of the estate into the immense kitchen, which was warm and good-smelling from near constant cooking, although no cooks or servants were present at the moment.
We were alone in the great stone monolith.
“Have a seat, Mr. Magee.”
I sat down at the ancient, carved servant’s table. “It’s Ed.”
Lester went through a series of finely crafted cabinets over the bus station-size stove (gas, of course, with enormous burners that could have fed an army) until he finally found what he was looking for: a bottle of brandy. He poured two old fashions and brought them with him to his side of the table.
“Sorry about the servant’s table but…”
“But I am one of the servants. In a sense.”
He cocked a handsome brow above the rim of his glass, swallowing with a grimace of pleasure. “You certainly are not. You said Grandfather employed you as a librarian, an assistant.”
I sipped at my own glass. “Is there a difference?”
He offered a wry, handsome smile. European handsome like his grandfather; mostly Welsh, I guessed; thick black hair combed back almost into a cap, startling blue eyes, fair skin that even at his age—early 20’s?—still held a hint of childhood British blush at the chiseled cheeks. “Between an assistant and a servant? Most assuredly. This is England, Mr. Magee.”
“Enough difference for you to call me ‘Ed’?”
His smile was a little more generous. I had—for no apparent reason—a sudden flash of us being friends, if not actually close, some day.
Lester set down his drink. “Sorry about the brandy, too. The good stuff’s in the living room, the better stuff in Grandfather’s study.”
I smiled back playfully. “But I’ve not quite the class for that?”
Lester frowned a moment at his glass. “Afraid it’s the other way ‘round.”
I leaned back in the not terribly comfortable servant’s chair. “I don’t follow you.”
Lester twirled his glass slowly atop the table. “I’m to one lacking the class, actually. If that’s the right word. I’ve not yet reached 30.”
“Afraid I still don’t follow.”
Lester snorted amusement. “Let’s just say the grandson does not pour the grandfather’s spirits, or the father’s. It isn’t…proper. I have my own brander in my room, of course, but that’s way upstairs and halls, as you’ve doubtless noticed, are glacial even in the summer. American, am I right?”
“Born and bred. Well…born. Never mind the breeding.”
“How do you mean?”
“I’m a hick. Worse than a hick, I’m a mutt.”
He gave me a search looking. “Nothing to be ashamed of, Mr. Magee. Your country was built by immigrants to become the world leader.”
I shrugged. “In Coca-Cola, anyway?”
“Sorry—?”
“I think Uncle Sam’s slipped a notch or two in world credibility.”
He made an amused sound. “Who told you that?”
“I don’t know. CNN?”
Lester knocked back his drink. “You were never liked, Mr. Magee. Admired by some, perhaps—right here in the United Kingdom—hated and feared by quite a few others. But none of that matters.”
“No? What matters?”
“Envy. And you are assuredly envied. It’s not enough you Yanks put the rest of us to shame during the Industrial Age, now you’re bloody technological giants, digital sprinters—too far ahead ever to catch up to. Of course the rest of us envy you. One always envies what one can’t have, can’t be, what else would be the point of the word? Where did you prep?”
“Me? I didn’t. I ‘highed.’ Topeka West High School.”
Lester nodded confidence. “Topeka, Kansas. Small town lad. Washburn University?”
“That’s right, I’m impressed. But I attended the University of Kansas.”
“How charming. Good engineering school.”
“Maybe, but I majored in English. Before dropping out.”
Lester leaned forward anxiously, eyes dancing. “Don’t put me on!”
I nodded. “I’m not. Quit my senior year.”
“Smashing!” and he knocked the table with delight to underscore it. “How the devil did you get away with it?”
“Get away?”
“Survive your parents!” 
“That part wasn’t a problem, they didn’t survive me, by several years.”
“Sorry.” But Lester grinned, quickly poured me another glass of brandy. “Dropped out! My God, I’d have given anything! How did it feel?”
“Singular.”
“Rubbish! It had to be nothing short of liberating!”
“I’m not sure it’s something to be proud of.”
He laughed loudly. “In some circles it’s tantamount to breaking out of jail! You see! There’s more of that envy I’m talking about! You Americans and your football!”
“Football?”
Lester shrugged. “Just my own pet theory—it’s how you mastered the art of feinting, always going around the other fellow! You invented the game!”
“Interesting.”
He took another sip, made a face. “Dear God, this stuff is awful! What say we hop up to my room, open a bottle of the real thing!”
“Am I allowed?”
Lester stood with mock admonishment. “Don’t be silly! You’re allowed anywhere I say you are! I’m my father’s son, not his servant! Will you join me, Mr. Magee?”
I pushed from the table. “Only if you’ll call me ‘Ed.’”
* * *
Lester didn’t have a room of his own.
He had an entire floor.
I found out later that’s how it had been arranged: Lester on the top floor, his father the floor below his son’s, and the king of the manor, Col. Cushing, below that. The ground level made up the living room, guest quarters, entertainment area, home theater, indoor pool, and, of course, the kitchen.
My room and the other guest quarters were down the “hall” (read: airport concourse) from Lester’s, a good three hundred feet. Everything between—everything that should have belonged to Lester—was, well….empty. Closed up, or so I was told. Even someone as wealthy as the Colonel had to deal with the cutback in servants and house cleaners that went with the current economy.
“Besides,” Lester told me, opening the door to his room, “we don’t get that many guests or throw that many of those kinds of parties anymore. I don’t think the ballroom has seen the light of day in half a generation.”
Lester’s quarters were similar in size to mine, in that he had shut every door that lead somewhere other than a bathroom or balcony view. In its stately, gargantuan way—fireplace burning bright, Chippendale furnishings in symmetry with the rest of the mansion—it was as close to cozy as a mausoleum like The Hall was likely to get. And just as low tech. No TV, no computer or laptop, no smart phone, no iPad, nothing that smacked the least of things digital. 
The most modern contrivance was an old black rotary phone like the one in the Colonel’s study and an antique desktop radio circa 1940’s. None of it, from the stern austerity of the columns, cathedral ceiling and nearly blank stone walls seemed to quite fit Lester’s reserved but congenial personality. Maybe I expected shelves of children’s books, teddy bears and rock posters but the place was as primly Spartan as the rest of the mansion—though whether this addressed Lester’s true leanings or was merely a concession to avoid displeasing the elder Cushings I couldn’t say. At times the young man’s blue eyes held the same faraway look I’d glimpsed in the Colonel’s in his study, except instead of wool gathering the past I sensed them searching, perhaps a little desperately, the future. I couldn’t shake the feeling Lester had chosen such a comparatively small and modest room within such cyclopean real estate less to keep his presence modestly locked-in than to keep the rest of the mansion elephantine emptiness locked-out. Handsome, entitled, gloriously wealthy and privileged, yes, but Lester Cushing was at continuous odds with some inner turmoil he only betrayed the uppermost surface of. This was clearly his childhood room, yet he was a stranger here.
“Have a seat, Mr. Mag—Ed. No, no—not that hideous thing! That crumbling antique’s hard as a gravestone! Try the bed.”
I sat on the edge of the mattress and Lester brought down the good brandy. 
The very good brandy.
He smiled proudly watching me sip. “How old, do you think?”
“The mansion?”
“The brandy, lunkhead.”
I tilted my head at the glass. “Couldn’t guess, really. Not qualified. But it’s delicious. Mid- 20th Century?”
“1862!”
My jaw dropped. “You’re not—Lester, you shouldn’t waste this on me—“
He waved me off. “No other friends to waste it on. Not here in the country, at least. Tell me, how did you find my grandfather?”
I sipped slowly, savoring. “He found me in a way—“
“No, no, I mean, how did you find him?”
“Oh.” I leaned back on the antique headboard. “Honestly—?”
“I’d have nothing less from you, Edward.”
I thought about it for only a second. “Lonely.”
Lester gazed at me a long moment. Finally nodded and strode to the room’s single, mammoth bookshelf, crammed with leather bound volumes. “They brought you here from London, I’m guessing, in the Rolls?”
“Yes.”
He nodded, appraising the shelves. “The most expensive model Rolls currently makes. And I’d imagine you could buy three of them for what these books would fetch.”
My head swam, not only, I thought, from the brandy.
“I had a philosophy professor at Oxford…a bent little white-haired man unable to walk without a cane. The first day of class he told us something as shocking as it was surprising. ‘Trust in the clichés,’ he said, ‘and throw out all the rest.’ Considering his age and appearance I assumed he was referring to health. But the more I got to know my grandfather I’ve come to think my professor’s words as more all-encompassing. Vast wealth cannot buy happiness.” He gave one cliché a moment before mouthing the second. “Vast property cannot buy off loneliness. My grandfather doesn’t merely miss that old world, he still lives it, locks it up inside his soul and this house. The rest of us locked up with him…”
Lester’s spine seemed to settle a bit before the bookcase; I imagined his eyes acquiring that wandering look again.
I looked down at my glass. “He mentioned that most of England’s castles and many of her country homes have been demolished.”
Lester nodded. “Hardly a new thing. British nobility had been demolishing its country homes since the 15th century when comfort replaced fortification. For some it was a kind of hobby, even fashionable. The rich would take the so-called Grand Tour—return home with art treasures supposedly bought from classical civilizations. In the 19th century many homes had to be enlarged to accommodate all that booty along with the armies of servants needed to ensure the lifestyle. But things changed in the early 20th century. Social, political and financial changes. Taxation and a shortage of staff ensured that the old days were over. The wealth and status of the owners provided little protection to their home—even the wealthiest were eager to be free of not only the expense of big houses but the trappings of wealth and redundant privilege the house represented.  By 1955 a manor or country house was demolished every five days.”
“Jesus.”
“Yes. And not just the country homes of the gentry but even the huge ducal palaces. Eaton Hall, Woburn Abbey, Hardwick Hall was spared only because the Duke of Devonshire surrendered it to the treasury in lieu of death duties, which sometimes charged as much as 80 % cent of the total value of an estate. Ever heard of the writer Evelyn Waugh?”
“Of course.”
Lester pulled down a volume, tossed it to me casually. Brideshead Revisited. 
“First edition, 1945. Worth a penny or two, I’d think. The first few chapters offer a glimpse of a privileged, exclusive and enviable world of beautiful country homes brimming with magnificent contents, privileged occupants, dozens of servants, enormous wealth. By the end of the book, it’s all gone. Vanished like a dream remembered.”
Lester turned from the shelf to look at me.
I looked back at him, the volume in my hands.
“Thinking of another book, aren’t you, Ed—an American novel about your own country’s bygone days of barons and serfdom?”
I nodded. “Gone With the Wind.”
He nodded back, then looked up at the shelves again. “House after house. Demolition after demolition. Acts of desperation and last resort consumed magnificent homes that could not be valued for probate duty. A vacant site was very attractive to property developers, who paid premiums for empty lots.”
I looked down at the book, shook my head. “Still, it’s hard to imagine a British aristocrat could dispose of his ancestral home—his seat—with such seeming ease.”
“Not really. The aristocratic habit of only marrying within the aristocracy and whenever possible to a sole heiress was a significant factor. By the 20th century, many owners of country houses often owned several country mansions. A favored option was to select the most conveniently sited, easily managed or one of greatest sentimental value—fill it with the choicest art works from the other properties—then demolish the less favored homes.”
“Solve your financial problems while removing the white elephants.”
“Exactly.”
“Sounds suspiciously like current California real estate. So. If I’m not being too personal, how did your grandfather survive the wrecking ball?”
Lester was silent for an eerie moment.
And finally: “Because he was grandfather. A survivor. And very cunning businessman.” 
He reached up and brought down another volume. “Read much Jane Austen?”
“Some.”
He tossed me Pride and Prejudice. 
“Some of Britain’s greatest houses were open to the public now and again. Well-heeled visitors could knock on the front door and a senior servant would give a guided tour—for a price, of course—of the place.” He nodded at the book in my hands. “Chapter 43—Elizabeth and her aunt and uncle are given a tour of Mr. Darcy’s Pemberley manse by the housekeeper.”
I flipped through the pages.
“In real life, on days when the Duke of Rutland opened Belvoir Castle to the public, he reported told his socialite granddaughter to assume a ‘look of pleasure and welcome’ to the visitors.” Lester gave a wry laugh. “I doubt that welcome extended to the tea room or liquor cabinet!”
I smiled, shook my head, held the books up to him.
“Keep them. They aren’t half bad, actually.”
“Lester! I can’t accept these! They must be worth—“
“Yes, they must be worth something,” his eyes rolled around the room, the rooms beyond his walls, “all this crap must be to someone! But I can’t, for the life of me, imagine why! Or who would own this monument-to-arrogance to store them in!” He waved at the books. “Read them in good health, friend Edward, over a large bottle of brandy! Then toss them in the fire!”
“You’re a raving lunatic.”
He grinned ear to ear. “You’ve no idea!”
I looked up from the books at shadowed object hanging by a leather strap above the head board.
“My lucky hunting bugle.”
I leaned over. “May I?”
“Surely. But have a care, it’s very old…maybe the oldest antique in this mausoleum of a house. Grandfather gave it to me when I was a child. Beautiful, isn’t it?”
I admired the silver mouthpiece, the gracefully fluted horn. 
“Wood and brass. Clean and clear as a Stradivarius! You don’t see them these days. ‘Here my boy,’ the Colonel told me, ‘keep it close at hand. And if you’re ever in trouble, lost in the woods or some such, give it a blow’.”
“And have you, ever?”
“Haven’t had the nerve yet, not in all these years. I’m told a single toot will bring the house down. And no, you may not have that particular gift!”
I smiled, rehung the fabulous bugle. 
Lester beamed at me. “Never showed that to anyone before! Edward, methinks we are about to become the closest of chums! Bosomest of buddies! Tell me your darkest secret!”
“What?”
“That which is most scandalously sacred to you!”
“Why?”
“Just tell me!”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m gay?”
“Come on!”
I threw up my hands “I don’t know! I…I have a narrow urethra. There.”
“Yeah? For real?”
“Yes.”
“And what does that entail?”
“It entails that sometimes when I urinate, my piss forks.”
He made a sour face. “Well, that’s not much a secret.”
“Tell that to the housemaid! She thinks I have two dicks!”
He laughed loud and hard, slapped his thigh. “Jolly good then! A severely serious secret—forever safe within me—never to be revealed nor scandalized!”
“You’re also a drunk lunatic.”
“My friend, you have no idea! Now! Are you ready for mine?”
“Your what?”
“Secret, you twit!”
I frowned, thinking a moment. “Uh…you’re gay.”
“No.”
“And you do strange things with the horse.”
“I’ll slap you down if you insult Samson! Guess again! Oh, forget it. Reach behind you! The bedpost!”
I stretched back blindly, felt around. “What am I reaching for?”
“Little red button…you’ll feel it!”
I did.
“Press it!”
I did.
There was a low hydraulic moan and mild vibration.
When I sat up again, the bookcase behind the grinning Lester was opening of its own accord, spinning slowly around on its axis.
“What’s this?”
He beckoned me with wiggling brow. “The only real room in the house!”
* * *
It was a hidden chamber.
The walls were rich, finished wood paneling, not stone, so whether the twenty-by-thirty foot room was newly built or as old as the rest of the mansion I couldn’t tell. But it was decidedly distinct from the rest. 
For one thing it was well lit, almost incandescent.
For another thing, you couldn’t move two inches without bumping into something electronic, tripping over this wire or that cord. And the walls—the walls were solid shelves floor to ceiling, heaped with everything from the very latest in digital technology. I considered myself a typical Best Buy wanderer, but I couldn’t name half the stuff crammed into that small chamber; tiers of inscrutable consoles, blinking dials, winking circuits, monitor screens of every size and aspect ratio. It was like walking into the belly of a pinball machine.
Lester pulled the other side of the bookcase shut behind him, sealing us in. The inside “book shelf” was covered—every inch of it—with opened egg cartons.
“Sound proofing!” Lester winked. “Not that I really need it through these stone walls!”
He strolled about the blinking electronic marvels like another kind of king in another kind of castle. He came to the center of the room, drew in a deep chest full and spread his arms. “What do you think, Eddie my man?”
“Incredible!”
He beamed, fairly brimmed. “Enjoy it, my friend! I can’t, of course, allow you to leave this chamber alive!”
I was pretty sure he was joking.
“Which do you prefer, X-Box or Playstation?”
“Kick your ass at Zombie Holocaust.”
“My man!”
He led me to the console. “But I warn you, I’ve made a few personal adjustments!”
He switched on the console, inserted the game disc. The monitor screen with familiar graphics.
Mostly familiar. The Zombie Holocaust logo had been replaced by new game title: Death Duties.
I accepted a hand remote from Lester with a frown. “I don’t think I’m familiar with this—“
“Oh, sure you are! Part of it’s based on circumstances within your own country! Particularly your currently wonky congress! That and the history of my own beleaguered country. I simply replaced the rampaging zombies with vampires!”
A chill found my spine. “Vampires?”
“Yes. Blood-suckers. Seemed more apropos! Also I’ve set the gameplay in the 19th century when tax thresholds permitted the wealthy of England to live comfortably while paying minimal tax. The game begins with the 1907 ‘differentiation’—a tax designed to be more punitive to those with investments rather than earned income. This, of course, directly hit the aristocracy and gentry. It led to the 1911 Parliament Act, which removed the Lords’ power of veto!”
I blinked through my brandy. “You made all this up?”
“Oh, heavens no, this is straight out of history! Now these ugly-looking characters in the black, hooded robes are the Death Duties!”
“And what are they?”
“Death Duties were the taxes most commonly associated with the decline of the British country house. It was—still is—tax payable on money bequeathed from a personal estate. Next of kin inheriting were exempt from payment, but anyone other than wives and children of the deceased had to pay on an increasing scale…depending on the distance of the relationship from the deceased. Do you follow, old man?”
“No.”
“Never mind, you’ll catch on. Now these taxes gradually increased not only the percentage of the estate that had to be paid, but included closer heirs liable to payment.”
“And the point of the game?”
“To avoid the Death Duties at all costs, of course. That’s why they look like vampires.”
“And if you don’t? Avoid them?”
“They keep increasing. Causing serious problems for your country estate!”
Head swimming, I looked over the console screen. “Seem to be a lot more rich British than vampires. Why not just hunt them all down, stake them?”
“Exactly! However, there’s a slight problem. You can’t win World War II without funding from the Death Duties. If you reach 1940, the Death Duty vampires increase from 50% to 65%—and after the war, increase again, two fold between 1946 and 1949.”
“Still not a hopeless situation for the humans….the, uh landowners.”
“Ah! But attempts to pay Death Duties can backfire! If an estate owner gives his property to his heirs in advance of his own death to escape the vampires, and if that heir was killed in the war, the Death Duties become immediately payable. The estate passes back to the elderly former owner, who in turn will die before the first Death Duties are paid.”
“Which financially exhausts the estate.”
“Bright lad!”
I stood back from the console and looked at Lester. “Interesting game.”
“Isn’t it.”
“And if you’re a wealthy landowner there’s only one way to win—have those bothersome vampires—high taxes—repealed.”
“You mean the way the wealthy Republicans in a certain country we both know are trying to put a lid on taxing the rich?”
I gave him a jaundiced look. “Touché.” 
Lester’s nose wrinkled. “Please. We’re having enough trouble with the French.”
“But it’s the snake eating its own tail, isn’t it, Lester? If the Death Duties—the vampires—win, destroy all the rich, what have they to feed on?”
“And the cost of a war against the taxes—the vampires—would destroy the United Kingdom, or at least bring it to its knees. Creating financial chaos in the West and leaving it vulnerable to the Soul Takers.”
“The ‘Soul Takers’?  And who are they?”
“An unpredictable monster in a still underdeveloped country but a growing threat. You look tired, Edward. I’ve kept you up too late.”
“It’s okay…”
“Nonsense, I’m being rude.” Lester pressed a panel and the bookcase revolved itself open again. “But may I say I haven’t spent so delightful an evening in some time. You will keep all this to yourself, won’t you?”
“Of course.”
“I knew you would.” Lester clapped a hand round my shoulder and escorted me to the great dark hallway.
“Good night, then, and thanks for the brandy, and for being so congenial a host.”
“Please, Ed, we’re way beyond all that.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew and handed me a brand new iPhone. “For her.”
I looked at the phone. “’Her’?”
Lester smiled. “For calling whomever it is you’re so obviously in love with. But make your calls only from your room, if you don’t mind, and I wouldn’t bandy that about in front of the old man. He does have his ways.”
“I won’t. Thank you, Mr. Cushing.”
He smiled. “You’re welcome—Ed. Oh. One more thing. Just out of curiosity. Which avatar would you prefer?”
“Sorry?”
“In my little Death Duties game. Land baron or vampire? How do you see yourself?”
“That’s obvious, isn’t it, Lester?”
“Is it?”
I looked him straight in the eye. “The winner.”
 
 
 



 
EIGHT
 
 
“Ed? Eddie? Edward? Edwardo?”
“What!”
“Wake up!”
“I am awake.”
“No you’re not. Come on.”
Silence
“Ed? Eddie? Edward—?”
“Go to sleep! The sun’s not even up!”
“Yes it is! It’s nearly nine! Wake up! You’re logy. You’ve been drinking. What is that, brandy?”
“You can smell that from the kennel?”
“Yes. No. I’m not in the kennel. And it’s not brandy I’m worried about!”
“Go back to sleep.”
“Ed, I smell vampire!”
“You said that before.”
“Stronger this time. You have to wake up, come down here!”
“Look, I’m…did you say you’re not in the kennel?”
“Ed, you have to come down! I’ve done something terrible!”
“What! Where are you?”
“In the stable.”
“The horse stable?”
“No, Ed, the water buffalo stable! How many stables do you think they have around here?”
“What are you doing in the stable?”
“At the moment? Just standing here.”
“Just standing there.”
“Over the body.”
“Mitzi—?”
“I was starving!”
“Mitzi—?”
“Ed, I’ve gone and killed the stable boy!”
* * *
I yanked up my pants, ran barefoot and bare-chested down the great hall.
“How in Christ’s name did you get out of the pen?”
“It wasn’t that hard. Are we in real trouble? We’re in real trouble, aren’t we? Shit!”
“Just stay there!”
“Next to the body?”
“Next to the body!”
“But…I mean, won’t they know I did it then?” 
“Yeah, you’re right—why don’t you pretend you’re saddling up one of the horses, taking a morning ride…”
“Ed, I’m sorry.”
“Not as sorry as you’re going to be!”
I sprinted the big curving staircase to the first floor, dashed through slanting morning shadows to the door at the west wing.
“I-I’ll run away, Ed! I-I’ll run away and, and, and…they’ll never know!”
“Stay exactly where you are! Where’s the goddamn stable from here?”
“You were just here last night, bedding Sampson!”
“It was dark! Where are you?”  
“You’re running the wrong way. Head south.”
“Which way is that?”
“Just turn around. Are you turned around? See it? The building with the red roof.”
“I see it. What’s this about smelling vampires?”
“What about it?”
“Where did you smell them?” 
“Where? In the air…”
“Never mind, I’m almost there!”
“I’m so sorry, Ed!”  
“You said that.”
“Want to know something funny?”
“Right now? Anything!”
“It’s really a beautifully designed stable. I think I’m going to miss this place…
* * *
I stood there in the straw between stalls, naked chest heaving, staring down past the dog, who was staring down at the body. A young man in bib overalls, maybe twenty, lying on his face, blood drying at two puncture marks on the neck.
“You’re sure he wasn’t the vampire you smelled?”
“I’m sure, Ed.”
“Why are you so sure?”
“Because I smelled him! He’s human! Was human. The stable boy.”
“How do you know that? Stable boys have a smell?”
Mitzi looked up at me miserably. “I got inside his mind a bit before I…before—“
“What in God’s name got into you?”
“The hunger, Ed! You don’t know how it is!”
I walked around the body. No bulges in the back pockets. Maybe the front. “I’m going to roll him over, I said out loud, “see if he’s got some I.D.”
“Don’t bother!”
The poodle and I whirled in tandem, squinting at the bright sunlight from the open stable door. Lester Cushing stood framed there, holding a hunting rifle on us.
“Lester…”
Lester came toward us with the rifle, an unhurried, confident gait.
“Lester, I can explain. My dog…something spooked her last night—“
Lester raised the gun.
“…it was dark, she heard a noise…”
Lester came before the body, stuck the upraised end of the muzzle under the man’s chin, lifted the head a few inches. Nodded. “Bill Nettles. Stable boy.”
I nodded back, sighed. “Yes.”
Abruptly, Lester whipped around at me with the gun, eyes wide.
I staged back a foot. “Lester—“
“Where’s Samson!”
“Samson?”
“He’s not in his stall!”
I looked about dizzily. One of the stalls was empty, gate partly open. “I—“
Mitzi cut into my head before I could finish. “He’s at the end of the stable.”
I looked down at her. “Who?”
“Samson! Over there in the shadows, behind that bale of hay.”
Lester was craning in all directions, face white with panic.
“He’s over there,” I pointed. “In the corner.”
Lester made a quick intake of breath and sprinted for the opposite end of the stable. 
I looked down at the body. Looked over at Mitzi.
Mitzi shrugged.
In a moment Lester was coming back to us, leading the big roan by the reins. His bridle was half dangling and he wore no saddle or blanket. 
As they approached, the horse shied from the body in the hay. Lester patted his neck, calmed him down. “Easy…easy, boy…”
To my shock, he handed me the reins. I took them carefully as Lester knelt beside the body. He picked up a pale wrist. “Here’s a pulse. Very weak…”
My heart soared.
Lester stood and grabbed a black receiver from a stable post, dialed once. “Jennings? Find the two biggest gardeners and get down here to the stable. Soon as possible. And call Dr. Warren, immediately.”
He hung up, turned to regard us, rifle hanging loose in his hand now, muzzle down. “He was trying to steal my horse.”
My shoulders hitched. “Your stable boy?”
“He isn’t our stable boy. He lives in the next country over. Lud Stevens’ stable boy. Lud probably put him up to it.”
I exchanged glances with Mitzi. “Your neighbor sent his stable boy to steal your horse? Why?”
Lester said nothing for a moment. Then he kneeled down and ruffled Mitzi’s head. “Your dog did this, Ed?”
“Well, I…”
“A whole pen full of hunting beagles and your dog’s the only one who does anything about prowlers! Amazing! Is she a trained attack dog?”
“Well, I…”
“Hard to believe, she’s so friendly! How the devil did she ever make it over the kennel wall?”
I cleared my throat. “She’s a dog of unusual talents.”
Lester smiled, rubbed under her tummy. Mitzi immediately went over on her back. Slut.
Lester stoked and petted. “Well, little girl, no more kennel for you! You eat in the servant’s kitchen and patrol the grounds at night.” He shook his head. “Natural born watch dog!”
After Jennings and the gardeners had carried the stable boy to the house, I fell in beside Lester. “You never answered me about before. Why would one estate owner attack another?”
Lester thought about it, as if making a decision. “We have our enemies, Ed.”
I thought that was going to be it, then he added: “Mr. Stevens was foreclosed on last week.”
That was all he said.
But in my head, Mitzi buzzed softly. “And I bet I know who signed the papers.”
Later, in the kitchen, everyone from the fat, ruddy-faced cook to the little French maid was all over Mitzi, slathering her with affection and congratulations, the cook even making a special mincemeat dessert for her.
No one ever asked why she didn’t touch it.
After she was through flirting with Mitzi, the hot little French maid mosied over and flirted with me. She didn’t know a lot of English but her eyes and body language spoke volumes.
“Ever make that call to Sylvie?” Mitzi said from somewhere within her circle of admirers.
“I was thinking of Clancy at the moment,” I replied.
Mitzi chuckled mentally. “Sure you were, Sport. By the way, try and get Frenchie la French there to scratch your back sometime. She has nails to die for…”
“You bet. Meanwhile, that vampire odor…any stronger here in the house?”
“Hard to say over all the cooking odors. But you can quit worrying.”
“About—?”
“The maid.”
“I wasn’t—“
“And Lester. He’s clean.”
“You’re sure?”
“As a whistle. He’s a good kid.”
“Which leaves—“
“Seventeen maids, twenty gardeners, three butlers—not counting Jennings, who’s also human—Lester’s father, whom we still haven’t met, and…”
“And?”
“Colonel Mustard, in the Study, with the lead pipe.”
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Our jolly cook informed us breakfast would be served for Lester and me in twenty minutes.
I took the time to retreat to my room and use Lester’s cell phone gift.
Or tried to use it.
I sat there on my bed staring at the block of plastic in my hand without actually tapping the shiny touch screen. I wanted desperately to call Clancy, find out how and where she was…but I was equally concerned about Sylvie back in the states. Clancy at least knew I’d survived the flight across the North Atlantic; Sylvie would still be awaiting word from me. “Let me know when you get there,” she’d said—one of the last things she’d said before I’d left her along there in her marina high rise. All alone, and surrounded by a city of vampires. Ivan Kolcheck might be dead (underscore the word might—I hadn’t actually seen him sucked into and torn apart by the plane’s starboard engine) but Chicago still swarmed with his minions, most of them apparently connected to that second most nefarious cult: the Mafia. 
I stared at the phone.
Screw it. I punched in Sylvie’s number. Clancy had abandoned me again without even leaving a note. Unless you could call Mitzi a note.
Sylvie’s number rang.
And rang. And rang.
Strange. I’d rarely seen her without her smart phone. 
I stifled the beginning stirs of a deep chill. Had Ivan’s people connected the dots? Was some hit man even now making his way to the marina apartment, creeping into her bedroom—the twins’ bedrooms? It’s not as though any of the girls were exactly strangers to the Chicago underground.
But no, she had a secret bodyguard: The Count. He’d never let anything happen to Sylvie, or her comely roommates.
Would he?
I hadn’t heard from the old vampire in some time now; where was The Count these days? Had he and Alicia gotten what they needed with Ivan’s death aboard the jet…left me and Clancy and Mitzi to fend for ourselves in Great Britain.
I didn’t buy it. 
More and more of late I’d begun to feel I was there in that castle for a reason, as part of some greater master plan. And who was more a master planner than the cunning old Count? I snickered to myself: Lester thought his grandfather the Colonel was a cool-thinking, seasoned strategist—he should meet The Count!
I let the Sylvie’s number ring one more time, then pressed disconnect and punched in Clancy’s cell phone digits.
“Hi, it’s Clancy!”
“Clancy! It’s Ed, where are you!”
“…I’m a real gone cat, but you already know that if you know me, and if you’d don’t, why the hell are you calling?  I have currently left the Americas for the romance of distant shores, but like MacArthur, I shall return. Meanwhile, anyone but the IRS may leave a message… and if you catch me in a good mood…”—beeeeep.
I knew she’d see Lester’s name and number in her phone’s window so I rang off without leaving word. As she had done me. Petty, maybe, but as much as I loved the woman I was beginning to get awfully tired of chasing her about the globe.
Nice hearing her voice again, anyway, though an address would have been nicer still. And unless she hadn’t bothered changing her recording recently she was still in the United Kingdom. The strength of the signal certainly indicated she was somewhere fairly close.
Somewhere.
I started to head back downstairs for breakfast in the dining hall when I remembered someone and something else I needed to make contact with. 
“American Embassy, Miss Brindle, how may I direct your call?”
“This is Mr. Magee, I’m looking for a Mr. Windsor-Smith at the front desk.”
“And this is in reference too—?”
“My passport.”
“Just one moment please…”
What was there about the British manner? We used to think of it as cool and stuffy. Now it was beginning to sound more like something sadly bereft in our own country: polite efficiency. Maybe that was because all the operators and cabbies had nearly indecipherable foreign accents. But slow down, Magee…the nation was built by immigrants. They aren’t the enemy. Today the enemy speaks fluid, enunciated English…just before he sucks your neck.
“Sir? I’m sorry, Mr. Windsor-Smith is on leave from the embassy at the moment.”
“Oh?”
“Getting married, apparently. But I see he’s left instructions that your passport be forwarded to Hargrove Hall in Cumbria.”
“That’s correct. Would you happen to know when it might arrive?”
I heard papers being turned at the other end. “Doesn’t detail that here, sir, but it’s definitely in the pipeline. Have you changed your address?”
“No, no…I’m still at Hargrove. All right. Thank you, then, I’ll wait for the post.”
“You’re welcome, sir.”
The ‘post’ I’d told her. Instead of the ‘mail.’ If I hung around there much longer I’d be affecting an accent. Maybe even learn to be polite.
* * *
“You’re late,” Lester said sternly from his side of the dining table as I entered the room.
“I’m sorry. Has some phone calls to make.”
I sat down across from him, an ocean of crisp white linen between us on a table large enough to feed a small army topped off by a beautiful arrangement of fresh flowers, marigolds and something British I didn’t recognize, from the garden.
“Well, I’m afraid breakfast is over,” Lester said pensively, and turned to stare out the enormous, nearly ceiling-high window tableside, at a smashingly beautiful morning countryside.
“I am sorry…”
Lester folded his arms and refused to meet my eyes. “You Yanks. It’s as though the word ‘punctuality’ isn’t part of your vocabulary!” 
“Lester, I really do apologize—“
“Don’t apologize to me! Apologize to Reggie, the cook! He prepared the most delightful tray of fresh fruits, crumpets and scones, quail under glass, even opened one of grandfather’s best wines for the occasion!”
“Oh, God, I’m—“
He turned on his elbow to me then, still seething. “He was one of the most famous cooks in all of Ireland, you know, had his own elite restaurant in Dublin—sought after by every estate in the realm! Grandfather pays him a fortune to sweat out there in the kitchen just to feed the likes of Kansas hicks like you who wouldn’t know the difference between basted grouse and the weekly special at…what do you call it—‘Danny’s’”?
“Denny’s.”
“Really, Mr. Magee, if this is how you show thanks to my grandfather’s generosity of short hours, high wages, and free room and board in one of the largest, most prestigious English estates in the largest Commonwealth—“
“Breakfast is served, sirs!”
I turned to find a brightly smiling, cherry cheeked Reggie the Cook approaching us in crisp apron and cook’s cap with a silver tray heaped with a mountain of delicious-smelling pancakes and an enormous pot of even more delicious-smelling coffee.
Lester doubled up with laughter as the burly gourmet set the heavy plank of food between us and pushed aside the flower arrangement.
Lester grabbed his fork and knife like a starved Armenian and feasted first with his eyes at the bounty before us. “You should see the look on your face, Eddie!”
“What the hell—?”
“I’ve waited months for an excuse to get Reggie to whip up a genuine American breakfast! Grandfather doesn’t…well, grandfather’s a traditionalist. And that is freshly ground Hawaiian macadamia nut coffee, by the by, and real, unadulterated syrup from Vermont! And if we should somehow make it through that Everest of hotcakes, there’s more where they came from!”
“You’re a real jerk-off, Lester.”
“Aren’t I the worst? Reggie, bring this man some sausage and Virginia ham! How do you like your eggs, Ed?”
“Are you kidding, I can’t eat half this—“
“Six free range eggs, Reggie, basted in butter, some of that new ham out there and a plate full of sausage—from the Midwest freezer!”
“Yes sir,” the cook grinned, departing.
Lester forked half a dozen cakes at once and winked across the table. “Is this fun, Eddie, or what!”
I shook my aroma-filled head. “It’s gastronomical!”
“Welcome to the British Isles, old man!”
* * *
When he not possibly stuff in another mouthful, the normally svelte Lester pushed away from the table and clasped his bulbous middle. “Know what would be absolutely smashing right now, Eddie? A morning swim in the skylight pool wing followed by what you folks call a constitutional through the arboretum.”
I sagged in my chair. “You must be joking, I’ll need a small derrick just to get out of this chair.”
Lester grinned, wiped his mouth with a linen napkin and stood, groaning. “This afternoon, then.” He consulted his watch. “I’ve an essay to finish anyway…”
“Essay?”
“Graduate school, I didn’t mention? Economics. There is no rest for the weary who seek the untold glories of entitlement. Or so father informs me.”
“When do I get the pleasure, by the way?”
“Father? Oh, he was at the office before sunup, I’m confident, watch wound tight and set by Big Ben. You’ll doubtless see him tonight, though I don’t know how much pleasure you’ll find in it. What are you up to today, anyway, Mr. Librarian.?”
“Well, your grandfather says there are a large number of volumes that need indexing in his study, after that we’re going to work on his memoirs, I think.”
“Sounds riveting.”
“There it is again,” Mitzi said, trotting jauntily through the doorway, “vampire odor!”
Lester was on his knees immediately. “There’s my trusted guard dog! Give us a hug! I’ve instructed Reggie to fix you anything in the kitchen you’d like, Biscuit!” 
I raised a brow to the poodle. “Biscuit?”
She rolled on her back for a tummy rub, gave me a patient look. “What the kitchen staff and help have come to call me. It’s a living.”
“How’s Bill the stable boy?” I asked Lester aloud.
“Whisked away to hospital and fully stable, last I heard.”  
“Thank God.”
“Only if you like Bill the stable boy. Okay you two, I’m off to sweat over dusty economy tomes. Try not to get lost in the halls and corridors and avoid the wine cellar unless you’re looking for something special, it doubles as a rat sanctuary.”
* * *
I walked the grounds with Mitzi for an hour, enjoying the clean air, the sun, the stillness broken only by the natural sounds of birds.
“I really hope you haven’t decided that Lester’s a vampire because I’ve kind of grown to like that guy.”
“Yes,” Mitzi ambled beside me over manicured lawns, “something genuinely sweet about him, isn’t there? Something also a bit sad about him, don’t you think?”
“If by ‘sad’ you mean out of place.”
“That’s it. He’s too old for adolescent angst with his father, what do you suppose is the cause?”
I breathed deep of the open air, caught a faint sour-sweet odor from the stable. “Just a guess, of course, but I’d say he’s not mad about taking over the family business.”
“Which is?”
“Well, he’s studying for a master in economics so I’m guessing from his entitlement and wealth it has something to do with politics.”
“Is that what father and grandfather do?”
“Something along those lines, young Lester seems not inclined to go into detail about it. He’s a tech head stuck in the 19th century, though some of that Hargrove Hall reserve has rubbed off on him. I don’t think he has many friends, doubt he’d be so garrulous with me if I weren’t American.”
“Enamored of the Colonies, is he?”
“In a love-hate way like the rest of the world. Mostly I think he’s just a progressive mind mired in a provincial world. So what vampires are you whiffing in the shadowed halls of Usher? And don’t tell me you still can’t say.”
“I still can’t say.”
“Great. That’ll be a great comfort in my stone room tonight miles from the nearest bobby.”
“It’s that damn kitchen. I mean, it’s great to be adored and all—called a hero—“
“In your case a ‘heroine,’ I think.”
“—pampered and powdered. But…hey, you don’t suppose they put me in there to deliberately mask the other smells in the house?”
“I don’t think they know you’re a thinking-man’s poodle, if that’s what you mean. Any dog can smell a vampire.”
“But the beagles don’t.”
I thought about it. “The beagles could be trained to ignore it.”
“Maybe. I don’t know. Something’s screwy in that house.”
“Maybe you’re just getting old, ‘Biscuit.’ You’re smeller’s wearing out.”
“Hasn’t let you down yet, has it? Did you manage to raise the girls?”
“No.”
“Not even Sylvie?”
“No. And I’m worried about her.”
“Try calling her now.”
I glanced around the grounds. “Lester asked me to limit my calls to the confines of my room.”
“Why?”
“The colonel.”
“Ah. He doesn’t want you calling out, or he just doesn’t like modern cell phones?”
“I don’t know.”
Mitzi squatted near a low bush, sighing. “You know, Sport, seems there an awful lot we don’t know about this place, or Lester or the colonel. Or Clancy. Or Sylvie. What ever happened to the wipe-out-the-vampire crusade?”
“S’matter, afraid of getting fat?”
“No. My weight is perfect, as a matter of fact. This is the most relaxed I’ve felt in weeks. Nearly contented.”
“So what are you afraid of?”
“Not sure. Maybe a creeping sense of…”
“Of what?”
Mitzi turned in the soft grass, eyes slit against the warm breeze and languid countryside.
“…ennui?”
* * *
I returned to the house and my room to call the girls, punching in numbers as I climbed ancient oak staircases.
Sylvie’s phone rang and rang.
I even checked with Information to be sure I had her correct number. I did. She just wasn’t picking up. Or wasn’t able to pick up. The mansion walls grew chillier the higher I climbed.
I punched in Clancy’s number.
“Hi, it’s Clancy! I’m a real gone cat, but you already know that—“
This time I left a message at the beep. 
“Clancy, it’s Ed. Will you please for chrissake pick up or call me back when you get this? I’ve already forgiven you for not saying good-bye before leaving the boarding house but I’d at least like to know where the hell you are. I believe we are in this vampire hunting thing together?”
I paused a thoughtful moment, finally added: “I love you. And I miss y—beeeep.”
I told the phone, “Shit,” came down the hall past a nine-foot oil painting of a British soldier on a nostril-flaring horse scowling at me from the stone wall through generations of cracked lacquer, asked him what the hell he was staring at, and opened the door to my room.
There was a big cord of new wood someone had left standing beside my fireplace.
There was also the small French maid standing naked beside my bed. 
I’ll let you guess which caught my eye first.
Well, not quite naked, she wore flesh-colored bikini bra and thong, but to give you some idea how indelibly memorable her figure was, I recognized her immediately even without the familiar black maid’s uniform. She had her back to me, cap-less under a surge of shiny black curls, long, porcelain legs, tiny wasp waist. None of which I actually saw or caught my attention in competition with that perfect round bottom. Everyone knows what a cupie doll looks like. She didn’t look like that; she looked like the sweetest length of vanilla cream topped by a dark chocolate truffle. I wanted to eat her. You may define that anyway you like.
When she heard the door click open she whirled about with her feather duster. “Oh! ‘Scuse moi!”
She held her arm across her breasts and the duster across her thong which, of course, made her look all the sexier. Like a pin-up. Or a French postcard?
For a single mad moment I had the ridiculous notion she was an after-breakfast dessert from Lester.
She began talking very rapidly then in French, not one word of which I understood even though I concentrated hard on her plump, cherry lips and pink truffle tongue. 
But when I started to back apologetically out the door again she came quickly to me, peered cautiously over my shoulder at the hall and closed and locked the door behind me. 
Then she put on her own apologetic look, chattered away in French and paced around the room waving the slim, red-nailed fingers of one hand and the duster in the other, leaving her quick attack of modesty behind her. Shall I go on about the way that perfect bottom revolved as she swung about the room—nah, you can fill that in for yourself.
I cleared my throat above her clipped chatter. “Excuse me! I’m afraid I don’t speak a word of French. Uh, no paulie-voo Fran-say?”
She stopped chattering and batted foot-long lashes as me. “Ah! Pardon!” Then went right back into lightning French. 
After much gesticulating which included stiff fingers making frustrated wedge-like motions at her already sharply wedged waist, squeezing her breasts together until she’d left a yard of cleavage, and my seeing her French maid’s outfit crumpled on a chair in the corner, I finally comprehended that the skimpy outfit was too un-breathable tight for even her lithe body. She detested it past all reason but apparently the, “Kier-nal!” insisted she wear it anyway. That she was a “pooper lately” –which I construed as “proper lady” and he—the colonel, I guessed—was a “turdy oat mine!” which I prayed meant “dirty old man.”
She then lay down the duster and began, in full view, to reluctantly reclaim the maid outfit, cursing a French blue-streak with the occasional unabashed smile in my direction punctuated by a smiling, “Pardon, pardon, pardon!”
A British gentleman would have looked the other way.
Thankful for my own heritage, I smiled pleasantly back at her, reminded of what Renoir purportedly replied to one of his models apologizing for taking too long to undress: “Take your time, my dear, there’s nothing an artist enjoys more than watching a young woman disrobe.”
Fastened, buttoned and recapped, the tiny French pastry finally swept by me to unlock the door, turning at the last moment with: “Eef I half no bo-fren, he would be lie yew, oui? But (sighing regret) ah do half bo-fren! Saw-ree!”
And, standing on tip-toes even in heels, she stretched up and kissed my cheek. 
Opened the door, turned back, stretched up again and kissed me full on the mouth. Then she was gone. Leaving me there alone in my room. 
With all that new wood.
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I spent the rest of the morning and afternoon in Hargrove Hall’s immense library, indexing mountains of books, letters, portfolios and rare editions in a room larger than my entire Topeka library back home. In some sections it was met by Kleenex boxes of tight-fitting plastic gloves like that used on CSI with the accompanying note card: PLEASE HANDLE CAREFULLY. 
It was clear that not a small portion of the colonel’s great wealth was tied up in rare and antiquarian tomes, many with fat binding boards, brass hasps and edge protectors, hand stitching and tipped-in illustrations—some dating as far back as the 17 hundreds, in a plethora of different languages and paper stock from slick to parchment, some so fragile I held my breath while sorting them. It soon became obvious this wasn’t merely another clerk’s job, but a flattering and probably undeserved honor. More and more I began to wonder why the old man had chosen a Midwestern hick for the job, whose only expertise was an interest in his own writing. Maybe he didn’t trust the locals? But why? Were there yet more treasures in that supposed “empty” football field between mine and Lester’s rooms and the east end of the upper story? 
Though there was a minimum of fiction lining the unending oak shelves and glass book cases, I was beginning to feel a little like a latter day character in a Bronte novel, roaming the generation-haunted corridors and shadowed halls of Manderly. 
The latest edition (a first, of course) was a Viking Penguin hardcover dated 1959. The latest, maybe, but unquestionably the most read, dust jacket creased, pages worn and dog-eared. Someone had spent a lot of time with it.
I’d read the novel myself in college more than once; elegant, quixotic, elliptical, deeply disturbing and—to me—deeply personal. In a library of such antiquated volumes it was surprising to find mid-20th century prose—even more surprising, in a room where mint condition and care were such obvious by-words—to open the book and find the first paragraph of the first chapter underlined in red ink—ball point ink at that:
No live organism can continue for long to exist sanely under conditions of absolute reality; even larks and katydid are supposed, by some, to dream. Hill House, not sane, stood by itself against its hills, holding darkness within; it had stood so for eighty years and might stand for eighty more. Within, walls continued upright, bricks met neatly, floors were firm, and doors sensibly shut; silence lay steadily against the wood and stone of Hill House, and whatever walked there, walked alone.
The Haunting of Hill House by Shirley Jackson, that hideously intelligent, California born woman who spent most of her life in the quiet of rural Vermont far from city life with critic and numismatist Stanley Edgar Hyman who, upon reading a college paper of hers before even meeting her, announced, “I’m going to marry this woman.” Solitary and psychosomatic, she birthed several brilliant children and books and died at the unforgiving age of 48, leaving many to wonder who she really was. 
And leaving me to wonder who had so carefully underscored that first paragraph in thin, blood-red lines.
* * *
In late afternoon, I returned to my room for a short nap before meeting with the colonel in his study to work with him on his memoirs.
I’d barely dozed off when I was jolted by a thunderous hammering at my door and, before could get off the bed, an ebullient Lester swept into my room with a feverish smile and the scarlet garb and shiny black boots of a fox hunter.
“The game’s afoot!” he announced enthusiastically and threw a brown paper package of something in my face.
I opened it and found my own bright red hunting outfit. “I happen to know,” I yawned, “despite the rube you think me, that the quote is from Sherlock Holmes and that he wore a deerstalker’s cap, not a fox hunter’s.”
“Smart lad,” Lester said, snatching an apple off my dresser and biting away half of it, “I knew at once we’d be fast friends!”
I jerked my eyes to him so fast it sent a tingle of pain up my neck.
“What’s the matter, old man?”
I looked at him a moment, then shook my head and looked back down at the outfit in my lap. “Nothing. Except I’ve never done this.”
“What, rode a horse? And from the country that gave us the cowboy!”
“I’m from Kansas, of course I know how to ride. It’s the chasing down the fox part I’m not sure about.”
Lester grinned against my armoire, and devoured the apple. “Nothing to it! The scent hounds do all the work!”
“The beagles.”
He laughed. “Foxhounds, Eddie! Though I believe they do use beagles in your country in some states. Anyway, you’ll do fine, just stay with the other field hunters.”
“The ‘field’ what?”
“The other horses, dolt! You can manage to stay in the tree without a horn, I hope.”
“Lester, what the hell are you talking about?”
“The tree man, the saddle! And we Brits don’t use those sissy horns you cowhands parade about with in front of your crotch like a second dick.”
I sighed, examined the outfit. “I think we call that a pommel. How do you know this will fit?”
“Because I am a steely-eyed equestrian and you and I are about the same size. Into your duds, tinhorn, you have five minutes! The rest are already gathering at the carriage circle!”
“The rest?”
Lester laughed, exiting. “Grandfather adores these last minute parties! Everyone loves an extemporaneous foxhunt, old man!”
“Except the fox.”
Lester hesitated at the door, ducked back in. “About that. It is technically illegal, you know…”
“What is?”
“What we’re doing, old stick! So keep the low profile once you get back to the states, eh?”
And he shut the door. Leaving me to stare at my doleful self in the bedside mirror. “You are going to look like such a Yankee twit in this!”
But I didn’t.
In fact, I thought my reflection looked back rather nattily. And how many opportunities does one get to join a genuine English foxhunt?
There were maybe thirty other riders waiting in the carriage circle outside, all of them very seasoned-looking, a bit stern about their shoulders, stiff upper lip and all that, every one of them a gentleman, not a lady in sight.
Lester, more handsome than ever, came cantering up grinning on Samson, leading another horse by its reins. 
“You look smashing, old man! This is Red Rover! Specially bred and trained field hunter! Fine horse! Well-mannered and athletic, able to clear the largest obstacle!”
“Obstacle?”
“Wide ditches, tall fences, rock walls. She also has great stamina, no problem keeping up with the hounds!”
I swung into the saddle. It was wonderfully made and a perfect fit. “Nice.”
Lester swelled with pride. “Now, you’ll need to choose between the First Field and the Second.  Which do you prefer?”
“I don’t follow.”
“The First Field takes the more direct but demanding route—might entail some jumping. The Second Field—the Hilltopper or Gater—takes the longer but less challenging route.”
“Which route are you taking?”
“Which do you think?” he grinned.
I looked to the front lawn where the last of the riders were assembling. “I didn’t realize you had so many neighbors.”
Lester followed by gaze to the field of bobbing black caps. “Oh, yes. Grandfather’s impromptu hunts are famous—or infamous! They’re not all neighbors, of course. That fellow over there is the Master of fox hounds—Edgar, our kennel keeper, you’ve seen him before. Edgar has final say in the field. That’s Ben Louder over there, our Huntsman. Ben directs the hounds in the course of the hunt, communicates with them using that horn. The tall man there out front is the Whippers-In. He keeps the pack together, prevents the hounds from straying. What else? We often use a Terrier Man who controls the terriers used to flush the fox if it goes to ground.”
“I thought if it went to ground, the fox was safe.”
“Only in America, old man!”
“Lester, this won’t do at all!”
We both turned in our saddles to see a tall, brooding rider approaching; jet black hair, permanent scowl, powerfully built. Here was the real Christopher Lee to the Colonel’s Peter Cushing.
“Edward, let me introduce you to my father, Nigel Cushing. Father, this is my friend Ed Magee. He’s helping to finally put the library straight, working with grandfather on his memoirs. Ed’s an American.”
Nigel Cushing gave me not so much as a glance, chin aloft, aquiline nose pointed skyward. As if I stank. “I can quite imagine. Whatever he is he’s not properly attired! I can’t allow this to stand, Lester!”
Lester held his smile before the scowling face and, in fact, let (or helped) his horse walk a slow circle around his father’s mount so the senior Cushing had to continually crane around to retain eye contact. “I can’t imagine what you mean, father. I think Ed looks splendid in his traditional colors!”
“You know exactly what I mean, young man! The pinques and tan tops are worn as a mark of honor and entitlement in our house, as they have been for centuries! Guests are invited to wear unadorned black, not brass buttons! And at the most four of them, not five! Have Jennings find this gentleman something in a tweed jacket or ratcatcher!”
“Ed is my friend, father.”
“Yes. Regretably.”
Lester continued riding circles around his father. “How about a pink tutu for Mr. Magee, father, or something in a nice toilet attendant’s uniform?”
Weary of swiveling about, or just weary of the whole matter, Nigel Cushing spurred his horse and galloped off to join the others. Lester looked after him a moment, then turned smiling to me. “Lovely man, yes? Got that riding crop so far up his ass we haven’t seen it for years!”
I stifled a laugh. “Really, Lester, I think I should drop out—“
“The devil you will. Ah! There’s the horn! The hounds are cast! Stay with me now, old man! You’ll be the toast of the hunt!” And he kicked off.
* * *
“Casting” the hounds, apparently, means setting them off into rough or brushy areas the Brits call “coverts.” These are the places the poor foxes lay up during daylight hours…or when they hear a band of bloodthirsty dogs heading toward them. If and when the pack manages to pick up the scent of a fox, the tenacious little buggers will track the fleeing animal as long as they’re able. And for the average English foxhound, bred solely for that purpose, that can be a very long time. 
The hounds pursue the fox, the riders pursue the hounds—hopefully by the most direct route possible, even on those trails that include walls, streams and other obstructions. 
I soon found just how deeply Lester had suckered me into this whole thing. Chasing a fox over the hill and dale of the Cumbrian countryside requires at least as much athletic skill for the rider as the horse—it was foxhunting that birthed the steeplechase—and I could tell from his grin up ahead of me Lester was enjoying every second of my strained efforts just to keep within range of the other horses, let alone worry about the damn fox. 
I’d like to tell you I finally managed to gallop up alongside his smiling face under my own skill, but I suspect Lester deliberately reined in a bit and fell back from the others to help me.
“Jolly good, old man! You look like you’ve done this for years!
“Oh, sure I do. The only thing redder than my face right now is my bruised backside!”
“Nonsense! You’re the picture of form and grace! Don’t cheat now and stand up in the stirrups! The horse will know instantly—mark you for a dude!”
“God forbid we embarrass the horse! Is this pretty much what we’re about, until it gets too dark out to see?”
Lester laughed, riding smooth and rhythmically as a mating seal. “Even after that if necessary! The hunt goes on until either the fox evades the hounds or goes to ground or is overtaken by them!”
“And eaten!” 
Another laugh, barely heard above drumming hooves. “Just kill, not eat!”
I wasn’t laughing back. “Kind of wasteful, isn’t it?”
“Try to think of it as a social ritual, Edward! I promise not to involve you in a blooding!”
“Do I even want to know what that is?”
He chuckled soundlessly; I was happy to be his afternoon’s amusement. “Ancient ceremony! In the old days the master or huntsman would smear the blood of the fox onto the cheeks or forehead of a newly initiated hunt follower! Often a young child!”
I nodded, butt slapping leather. “You jocular British, is there no end to your civility?”
I actually heard him laugh that time, head back and joyful. “Another ancient practice involves cutting off the tail—or ‘brush’—of the fox! Also the pads—or feet—and the mask!”
I looked over at him.
”The head, old man! Tossing the carcass to the dogs!”
“Nice!” I smiled limply, “and me without my bib!”
Lester grinned and punched my arm. “Old school trophies, dear fellow! Widely abandoned during the 19th century. Although rumors do persist!”
I shook my head, made a gagging gesture with finger and mouth. 
Lester laughed.
“What’s this you were saying earlier about illegality?”
Lester’s nose wrinkled. “Bunch of nonsense with Tony Blair and the House of Commons—something about the Hunting Act of 2004! The House of Lords shot it down!”
“Thought you said it was illegal!”
“Oh, it is! The Commons passed it by a majority of 356 to 166!”
“Then it’s unlawful to hunt fox in England!”
“Sure!” Lester ginned wide. “But everyone ignores it!”  
I didn’t hide my displeasure. 
When he saw this, Lester got a strange look in his eyes for a moment. “So where do you stand, Edward? Land Baron or vampire!” 
I felt that distant chill again.
I finally yelled back, “Ringo Starr!”
Lester frowned, puzzled. “What about him?”
“Back in the Beatles days they once asked him if he was a Mod or a Rocker!”
“And—?”
“He said, ‘I’m a Mocker’”!
That got my companion smiling again. He accessed me sympathetically, head to foot. “How you doing, old man?”
I shrugged, trying to hide my labored breathing. “Still in the saddle! Why?”
“Just wondered if you felt like going around!”
I thought I misheard. “Around? What?”
Lester turned away with a laugh, spurred his horse and charged ahead.
I barely saw the stone wall.
And then not until it was right on top of us. I wasn’t ready.
But Red Rover was.
If you haven’t steeple chased lately, the leap is a strange sensation. You can feel the horse—a good horse, anyway—pacing himself , breaking the rhythm of his stride at the approach…feel the hindquarters gather behind you, a sensation that travels through your buttocks and straight up your spine—the backward lurch as the animal leaves the ground, the elevator tug and eerie silence, lean forward into the arc! An instant of floating, what roller coaster buffs call “air time” which is only you and hundreds of pounds of hurtling thoroughbred going weightless…
…followed by the too-quick descent, that horrible moment when the forward lean feels disastrously wrong—the hysterical urge to grab the pommel horn that doesn’t exist, finally realizing you must lean back now, against the inertia…momentary pride that you’re still aboard, you’re going to make it…then, as the front legs touch down, the gravity-born terror that you’re suddenly much too heavy for the horse, that you’re supposed to be doing something, moving or shifting or something, but you don’t know what, you haven’t been trained for this, and it’s too late now anyway because the shock of the landing—first through your knees, oddly, then your shoulders and neck—is here…maybe that thing you were supposed to do was grip the mount’s girth with your legs, but it’s too late for that now too, you’re already shifted way too far aft, the animal’s lovely mane and the crazily whipping reigns under you, out of control and passing over the majestic head, vein-taut ears and dark muzzle to land in front of and be trampled to death by the razor hooves…
Only somehow you aren’t.
You spill hard on both palms, mouth and eyes stretched wide, know the sickening pain in your wrists must mean broken bones, torn cartilage—all that forgotten from the bigger pain in your shoulders and rump—tu-tump, like that—airborne again briefly then smacked in the face, a mouthful of turf, then rolling, rolling and rolling some more like you’ve magically discovered self-propulsion, then…
…nothing.
* * *
I woke in a thick tangle of brush and trees.
Something clearly was not right here.
Let me see…marshal my thoughts here…we went riding, right?
No, we went fox hunting. Lester and me. Oh yeah, and his sweet-natured father, and friends from the surrounding counties. Yes, a royal early eveming fox hunt. Which had now turned to later evening, and seemed even darker than that here in these woods.
What woods?
I tried to remember my high school history in addition to the guidebook I’d purchased in the West End. I knew that Great Britain’s flora is, in general, impoverished compared to continental Europe; something about the island’s small land area, industrialization and urbanization. But clearly there are forests, I was standing in one, composed mostly of birch, ash, elm, oak and what looked to me like pine. But how’d I get here?
Cumbria. I was in Cumbria, a county in North West England…near some lake, wasn’t it? Yes…The Lake District close to that tiny town…what was it?…Windermere. And I was here because…
Come on, Magee, think…you’re supposed to be a writer. That usually calls for a modicum of intelligence.
I was staying at Hargrove Hall, that’s right…and …I was riding, that’s it! On horseback, riding next to Lester there with the other hunters, following the hounds…almost getting the feel of the thing and then…then…
…ah. The stone wall. All the rest came rushing back.
I sat up in the small jungle of brambles and thistles, the scattering of wildflowers, daisies and poppies that comprised the thicket, and rubbed tentatively at the small goose egg under my hairline. The wall, yes…but where was the wall now? In fact, where was the equestrian trail we’d been following, the mostly flat, rolling countryside west of Windermere?
I felt for broken bones, discovered none, pushed up with a grunt of resentment from my back and turned about in bewilderment to find a steep grade—nearly a cliff—behind me.
Right. So I clearly had not managed the stone wall along with Red Rover, had spilled ass over tea kettle across the green sward and over the lip of this high, steep embankment. And torn one sleeve of Lester’s expensive red riding jacket. And streaked the breeches with grass stains. And lost the cap. And acquired a terrific headache.
“What now, little man?”
I turned from dusting my pants and to find the shadowed figure of an elderly gentleman coming out of the forest twilight toward me walking his dog.
“Good evening. I haven’t the slightest idea! I seem to be lost. Are you from the area?”
He was holding a cat in his arms so he had to indicate direction by nodding. “Long enough to know that most fox hunting occurs up there,” and he gestured toward the top of the embankment.
“Yes, well, I’m still a bit new to British custom. And British humor. That’s a beautiful dog, by the way.”
“Thank you, sir! St. Hubert hound! Or some call them Sleuth Hounds. Isn’t he a splendid fellow?”
“He is. And he doesn’t mind the cat?”
The old man stepped closer through dappled shadows. “Pardon? Oh, this! This is Ringo! Say hello to the young gentleman, Ringo!”
He held up the rusty pelt, large pointed ears, dead black nose and shining eyes. A fox.
“Vulpes vulpes! Do you know Latin?”
“I know a red fox when I see one.”
The old man grinned, ran a large, bony hand affectionately across the little animal’s neck; it closed its dark eyes and leaned into the petting. “Ringo’s what they term a crepuscular animal, know what that means?”
“Active at twilight?”
“Very good!”
“Which is why that’s when they’re hunted. Where’d you find a trained one?”
The old man raised a shaggy white brow. “’Trained’? Oh, no, he’s wild. Canines of all breeds seem to take to me. Ringo here merely decided it was safer in my arms than being chased by you fellows! This is the fox you were hunting, yes?”
The headache was becoming a real slammer. “I don’t—sorry, I’m a little rattled…”
“Not surprised after that spill down the hillside! Offer you a bit of brandy but I’m afraid I don’t drink anymore. Bad for the internal organs, you know?”
The big red-and-black dog with the square head, saggy eyes and enormous nose was sniffing my soiled boots. 
The old man grinned wider in the dying light. “Smells his master on you! He’s a scent hound, you know, like your fox hounds but with a far more sensitive nose! Has a strong, tenacious tracking instinct as well. Excellent for ‘Hunting the Clean Boot,’ as they say.”
“Sorry—?’
“Never heard of it? Dear me. And this fellow part of your own pack!”
I was starting to get dizzy. “My pack? You mean, the dog doesn’t belong to you?”
“Me? Heavens no.” He smiled down at the bloodhound. “Canines of all breeds seem to—“
“’—take to you,’ yes I know.”
The forest around me seemed to shift an infinitesimal fraction. Damn headache.
“You know, your voice has a familiar ring to it. If it weren’t broad daylight, I’d swear you were—“
“But it isn’t broad daylight, my boy, it’s twilight, remember? Hasn’t been a trace of sun all day in fact!” He jabbed a bony finger skyward. “Overcast!”
I suddenly felt very tired, showed just how much by collapsing against a sturdy oak.
The Count. I should have guessed.
Would have if it weren’t for the Windermere country duds. “What happened to your high hat and tails, your gold Dracula’s emblem or whatever it was?”
“Well, now, Eddie, I can’t very well walk about rural Cumbria like that, can I? And look who’s talking, by the way! Last I saw of you was in sports jacket and jeans, running about downtown Chicago. About to board a certain private jet to Iraq, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, well, the plane went down, I’m afraid, with all aboard—“
“Not all.”
I nodded concession. “All right, Ivan wasn’t exactly on board but I’m pretty sure he went down too.”
“Are you?”
I sighed heavily against the big oak. “Please, Count, no games. Is there something I should know about Ivan Kolcheck? Is he still aliv—with us?”
“In other words, my boy, you aren’t sure of his whereabouts—if any.”
“No, I’m not. If any. Or Alicia’s either. Would you happen to know the Queen of Vampires’ current status?”
“Quid pro quo, Eddie—would you happen to about a young lady named Sylvie—very pretty girl—or another young lady, equally pretty, named Clancy? Made contact in those areas lately, have we?”
I refused to acknowledge the accompanying rush of guilt.  “I’ve tried to phone Sylvie several times, she won’t pick up! As for Clancy…”
“Yes, what about her?”
“She ran out on me, Count! I’ve been phoning her as well! No response! Now would you kindly tell me when this dream—or whatever it is this time—ends so I can get back to the real world?”
The Count was silent a long moment. Silent and not smiling. Not like The Count at all. And I much preferred his smile, even with both fangs showing. “The real world, Eddie? You mean, lying about Hargrove Hall with your pal Lester Cushing, gobbling pancakes and taking your ease amid the estate flora?”
“Wait a second—!”
“You’re not yourself at all, Edward. What was it Mitzi called it—‘ennui’?”
“Look, the path led to London! I assume you were at least partly responsible for that as I’d never have been able to take care of that Iraqi’s goons without yours—and Alicia’s—shall we call it, ‘help’? Well, the ‘help’ wore off, Count, along with its superhuman powers! We got dumped in the North Atlantic and only by the merest chance—“
I came up short at the look in the old man’s eye.
“I see…you arranged to have us picked up before we became shark chum?”
The Count stroked Ringo’s red flank. “Well, that was a bit coincidental…”
I nodded, humorless. “Kind of like the way Mr. Windsor-Smith decides to get married just when my bloody passport is due! That all part of the plan too?”
The old man shook his head sadly. “Not yourself today at all, Eddie…”
“Not myself for the last several weeks, Count! Maybe it comes from trying to hunt down vampires one at a time without knowing who the hell’s on your side!”
“Or who the hell’s a vampire?”
I pushed away angrily from the tree, gave my breeches another swat. “Look, just wake me up, will you? I’m sure you have a very good reason for these elliptical games of yours, but I’m pretty damn tried of them! And pretty damn tired of this dream!”
“It’s not a dream this time, Eddie.”
I froze, that damn chill running down my spine again. “What are you saying?”
The Count caressed the fox’s pointed muzzle. “Supposing I were to tell you the courageous young Sylvie—in whose care I placed all your trust—has received every one of your calls and is deliberately not calling back. Eh?”
I felt my mouth go dry. “W-Why would she do that?”
“Suppose I told you that even as we speak Clancy has—just a short journey from here—placed herself in the most terrible position imaginable. That she is wholly without funds. And has taken to working in a…what’s the term they use these days…’brothel’?”
I started toward him, sucking back anger, fear. 
“Would you consider that information to be a sign of my helping out, of having your best interests at heart?”
I grabbed him by the lapels despite myself. “You’re lying! Clancy would never—”
The fox immediately sprang at me, bit my hand deep, drawing rivulets of blood.
“Jesus, Count! The damn thing bit me!”
He settled the animal back down in his arms. “What did you expect, Edward, he’s a wild creature.”  He shook his head dolefully at me. “Not yourself at all today.”
“Quit saying that!”
The old man shrugged. “Yes? How about this, then. Suppose I were to inform you that your patrician friends from the royal estate are about to return any moment now, eh?” He smiled down at Ringo. “But not for this little fellow. For far more dangerous, intelligent prey! At least I used to think you were intelligent!”
I started backing away, heart hammering.
“You’re insane…”
“And you, my boy, would never say such a thing if you were truly yourself.”
“If you say that one more time—“ 
The distant thunder of hooves cut me off. A sound that was rapidly becoming less distant, mixed with the occasional baying of a hound and strident bleat of a bugle.
“I chose you, Edward for your imagination. You’re not the smartest human I’ve ever known but you do have considerable wit and curiosity. And, of course, there’s that telepathy thing.”
The headache was splitting my skull in two.
“Here, let me attend to that…” The count stepped forward, pressed two bony fingers to my forehead. The headache vanished.
Now I could hear human voices above the hooves and barking, excited shouts as the very ground beneath began to vibrate with their approach.
“But if you don’t start getting about your business soon, I may have to seek an avatar elsewhere.”
I backed hard into a tree, jumped at a shout from above. It sounded like Nigel Cushing’s voice. “This way! He’s down the embankment here!”
I looked imploringly to The Count.
“You need to go now, Eddie. In fact, you need to run. As far and fast as you can!”
“Wake me up!”
“I can’t do that. Only Lester can do that.”
“Count—“
I heard the rattle of stones, the tromp of riding boots, saw through the skein of trees the flash of red riding coats.
Not myself at all.
I ran.
But I didn’t get far, of course.
The big bloodhound had me cornered against an enormous boulder within minutes, leading the rest of the pack, and its hunters, straight to me.
It was full dark by then, and most of the men held torches.
Nigel Cushing looked particularly proud and puffed up with satisfaction.
Every man with a rifle had it trained on me, but no one fired from atop his mount.
The yapping hounds were called back. The forest became preternaturally still.
Then Nigel Cushing swung off his horse and walked to his son, held up the sharpened stake to him. I could smell the fresh pine.
“Lester?” the dark-haired man scowled softly, nearly apologetically, “it must be you. Drive it through his vampire’s heart!”
To my horror, Lester climbed down from Samson and accepted the stake.
“I am sorry,” he said sincerely, coming before me. “I want you to know that.”
I think there may have been tears in my eyes. “Lester? Why—?”
He lifted the mallet. “You know the code.”
Not myself at all.
And slammed the wooden stake through my chest.
Amazingly I just stood there for a moment, looking down, watching the black blood well around the wood. Finally, I slid to my knees, reached for Lester’s hand but missed, and toppled over on my back.
The handsome young man kneeled beside me, took my shoulder gently, looked into my eyes through his own film of tears. “You were my closest friend, you see…so it had to be me!”
He choked back a sob and squeezed my shoulder once. “Edward…Edward old man…”
* * *
“…Edward…Edward old man!”
I opened my eyes, saw Lester’s concerned face above me, the stone wall beyond him.
The other riders gathered about, frowning down, murmuring.
Nigel Cushing was not among them.
Lester’s worried expression broke into a bright grin. “There he comes! Back to the living!”
Strong arms got under me, lifted…
“Gently, please, there’s a nice goose egg on his head!”
…set me on wobbly feet, held me until I got my sea legs. 
One of the men pushed past Lester, took my wrist in one hand, pried my right eye wide with the other, shining something bright in it. “No concussion. Only wounded pride, I’m afraid.”
The group laughed softly. Lester beamed, swatted my arm—but pulled it at the last moment. “Be right as rain again after a stiff brandy and a hot tub!”
I blinked confusion. “I’m sorry…I fell…”
“Indeed you did, old man! Damn foolish of me! Father was right—you weren’t ready! Splendid start, though!” He turned to the group. “Wouldn’t you say?”
The group nodded, murmured encouragement, some even smiling.
Nigel Cushing pushed past scarlet shoulders, a bright pistol in one hand. “Lester…”
Lester turned to him, frowned, finally took the pistol. “Oh. Yes.” Turned reluctantly back to me.
He cleared his throat, handed me the weapon. “Sorry old man. It’s the code. She was your mount.”
The gathered coats parted like the Red Sea, revealed Red Rover stumbling by the distant wall on three hooves, the right foreleg lifted painfully.
Lester patted my back philosophically, urged me softly toward the limping horse.
“Make the first one count, eh Ed? There’s a good fellow…”
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Nigel Cushing swung into his saddle.
“I dare say the hunt’s been spoiled for the duration! My apologies all round!”
He consulted his watch. “I have some business elsewhere after dinner in any event.” He looked up at the surrounding riders. “Due to the lateness of the hour, I suggest we call it a day, reschedule for a future hunt, and repair to Hargrove Hall, refreshments for everyone. Again my sincerest apologies and thank you all very much for coming.”
The scarlet-backed hunters began mounting up amid creaking leather, jingling bridles and shiny flashes of boots.
I stood with my back to them in the dying light, pistol dangling nerveless in my hand under an ocean of self-reproach, apprehensively regarding the piteously limping steed. For no comprehensible reason I kept wondering: what would Mitzi think of me?
I could hear Lester’s boots approaching cautiously at my left side. “Edward—?”
I turned to him ruefully. “If you don’t mind, Lester…I’d as soon do this alone.” My itchy, red eyes returned to the beautiful Red Rover. “Say good-bye to her personally, if you know what I mean.”
Lester patted my shoulder “Of course. There’s a drink waiting for you at home.”
“Thank you. Lester? How can I say I’m sorry? What can I possibly—“
“Not necessary, old man. Just make it clean. We’ll leave you to it now. I’ll come back for you in half an hour.”
“Thanks, I’d rather walk back.”
“I’m afraid not!” Nigel Cushing cantered up. 
We turned to look up at him astride his big-muscled  roan; he looked gigantic there behind the dark, flared nostrils and bobbing head, like a knight errant of old, his face nearly obscured by evening shadows but eyes bright as carbuncles. With accusation, I imagined. 
“I won’t leave the path until I’m sure the horse has been put down!”
Lester’s tone was cold. “Father!”
“How do we know your young friend will get the job done? We’ve certainly no proof of his talents up to now!”
My face flamed, the pistol’s grip tightening reflexively in my hand. Maybe after I finished off the horse…
“I have his word!” Lester called down his father tersely, then swung onto his own mount.
“I’m afraid that won’t do!” Nigel warned evenly.
Lester yanked his reins roughly, spun his mount toward his father. “Then you have my word!”
The old man scowled. “Lester—“
“Is that enough, father or would you care for some of my blood to go with it? Perhaps I could fashion a cross and parade about the countryside with it!”
Father and son stared at each other in heated silence.
Nigel Cushing finally wheeled his horse and trotted off to join the others already heading back down trail. Lester craned over his shoulder at me, gave the old college-try wink and nod, and cantered after the group.
I approached the lame animal.
Its majestic head hung low now, eyes glazed with pain, the soft muzzle whuffing the turf accompanied by little internal groaning sounds.
Make the first shot count.
Right.
I’d never shot anything as much as a chipmunk in my life, let alone a full grown thoroughbred.
The few time I’d whimsically entertained my own suicide it was always with gun muzzle in mouth, canted slightly up toward the brain. I’d had a high school friend who’d done away with himself with a handgun; he’d aimed to low, made a mess of it; the round passed through the back of neck and he’d suffered a lingering death. I’d never forgotten it.
I assumed a horse’s brain would be similarly vulnerable to a human’s.
I stepped up to the graceful animal purposefully, took the bridle in one trembling hand and lifted the big, trusting head. Studiously avoiding contact with the dark, soulful eyes, I placed the muzzle below the mare’s right ear.
A wisp of evening breeze blew part of her luxurious main across the barrel, caressing my shaking hand a moment. 
Just get it over with!
My headache was back with a pounding vengeance; it hurt just to breathe. 
I closed my eyes before squeezing the trigger but it didn’t help the headache at all, only made me dizzier.
“Here, let me attend to that!”
I whirled to find the gaunt figure of The Count seated atop the stone wall, watching me with interest for I didn’t know how long then.
He slid off the wall with unnatural grace for a man his apparent age, and approached me with sympathetic eyes. “Not one of your better days, eh Eddie?”
I half felt like raising the pistol at him. “Haven’t you tortured me enough this evening?”
The old man smiled dismissively. “Wouldn’t dream of it, my boy! Far too fond of you!”
He loomed before me, a skeletal giant, reached up confidently, placed the pads of two bony fingers to my forehead. The headache vanished. “Better?”
“Thank you. Again.”
“You’re most welcome. Again.”
I was suddenly dead tired, from head to foot. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just stow all these protracted dream sequences and cut to the chase? No pun intended. Let me in with precise detail on where exactly it is you’re “guiding” me to—without all these circuitous side trips?”
“We’ve been over all this before, Edward!” The Count laughed. A wonderful laugh, actually, clear and strong and…yes, almost young. “Side trips indeed! I’ll wager you’ll take quite a few more before this sojourn’s ended! Before one catches the vampire, one must learn to hunt him!”
“Is that what I’m really doing out here, halfway across the globe? At the cost of how many lives, Count, how much of my own sanity?”
“Whatever made you think the world was a sane place?” He reached down and took the silvery pistol from me, turned it in his slim, knotty fingers. “Webley & Scott Zmk VI revolver! Circa 1915, I’d say! Good Brit soldier’s weapon, seen a deal of trench warfare unless I’ve missed my guess!”
“And you never do.”
He smiled. “Fires an O.22in or 5.6mm rimfire cartridge. That allows the weapon to be used on indoor ranges with very economical ammunition.”
 He straightened to full height and pointed the gun with confident ease at a distant tree. “Not really a proper weapon for felling horses, though. I’d trust nothing less than a 35. caliber for that sad dusty chore.” He aimed carefully. “See that grey squirrel in yonder tree?”
“No. So what’s the drill, Count? Am I dreaming now or is this another of your prescient alternate world—other dimension sessions, like the one in the Marina Towers with the girls and all those bloody walls? I’m really too tired to guess at this point.”
He pulled the trigger. “It’s not what I’d call a dream, Eddie.” There was no report.
I looked up at him. “The gun wasn’t loaded?”
He handed it back. “Oh, it’s loaded.”
“Then, why didn’t it fire?”
“Because, Eddie, I didn’t wish it to.” He gave me a self-diffident look. “I’m really quite proud of you, you know. You’re doing wonderfully well, my boy! A natural hunter, I’d say!”
“Yeah, right! Good jumper, too!”
“It’s true, Edward, never take a compliment from me lightly.”
“What happened to your ‘seeking another avatar’ mood?”
He put an arm around me, walked me over to the hobbling horse. “Heat of the moment, Eddie, and probably some guilt on my part.”
“Guilt?”
“For bringing you into this whole mess. You and the others. I do realize, Eddie, that some of my…lessons, may seem harsh. I don’t know any other way to make them indelible, be certain you understand them and what it is I’m showing you.”
“Well, one of us is failing badly, I don’t understand a damn thing.”
The Count chuckled, ran a big, wrinkled palm across Red Rover’s heated flanks, the bristle hairs trembling independent of their owner under his touch. 
“How do they do that? I wish I could do that—scratch without reaching.”
“Perhaps you’ll learn, my boy! All roads lead to Rome, you know!”
Which made absolutely no sense, but alarmed me. “We’re not going to Rom—?“
“Figure of speech, Eddie.”
He snapped his long-nailed fingers and the horse turned her head to him quickly.
The Count held the dark, silky muzzle a moment. “Why do you suppose God would make such a magnificent creature so irredeemably stupid, Edward? Whatever could have been His reasoning?”
I stepped back in shock. “Are you serious? You’re a vampire! You never said you believed in God!”
The Count chuckled. “I never said I was a vampire, either.”
He stroked the fine, muscled neck once, then kneeled down with an aged groan I suspected was pure histrionics for my benefit, reached over and took the animal’s crippled leg in hand.
The horse started in pain, began to rear. The Count said simply, softly: “No.”
The horse calmed. 
The old man turned his head this way and that, those bird-like movement again. “My goodness, that is a bad break. This being the 21st century, of course, it’s no longer necessary to shoot them for it.” He shook his head wryly, sighed. “Ah, these British and their maddening traditions. As bothersome as a vampire’s!”
In a moment he straightened, turned and handed Red Rover’s reins to me. “All done! Best walk her back though, my boy, give the leg some time before you put any additional weight on her.”
I took the reins, eyes still on the mount’s foreleg. “Thank you.”
“Not at all. You’ll be doing it yourself someday.”
“Healing the sick and blind? When’s this? When I become a vampire?”
The Count snorted along with the horse. “You’re already far above that, my boy! Maybe when you’re Christ, Eddie! The vaunted second coming! How’d that suit you?”
“It wouldn’t.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the horse.
The Count chuckled patiently. “Little trick I picked up in America. Same process that heals most things in nature—heat and pressure. And a bit of patience. Wouldn’t make more of it than that.”
“Too bad we don’t all possess that kind of patience.”
“You’ll learn.”
“You keep saying that.” I looked up at him. “Is Clancy really in a brothel, or did I just dream that part earlier?”
“You need to find that out, Eddie, as soon as possible, I think.”
“And why is Sylvie ignoring my calls? Is she angry with me about something?”
“You need to find that out too.”
I walked Red Rover in a small circle.
She didn’t limp once. “Or you could just tell me…”
But as I came round to face him again, The Count was already vanishing…
* * *
“Christianity,” the Colonel was saying, “is the largest religion on the island, so it’s not surprising, I suppose, I was raised under its tenants.”
The big man paced in silk robe and slippers, hands behind his back, brow knitted with concentration. I sat behind his great burl wood desk, dictating by hand. The big stone fireplace burned merrily before us.
“Nearly everyone attended church when I was a boy. There are over 26 million adherents to Anglicanism in Britain today…” he seemed to break stride in his pacing, reflect a moment, then went on, “although the number of those adherents—those who regularly attend services—is only around a million now. Times change…” 
He looked up. “Am I rambling too fast, my boy?”
“Not at all.”
“Sure you don’t mind the long hand? I suppose I could dredge up a typewriter somewhere…”
“No, no, this is fine. It’s high school shorthand, actually. I knew it would come in handy some day!”
Lester’s grandfather smiled, accessed me for a moment. “You’re very good at it.”
“Thank you.”
“—particularly when those quick eyes keep wandering to that wall plaque yonder.”
I glanced up from my notes chagrinned. “Sorry, sir. You’ve a quick eye yourself.”
The elder Cushing chuckled. “Flatter me into taking a break would you?”
“No, really—“
He waved me off, approached the little painting on the wall. “Nonsense. My life’s story is dry as dust, this part anyway.” He stood before the plaque, chin tilted up in appraisal: three delicately painted ancient figures looked back, standing side by side in a circle of gold gilding.
I put down my pen, sat back. “What is it?”
The Colonel swung his arm back behind him again. “Medieval illumination. Very rare piece.”
“And the three figures?”
“Cleric, Knight, and Workman…the three estates.”
He craned around with a sympathetic smile that made me feel woefully undereducated. “The so-called Estates of the Realm.”  He smiled, shook his head, almost wistfully. “You wouldn’t know them. Nor would your forefathers, I imagine.”
“Sorry,” I admitted, “you’re probably right. America’s a very young country.” 
He nodded, sighing, appraised the antique 8 x 12 painting. “Britain’s a very old country. Perhaps still so in some ways…”
“No offense, but you say it as if it were a…burden.”
He turned, still smiling wisely, and poured a glass of brandy from the desk’s beautiful cut glass decanter. “No offense taken. You’re a very discerning young man, Edward.”
He handed me the brandy, began pacing again without his own drink.
“The Estates of the Realm…” he paused to glance about the study a moment—the mounted trophy heads, paneled walls—his own ‘realm,’ “were the broad social order of a hierarchically conceived society, Edward. Whose roots remain to this day.”
“Why three?”
“The clergy, the nobility, and the commoner—often referred to by medieval ranking of importance as the hierarchy ordained by God.”
I sipped, feeling the pleasant burn. “’Ordained by God?’” 
“Yes. Weren’t aware of that, were you, Edward.”
“No.”
He nodded. “Oh, yes. God ordained the ministry. It was necessary to ordain the royalty and nobility, who settled privileges on the more prestigious commoners. You know about the commoners, I presume?”
“The bourgeoisie.”
He nodded again. “Yes. Hence, the frequent references to the peasantry of Europe as the Fourth Estate.” He grunted mirthlessly. “Albeit one which was all but powerless under the others.” He looked up at me. “How much better for all, you’re thinking, if they’d formed a simple democracy like your own, eh, Edward?”
I watched him thoughtfully. “I don’t know…”
He shrugged. “Yes, but then the only royalty in the world would be in your own country!”
“My country? What royalty?”
He winked. “Hollywood, of course!”
I laughed. “Colonel, I do believe you have a sense of humor!”
He grinned almost modestly. “What’s left of it.”
Then he went solemn again. “’Medieval political speculation,’ Huizinga said, ‘is imbued to the marrow with the idea of a structure of society based on distinct orders.’”
He gave me a challenging look. “The Brits made the words ‘estate’ and ‘order’ virtually synonymous, you know. Words that designated everything—were everything—including every variety of social reality—and not limited to the so-called classes. Every social function, every trade, every recognizable grouping!”
He became animated, began ticking off the fingers of one hand. “Think of it, Edward—there is first of all the Estates of the Realm, of course, but also the trades, the state of matrimony, the state of virginity, the state of sin, the state of —“
“Conscience?”
“—indeed. And on and on, states infinitum. And this rather…static view of society was all predicated on—” he turned to me, “—what? Have you been paying attention, Edward?”
“Inheritance?”
The Colonel beamed. “Smart lad! Yes, indeed, inherited positions!”
He paced with genuine enthusiasm now. “Commoners were universally considered the lowest order. But the estates’ necessary dependency on them—on the commoners’ productionoften further divided the commoners themselves! They slowly morphed into the burghers of thecities and towns, and the peasants and serfs of the Realm’s surrounding lands and villages. A person’s estate, and position within it, was inherited from the father and his occupation, and was similar to a caste within the system.”
He paused, looked down at his slippers a moment. “The ‘system’…that other great word the Brits have made immortal…”
I watched him silently.
He finally came out of his trance. “So! You see where it all headed. Legislative bodies to a monarch were traditionally grouped along lines of these all-powerful estates, with the monarch above all three. Meetings of the Estates of the Realm were what eventually became early legislative and judicial parliaments. Monarchs legitimized their own power by requiring oaths of fealty from the estates.”
He tossed his broad shoulders. “And there you have it, my boy, the political and social history of the Old World! So unlike the world of your own. Must seem almost alien…” He drifted again a moment, then looked up sharply. “Dear…what an incomparable bore I’m being.”
“Not at all. And it was the same all over Europe? France, Scotland, Sweden, Finland, the Netherlands?”
The Colonel nodded. “With variations. But British parliament itself is long based on the classic estate lines—all composed of the ‘Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons.’ It was Edward III as far back as the 14th century who initiated the tradition of the Lords of Spiritual and Temporal sitting separately apart from the Commons. Hello! Bob!”
I turned—felt a thrill hit my stomach. 
The study door seemed to be opening under its own power…and in wandered the familiar boxy face and saggy eyes of a big Bloodhound. Almost certainly the same Bloodhound The Count had been walking earlier in the woods. Or was that a dream?
“Come in, old fellow, join us!” The Colonel took the floppy jowls in both hands. “Edward, this is Big Bob, my thoroughbred Bloodhound and oldest, dearest companion! Bob, meet my new friend, Mr. Edward Magee!”
“We’ve already met,” I murmured warily.
The Colonel lifted a brow. “Oh? When was that? Nigel didn’t take him on the hunt today, I’m sure.”
I wasn’t so sure myself.  “Around the grounds,” I covered.
The big dog wandered over, sniffed my pant legs.
Smells his master on you.
I reached down cautiously and stroked the loose fur around the broad neck. I could see the Colonel beaming satisfaction from the corner of my eye.
“You should be flattered! He doesn’t take easily to strangers!” 
I rubbed under the heavy jaw, saw the dog’s eyes close in ecstasy. 
“He belongs to you then, sir?”
The Colonel patted the tawny rump. “Oh, for centuries now! That is…what seems like centuries!”
“Hunt him, do you?”
That vaguely wistful look again. “Not so often these days, I’m afraid. But he’s a fine tracker! Best in the land!”
“I’ll bet he is. Just look at that nose.”
The big tongue came out, lathed my wrist.
“Hunts fox with the other hounds, is that it?”
“As I said, not so often these days.”
“But that’s what you use him for, right?”
“Pardon me?”
 I held my breath, plunged ahead. “I was just wondering, Colonel…?”
“Yes, my boy?”
“…are you acquainted with ‘The Hunt of the Clean Boot’?”
The Colonel whole physiognomy changed. 
The room dropped several degrees in temperature, or maybe it was just the waning fire.
The old man, no longer smiling, leaned against the edge of the desk, folded those formidable arms and peered slit-eyed at me. Like a snake peers at a bird, I thought. “Where ever did you hear that term, my boy?”
“It’s time to go, Grandfather.” 
Lester stood in the open doorway.
The Colonel eyed me another moment, finally looked up at his grandson. “Good heavens, is it that late already?”
“Past eight, sir. Evening, Edward.”
“Lester. Nice suit.”
“Thanks. Visiting some friends. Business associates. Otherwise we’d—you know, you’d certainly be welcome to join us.”
I picked up my pen. “No problem, I’ve still some collating to do.”
The Colonel snatched his coat from the desk-side rack. “Help yourself to the brandy, Edward, and ring for anything else you need at all. We shan’t be long. You’re doing a splendid job, my boy, I congratulate myself on hiring you!”
“Thank you, sir. Good evening then.”
“Not quite…”
I looked up to find Lester’s father glowering from behind his son’s shoulder. Staring at me.
The Colonel shrugged into his coat. “Nigel? Is there a problem?”
Nigel Cushing elbowed past his son into the room. “Some unanswered questions,” he intoned sinisterly, eyes still boring into mine.
“Oh?”
“Your…clerk went hunting with us today.”
The Colonel grabbed his gloves and met them at the door, tugging on the fine leather finger by finger. He towered frowning over his own son. “He’s my assistant, Nigel. What about this afternoon’s hunt?”
“Seems Mr. Magee didn’t quite clear the south wall. Red Rover broke a leg.”
The Colonel, slightly impatient now, glanced over at me a moment, then back to his son. “I see. Very sorry to hear that. Fine animal. But accidents will happen. You had the animal destroyed, I take it?”
“That was Mr. Magee’s job.”
“Father—“ from Lester.
The Colonel turned to me. “I see. Most unfortunate. I’m sorry, Edward, must have been depressingly inconvenient for you. Nasty work.” He turned a stern eye on his grandson. “Really, Lester, Mr. Magee is a guest, I’d think under the circumstances you might have—“
“The horse wasn’t shot,” Nigel interrupted.
“Father, please—“ from Lester.
The Colonel sighed confusion, poked his big fists on his hips. “What’s that? Not shot? What the devil’s going on here, Nigel? We have an appointment this evening!”
“In a moment,” from a patiently relaxed Nigel, “first I’d like to know why the horse wasn’t put down,” his eyes remained riveted on me, “if you don’t mind, Mr. Magee?”
The nonplussed Colonel turned to me expectantly. 
I nodded assurance at him. “It turned out not to be necessary,” I said evenly. “Red Rover wasn’t as badly injured as previously observed.”
Nigel Cushing stepped toward me threateningly. “I felt her foreleg with my own hands, Mr. Magee! I’ve inspected dozens of such breaks in my lifetime! The right foreleg bone was completely severed.”
I smiled innocence. “Not when I checked, sir.”
The study was silent a moment.
The Colonel finally hah-rumphed with that deep basso. “I don’t understand! Is the horse down or not?”
“The horse is in the stable,” Lester said meekly.
“Red Rover’s alive?”
“Yes, sir.”
“If it is Red Rover!” from Nigel.
Puffed up and at the point of belligerence, the Colonel pushed Nigel aside and swept from the room. “This is ridiculous! I bought that animal! I’d know her anywhere! Mr. Magee, if you’d join us, please!”
And he led the way to the stable.
* * *
It took the Colonel, stooping quickly and with a quicker, surer hand, exactly three seconds to draw his conclusion. “This animal is mine!”
He straightened, red-faced, and turned to the rest of us there in Red Rover’s hay strewn stall. “The leg has not been unbroken!” His slit eyes swept over us. “Would someone kindly explain to me what’s going on here!”
Nigel leaned with a kind of casual glee against the stall gate, handsome in his evening suit. “Yes, Mr. Magee, perhaps you’d care to explain.”
I stood watching the scene from outside the stall. 
“A little American trick.” I said off-handedly. “Same process that heals most things in nature, heat and pressure. I wouldn’t make more of it than that.”
The others watched me in unison a silent moment.
Then the Colonel slapped the horse’s rump with finality and strode with patriarchal authority from the stable. “I, for one, am happy to take Mr. Magee at his word! I suggest you two do the same.” He consulted his watch. “And hurry along, please, will you? We do have an important engagement tonight! Or has that slipped everyone’s mind?”
Lester was the last to pass me, leaning softly over as he went by. “Good show, old stick! The old man’s mad about you and I never saw Father so flustered! You really must teach me your technique!”
We followed behind the senior Cushing’s in lowered tones. 
“Just stand your ground,” I replied, “and when in doubt, fall back on the truth.”
“Indeed!” Lester grinned delight, elbowing my ribs. “But I warn you—if you’re this good with the ladies, I shall become inconsolably jealous!” 
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I headed back toward Hargrove Hall.
A wash of headlights fell over me as the Cushing’s chauffeur pulled the big Rolls into the carriage circle and grandfather, father and son climbed into the spacious back seat.
“Treat the place as your own, Eddie!” Lester winked from the back side window through a pal of dust and fumes, “including any entertainments you might find in my room!”
I watched a moment as the red tail lights dwindled down the long stretch of drive connecting the property to the main road, then turned to the kitchen entrance.
The spacious galley was empty except for the fat, always cheerful cook, putting away and hanging the last of the dinner pots and skillets. 
“Good evening sir!”
“Reggie. Good help hard to find these days?”
The rosy cheeks smiled. “Always give the kitchen a final turn myself before bed! Like to find things when I need them, if you take my word, sir!”
“You needn’t call me ‘sir,’ Reggie, I’m just part of the help, like you.”
Reggie stretched to hang a gleaming, aluminum whisker. “Not from the way I’ve seen you and Master Lester have bonded! Practically part of the family, I’d say, and a good thing too!”
“Thank you, Reggie. Do you think it’s a good thing?”
“I do indeed, sir. Master Lester has too few friends in the vicinity. I’m quite happy he’s taken such a shining to you!”
“Excuse me for saying so, Reggie, but he’s a little old to still be called ‘master,’ isn’t he?”
“Force of habit, sir! Known him since he was in knickers! What can I fix you for you tonight, Mr. Magee? Nice brandy. Bit of pudding, perhaps?”
“It’s ‘Ed,” Reggie and I’m fine, thanks for asking.”
I craned about the big kitchen. “Haven’t seen Mitzi about, have you?”
“Mitzi, sir?”
“My poodle.”
“Ah, Biscuit! Let me see now…she snubbed her supper, as usual—“
“She very picky, Reg, don’t worry about that.”
“—I believe I saw her go out just after the Colonel and company left the house.”
“Making her patrols, eh?”
“I imagine so, sir. Wonderful dog, supernaturally intelligent!”
“Interesting way of putting it. Think I’ll take a short constitutional myself before I turn in.”
“Splendid idea. I’ll leave a glass of sherry on the dining room table in case you change your mind!”
* * *
“Mitzi!”
I was halfway around the south wing with no sign of the poodle.
“Mitzi!”
It was dark and chill and the British—these British, at least—didn’t employ rooftop safety lights around the estate’s perimeter the way even some modest American homes do these days. Stable boy and terrorists or not, crime in Great Britain must still be low on the list of safety priorities. 
“Mitzi!”
Nothing.
I paused for a moment somewhere (I thought) near the west wing, though all I could see now was a black loom of edifice against the slightly less black night. 
That’s all I could see. But not (I thought, again) all I could hear. 
Were those footfalls behind me? Just slightly rustling the dry leaves around the mansion?
If they were, they’d stopped now. 
Stopped almost the same moment I’d stopped walking. Almost. But I’d heard something coming stealthily along behind me. 
I turned and looked back.
Which as the same as looking forward: blackness.
Stupid. I should have borrowed a flashlight from the cook. A ‘torch’, as the British call it.
“Is someone there—?”
I didn’t really expect an answer.
So I walked on another few yards, then stopped again abruptly in mid-step. The footfalls behind me stopped an nth of a second later.
I turned again. “Who is it? Who’s there?”
Stillness.
The lonely keen of wind from invisible branches.
Another few steps ahead—another halt—another sound behind me halting just a second too late.
“Please, whoever you are, I’m a guest of this estate. Please identify yourself!”
“It’s a black panther.”
“Mitzi?”
“Going to leap on your back. Going to rip out your ball sack, make you a soprano.”
“Where are you?”
“It’s a bear! A big brown Kodiak, and it’s very hungry!”
“A Kodiak in England. Right.”
“Okay…it’s the Hound of the Baskervilles! Stalking your stupid Yankee ass!”
“Where the hell are you? You sound extremely distant…far away.”
“You sound extremely redundant, scared to pissing.”
“Are you in the damn kennel, Mitz?”
“I am not in the damn kennel, I am not in the kitchen with Dinah, I am not anywhere near the estate, old Sport, and can be of absolutely no help in defending off whatever it is stalking you.”
I’d stopped moving but I heard again a crackle of leaves behind me, closer this time.
“Mitzi, are you fucking with me? Because this is not the place or time—“
“It ain’t me who’s going to be fucking with you, Eddie-kins. You’re on your own, kid.”
I was abruptly sweating heavily in the cold air, which somehow made the cold air colder.
“Why are you breaking up? Why are you fading on me?”
“Because, Einstein, I’m moving away from you. Duh.”
“Where are you?”
“Well, you know, I’d like to tell you that, but I haven’t the least idea, old man!”
I shuddered violently. “You’ve been kidnapped!”
“I wouldn’t put it quite that way, no…”
“Will you quit me cutesy-cryptic and tell me what the hell’s going on!”
“Can hardly hear you now, Sport—almost out of thought-range—almost out of breath, come to that!”
“Is someone after you!”
“Someone’s after you, Sport!” 
“Can you see who it is? Mitzi? Can you see who’s behind me? Hello? Mitzi!”
“…ound…illes…”
“What? I didn’t catch that! Turn up your transmission!”
But only silence followed.
Only not quite. The crunching sound began again behind me. Something moving directly toward me in the dark over the dry, fall leaves.
“Count—?”
But I knew it wasn’t him.
No gun, no knife, no flashlight. Idiot!
I stood rigidly, braced for flight. Why in God’s name had I come out here in the first place? Crunch crunch crunch…and then a massive object began to form out of the darkness and mist. The Hound of the Baskervilles…
Big Bob sauntered up, grinned up at me and slobbered on my hand.
“Jesus, Bob, you scared the living piss out of me!” I stroked the big head, rubbed under his floppy neck. “I…uh…don’t suppose you’d know the way back to the kitchen—?”
* * *
I lay on my back in bed, arms folded behind my head, staring up at the dimly visible ceiling.
I couldn’t sleep, hadn’t so much as dozed for the better part of two hours then.
Every five minutes or so I’d send out a thought transmission to Mitzi but got no response. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so utterly alone, so completely helpless. I kept thinking of the plane flight to Iraq, of how I’d handled those two goons, how I’d—almost effortlessly—taken care of that guy in the restaurant before that. How I’d even managed to hold my own against Alicia, Queen of the Vampires…
Yes. And almost certainly some small part of The Count’s vampire blood had flowed through my veins then…
Well, none of it flowed there now. If even a drop of it had, I was sure I’d be able to make contact with Mitzi, wherever she was. But I couldn’t. So-called Sender or not, I was nowhere near her level or even Clancy’s. I was just a dumb human, thousands of miles from home and way out of my depth. If Mitzi was really was lost to me, I’d never forgive myself. And I’d probably never find Clancy without her. And I’d even more probably never survive until the end of the week.
I sent out a final thought-message to the poodle, then pushed out of bed.
Sleeping was useless. Maybe I’d go downstairs and see if Reggie had really left that glass of sherry for me; God knew I could use it.
Halfway down the hall I fell suddenly against the ancient wall, blindsided by a sudden horrific conviction: they’ve killed Mitzi! Lester helped them! Just like they killed me in The Count’s dream! That’s what the dream had meant! 
I clung sagging to the wall, heart hammering so hard I was sure it would burst.
Mitzi said she’d smelled vampires on the grounds! Now they’ve detected her—know she’s a vampire herself—bound and muzzled her and taken her out to the woods to shoot and stake! That
was what tonight’s business was all about…and why I hadn’t been invited along!
I leaned against the wall trying to get my breath.
…and when they were done with Mitzi…when they come back here to the estate…
A weapon.
I needed some kind of weapon. Something made of wood and sharp, like a pike of some sort. Maybe in Lester’s room…
His door was opened invitingly.
“…including any entertainments you might find in my room…”
I hesitated in Lester’s doorway. Was it a trap? Had he directed me here to be ambushed?
But the longer I stood there the more insane the whole thing began to sound, the more outlandish. Even if I didn’t trust Lester completely, I felt I knew him, and an ambush wouldn’t be his style. If he or Nigel or even the Colonel were going to have me offed, Lester would insist on doing it himself. Enemy or not, I knew he liked me, I could feel it.
I closed the door to Lester’s room discreetly behind me, locked it. 
The idea of finding some kind of sharped pikes in there was million to one, but we both knew there was only one thing in there I’d find the least bit ‘entertaining.’
I felt behind the bedpost, found the little red button and depressed it. The shelf of books revolved inward and the secret game room was mine.
How I wished I’d spent more of my youth playing video games. Maybe then I could have recognized a modicum of the kind of sophisticated technology Lester had somehow secreted into his little den of iniquity, but my philosophy then was fundamentally what it remains today: for every hour spent chasing an avatar around a display monitor, I could have been reading a good book. This was before the days of Kindle, of course. If Angry Birds had been around in my college days would I have been tempted to the digital side of life?
Some of the equipment I recognized—or thought I recognized—were rendering devices, computers capable of producing wire frame images from your own imagination and bump mapping them into real-as-life looking people or creatures, depending on the computer’s memory power. These were no doubt how Lester had changed Zombie Holocaust into Death Duties Holocaust and created his Death Duty, Land Baron and Soul Taker avatars to control the game with.
I stayed strictly away from the rendering devices, terrified I’d push a button and implode the whole computer, wipe out the whole room. 
Wandered over to the re-invented Zombie Holocaust monitor, I picked up the controller and began scrolling through the rules and gameplay at random, trying to decide which I rather be, a Death Duties vampire or and estate holding  Land Baron. I’d have to be one of the two to defeat the ever present Soul Takers. 
I was in the midst of making my decision when I pressed the yellow button and was sent to what was an apparently unfinished gaming device or avatar that was so far mostly just a squiggle of wire frame lines, no bump mapping, or real detail, just some pre-rendered figures. They were humanoid in character, but not defined enough to tell much else. The only possible help was the potential  names Lester had presumably given these new beta figures: Shape Shifters and Were-bots had been crossed out before the word, Philos.
“What the devil is a philos?” I thought out loud.
“Caught you!”
Lester’s entry was so silently abrupt my fingers twitched reflexively on the hand controller and I shut the game down.
Lester laughed roundly and stumbled to the bookshelf doorway with the support of both hands. “Nearly tipped your hand, old stick! Almost discovered if you were a vampire or a land baron!”
I turned to him calmly, ignoring my racing pulse. “And you nearly tipped yourself into the bookcase and found out what a good head-splitting feels like. You, sir, have been drinking!”
Lester laughed harder, nodded rapidly and swung into the room, enfolded me in his arms out of either affection or the need for something to cling to. “Edward my lad, I am drunk! I am eloquently drunk, lovingly drunk and pugnaciously drunk! How does that sound, old stick!”
I held him up. “Like Sinclair Lewis.”
“How’s that—?”
“Elmer Gantry, 1927, as you damn well know. Testing me, Lester? Seeing if I’m a real man of letters?”
Lester breathed bourbon on my neck, granted me a familial pat on my chest, clinging to my collar with his other arm. “Eddie, your veracity was never in question. Why else should I divulge to thee the darkest secrets of my hidden rooms! Eddie? Are you listening, Eddie…?
“Still here, despite your dragging weight.”
“Eddie, dear boy, I am in love! Eloquently, lovingly, pugnaciously in love!”
I steadied us both in a short waltz. “That’s nice, Lester, but I don’t put out on the first date. How ‘bout we put you down, old stick?”
I tried to lift his legs—gave that up in about half a second—bent and threw him over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry through the secret door and into his room where, with labored grunt and flagging strength, I dumped him onto his bed. I shut the bookshelf door sensibly behind us. 
Lester lay sprawled and supine on the duvet as I worked off his shoes, making little air drawings above his lidded face. “If I could but describe her beauty…”
“I’m sure.”
“…her grace…”
“You dad and granddad, they made it back in one piece, I presume?”
“…the lilt of her—yes, they’re fine, drunk as lords—the lift of her…of her…her…”
“Her what?”
“…her lilt! The pink of her eyes…the green of her skin…”
“Thought that was a business meeting.”
“Business?”
“Yes, you said—“
He caught at my hand as I loosened his tie. “Mankind is my busy-ness!”
I nodded. “Fine. So we’re doing Dickens now—A Christmas Carol?”
“She is my business! And I hers! Together we make it our business to love each other for eternity, to spread that love throughout the land and all mankind! Do know what we’re doing tomorrow, Edward my friend? Have you any idea what we’re doing?”
“Forming a business together?”
“We are, my dearest friend and confident, joining friends and Vicar alike in that holiest of holy ceremonies!”
I yanked off his shirt, did a double-take. “Marriage—?”
“Marriage! Can you imagine anything so ethereally sublime! To join hands at a wedding only hours after you’ve met your true love!”
I flopped in the nearest chair. “Lester, I realize we haven’t known each other that long, but—“
“You are my dearest friend, Edward!”
“That’s very sweet, but I really doubt either your father or grandfather will allow you to—“
Lester sat up quickly, wild of hair and eyes. “You’re coming! You must be there tomorrow! I want you to meet her, Eddie! You of all people!”
I sighed. “Lester, your father and grand—“
He waved an enormous wave at the air in front of him, the inertia of which carried him backward to the mattress again. “I don’t give a hang about them! It’s you I want there! Promise me, Eddie, promise me now…hand over heart…make a solemn vow…I will attend this wedding tomorrow—“
“Lester, don’t you think—“
“I will attend the wedding tomorrow! Pledge it!”
I threw up my hands. “Sure, kid. Whatever you say.”
His smile threatened to touch both ears. “You are a prince among men…”
“Uh-huh.”
“’Good-night, sweet Prince…may dreams of’…something-something…I forget…” And he was snoring…
I threw a blanket over him. “Lester? Hey, before you nod off I need to ask you something! Who’s Philos?”
Snoring louder.
I shook my weary head, turned from the bed.
“That’s sweet,” Mitzi said from the doorway, “very sensible of you two, waiting for the wedding night to consummate the thing…”
“Mitzi!”
“In person, Sport. And have I got a muzzle full of dirt!”
I put a finger to my lips, nodded at the sprawled Master Cushing. “You’re not supposed to be up here!” I transmitted silently, “This is no-dog’s land!”
“Don’t sweat it, everyone’s gone to bed. They’re all faced to the gills. Gave me a chance to sniff around the old man’s place a bit.”
“And—?”
The poodle shook her head uneasily, gave Lester’s room a perfunctory sniff. “Can’t say with real certainty. There’s vampires afoot alright—or were—but it…I don’t know, it’s like they’re kind of here and kind of not here, you know?”
“No, I don’t. And that’s wonderfully helpful info, Mitzi.”
“Hard to explain. It’s like my sensors are getting blocked or something. Hey, give me a break here, will you! Aren’t you even glad to see me?”
“I don’t know, you look like a walking dust bin. Where the hell have you been? Have you been rolling in the garbage again?”
“Rolling in intrigue, old stick! This is road dust you see clinging to my otherwise glorious coat! Road dust and gas fumes!”
“You followed the Rolls Royce! All the way to the business meeting?”
“All the way there and back!” She chuckled in my mind. “’Business meeting’! Interesting term for it!”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that while you’ve been playing video games and sampling the French pie up here in Casa Hargrove, I’ve been busy sleuthing! Isn’t that what the country’s famous for, sleuthing? Well, I, my friend, am just slopping over with fresh sleuth!”
I shooed her toward the door. “Tell me about it in the kitchen, these walls have stone ears…”
* * *
The kitchen was empty, even of cook Reggie. Just the way I wanted it.
I sponged Mitzi off with one of Reggie’s industrial sized jobs, wiped her with a dishtowel, washed out sponge and towel and replaced them neatly.
I poured Mitzi a bowl of fresh water and myself a fresh brandy, sat at the servant’s table while she sniffed indifferently at the bowl.
“Can’t you even drink water, for cripes sake?”
She gave the bowl a cursory lap. “In a pinch. Anyway, I’ve already eaten.”
I groaned inwardly. “Dare I ask whom?”
“Couple of hares on the way back. English bunnies are smaller than American bunnies, did you know that?”
“No, but I’m very proud of you, Mitz, suffering through rodent food in lieu of waylaying the nearest convenient passerby.”
“Don’t get too proud, Sparky, I’m still half-hungry. Mostly bunny bones. Speaking of which, you missed some interesting bunnies yourself tonight.”
“At the business meeting?”
That silent chuckle again as she sniffed randomly about the immaculate kitchen floor. “Good old Reggie, tidy as an old woman, doesn’t leave a drop of chicken blood in the room. Yes, the quote business meeting unquote. During which most of the business included a not inconsiderable bevy of pert young bunnies.”
I frowned. “You don’t mean—?”
“The Playboy type, yes. But without the ears and crotch-crunching costumes.” 
She looked up at me suddenly, tilted her head. “No, that’s not quite right. They were in costume at that…in a way…”
“When you’re all through being cryptic—”
She sauntered over and sniffed hopefully under my table. “I overheard your little chat with the Colonel in the study earlier this evening.”
“I thought you were on night patrol duty.”
“I can patrol and hear at the same time. Anyway, after your little tiff with Nigel in the stable—I’m not sure how wise it is getting on his bad side, by the way—I saw everybody pouring into the ole Rolls and thought I’d see exactly what kind of business these Cushings are engaged in, aside from handling an estate the size of Rhode Island. I followed at a safe distance for a good ten miles or so, lots of winding country roads, it wasn’t hard keeping up, that chauffeur drives like an old woman. Anyway we drove over hill and dale and suddenly came upon this most glorious sight, even in the stygian dark of the English countryside. Have you ever heard of the gardens at Brympton d’Evercy?”
“Can’t say I have.”
“I hadn’t either, but after listening to you and Lester bemoan the destruction of some of the grandest British estates, I did a little digging of my own.”
“’Digging’?”
“Reading. In the library.”
“You’ve been reading books in the Hargrove Hall library?”
“I am literate, Eddie! And I was very discreet about it—late hours and all that. Do you want to hear about this or not?”
“Sorry. I just hope you put everything back and didn’t—
“—slobber on any priceless tomes, no I didn’t, I’m not an idiot, Ed. Anyway it seems the unprecedented demolition of the 20th century didn’t spare only Hargrove Hall when it comes to grandiosity. I’m not saying this place was the real Bryjmpton d’Evercy, but it was damn close. It stands majestically on the loveliest little lake, surrounded by flowers and trees of every kind imaginable and ringed by dense forest. Looks like a huge, illuminated jewel box. I think it survived its previous owner’s impoverishment and was used alternately as a stately home or private house, and a school. Also as a wedding venue, I think.” 
“Was’?”
“It’s certainly none of those things now. I couldn’t follow the Cushings into the house proper, of course, by then it was dark enough to roam all about the grounds and peek into nearly every first floor window. Well, you wouldn’t believe it, Eddie. It’s as though time has stood still there. I’m no expert but I’d bet every inch of those interior room bore original woodwork, including complete paneled rooms and fittings including the chimney pieces. You know a lot of that original stuff has been auctioned off to rich Americans. Not here. The Carolean staircase, the Rococo stucco plasterwork, and a splendid dining room I’d swear is an original Robert Adam design.”
“Wow. You have been doing your homework.”
“Alicia was crazy for that old stuff, even had some rare pieces sent across the Atlantic to her American bungalow. Anyway, you ain’t heard nothing yet. Forget about the historical woodwork and original Impressionist paintings. It was the humans that really stood out.”
“The bunnies?”
“It was strange, Ed. The men were of all ages and dressed in the typical British evening attire. But the women—girls really—were not only as lovely and classy as anything you’d see on the cover of Vogue, but each and every one was dressed to, well…go with the surroundings, with the house.”
“Dressed how?”
“In period style. Pure Victorian, as if the old Queen herself had outfitted the whole enterprise. And they seemed to cover the entire period of her reign. There was every style from the narrow, sloping shoulders, pointed waists and bell-shaped skirts of the 1840’s to the busty low necklines worn off shoulder of the 1850’s to the simpler, close fitting  wasp waist skirts, high necks and puffed sleeves of the 1990’s. Each decade as elegantly and jaw-droppingly lovely as the young women inside them. Does this look like a capon to you?”
I bent low and squinted at what was under her nose. “Looks like a rat turd.”
“Yeah, thought so.”
“I don’t get it, so all these young men brought along the lovely young wives to discuss what kind of business?”
Mitzi snorted at the floor and trotted out from under the table. “Not wives, Eddie, the men ranged anywhere from early 20’s to late 70’s. They didn’t arrive in pairs, old man, they mingled once they got there. The pairing up came later.”
“Not sure I like where this is going…”
“Yes, well, the gentlemen certainly did. What man wouldn’t, the girls were all knockouts, you should have seen some of those low cut gowns. And solicitous! Anything the men wanted, the girls were there to fetch it. And always with a willing smile. Port to crumpets those fellas were spoiled rotten. And, as the evening drew late, they began pairing off, ascending that sweeping Carolean staircase to the upper rooms. Where, I suspect, the real business was negotiated.”
I stared blankly at my dog. “Mitzi, you do realize what you’re describing here?”
She nodded, sat down on her hindquarters and looked up sincerely at me. “Understand now, this was all viewed from the outside in utter darkness through whichever window I could gain a decent view. But yes…it does sound rather like a…well, a…”
“Brothel.”
“No way I can prove that, of course, not having access to the upper floors.”
I sat there thinking about it, right toe tapping the kitchen’s stone floor absently. “And Lester?”
“I kept a pretty good eye on him—when he wasn’t blocked from view, that is, by the others. He spent most of the time seated on a big green divan with a glass of port, looking amazingly bored by the whole thing. At least twenty lovely creatures came to sit and talk with him, but they all eventually left him there, went their crestfallen ways. Then, toward the very end of the evening…”
“Yes?”
“I think he met someone. It was in the ballroom and there were swaying figures moving constantly before the windows, but I’m sure Lester finally found a young lady to spend quality time with. At any rate they danced a lot.”
“And went upstairs?”
Mitzi got up, paced about the kitchen thoughtfully. “No. At least I don’t think so. When I saw them head out of the ballroom at last I raced around to my favorite view of the staircase. I could see it pretty clearly, but I never saw Lester and his lady friend go up it.”
‘Huh.”
She nodded. “Might have been my imagination, but…oh well, I’m not sure…”
“What? Say it!”
“The English are very reserved, you know. And the atmosphere of that place was so…antiquated…”
“And—?”
“Maybe just my imagination, but it seemed to me is was mostly the older gentlemen that escorted the women upstairs. The younger men appeared too demure, as though…I don’t know, as though it wasn’t proper, somehow. Maybe Lester was embarrassed in front of his father and grandfather.”
“Apparently they weren’t embarrassed in front of him.”
The poodle shrugged. “True. I don’t know. The Brits are weird. Maybe it has something to do with one of their strange customs, God know they have a plethora of them.”
“And you never got a clear look at this girlfriend of Lester’s?”
“No. But he was pretty smashed when they came out of the…business meeting, and climbed back into the Rolls. I watched from the bushes. They were all feeling no pain. But Lester was the most vociferous of them all. He kept yelling it at the top of his voice, even after father and grandfather got him into the back seat.”
“Yelling what?”
“’I’m in love, I’m in love, I’m in love!’”
She chuckled to herself, then looked up at me and stopped chuckling. “Ed? What is it? What’s the matter? I’d think you’d be happy for the boy!”
I stared into space. “It wasn’t Lester I was thinking about.”
Mitzi trotted over to me, put a paw on my knee. “Oh? What then?”
I drew in a shaky breath, let it out slow. “I talked to The Count today.”
“Did you now! In or out of a dream state?”
“Both, I think.”
“Really! And how is the old man?”
“Sound as a dollar.”
“And what did he say that has you so obviously upset? Kill the rest of that port and tell your old pal Mitzi.”
I looked at my glass but didn’t touch it.
“He asked me how I would feel…”
“Yes?”
I pulled out my cell phone, stared down vacuously at it there in my hand. 
“Asked you how you’d feel about what, Ed?”
“…if I knew Clancy was working in a brothel.”
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Next morning, Lester came into my room in scarlet silk robe with his monogram to find me standing before the full length antique mirror in sports jacket and underwear.
“Fruit of the loom! Smashing, old man! And how are we this fine fall morning!”
I glanced past my reflection. I had a headache. “How are you?”
He chuckled, flung himself back on my bed, hands behind his head, grinning like a Cheshire. “Fit as a fiddle and ready for love! The love of my life.”
“Not even a headache?”
“Me? Heavens no, Reggie fixed me his morning-after cocktail! Glass of tomato juice, one raw egg, slice of onion and two Alka-Seltzers! My head roils with clarity and good will!”
“Whereas your stomach merely roils.”
He laughed, sat up, appraising me with a slightly amused air. “My boy, you look absolutely dreadful!”
“Fuck you very much!” I shrugged out of my sports jacket and flung it at a chair. “Look, I was hired as a librarian, I didn’t expect to become part of the family, socialize with the horsey set and attend grandiose estate weddings.”
“Nonsense! Handsome lad like you will have every girl in the village chasing you about the punch table!” He looked be up and down. “Not terribly sure about the jeans and sneakers, though…”
“I love you like a brother, Lester, but I can’t do this.”
He jumped from the bed. “Belay that, mister! You can and you shall! House orders! Besides…it doesn’t matter anyway.”
I turned from the mirror. “Doesn’t matter?”
He came over, put an arm about my shoulder and hugged me close, nodding at our reflections in the mirror. “A single glimpse at my beloved Sheila, and all the other girls—every member of the wedding—will disappear before your addled mind. She will sweep into your eyes first, blast you with her physical beauty, run roughshod over your brain next, leaving you without country or flag…or even planet…then, gentle as a summer wind, steal away your soul.”
I looked down at my knobby knees. “You got it bad, kid.”
He hugged me tighter. “I warn you, dearest comrade, that if even a hint of flirtation passes between the two of you, I shall run you through on the spot! No quarter given!”
“Good for you,” I ran a hand through my hair, the only part of me that seemed presentable.
“Shall I go into some detail, young Edward? Shall I sing of her cherry lips, her strawberry curls, her divine form, surely borrowed from Venus herself while she walks her amongst us mortals?”
“Venus or Sheila?”
“Nay, there’s no way to properly describe such a vision! We can but look upon with pity the fallen line of suicidal painters who have striven to capture it! Just thinking of her arouses my ardor! I could at any moment come bursting through these silken threads at the mere memory of her kiss!”
I shoved him away hard. “Not in my room, Lochinvar! Kindly save your lust for tonight where it might actually be appreciated, though I have my doubts.”
He flopped back on the bed. “Tonight? I only wish! But I have other business tonight, old friend.” 
I turned to him. “You have business on your wedding night!”
“What—?” And he broke into peals of laughter. “Oh, poor Edward! Was I that drunk last night? I’m not getting married this afternoon, my best friend from university is! It’s his wedding we’re attending!”
“It is?”
Lester shook his head in wry wonder. “My God, what else did I embarrass myself about drowning in my late hour cups?”
I picked up the sports coat, tried it on again ominously. “Well, for one thing, you regaled me with passionate certainty that within the space of one evening you’d fallen deeply in love with a girl you met at a brothel…”
Oops. Guard down, I didn’t manage to bite off that last word. I winced inwardly at my moronic reflection. Mitzi, not Lester, had said the place looked like a brothel. Shit.
I purposely avoided his eyes, trying not to underscore that last remark, pretending to fuss with the jacket.
Lester’s voice was dry. “I said that? I said Able House was a brothel?”
I shrugged with forced indifference, kicking myself. “I thought that’s what you said. You were pretty smashed.”
“Ed. Look at me.”
I sucked in air, turned and looked at him.
“I want to apologize, both to you and Shelia. Some of the guys—even the older gentlemen—may have joked that from the outside, Able House looks like a cathouse. Nothing could be further from the truth. It’s actually a wonderful old country estate that’s been turned into a kind of exclusive club for men and women. Admittedly the rules are strict—and probably unfair—you have to know someone—someone’s proper family—to get in, and in that way I suppose it has more than its share of  nepotism, but these are all upper class ladies and gentleman, I assure you. Lots of lovely ladies have met their future husbands at Able House.”
“Including yourself, it seems!” Then I looked back at my reflection and pushed the envelope again: “So why do you sound slightly defensive about it?”
Lester sighed, looked down at his hands. “Look, Ed. You know I hate this class crap as much as you. What do you think my little video games are about? But you learn pretty young, if you’re born into it, that heritage-wise you have to pick your fights. I detest Britain’s snobbish class system, but sometimes—living here at home—it’s easier to pretend you’re going along with the old man’s ways, at least until you’re married and out from under. Do you understand?”
I shrugged. “As much a low class, tract house, suburbanite Yankee can understand, I guess.” And winked at him.
He smiled back limply, but warmly. “There’s nothing low class about you, Eddie, and I’ve been around ‘high brows’ and ‘men of distinction’ all my life. Wouldn’t trade you for a man jack of them. And I mean that.”
I think I may have blushed a little.
“Your taste in clothing, however, is Neolithic.”
I yanked off the damn jacket. “I told you! I didn’t come here—“
“Yeah, yeah, I know, to hob-knob with the snobs. Don’t worry, we’ll get you through this wedding!”
I slumped in agony. “Look, it’s not that I don’t want to go—“
He held up a hand, stood. “Stop right there! You are going! This is the perfect occasion for you to meet Sheila, a place where you can compare her to all the other pretty flowers in attendance, and believe me, there’ll be plenty of them!”
He picked up my jacket like it was a wet turd, and pinched his nostrils. “We’ll just leave this little sartorial gem at home!” He stuck the coat out the door, cupped his mouth and pretended to call to the butler. “Jenkins! Will you kindly have this cleaned and burned?”
“Hey, Lord Fauntleroy,” I barked, barefoot in briefs, “that happens to be a K-Mart Blue Light Special!”
* * *
In the end I cut quite the handsome figure in the Colonel’s breakaway jacket and slacks and a borrowed pair of Lester’s Florsheims, which actually almost fit.
The chauffeur honked at precisely four o’clock. 
Lester, fixing gold cufflinks, walked me down to the limo. 
I was surprised to find it empty but for the driver.
“Your father and granddad aren’t coming?”
Lester held the door for me. “Charles and I overdid the snob-baiting pranks a bit our junior year at Oxford, most of it my doing, but father never took to Charles after that. Seems father and the Dean go way back. I think that’s just cover for the Cushings’ believing Charles’s family lies among the Nuevo riche, but no matter. It’s not much the fashion these days anyway, old man.”
I climbed in. “The fashion?”
“The younger set mixing with their elders, even at weddings. A last nose-thumbing at privilege before we’re all swept up in it, you know? No one gets married at home anymore.”
“Afraid not.”
“Count yourself fortunate, old boy. Ah, here comes the bell of the ball!”
I turned in the rich leather seat to see Jenkins walking a recently groomed Mitzi on an expensive-looking leash. 
“Lester, you’re kidding…”
“I’m certainly not!” He opened the door again for my poodle. “Exactly the kind of snob-baiting foolery Charles would appreciate! In you go, old girl! You’ve earned yourself some wedding cake!”
Mitzi jumped in my lap. 
I pushed her off onto the seat next to me. “These are the Colonel’s slacks!”
Mitzi sniffed them. “You’ll never fill them, Eddie.”
Lester slammed the door, banged the roof. “Off you go! I’ll pick up Sheila in the Lotus and meet you at Eaton House in half an hour!”
And off we went.
It was a beautiful day for a beautiful ride to what I was sure to be a beautiful wedding.
“You know, Eddie, of all your insanely rich friends, I think I like Lester the best!”
I smiled, patted her head. “Are you implying Lester’s insane?”
“Oh, mad as a March hare! I adore him! And don’t pretend you don’t!”
I gazed out at the rush of Cumbria green. “I’m not. I’ll miss him…”
Mitzi looked up at me. “Are we going somewhere?”
“Eventually. Once we get Clancy back again and kill all the vampires in Great Britain. I doubt they’re contained to the Isles, don’t you?”
“I don’t even care. I could get used to the filthy rich.”
“You’ll grow fat.”
“Not on hare blood.”
“By the way, Able House, as it’s known, is not a brothel, according to Lester.”
“Smelled like sex to me.”
“It’s a sort of exclusive club where proper ladies meet proper gentlemen for prospectively proper marriage. You didn’t think Lester would fall in love with a lady of the evening, did you?”
“It’s been known to happen. Ever get ahold of Sylvie, by the way?”
I felt my face heat. “No. She won’t take my calls. The Count knows something about it but won’t say.”
“Playing his usual games.”
“Looking out for us, Mitz.”
“I suppose. Oh, my God! Is this it?”
I looked ahead at the approaching monstrosity of stone and mortar. “Wow.”
“Is there no end to these neoclassic temples to war? Look at that! That’s a castellated gatehouse!”
I stretched to the window. “I don’t even know what that means…”
Mitzi wagged her tail. “And a rotunda!”
“That thing poking up in the middle?”
“Yes, Eddie, that thing in the middle. Check out those columns! Looks like Palladio’s Villa Capra in Vicenza!”
“Say, what—?”
“Or maybe Scamozzi’s Villa Rocca Pisana!”
“You can quit showing off any time.”
“One of us has to portend to worldliness. Nice jacket, by the way. That granddad’s too?”
“I’m doing the best I can, Mitz!”
“Yeah, no, you look great, really. That must be the arboretum. My, would you look at all the lovely pulchritude? Like a swarm of little pastel butterflies! That blonde there looks like your type, Eddie!”
I slumped back in my seat. “I already know my type,” I grumbled, “just not where she is at the moment.”
“Maybe she was invited to the wedding!”
I made a face, then turn to the dog in hopeful speculation. “Are you serious?”
“Well, some of those girls look like the ones I saw last night at the brothel…I mean, Ample House, or whatever’s it’s called.”
“Able House!”
“That’s it. Oh good, we’re stopping!”
The chauffeur let us off at the immense gravel carriage circle ringing an immaculately kept and sumptuous garden filled to dripping with every conceivable flower known to man.
I took Mitzi’s leash as she hopped out, turned and breathed deep of a veritable wall of perfume. “Oh, man, smell that! What is that?”
Mitzi whiffed once. “Well, let’s see, mostly wild flowers, I’d say…bluebells, tulips, buttercups, red poppies, daffodils, some rosemary over there, thyme, violets, heather, of course…”
“All right! We all know who has the nose!”
“Not bad, huh, considering the Niagara of perfume from the bridesmaids, etc. I wonder—oh, shit!”
I spun to her. “What—?”
“I cannot freakin’ believe this!”
“What!”
“Don’t panic, Eddie, just drop my leash and walk calmly away! Pretend you’re looking for the bathroom or something! There must be at least fifty of them in there!”
“What’s matter? Who is it—?”
“Never mind…too late…”
“Mr. Magee, isn’t it?”
I turned to the solemn little figure at my shoulder. The waxy complexion. The basset hound face. The vaguely familiar face.
“Sorry,” I put out a hand, “do I—you look familiar…”
The other young man took my hand reluctantly—a fish grip—looked me up and down suspiciously. “Windsor-Smith, Mr. Magee.”
My mind raced. Winsor-Smith…Windsor-Smith…

Then he turned his head to smile at a passing acquaintance and I saw the bandage at his neck.
“Ah! The embassy! You’re the clerk from the American Embassy in London!”
“Was. I’ve taken a leave of absence. Hopefully, if things go well, a permanent one.”
I nodded, still shaking the limp hand. “That’s right! I phoned them some time ago, still looking for my passport—what’s the matter?”
He was staring down at Mitzi, who was pretending (rather badly) to look the other way. Mitzi. The dog who’d sunk her fangs into his neck.
“Isn’t that your animal?”
“Oh. Yes. It is. My poodle. Mitzi. You, uh…remember her?”
He acted for a moment like he was going to touch his neck but demurred at the last second. “I remember her.”
But did he remember her on a darkened street…attacking him?
I suddenly very much needed to find that bathroom.
Mitzi faked wandering away to the end of the leash. I thought about dropping it, rejected the idea.
“So, Mr. Magee, you and your wife didn’t receive your passports yet?”
He was peering intently at the poodle.
“No. Well, my wife got hers, I believe, but not me.”
He turned to me. “You ‘believe’?”
Better not to try and explain Clancy and I weren’t married. “She got it, yes. I’m still waiting for mine.”
“I see. And is your lovely wife attending the wedding today?”
I smiled toothy regret. “I’m afraid not. She’s uh…”
“Careful!” from Mitzi’s mind to mine, “he might have seen her at the brothel!”
“…she’s uh…allergic to wildflowers!”
“Brilliant!”
Windsor-Smith glanced at the expansive garden. “I see. Sorry—what was her name again?”
“Clancy. Clancy Magee.”
“Ah. Well, it’s a pity she couldn’t join us. I believe you two…” he glanced balefully at Mitzim “…you three would be the only Americans here today!” He leaned closer, squinted up at me with his basset eyes. “I don’t seem to remember you from school or church. Are you friends with someone here locally?”
“Yes, Lester Cushing.”
“Lester! I say! I don’t recall him ever mentioning an American friend. ‘Edward,’ is it?”
“That’s right. And I don’t believe I caught your first name.”
“Charles.”
Charles.
Close friend of Lester’s at—
“Oxford, did you say?”
“I didn’t. But yes, that’s where I met Lester. We were quite the pranksters, Mr. Cushing and I!” 
“You don’t say.” I craned about. “And you know the bride and groom, of course.”
“I am the groom, Mr. Magee.”
Oh, shit, I thought in my head.
“Oh, shit,” Mitzi said in my head.
“And this is the bride…”
I turned to find a tall, stunningly beautiful Amazon gliding toward us, smiling radiantly. She wore a simple white dress, low cut in front, which she filled out wonderfully. I got the feeling she could have picked up Windsor-Smith and carried him over the threshold. 
Windsor-Smith took her arm. “Katrina, allow me to introduce Mr. Magee. And his dog. Mr. Magee, my fiancée Katrina Hamilton. Soon to be Mrs. Windsor-Smith!”
“My pleasure, Mr. Magee!”
“It’s Ed, please. Well! Isn’t this something!”
Windsor-Smith scratched his bandage absently. “We certainly hope so, Mr. Magee.”
I chuckled nervously. “I mean…I thought it was bad luck for the bride and groom…you know, before the ceremony…”
The statuesque Katrina waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, no one stands on tradition in Cumbria anymore! It’s the 21th century, Mr. Magee, a whole new world!”
“Which I hope you both find great happiness in!” I told her.
“Try saying that without staring at her tits next time,” from Mitzi.
I cleared my throat. “You certainly are quite a pair!”
“Jesus!”
I motioned between them quickly. “The two of you, I mean! Did you meet at Ample House by chance? Able House!”
“We did, as a matter of fact,” Katrina beamed. “Are you a member, Ed?”
“I am, yes!”
“I don’t recall seeing you there.”
I shrugged. “Well…I’ve never actually been there.”
The couple stared at me.
“Wonderful,” Mitzi rolled her eyes.
“I mean, I’ve only just joined!”
“Mr. Magee is a friend of Lester’s, dear.”
“Oh? How nice!” She glanced about. “Where is the dashing Mr. Cushing, anyway, the ceremony’s about to start.”
As if in answer a car engine with a rumble like a wounded elephant sounded from the carriage circle.
“Speak of the devil,” Windsor-Smith mused. “If you’ll excuse us, Mr. Magee.”
“Ed! Sure!”
And they moved through the crowd toward the sweeping lines of a glistening new sports car jutting rakishly in the driveway. It looked slightly alien—part machine, part insect—and still cruising fast even when parked.
“Jesus, Joseph, and Mary,” Mitzi muttered in the back of my head, “a Lotus Elise! You have any idea how much one of those things cost?”
I shook my head, watching a distant, proudly smiling Lester come round and open the low swept door for his date. “Nor ever how it feels to drive one, I suspect…”
A few moments passed then.
Silent moments. 
Mainly because both Mitzi and I became utterly speechless.
The handsome couple seemed to swim toward me as if out of a dream.
Or nightmare.
“Edward my boy,” Lester clasped my shoulder. “I want you to meet the most beautiful creature who ever walked the planet! Sheila, darling, this is my good friend Ed Magee and his wonderful companion Mitzi! Ed, Mitzi, my lovely Sheila!”
I took her hand.
“Heard so much about you!” I smiled graciously.
“And I you,” Clancy replied. 
Mitzi just stared up open-mouthed, unconsciously watering the lawn.
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Have you ever hated someone you loved?
Or loved someone you hated?
I guess we all have at one time or another. Maybe the two emotions are just different sides of the same coin.
But standing there on those spacious grounds before that magnificent English mansion with the heady perfume of that incredible garden wafting over us, try as I might, the only thing I could feel for Clancy at the moment was an unbridled anger.
And it surprised me. I’d assumed that for a least a split second I’d be so overwhelmed at just seeing her again—seeing her alive again—locating her at last for Pete sake, I might grab her and pull her into my arms. Just as well I didn’t with my new best friend Lester beaming there beside her. But it wasn’t just the fact that she’d run out on me in London without so much as a word, it wasn’t that she hadn’t once answered my phone calls when now it was clear she so obviously could have, it wasn’t the fact that only days after I’d confessed my undying love for her she’d marched off that Kansas City rooftop with Ivan Kolcheck, disappeared from my life for what I assumed was ever, then reappeared magically aboard that absurd plane of Hugh Hefner’s over the North Atlantic—finally reunited again—survived by a hair’s breth a mid-ocean crash with me, made me feel like the luckiest of lucky men in the Universe, then, in a matter of days, walked out on me once again, apparently never looking back…it wasn’t only the tortured list of betrayals above. It was the fact that now, at long last, when I stood before her again, I’d not only found her very much involved with another man (a man I’d come to like very much, incidentally), but also found that she was turning me out…blocking me telepathically as surely as she had physically for all these weeks!
That’s right. When I practically besieged her with a barrage of mental questions (who, what, when, where?) my mind was met by a brick wall of silence. And believe me I tried…projected and strained until I developed a nice, nagging migraine, but she remained obdurate, implacable, defiant: sorry, transmission not received…please try your call again later!
Worse, she even refused to meet my eyes, accept for that brief, faked moment of introduction when she was more or less obliged to shake my hand perfunctorily.
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Magee.”
“And you. Miss Sheila.”
I could have gripped that pale hand tight, squeezed the blood out of it and thrown her over my head. Except that Clancy, the famous hybrid vampire, was probably several times stronger than I.
She pulled her hand back quickly, as if sensing hostility.
Lester threw up his arms in histrionic admonishment. “What’s this? Hand shakes! I won’t have it! Not between my two favorite people! Edward you either kiss my fiancée immediately or I shall consider it an irredeemable insult! And don’t pretend you’re not dying to! Is she or isn’t she not the most beautiful thing you’ve ever beheld!”
For the first time I felt myself actually flustered in front of Lester Cushing. “She’s stunning. I…didn’t realize you were already engaged…”
“Well, then kiss her, man! Like you’re happy for us!”
Clancy averted her eyes, chin trembling as I leaned in and pecked her cheek.
“Oh, for God sake! Not like your grandmother!” Lester folded is arms sternly. “I shall not leave this spot until you’ve shown my girl proper English affection! Not that disingenuous American air pecking stuff!”
I looked limply at him.
“On the mouth, man, like a man! Show her you’re proud she’s part of the family!”
“Lester, really…” from a quaking Clancy.
“Darling, this happens to be my best friend! He’s practically family!”
 He frowned sudden suspicion, looked back and forth between the two of us. “Is there something going on here…?”
Clancy grabbed my shoulders and kissed me quickly on the lips.
Lester beamed, clapped me on the back heartily. “May as well get used to it, old man, lots of Christmases and New Years ahead, eh?”
For an infinitesimal moment, when her lips briefly met mine, I thought I felt something pass from Clancy’s mind into my own. I may have imagined it. But it felt like…sadness.
I glanced down at Mitzi beside me.
“Don’t look at me, Sport. I’m not getting anything from her either. Complete wall.”
I started then into the garden as trumpets sounded stridently next to the arboretum.  
A sonorous announcement rang out; a stiff-looking gentlemen at the top of the entrance stairs sounding like Ben Stein. “Ladies and gentleman! With your leave! The ceremony is begun!
I was actually grateful for the interruption, the excuse to turn away from Clancy’s presence; her eyes, her smell.
In a moment she and Lester had disappeared into the crowd of guests headed for the little outdoor chapel, a simple flower-covered lattice archway set before the picturesque lake.  
The minute they vanished a toady figure, on his way to the chapel, blocked my path ignominiously. Windsor-Smith.
“Sorry, Mr. Magee, but I’m afraid the dog won’t do.”
I bridled, cheeks hot, fists clench reflexively. “At your embassy or your wedding, eh, Windsor-Smith?” But just as quickly let them untighten; the last thing I needed now was a scene with the groom. And it was his wedding.
I gathered Mitzi’s leash, smiled down at her.
“It’s okay, we were just leaving. Come on, girl…”
The chauffeur was waiting for us at the carriage circle next to Lester’s Lotus.
* * *
Back at Hargrove Hall Reggie fixed me some lunch and Mitzi pretended to lap at her water dish. The Colonel and Nigel Cushing were working. apparently.
I took a break from my indexing duties in the library to leaf through the Shirley Jackson book again. 
“What’s that?” Mitzi asked, trotting into the big rotunda behind me.
I turned from the stacks. “Well, it’s a library so I guess it’s a book.”
“Look who found a sense of humor amid his the desolation of his lost love.”
“Are you supposed to be in here?”
She came over and laid down at my feet. “You know, Eddie, after being thrown out of first the American embassy and then Windsor-Shits lakeside wedding, I really don’t give a flaming rat’s ass, you know?”
“I believe it’s pronounced ‘Windsor-Smith.’”
“No, it’s ‘Shits,’ I’m sure of it. Of the Windermere Shits. First cousins of the Trentham Turds. Relative to the Asbury Assholes…”
“I get the message.”
“Your jocular pal Lester has some strange friends.”
“Apparently Charles was different at Oxford. Something changed him.”
“Into quite the upper-crust proper pooper. Don’t you find it odd, Eddie?”
“That Smith woke up one day and chose family wealth to poverty? Not particularly.”
“That we just happen to run into the one guy employed—or formerly employed—at the American Embassy who just happens to know of an open position at a wealthy country estate whose family just happens to belong to the same private club at Able House where our girl Clancy just happens to work?”
I paged through the Jackson book. “Kind of a stretch if you’re trying to connect dots, isn’t it, Mitz?”
“That in the hundreds of trackless leagues of North Atlantic ocean we just happen to get rescued at the last moment from a sinking plane.”
“The Harbor Patrol said they got our distress call.”
“Yeah, I know what the Harbor Patrol said.”
“So?”
“So, I’d like to tell you that I smell something fishy in all this except my ability to smell anything seems to have eroded abruptly from the moment we arrived here at Hill House.”
I looked away from the book, down at the dog. 
Mitzi’s eyes smiled. “I actually prefer the movie. Robert Wise directed it, you know, as a sort of valentine to producer Val Lewton, his mentor at RKO, who shortened the ‘Hill House” part of the title to simply “The Haunting.” I always thought Shirley Jackson a bit too circuitously obtuse. I mean, were the spirits in the house really controlling Eleanor, or was she just a mental case?”
“Isn’t that the whole point? Like Turn of the Screw, we’re never sure? I think that’s called clever writing.”
“Spinster Neurosis, eh?”
“Maybe.”
“And is that who you think did the underlining, a spinster?”
“The what?”
“The underlining of the first paragraph in the book. In red. Blood red.”
I flipped back to the novel’s opening. “Well! Something may be blocking your sense of smell, old girl, but apparently not your ability to telepath.” 
“Except with Clancy. I only mention it because there don’t seem to be—other than that foxy French Maid—a whole lot of women in good old Hargrove Hall, let alone any spinsters.”
“Maybe the French Maid underlined it.”
“Not unless she’s undergone a recent crash-course in English.”
I shut the book and went back to my indexing. “You’re driving at something, Mitz-alina, what is it?”
She sat up, scratched at her ear with a hind leg. “Oh, nothing, probably. Just a vague sense of—like in Ms. Jackson’s book—things are not what they seem here at Hill House.”
“And how long have you harbored this sense of unease, since the first day we came?”
“Maybe. If we did come.”
I looked down at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
She shrugged her doggy shoulders, yawned hugely and lay back down at my feet. “Maybe we were brought…”
* * *
I didn’t see Lester for the rest of the afternoon.
I could only imagine he was speeding about the countryside in his Lotus Elise penis-mobile beside his new fiancée, the crisp wind whipping Clancy’s auburn locks while Lester took every opportunity to pinch the knee under the whipping hem of her dress.
By nightfall Lester had yet to return to Hargrove Hall.
Mitzi was proudly making her nightly patrol of the grounds and I was seated behind the big burl wood desk while the Colonel paced before the crackling fireplace, arms locked studiously behind him, dictating his memoirs.
“…by the 16th century many important changes had come to the British Isles along with many inventions and sports endemic to the region.”
“Fox hunting originated here,” I interrupted, “isn’t that right, sir?”
The Colonel nodded. “Right here in the United Kingdom, soon to spread all over the world…Australia, Canada, France, Ireland, Italy, even Russia. And, of course, your own United States.”
“Interesting,” I jotted, “popular sport.”
“Indeed. I believe it was the Englishman Robert Brooks who first imported hunting hounds to America, around….oh, 1650 or so. Did you know that in your country the sport is referred to as ‘fox chasing’? You see, the purpose in America is not so much to kill the fox but enjoy the thrill of the chase.”
“How uncharacteristically humane of us.”
He chuckled. “Yes, as a rule there, the fox is not pursued once it’s gone to ground. The Americans have a quite sensible ecological approach to the whole thing, undertaking stewardship of the land in an effort to maintain fox populations and habitats as much as possible. Something like Ducks Unlimited, I suppose.”
The Colonel paused in his pacing to reach down and scratch the head of Big Bob. The big Bloodhound panted pleasure.
I looked up from my pen. “Colonel Cushing…what is the Hunting of the Clean Boot exactly?”
The big man paused in mid-scratch.
Then he straightened, locked arms again and cast an eye toward the medieval illumination, the three estates—Cleric, Knight, and Workman—watching us from the far wall. He seemed to ponder a moment.
Finally he cleared his throat. “As, uh…Lester may have told you, fox hunting has become controversial in recent years, particularly here in the UK. Bans were introduced for Scotland in 2002, then for England and Wales in November of 2004. Obviously some of us have chosen to ignore the ban, as you witnessed yourself. Still, the hunt remains popular, however controversial. To placate some enthusiasts the sport of drag hunting was introduced. This involves dragging an object over the ground to lay a scent trail for the hounds to follow in lieu of live quarry.”
“An object?”
The Colonel coughed once into his hand. “Excuse me. Uh, yes…a mixture of some odoriferous substance or other with an oil in order to improve the persistence of the scent trail. The trail is laid 20 minutes or so in advance of the hunt. Here in the Lake District, Bloodhounds are sometimes used to hunt a…human runner. Thus the sport of Hunting the Clean Boot.”
I regarded him silently.
The Colonel peered silently into space…jerked around finally with what seemed an almost apologetic smile. “Actually, drag hunts are often considered to be faster and more enjoyable than standard fox hunts, with the followers not having to wait while the hounds pick up a trail!”
“Faster.”
“In the sense that they often cover a far larger area than the traditional hunt. In fact, they may even necessitate a change of horses halfway through.”
“I see.”
The Colonel turned away with a slightly uncomfortable air. “The original sport dates back to the early 1800’s, of course, Bloodhounds making the best hunters, with their extraordinarily keen noses and strong, tenacious tracking instinct. As I’m sure you know, they’re used by police and law enforcement all over the world to track escaped prisoners, missing people, lost children, even lost pets.” He was staring down at Big Bob again with that distant look.
Then he quickly straightened. “Well, my boy! We seemed to have gotten off the trail ourselves!”
I looked down at my notes. “Sorry.”
“Not at all. Fascinating subject. Now as for my own interests—“
That’s when the study door flew open and a bright-faced Lester leaned in grinning like a leprechaun. “Sorry, gentleman, time to close up shop! It’s a magical night!”
The Colonel turned frowning. “I beg your pardon—?”
Lester looked almost hurt. “Grandfather, it’s Thursday evening! My special guest? Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten!”
The Colonel’s bushy brows met in self-reproach. “Dear me, is it Thursday already? My mind’s a complete sieve! Yes, yes! Edward and I will be with you in a flash, won’t we, Edward!”
“Of course.”
Lester winked and closed the door.
I put down my pen. “Uh…dinner guests? Shall I change—?”
The Colonel fanned the air. “No, no, not a formal dinner, just some wine and cheese. You look fine, my boy. I’m sure the young lady won’t mind.”
“Young lady?”
The old man puttered with his pipe unhurriedly, finally exchanged silk robe for smoking jacket from the desk-side rack. “Let’s indulge the poor lovesick lad, shall we? He’s been yammering nonstop about this ‘angelic’ lass since we returned from Able House! I do believe our ever-roving Lester has finally met the maid to put him on the road to matrimony! And she is a charming young thing. ‘Sherrill,’ or ‘Sharon,’ or whatever her name is.”
“’Sheila’?”
“That’s it. Made you half deaf raving about her to you as well, has he?”
I nodded silently.
Half Deaf.
* * *
There was a row going on in that rotunda of a living room I could hear in the halls halfway there. Male voices raised in verbal combat. I also passed a very unsettled-looking Jenkins before I got there.
“What’s up, Jinks?”
“Oh dear,” was all he said and kept on going.
Clancy was seated on an enormous Chippendale divan, dressed in an expensive-looking if simple dress of fall colors that went wonderfully with her hair. She had on new tie-sandal shoes, a glass of wine in one hand and those perfect blue eyes on the two male combatants: Son Lester and father Nigel.
They stalked back and forth before her like panthers in a small cage and though the high echo within the rotunda ceiling made their words indistinct, I caught the drift right off: anyone could.
—“don’t give a damn what our neighbors think!” Lester was shouting uncharacteristically, face burning, drink sloshing in his hand. He was chasing his slightly taller, granite-faced father who—hands locked behind him like the Colonel—managed to turn his back to his son at every approach. Clancy’s expression, I saw at closer quarters, was beyond humiliation. She looked like a deer in headlights, poised to take flight and stay frozen at the same time. Her pretty face almost shattered when she saw me; maybe Lester hadn’t told her I’d be here today. Maybe it was to be a big surprise. It was certainly that.
“—you’ve never seen fit to see my side of it,” now from a spitting Lester, constantly brushing the fallen hair from his eyes, “it’s always your way or the highway! Yours and grandfather’s!”
“Perhaps it’s time you visited the highway,” his father hissed back, “it’s a long road that has no returning!”
For a moment I thought Lester might actually strike his father.
Thankfully he turned to me, though with no less venom in his voice, as though I were a negligent brother not seeing his obvious duty. “Edward, will you for God sake take Sheila into the garden!”
I nodded, “Sure,” and reached for her.
“House or garden,” Nigel was bellowing, “it makes little difference!”
“Damn it, father, you’re beyond reason! You’re behaving without the least modicum of civility and hospitality!” And he whirled on me again, “Edward!”
I grabbed Clancy’s hand, ushered her quickly to the big double doors of the east patio.
“Beyond reason!” boomed out once more before I could get the doors closed behind us; I’m not sure whether it was father or son.
I held Clancy’s hand down the first few flagstones of the garden path, then dropped it—or maybe we dropped hands together, I’m really not sure.
It was cool outside but winter’s deep chill was still in check. 
Nevertheless, when I saw her rubbing her arms absently, head down, staring at her sandals, I offered her my coat jacket. 
She shook her head without meeting my eyes. “Thank you, no.”
We walked a little further, came to small pond rife with flowering lily pads and slow-motion slivers of white and gold—drifting koi—and stood a few yards apart from each other gazing silently into the green and darker green depths. Maybe a minute passed without either of us speaking, maybe five, maybe longer.
“They’ll die soon…”
I looked up at her. “Who?”
She nodded at the water, a darting water strider. “The fish. Winter’s coming. They’ll die unless someone takes them out.”
I watched a white, orange-specked carp rise to appraise the strider. “No. They’re Japanese koi. They can flourish all winter, even under the ice.”
Clancy watched the pond mesmerized. “’Even under the ice’. Some species survive any season, I suppose…”
I nodded. “Or there would be no species to follow them.”
There was a sharp splash as one of the bigger Koi snagged a surface bug. 
Clancy studied the ripples that followed. “I wonder…do they ever sleep?”
I sighed, stuck my hands in my front pockets, looked out over the miles of still verdant acreage, leopard-spotted now with patches of fall rust.
I put my hands on my hips and turned back to her. “What the hell, Clancy…”
She pulled in a ragged breath. “I know. I know. I know.”
I nodded sarcasm back at her. “Well, I’m glad you do, because I kinda got left hanging over here. You really going to marry Lester? You couldn’t have made it more difficult for me, you know, he’s just about my best friend here in the Isles.”
She looked back over her shoulder at the sprawling estate. “Yes. Too bad his family doesn’t feel the same about me.”
“What’s the problem, don’t you fit into the blue blood lineage?”
“That about it.”
“’Blaine.’ That’s a good Anglo Saxon name. Must be a rich uncle somewhere in there you can lie about.”
She blew out breath. She looked tired. Harried. Weary. And I still wanted her like crazy. 
“I didn’t come over here to get married, Ed. I came to kill vampires.”
“Yeah, me too. Don’t know where I got the crazy idea we might be doing that together—you, me and Mitzi the Wonder Dog.”
Her eyes lit for the first time since I’d last seen her. “How is my little vampire mutt?”
“Thought you two hated each other.”
“That’s what love’s all about, right Ed?”
I said nothing.
“So she’s okay?”
“You saw her at the wedding. She’s all right. Settling for rabbit blood at the moment. Wondering, as am I, what you’re doing working in a brothel.”
The light turned red. “It’s not a brothel, Ed!”
“The Count thinks so.”
She pressed those full lips into a white line. She couldn’t seem to find words for a moment. “Not that kind of brothel!”
“What—they come in flavors?”
She turned away, I thought to head back to the estate, but she walked the rim of the pond instead. “I’m not really sure what kind! That’s what I’m trying to find out! Or was, until you blundered into the middle of things!”
“Well, excuse me for interrupting the wedding!”
“Fuck you, Magee.”
“Just say the word,” I said softly, and she met my eyes. They were misted.
“Clancy—“
She held up her hands to cut me off, turned and walked further away.
“Why didn’t you at least leave a note when you left the flat? Why have you not answered my phone calls?”
She stared into space a moment, then turned and looked directly into my eyes across the still water. “There’s great danger here, Ed. Terrible danger.”
“Vampires? There was great danger in Chicago and halfway across the Atlantic with Ivan and his Iraqi friend, and sharks circling the plane. We’ve handled danger together before.”
She shook her head. “These people are smart.”
“Ivan was smart.”
“Not like here, not like the Isles. Yes, Ivan had his network of city vampires, but here…here the network spreads over half of Europe, maybe more.”
“Which we could handle better together.”
“You don’t understand. Ivan’s rein was rooted in crime. This one’s rooted—deeply rooted—in the kind of family tradition that would make The Godfather look like a small time racketeer. The Mafia, the vampire scourge in Chicago, they were after money, they needed money to run their organization, to grow. The people here have money. Generations of it. Hundreds of generations of it. And it’s cemented by something even more dangerous than desperation…it bound together by blood lines. Blue ones.”
I stood across the dimpled water from her. “Lester’s not a vampire, not unless he’s stole Alicia’s famous tanning lotion; he walks about in daylight. You saw him at Windsor-Smith’s wedding. These people aren’t vampires.”
“Not all of them. Not yet.”
I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”
She nodded. “I know. I know you don’t. That’s why you’re in such terrible danger. That’s why picking Lester Cushing as a friend was the worst thing you could have done!”
“I didn’t exactly pick him. How’d you get…involved with him, anyway?”
She plucked a ladybug from a green stalk, tossed it into the pond; a rusty koi rose to it. “After I left you at the flat I went to the Embassy to check on my passport—“
“You were going back! Without me?”
“You were going back, Ed! To that Sylvie and her Chicago marina high rise!”
“I love you, Clancy!” 
“You love America. Mitzi…” She tossed her heard. “…Mitzi I think was beginning to take hold here, but you—us—it was all becoming such a mess! I didn’t come to Topeka to fall in love, I came to hunt vampires!”
“Are they mutually exclusive?”
She sighed, the weariness back. “I was putting you in harm’s way, Ed; every time I turned around I was putting you in some kind of life-threatening—I almost got you killed half a dozen times!”
“It was my choice, Clancy.”
She shook her head. “I sat there on the wing of that sinking airplane, sharks circling round and round, and I thought, I may be about to drown and be torn apart, but at least I’m dying with the man I love. Not everyone can say that. Most can’t, I believe. I realized at that moment the extent of my love for you, just how deeply it ran…and all I could feel was guilt for bringing you into this.”
“I wouldn’t have changed a minute of it…”
She smiled sadly. “That’s very sweet, my darling. But sweet isn’t right. Us together isn’t right.”
“Love isn’t right? Did I miss a memo?”
She looked down thoughtfully at the languorous fish, maybe thinking of the coming winter, the pond freezing over. “Maybe just surviving’s what’s important. For the next generation.”
We were quiet a moment.
“You were telling me about the Embassy…”
She nodded. “When I got there, Charles was about to leave for lunch with his fiancé. But something came up and he couldn’t make it. So, Katrina—she’s very sweet—asked me if I’d like to join her. So we had lunch at this great little place she knows—hit it off right away. I guess I looked as broke as I felt. Anyway, she told me there was a job opening—a good job—at the firm she’d just left.”
“Able House.”
“Yes.”
“And your duties?”
“It’s a gentleman’s club. A gentleman’s and lady’s club, really.”
“Where all the ladies happen to be beautiful and single.”
“But more importantly, in some way aristocratic, preferably local. I had to fake the blue blood part a little, was sure they’d trace my family tree, but they took me.”
“To serve the gentlemen.”
She crossed her arms petulantly. “Only drinks, usually wine. They place a high value on intelligence as well as beauty.”
“Uh-huh. That all you do, server drinks and canapés and learned conversation?”
“That’s all. As for the pay, well, look at this dress—straight from Chez Salon, France. Plus, room and board and my own car.”
“Your own car?”
“Mustang GT convertible. Not bad.”
“Not bad at all. And what goes on upstairs in this ‘ladies and gentlemen’ club? Mitzi said she saw several girls and older gentlemen head up to the second floor. Is that where they keep the Canasta tables?”
Clancy was about to speak when Lester called abruptly—and sharply—from the patio doors. He didn’t sound angry any longer.
He sounded distressed.
Scared.
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Clancy and I saw the body the instant we came through the patio doors.
It lay supine atop the Chippendale divan Clancy had occupied just minutes earlier.
It was covered by a sheet, a white towel doubled over under the head, but I had a quick, sickened conviction who it was, just from the small, curving outline beneath.
Reggie the cherry-cheeked cook was standing behind the couch wringing his hands, cherry-cheeks death-pale, usual smiling countenance wrinkled up in a mixture of sadness and fear. His churning hands, I finally noticed, were stained red.
Lester and his father were at the nearby liquor cart sharing a quick drink, all anger fled from their own sallow faces. “It’s Suzette,” Lester said, knocking back his drink and turning to me, “they found her in McKenzie Woods not half an hour ago. Reggie brought her in.”
“It’s terrible!” Reggie sobbed, “simply unspeakable!” and he was tearing up.
No one had ever told me her name, but it was the little French maid lying there. And now I could see other red stains creeping slowly beneath the sheet into the doubled up towel.
I tried to hold Clancy back with a restraining hand but she pushed it aside and approached the body with me. I took a breath and lifted the sheet.
The petite French maid might have been asleep, a latter day Snow White, someone (Reggie, I guessed), had already folded her dainty hands atop her breast and placed a bouquet of white flowers there. She wore t-shirt and jeans in place of her uniform and neither bore a single mark or droplet of blood. Neither did the lovely, peaceful face, whose pouty lips remained stubbornly red. It was clear that the injury had been sustained at the back of the small head.
“That’s not the only injury that was sustained,” Clancy said in my head, and despite the sad grimness of the moment, it was wonderful to hear her talking to me again that way. 
I bent slightly and looked more carefully, finally found the small red fang marks along her carotid, nearly hidden by a dark curl.
I replaced the sheet gently.
I looked up at broken-faced Reggie but he appeared too far gone, so I turned to father and son Cushing, Lester pouring himself another bracer, Nigel allowing anger to seep back into his features, but anger of another kind. 
My own face already said it but my mouth started to form the question when Nigel Cushing supplied it for me. “Arthur Angstrom.”
Lester nodded, swallowed thickly, held out the decanter to me. I shook my head. “Who?”
“Ben Louder’s gamekeeper,” Nigel said evenly and now the ruddy cheeks were becoming as stone. “Encroaching bastard! And one of my own servants, too!”
Ben Louder, The Huntsman and bugle man from the fox hunt.
“Someone saw him?” from a toneless Clancy.
“Lester shook his head. “Niles Wilty found the body hunting quail. It was lying beneath the usual tree.”
“Tree?” 
Lester sighed. “Suzette and Arthur had been lovers for months, rendezvousing at the big oak in McKenzie Field most Thursday nights. Everyone knew of it.”
“But some of us preferred to be discreet on the subject,” Nigel growled, “letting our employees enjoy their freedom on their time off! A practice that, in hindsight, was clearly a mistake!”
Lester reached over and refilled his father’s glass. “Her life was her own, Father, it isn’t 1864 anymore…”
Nigel jerked his arm away impatiently, a trail of bourbon spilling on his own sleeve. “It isn’t the girl I’m faulting and you know it!” he hissed. “The responsibility lies directly at Ben Louder’s feet!”
Lester open his mouth to reply—shut it quickly again.
Something dark and unseen passed through the air…something slightly askew that seemed to make the room tilt oddly for an instant. Something neither Clancy nor I could quite put our finger on.
The maid’s cute, impish face kept getting in my way, what she’d said to me just before leaving my room that day: “Eeff I half no bo-frin, he wood be yew, yes?”
The silence had gone on long enough, apparently, so long that Lester’s voice gave me a start.
“I’m so sorry, darling,” he was saying to Clancy, “what a terrible day this has become. Let me get my jacket, I’ll take you home.”
“There isn’t time for that!” from a brusque Nigel. “We must get ahold of Louder and the others immediately, bring justice to this poor girl!”
Lester was preparing a retort when Clancy cut him off. “Never mind, Lester, your father’s right. I’ll see my own way back, this is much more urgent.”
Lester looked about to argue, then glanced at his father’s implacable face and turned instead to mine. “Eddie, old man, would you be so kind? I don’t want Sheila being alone at the moment.” And he handed me the keys to his sports car.
“Of course,” and I took them.
Lester came to Clancy, took hold of her arms. “I am so dreadfully sorry, dearest…”
Lester, I want to come along! I heard Clancy’s thought forming in my mind, took her arm quickly before she could speak. “Don’t worry, Lester, I’ll see her safely back!”
And I gave Clancy a meaningful look.
Lester smiled gratitude at me.
“Get dressed!” his father ordered from the hall, “I’ll collect your Grandfather and alert the others! Reggie, see to the girl!”
But what about the police? Clancy and I were thinking at the same time…but kept our mouths sensibly shut.
Lester kissed Clancy quickly on the cheek, clapped me on the back and dashed off to his room, to change, I assumed. Reggie summoned a manservant and they carried away the body.
In a moment, Clancy and I were alone again in the big living room again.
Or almost alone.
“Well, now! It appears the hunt is once again afoot!”
We both turned to the happily panting poodle behind us.
* * *
We hung around the estate long enough to be sure of what we were already pretty sure of: the Cushings were gathering all or most of the nearby landowners who had enjoyed the previous impromptu fox hunt in another, even more spontaneous one.
There was much rushing about in preparation as barons and lords from far and wide began showing up in full hunting attire in the carriage circle, including Ben Louder and his bugle. But if the atmosphere had seemed aloof and officious before, it was positively radiant with grim determination now. Not a smile was cast, not a chuckle or merriment passed among the sternly mounted riders in their black caps, scarlet coats, tan breeches and shiny boots. Yet if anything the feeling orderliness and decorum was even more pronounced. Almost as if it had been rehearsed.
Before Lester or any of the gathering hunters could catch her eye, I whisked Clancy to the shiny red Lamborghini, fired up the powerful engine and, as Mitzi watched from the south edge of the restless kenne,l drove us unhurriedly but purposefully from Hargrove House down the long front road to the quickly darkening countryside.
A mile into this, and I pulled to the shoulder and cut the engine.
“What are we—?” Clancy began but I shushed her with a raised hand.
I sat quietly there behind the leather wheel of the fancy car with head cocked and slightly craned behind me.
“Ed, what are we doing?”
I listened another moment. “Hear that—?”
Clancy turned her head, gazed back down the rolling road we’d just come.
In a moment she looked at me. “I don’t hear anything.”
I nodded. “Yeah. Me either. Little strange, don’t you think, for a fox hunt? Not a whine nor whimper?”
She turned now in her seat to see better, listening. “Ed, we both know they’re not hunting fox.”
“No, but they’re not using the dogs either. I mean the least you’d hear by now was an eager bark or two even if English foxhounds don’t traditionally bay.”
As soon as I’d said it we both caught the undulant basso ring of a baying dog.
Clancy turned to me.
“That’s not a foxhound,” I told her, and started the car again.
I made a wide circle and headed back to the estate under the fiery glow of the setting sun.
Clancy was mostly silent as I drove but all I could think about was The Count.
As we pulled back into the carriage circle you could feel the empty silence.
Oh, the estate staff was still there, no doubt, doing what the estate staff always does, but there was nary a horse or rider in sight.
I locked the sports car behind me, took Clancy’s arm and urged her past the stone and pillars of the front façade toward the south side of the estate. We weren’t halfway there when the other sound became audible. A collective whining noise that sometimes became almost musical.
We rounded the corner and regarded the kennel.
Every dog was there, looked over by the Kennel Master.
I took Clancy’s arm and pulled her back into the lengthening shadows of the overhang. “Let’s just let him tend his dogs and think we’re on our way to Able House.”
We turned back and I urged Clancy into a quick walk that soon became a sprint to the stable, praying all the way the stable boy would be elsewhere.
The big double doors were shut, giving me hope.
Mitzi was posed eagerly before them, giving me greater hope still.
“Thought maybe you’d changed the plan,” she said as we hurried up.
“Just wanted to make a good show of taking Clancy back to the brothel,” I told her.
“It is not a brothel!” from Clancy.
“Whatever.” I looked at Mitzi with eager eyes. “Well?”
“The stable boy went fishing the moment they rode off. Nothing inside but horses, minus Nigel’s roan, the old man’s gelding and Lester’s Sampson.”
Clancy turned with surprise as I pulled open the doors. “The Colonel went with them?”
I pushed wide nodding and stepped into cool shadows, the sharp, sweet smell of hay and musk. “I’d have been surprised if he hadn’t. And that baying you heard was Big Bob.”
“Who?”
We came quickly down the aisle past the rows of stalls. “His full-bred Bloodhound. The one who, like The Colonel, ‘rarely hunts anymore.’”
“Unless it’s on the Clean Boot,” from Mitzi.
“Exactly.”
Clancy ran her eyes over the darkened stalls, occasional bobbing head, curious pricked ears. “I assume you two are talking about hunting men instead of fox. Do they make a game of that, too?”
“Occasionally,” I nodded, “by dragging a scent trail. But it’s not a game this time. It’s a real hunt involving a real man who, I imagine, really doesn’t want to be caught.” 
“It’s not exactly a ‘real’ man,” from Mitzi.
I stared at her a thoughtful moment, then went back to searching the surrounding stalls, so far without luck.
“She’s over here,” Mitzi called, trotting to the far end of the stable. 
We followed her to the last stall on the right. It smelled slightly medicinal but Red Rover was there all right, looking bright eyed and bushy tailed and, I thought, glad to see me again.
“Why did they move you?” I said gently, reaching up past the rail to rub the white diamond coat of her forehead. 
“I don’t think they ever really believed you cured her of that broken leg,” Mitzi said. “Apparently this is the sick bay and nursery. But don’t worry, her leg’s fine, stronger than ever, in fact. When a broken bone knits it usually adds a layer or two to insure against future breakage.”
I unlatched the stall door and pulled it back slowly. “Hey there, Red Rover! Remember me?”
The horse shied a little until I brought out two cubes of sugar I’d stolen from the kitchen; then she practically mowed me down. “Atta girl. Red, allow me to introduce Miss Clancy Blaine. She’s coming along for the ride!”
I plucked a blanket from the stall rail and threw it over the horse’s broad back.
“How come I don’t get my own horse?” from Clancy.
I arranged the padding and lifted a saddle onto Red. “Because I don’t know the other horses and because Red Rover here and I have already experienced one hunt together. She’s a good mount and she’ll help us pick up their scent fast.”
Mitzi cleared her throat behind me.
I nodded. “She and Mitzi.”
“I still don’t see why I can’t have my own—“
“Clancy, please! This is a manhunt, not an afternoon canter!”
“Not even that,” from Mitzi, sniffing high at the evening air drifting from the open doors. “It’ll be dead dark in twenty minutes.”
Clancy looked doubtful. “So you get a saddle and I get—“
“To hold me tight around the waist and bounce your cute little ass.”
“Thanks.”
“Oh, I’m sure it’s not as romantic as the dignified air at Able House but—“
“Don’t even start, Ed!”
“When you two are through,” Mitzi noted, muzzle turned away and still sniffing, “I’d like to get going before I really do lose the sent. Thought seems to be becoming less and less likely…”
“What do you mean?” I said, fitting the bridle over Red’s ears.
Mitzi sniffed again. “You two can’t smell that, can you? But I’ll bet Red Rover does.”
Clancy turned to the darkening doors at the other end of the stable. “Smell what? The hunters?”
“What they’re carrying.”
I looked down at her. “Carrying?”
Mitzi turned beside Clancy, lifted her nose again. “I don’t think you’re going to have any trouble locating the hunt,” she said, nostrils flaring, “and you can stop worrying about that flashlight you don’t have, Eddie.”
“We’ll see their flashlights, you mean,” I said.
Mitzi laughed. “They aren’t carrying flashlights, Sport. Jesus, it’s like a mob right out of a freaking Frankenstein movie! These English and their traditions—truly Byzantine!”
“What are you talking about?”
She sniffed the air. “Still can’t smell it, you two?”
“Smell what?”
“Torches!”
* * *
Mitzi was right.
It didn’t take us long to find the hunt. In fact, I think I may have smelled the burning torches before she picked up the horse and human scents. A only a few minutes later we all picked out the distant bobbing glow of the torches ahead, like a rolling wave of fireflies in the dark McKenzie Woods.
It was a cold and dark and in every way unsettling night, but it was great having Clancy’s arms tight about me from behind as we galloped along; that and the wonderful smell of her whipping hair offsetting the pungent wafts from the huntsmen’s torches winding back on us. In a way it was a perfect setup and I was glad I hadn’t been able to locate a flashlight; this way we could see them perfectly and they, blinded by torchlight and the rumble of their own hooves, couldn’t detect us in the slightest.
Of courses all three of us were thinking the same thing: had the Cushings and the other riders seen the dark little holes on Suzette’s neck, or did they think gamekeeper Arthur Angstrom had merely murdered his sweetheart with a blunt instrument to the head? Were these people even aware vampires were lurking in the hills and woodlands of Cumbria? I’d certainly seen no real sign of them, nor had Clancy despite her suspicions and Mitzi’s occasional belief she’d caught their scent in and out of Hargrove House. 
Maybe it was the setting.
There was just something so perfectly pastoral and peaceful about the estate and surrounding countryside…it was hard to image anything untoward was going on around you.
It was also hard for me to ignore my latest little encounter with The Count. Smiling at me with that fox in his arms and The Colonel’s big Bloodhound at this feet…the huntsmen gathered about me as Lester came forward, grief-stricken with apology and drove that sharpened stake through my—
“They’ve stopped,” Mitzi said in my head.
I could feel Clancy nod behind me. “Yes! Down that embankment there in that copse of trees; do you see it?”
I nodded grimly. “I see it.”
“Better rein-in, let Red Rover walk or they’ll hear us coming!”
But I was already slowing the horse to a quick walk, then a slower one…already reigning her left toward the weeds at the edge of the embankment.
I’d been here before…
“What’s the matter,” Clancy whispered as we came to the rim of the embankment, “you’re shaking!”
“Am I?”
I found a sturdy sapling and tied Red Rover up, helped Clancy down. “We walk from here!” I whispered to the two of them. “Clancy, take my hand, it’s steep in places and there’s some shale. Try to be as quiet as you can! Mitzi, if their horses pick up your scent, back off.”
“Way ahead of you, Sport.”
“I don’t even see them now!” from Clancy.
I guided her over the rim, placing each foot carefully, recalling the loosening soil from before, climbing back up. “They’re there…just beyond that screen of oaks. We’re approaching from behind, in front of the boulder.”
“What boulder? Have you been here before?”
I caught at her arm as she started to slip on the treacherous grade. “In a way.”
Clancy leaned close as I held her a moment, looked into my eyes. “The Count’s in town, right?”
Smart girl.
“Was in town. Haven’t seen him since…”
“Since?”
“Let’s just concentrate on getting to the bottom now.”
Mitzi slipped and slid along beside us. “May I ask what it is exactly we’re going to do here? Just the three of us, I mean?”
I wasn’t sure myself. Observe, I guessed.
But now we could hear voices. 
The loudest of which was unmistakably Nigel Cushing.
“—important we don’t forget the real reason we’re here, gentlemen!”
“Is that Lester’s father?” from Clancy, and I nodded, pressed a finger to pursed lips.
We tread along slowly toward the sound, still unable to see much ahead of us. 
Then we came to a sharp rise within the woods, only a steep hillock, really, but it proved to be a real break. As we climbed noiselessly up the soft loam we could see the glow of lights at the top…then the flicker of torches and, creeping forward on our knees and then our stomachs, the hunters and their steeds lined up evenly in a semi-circle forty feet or so below us.
Big Bob stood like a quiet, rigid pointer, muscles corded at his broad shoulders, big, unfailing black nose lifted. From his horse, The Colonel held the dog at bay with a tight leash.
The other horses and riders showed us their backs, the huntsmen raising torches high to set the big boulder before them alight. A terrified, clothes-torn Arthur Angstrom had his trembling back pressed against it, clawed fingers digging helplessly at the rock, face smudged with dirt, eyes dancing with terror in the billowing torchlight. The hunt was over.
“—I hardly think this is the time or place, Sir Nigel,” from one of the hunters whose face I couldn’t see.
“It is indeed the time and place!” from Nigel Cushing, whose face was turned away toward the boulder as well, but whose distinctive basso marked him. “This entire affair, no matter how heinous the crime, was the result not only of the actions of the perpetrator, but he who was responsible for him!”
The other riders turned grim, slightly sympathetic to the huntsman at the center of the semi-circle; the one clutching the gleaming brass bugle: Ben Louder. 
Louder held his chin pride fully aloft but nevertheless nodded agreement. “Cushing is right,” he admitted evenly. “Arthur was my gamekeeper, under the care of my estate, my recognizance. The full weight of this unfortunate girl’s death rests on my shoulders.”
“Far more than just that!” Nigel snapped.
Ben Louder turned wearily in his saddle. “What would you have me say, Sir Nigel? It’s a very large estate, run by too few servants and attendants, as most of you know, being in exactly the same position. My earnings are less than half what they were in this economy, with these damnable taxes. One cannot be everywhere at once.”
There were some sympathetic mumblings but Nigel Cushing stood firm. “You’re dancing around the real issue, Louder!”
Ben Louder hung his head. “I am not. Far from dancing it’s all I can do these days to stay in this saddle. I’m undernourished these days, I daresay we all are. My mind is not what it was in decades past. I forget, at times, what is important, dwell at other times on what is trivial, nostalgic. I make mistakes. In this case a perhaps unforgivable one. I was weak. I shall doubtless be weak again. It’s the 21st century and it’s what I’ve come to. All I can do is ask your forgiveness and promise, in spite of the decay and financial ruin around me, to try harder. If that is not enough, gentlemen, then pillar me, do with me what you will. I may well deserve the worst. I am a defenseless man in an indefensible time. Know only that I am truly sorry, will accept whatever punishment you decree and hope you—all of you, my dearest friends—will someday find it within you to forgive me.”
There followed a deep silence broken only by the occasional crackle of torch or jingle of bridle.
“What are they going to do?” Clancy whispered in my ear.
“I don’t know.” I shook my head.
Mitzi lifted her head just high enough not to be seen from below and gave me a solemn look. “Yes you do,” she said in my skull…and in Clancy’s, too.
There was a creak of leather as Ben Lauder stepped out of his stirrup. 
He dead-dropped his mount’s reins to keep the animal still and walked to Nigel Cushing’s horse. Arthur Angstrom quaking eyes followed him every step of the way.
Louder came before Nigel and lifted his hand. “Give it to me…”
Nigel sneered, made a scoffing sound. “The devil I will. You may be a clumsy old fool but you’ll damn well follow the rules!”
Ignoring Louder, Nigel turned in his saddle, lifted his chin behind him.
A lone rider made his way on foot through the semi-circle. Lester.
He came before his father and Nigel handed him down a length of rolled cloth.
Lester took it, stood silently for a moment, then looked up at the Colonel next to him.
The Colonel, expressionless, turned his eyes away.
Lester swallowed thickly once then, unwrapping the stake and mallet from the cloth, and started toward the cowering figure against the big boulder.
“Look away,” I told Clancy softly.
But she didn’t.
The mallet made a sound like a baseball striking a bat.
Arthur Angstrom’s scream was short but hideous.
During which he only briefly flashed his fangs. 
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To say that we were all exhausted would be the understatement of the epoch.
The second Arthur Angstrom’s blood gushed from under Lester’s stake I grabbed (not so gently) Clancy’s arm and yanked her back down the grassy hillock, Mitzi hot on our heels.
“Hey! Take it easy! You’ll tear a very expensive blouse!”
I didn’t falter in my headlong flight. “And that group of gentleman hunters back there will be more than glad to tear each of us a new asshole if they find out what we just witnessed!”
“You have a way with words,” from Mitzi.
“What I have is a single asshole, and I’d like to keep it that way!” I puffed.
We dashed as quickly and quietly as we could through the woods and back up the embankment, where our faithful Red Rover was waiting.
“I’d like to have stuck around at least long enough to hear what plans they have for that body!” Clancy gasped.
“To bury it, I imagine,” I told her, swinging into the saddle and pulled her after me, “once they’ve all agreed it’s dead! Hopefully that will cause them some delay—and buy us a few minutes time!”
“What’s the big rush?” Mitzi asked, pacing Red Rover’s thundering hooves once we were sufficiently out of earshot.
“The big rush is that Eddie here was supposed to drive me back to Able House tonight before the evening’s activities began!”
“And Eddie,” I finished for her, “has to get this horse re-stalled, unsaddled and back behind stable doors before the Cushing family descends on Hargrove Hall!”
As it turned out, we managed it all well ahead of Lester and company’s return. What we hadn’t reckoned on—or had completely forgotten—was the Cushing’s stable boy. Apparently he hadn’t heard the old saw about fishing being best during evening hours. He was opening the stable doors as we galloped up.
I reined-in under the shadows of an elm, heart sinking, but Mitzi didn’t even alter her pace, shooting across the grounds at the startled stable boy and calling back to us. “I’ll take care of this yokel—make it look like part of my normal patrol—you two just get that horse tucked away!” And she charged on with gleaming teeth and threatening barks. The stable boy took one look at her and lit out for parts unknown.
After the horse was bedded, I glanced askance at Clancy as we dashed for the sports car. 
“I know, I know! I look a mess! I’ll have to clean-up after we get to Able House! Just pray I get to my room without beady-eyed Mrs. Hampton spotting me!”
Mitzi hopped in between us as I gunned the Lamborghini’s big engine. 
“How’s the stable boy?” Clancy smiled.
“In need of a new pair of britches. I wouldn’t spare the horses if I were you, Sport!”
“What’s the matter?” I said, heart quickening as we roared out of carriage circle to the estate’s long front road. 
“I don’t think that’s thunder rumbling toward us from the east.”
The Cushings were returning at full gallop. Thank God it was dark.
After we were safely off the grounds and into the country, I glanced over at Clancy profile, swept a smudge of dirt from her cheek with my finger. “Wouldn’t want you looking anything but you best for your fiancée…”
She gave me a look. “I doubt Lester will be there tonight.”
“Why not? Nothing more relaxing after a good vampire hunt than drinks with a pretty girl.”
She smoothed her rumpled skirt, clucked at her dirt-streaked shoes. “It’s considered unseemly for couples who have an understanding to continue enjoying the entertainment of Able House.”
I went grimly silent, eyes on our chasing headlights.
“What’s the matter, you look worried.”
I shrugged slightly behind the wheel. “I am. I don’t like the idea of you going back there tonight, carousing with that group of men.”
“I never ‘caroused’ with them, Ed. And I’m a spoken-for woman now. If there’s one thing an Englishman knows, it’s decorum.” 
I grunted. “That and how, apparently, to wield a mallet.”
“I told you, Lester will stay home tonight.”
“It’s Thursday night, some of the men on that hunt are bound to show up for drinks and dancing—a change of clothes and atmosphere. I don’t see why you have to go back there tonight.”
“Because I live there, Ed. Where would you suggest I go?”
“There are cottage hotels…”
“Which would only look suspicious. I’ll be fine, I’m a big girl. I came here to hunt vampires, dear, not hoist serving trays.”
“Relax, Eddie,” from Mitzi, snuggling down between us in the open-top wind. “They didn’t see us.”
“How do you know that for sure?”
“I’d smell it, the subtle odor of apprehension. At least we learned one thing tonight?”
“Which is?”
“Why I’ve been getting vampire scent since we arrived. Arthur Angstrom must have been a friend of the Cushing family, or at least their stable boy.”
“Maybe the stable boy’s a vampire,” Clancy offered.
“No,” Mitzi snorted, “he’s clean. For a stable boy, that is.”
Clancy tossed back her hair, giving it to the wind. “All I know is, where there’s one vampire, there are others.”
She said it with a tight little smile, a hint of excited expectation. Ghastly as the earlier evening had been, Clancy finally had her proof there were vampires in the British Isles, not that she’d ever doubted it. She was grimly elated, you could see it in her face.
I was in a less ecstatic mood. 
All I could see were gleaming fangs and razor claws stretching for her.
Taking her out of my life again…
* * *
“I wish you’d reconsider,” I told Clancy as she hopped out before the glowing party windows of the Able estate.
She slammed the sport car’s door and patted the sleek fuselage. “I’ll be fine. You just get this gleaming phallic symbol back to Lester in one piece and give him my love without punching him out. ‘Appearances first,’ remember!”
And she was up the walk and through the big double doors.
I put the car in gear, wheeled a tight semicircle, gunned the motor like I was racing off, and pulled quietly around to the darkened backyard to cut the engine.
Mitzi lifted her head. “What are we doing?”
I sat back with an aching sigh. “Just making sure she gets to her room without incident.”
“Spying on her.”
“I’m just using a little sensible precaution is all!”
“Parking by yourself here in the backyard. That’s real sensible.”
“What do you call it?”
“Spying on her.”
“Shut-up,” I told the poodle. “Put your head back down and go to sleep. I’ll do all the surveillance, I’ll do all the vampire hunting.”
“And a good job, too…lugging that heavy cross around.”
“Let she who’s never known of love, speak not of its nuances.”
“Jesus, I hope you made that up.”
“He did,” came Clancy’s voice in my mind.
“Clancy?” I jolted forward. “Is everything okay?”
“I just walked in the front door, so I imagine I’m okay. What are you doing out there?”
“Spying on you,” from the dog.
“Missing you terribly,” from me.
“Go home and miss me.”
“What home? I don’t have a home. Do you have a home? Oh, that’s right, you’re engaged and all that, good show, old girl.”
“Now you’ve made me go and smudge my lipstick.”
“Good. I hope you look terrible tonight.”
“Never mind, I’ll just rub it on my nipples…”
“Oh, that’s nice! Get me aroused out here in the cold night with this wet poodle! Thanks!”
“My. Somebody saw his best friend stake a vampire tonight.”
“Clancy, please get out of there tonight.”
“Ed, please get out of my head tonight.”
“At least take a smoke break or something, can’t you do that?”
“If I smoked I might—uh-oh, trouble…”
I jolted against the wheel this time. “What?”
“Gretchen Chandler.”
“Who’s that?”
“One of the girls, like me. One of the downstairs girls. She’s running for the bathroom…”
“So?”
“She’s sobbing. Hold on…”
Mitzi and I turned to each other, heard Clancy’s hurrying shoes, imagined the sound of a door opening…the echoing sound of a tiled bathroom, gurgle of a sink faucet. Light, female sobbing…
Then Clancy’s concerned voice. “Gretchen? Honey? Are you all right?”
“What’s wrong with her?” I urged.
“I’m trying to find that out, Ed! Hold it…I’ll try to channel her for you…”
Mitzi and I stared at each other in anticipation.
“Gretchen? What is it, what’s the matter?”
Gretchen’s voice came as if from the end of a long tunnel. “Nothing! I’m sorry, Sheila!” Sniffing sounds.
“Don’t be silly! Is there anything I can do?”
Pause…
 “No. There’s nothing anyone can do.”
“Gretchen, what happened? Did Mrs. Hampton dress you down?”
A laugh turned quickly to a sob. “You could say that, I suppose!”
“What is it, Gretch? You can tell me…”
Sniffing. Blowing her nose. Sniffing. “She told me it was my…time. To go upstairs!” Sobbing.
“Here—your mascara’s running, let me. Go upstairs? For what? What happens upstairs? I’ve often wondered.”
Sniffles. “What happens is you’re over the hill!”
“Over the—at your age? That’s ridiculous!”
“It’s been two years, Sheila, and no man has asked me to be his wife!”
“His wife? I don’t understand.”
“You’re not supposed to, Sheila. You’re supposed to stay down here and entertain the gentlemen until you’re told!” Sniff.


“Gretchen…are you saying that if a downstairs girl doesn’t get a proposal from a gentleman, she’s relegated to the upstairs level? For what? Retirement?”
More heart-broken laughter, sobbing. “Hardly that! To join the ranks! With the other cows!”
“The what? Gretchen, don’t go! Wait—!“
“I have to get ready! I-I’m not supposed to talk about this! Don’t worry, Sheila, you’re beautiful, charming, some nice man has already proposed! You’re in the clear!” Sound of running feet, a door opening and slamming shut.
“Clancy?”
“I’m here, Ed. Alone in the bathroom.”
“What was that all about?” from Mitzi.
“Not exactly sure. I’m going to follow her.”
“Wait, maybe you should stay out of it!”
“Something screwy is going on up those stairs—I thought so from the beginning.”
“Where are you?”
“In the hallway, headed for the living room. Gretchen’s climbing the stairs. Oh-oh…”
“Now what!”
“Guess who just came through the front door? Looking tired and hungry…”
“Who?”
“Several gentlemen in scarlet hunting jackets.”
“Damn!”
 “Yeah. A couple look familiar. Mrs. Hampton is greeting them with open-arm graciousness. I think the tall one is our friend Ben Louder…”
“That’s it, I’m coming in!” I shoved open the car door—
—Mitzi grabbed my pant leg, pulled me back.
“Let her go, Sport. Burst in now and you may make things worse—for both of you!”
I sat back again, muscles taut.
“Clancy! Where are you?”
“Halfway to the second landing. Don’t see Gretchen now. Looks like a long hall up here…flanked by lots of white, gilt-lined doors. Very elegant.”
“Go back down! Clearly you’re not supposed to be up there!”
“Clearly.”
“The Edster has a point, Clance,” Mitzi put in, “much as I hate to admit it…”
“I’m a big girl, you two.”
“That’s what I’m worried about!” I panicked.
“Why, Ed…you say the sweetest things. Really lovely hallway up here…red carpet, gilt-framed paintings… men on horseback, in beautiful scarlet coats…”
“Clancy, get out of there! Now!”
“—what’s that?”
“What’s what?”
“…sounds like…gasping. Behind one of the doors…”
“Oh, Christ! It is a damn brothel!”
Sound of light rapping. “Gretchen—?”
“Clancy, so help me God, I’m coming up there—“
“Be quiet, Ed! Gretchen? Honey? Huh. Door’s locked.”
“Good! Now get out before someone sees you!”
“Ah!”
“What?”
“An open door! Half open, anyway…”
“Stay out!”
“Just a quick peek…”
“Do not go in that room!”
“Hello—? Anyone home?”
“Goddamnit, Clancy!”
“Nice room. High ceilings. Stunning bed. The old canopy style. Huge pillows, fat duvet. I feel like Cinderella on my wedding night! Oh, look at that fireplace…”
“Clancy…”
Mitzi’s paw on my leg cut me short. “Sh!” She was sniffing the air intently. “Listen!”
I turned to her in the seat, dread dragging at me. “What—?”
Mitzi cocked her head. “Footsteps…someone’s coming down the hall…”
I craned up at a high window. “Clancy, someone’s coming, get out of there!” only I yelled it instead of telepathing it.
Silence.
I braced at the car door.
Mitzi cocked her head, listening tightly.
“Well! Hello!”
Sound of a door locking behind Clancy.
“Clancy, who is it?” using my mind this time.
“Mr. Cushing! What a nice surprise!”
“Sheila! The surprise is all mine!”
“Shit,” from Mitzi, “that’s Nigel!”
“Whatever are you doing up here?”
“Uh…I thought I saw Gretchen head upstairs.”
“Gretchen works here now. You’re engaged to my son, Sheila, you belong downstairs. I believe you were instructed in that, by Mrs. Hampton and others.”
“Yes. Instructed but not ordered. I’m curious…what goes on up here exactly, Mr. Cushing?”
“You really must call me Nigel, now. You’re about to become my daughter-in-law.”
“Am I?”
“Clancy,” I screamed through my mind, “get out of there while you can! Please!”
“Lester certainly thinks so.”
“But from what I overheard earlier, you and your son are not of like mind.”
“The irony radiates,” from Mitzi beside me.
“Lester is free to wed whomever he chooses.”
“Only with his family’s blessing, I thought.”
“My son needs only my advice, Sheila, not my blessing.”
“Free, white and twenty-one, eh?”
“A somewhat vulgar way to put it.”
“Yes. I’m a somewhat vulgar girl. Whose blood may not run quite as blue as your son’s I fear.”
“Jesus,” I groaned to Mitzi, “she’s antagonizing him!”
“You’re a lovely, intelligent girl, who’ll give my son fat, beautiful babies.”
“Continue the lineage.”
“If you will.”
“And stay in my place.”
“I’m not sure what you mean, Sheila.”
“No? I’m pretty sure what you mean. You mean to cut this marriage short before it happens. Allow Lester to find a proper bride.”
I reached for the door again. Mitzi growled.
“Whatever do you mean, child?”
“Whatever do you mean, Nigel? This room, for instance. This entire floor. What goes on up here on the second floor? I heard the sound of gasping earlier…”
“Why don’t we go downstairs, my dear, and I’ll have Mrs. Hampton explain it to you?”
“Because I suddenly have the creepiest feeling Mrs. Hampton would ‘explain’ it at the point of a stake. Sort of like it was explained to Arthur Angstrom earlier this evening…”
I vaulted from the car. Mitzi leapt after me, struck my back, pinned me to the sod. “Don’t be an idiot, Eddie!”
“You heard about the Arthur Angstrom affair?”
“I witnessed it.”
Pause.
“Locking the door to keep the others out, Mr. Cushing—or me in?”
“You seem to be the one with all the answers.”
“Not quite. Why were you so hard on Ben Louder? He seems a kind, sincere man. More importantly, a loyal member of your little vigilante vampire club. He assisted you on the hunt, his intentions clear. Vampires are very cunning. It wasn’t Louder’s fault he unknowingly had one under his employ.”
“But it was his fault…”
“You mean his responsibility.”
“I mean his fault.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Really? And you were doing so well! Such a clever girl! Too clever, I think!”
“Am I?”
“It’s right under that pert little nose, Sheila! Ben Louder is the reason Arthur Angstrom was a vampire!”
I felt my heart drop about seven feet.
I began thrashing savagely under Mitzi’s weight. “Get off me!”
“Chill, Eddie, she knows what she’s doing.”
“Goddamnit it, don’t you get it? Louder’s a vampire! Cushing’s a vampire! They’re all vampires!”
Mitzi pressed down with her front paws. “Not all, I think…”
“You’re making this up,” from Clancy. “Why?”
“Am I?”
“Yes. Vampires don’t stake other vampires. It just isn’t done.”
“Nor was it tonight!”
Pause.
I could almost hear Clancy’s wheels turning.
“…then…Lester’s not a vampire?”
“Not yet.”
Sounds of lighter feet backing up…then a bump. Silence.

“She’s backed into a wall!” I sobbed.
“Go on, my dear, you’re doing so well.”
“…Lester’s not a vampire…none of the young men downstairs are vampires…because vampires can’t breed…”
“That’s my smart Miss Sheila! Do go on!”
“…Able House…a meeting place for young men and women of aristocracy and breeding. The ultimate nepotism. Men and women who eventually wed, have an heir, continue the lineage. And only then become vampires!”
“To continue that lineage!”
“But keeping it in careful check, in careful control. By hiding in plain sight among England’s great estates, great entitlement. That’s brilliant. I assume it runs all through Parliament.”
“It does.”
“A fairly large, but very private club, in keeping with fine British tradition. You’re not trying to take over the world like Alicia and Kolcheck…you’re attempting to blend with it!”
“For centuries now, yes.”
“Conservation”
“We prefer the term birth control.” 
“…’with the other cows’…”
“Pardon me?”
“Gretchen said she’d been consigned to the second floor with ‘the other cows.’ But not for milk, for blood. The girls supply you with blood, isn’t that right? That’s unspeakable.”
“Not at all. The upstairs girls aren’t turned, that would be pointless.”
“Of course, you’d soon run low on stock!”
“We rarely get complaints. The downstairs girls are paid quite handsomely. If not chosen by someone to marry and sent upstairs, their wages are doubled.”
“And the occasional dissenter? Dealt with accordingly, ala Arthur Angstrom?”
“Rarely. It happens.”
“Often enough to ensure the spirit of the hunt?”
“Collateral damage as in any war. A drop in the ocean compared to the wars involving your own country, Miss Blaine.”
“Oh, shit!” I groaned. “He’s onto her! He knows she’s Clancy!”
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“But he doesn’t necessarily know who we are!” Mitzi hissed, pressing harder into my back.
I struggled against her, spitting sod. “Are you crazy? Let me up! We’ve got to—“
“Eddie, use your brain for once! She’s Clancy! A hybrid! He can’t hurt her!”
“How the hell do we know what he can do to her—what he even is?”
“He’s a vampire,” said The Count pleasantly behind us, “nothing more, nothing less.”
I felt the poodle’s weight drop from my back and I sat up. 
The Count was smiling at us, perched on the shiny hood of the Lamborghini, blowing blue smoke from the long yellow stem of his cigarette holder. Splendid in his top hat and tails, his gleaming Dracula medallion.  
He glanced about himself approvingly. “What a wonderfully vulgar vehicle! Young Lester does have decent taste, you really must give him that!”
I stood, brushing at my jeans. “I’d like to give him a lot more than that right now!” I glared up at the second story window. “That and his tight-assed old man!”
The Count smiled, clapped his hands once and Mitzi bounded into his lap. “Now, now, Edward, let’s don’t muddle all the hard work now we’re so close to the dénouement! My darling Mitzi here is quite right—our lovely Miss Blaine remains quite invulnerable to the stodgy Lord Cushing!”
I held up my hand to still him, eyes still glued on the glowing upstairs window. “Sh! I can’t hear them anymore!”
“Yes, I’m afraid that’s my fault, I’m scrambling her transmission.”
I jerked around to the old man, gently stroking Mitzi’s fur, the poodle limp with ecstasy in his arms. “Why!”
“To keep the playing field level, of course.”
I strode impatiently toward the car. “What the hell are you talking about? Put her back on!”
The Count rubbed the dog’s tummy. “I’m afraid not, Edward. Fair is fair, after all!”
I started to reach for him but one look from those unwavering red eyes and I remained frozen in place—I hoped of my own volition.
I tried a new tact. “Count, look, you know how much appreciate all you’ve done for us! The way you’ve—in your own unique way—guided us through all this, led the way, helped fend off possible disasters. We all owe you a great debt. Me, Mitzi, Clancy, the twins in Chicago—“
“Sylvie—?”
I felt a spurt of adrenalin.  “…uh, Sylvie, yes…”
The Count smiled down warmly at my poodle. “Ever get ahold of her, Eddie?”
“Uh…as I said, I tried to call—“
“Recently?”
I cleared my suddenly tight throat. “Well…fairly recently, there’s been so much going on…”
I stepped toward him gently. “Why? Is Sylvie in some sort of trouble?”
He looked up at me unpleasantly. “I don’t see how you’d know, never phoning her.”
“I have phoned her! She won’t pick up, won’t take my calls!”
I craned around at the upstairs window again. “Look, Clancy’s—“
“Clancy’s what? Oblivious?”
I panicked. “What do you mean? Count, please don’t let her die!”
The old man scratched Mitzi’s ear absently. “There are all kinds of ways of dying, Edward. And hurting, too. Hurting so much you think you’d like to die.”
“I don’t—“
“Haven’t told her, have you?”
“About w—“
“You and Sylvia. She doesn’t know you two have been…close.”
I turned sheepishly back to the window. “No. I love Clancy. I don’t see the point in telling her something that might—“
“Hurt her?” He smiled. Somewhat mirthlessly, I thought. “Well, perhaps you’re right, Edward. What we don’t know can’t hurt us, yes?”
A glacial chill ran straight up from the bottom of my shoes. 
I spun around and glared at the old man. “What is Nigel Cushing doing to her up there, Count?”
The Count looked up from the poodle, squinted at the window a moment. “Can’t quite see from here…I’m not Superman, you know.”
“No, I don’t know! But I have a feeling you do! Why are you masking them from me!”
“Why do you think, Edward?”
“To spare my feelings? Count, if he’s hurting her, so help me—“
“Oh, Edward, you wound me! You know I’d never let any real harm come to our darling Clancy!”
“Define ‘real harm’!”  
The old man grinned fangs at me. “If you’re asking me if he’s having sexual congress with her I’m afraid that’s knowledge I prefer to keep private!”
“Keep the playing field level?” I fumed.
“If you’re asking me if—in the process of fanging her—he ripped away a portion of her clothing, I’d have to confess to that.”
“He bit her?”
“He’s still biting her, Eddie.”
“Goddamnit it!” I spun and vaulted for the front of the house.
The Count appeared before me, Mitzi in his arms, cutting me off.
“If this is an attempt at heroism you are either not the instinctually bright Ed Magee I’d always thought, or even more desperately in love than I’d have imagined.”
“Get out of my way!”
“Don’t make me bite you,” Mitzi said sleepily.
“He’ll drain her!” I shouted, loud enough, perhaps, for those inside to hear.
The Count smiled, patted my shoulder gently with inch long nails. “Indeed he will, my boy! In fact, he already has! Miss Clancy is, to all outside appearances—what’s the expression?—dead as a doornail? What the devil is a doornail, anyway?”
I raised my fists, prepared to charge past him. “I will not leave her in there with a house full of vampires!”
“Partly filled. Only the older generation, remember? The younger men are normal, born of mothers as human as you.”
“Until they’re turned!”
“That’s what we’re here to rectify. Eliminate. That is one secret you and Miss Clancy share.”
I turned away from him petulantly. “I’m not so sure about that. She walked out on me in London.”
“The way you walked out on Sylvie?”
“I did not—“
The Count waited, brows raised in anticipation.
“…I was only trying to protect her.”
The old man grunted. “Mm. As Clancy was doubtless trying to protect you.” He sighed hopelessly. “You humans. I wonder, really, if you’re all that worth saving.”
“Thanks. I wonder about it myself!”
The Count had a sudden faraway look in his eyes. 
“What—?”
“Clancy’s dead…”
“What!”
He waved an impatient hand, mind elsewhere. “I mean, Nigel thinks she’s dead. He’s looking down at her…sprawled there across the bed, soaking the duvet red…”
“Oh, Christ!”
He held up a hand. “No, no my boy, she’s playing it brilliantly! Eyes rolled back, the whole bit! Even managed to turn her skin dead white. Wonderfully bright, that girl of yours!”
“Is she breathing?”
The Count looked down at me, frowned. “Well, of course she’s not breathing! He’d think her alive then!”
“Listen—“
“Wait a moment…” hand in the air again. “…he’s backing away from the bed…yes…he’s convinced now she won’t turn…he’s backing away toward the door.”
“He’ll stake her now!”
“Sh! Not in that bedroom he won’t! No stakes! Now he’s…yes, he’s crossing the room, opening the door…” the old man squinted at the stars, concentrating, “…taking a final look back at the bed…”
“Go on!”
“Good! He left the room and locked the door behind him!”
“Where’s he headed?”
“To find Mrs. Hampton!”
“Why?”
“To explain what happened, of course!”
“Why her?”
“She’s the one with the stakes!”
I tried to push past him frantically. He caught my arm. It was like resisting steel. “We’ve got to get her—“
“Calm down, Eddie!” He handed me the poodle. “Go back to your car!”
“The car! Why?”
“To join her! Miss Clancy is descending the trellis outside the bedroom window as we speak. You need to get her out of here before Nigel returns with Mrs. Hampton!”
I looked down at the dog in my arms.
“I’d listen to the old man.”
I dropped on the ground and we raced back to the rear of the house.
Clancy was just leaping from trellis to flowerbed when we got there.
“Ed!”
“Clancy!”
“Mitzi! Boy am I glad to see you guys! And you’ve got the car! Great, we’ve got to get out of here! Nigel is—“
“We know all about it!”
“You do? All of it? How?”
Her dress was a mess. I opened the passenger door for her. “Count? Would you like to do the honors?”
Clancy jumped in after the dog; she glanced around the back yard.
“What Count?”
I turned to look.
The estate grounds stood empty.
I rolled my eyes and fired up the big engine. “Explain it later.”
* * *
With Clancy’s cover blown we had little choice but to get her the hell out of Dodge.
The nearest, and what seemed the safest way, was the railway station in the civil parish and town of Windermere in the South Lakeland District of Cumbria. It was somewhat dangerously close to Hargrove Hall but it ran both a train and bus service on fairly regular schedules to the surrounding area including Manchester and the Manchester Airport and also the West Coast Main Line. Given the time constraints in returning Lester’s Lamborghini from Able House, it seemed the best option.
“But I don’t have a train or bus schedule!” Clancy said.
“It still beats roaming around the Cumbria countryside on foot,” I insisted, behind the wind-whipping wheel, “and once aboard a train or bus you should be fairly safe. Anyway, it’s our closest bet and if I don’t get this hot sports car back to Lester soon it’s going to look suspicious.”
“I think Ed is right,” from Mitzi between us.
“So which,” from Clancy, “the train or the bus?”
“Whichever comes first,” Mitzi told her.
I shook my head. “They’ll expect that when they come looking for you. If one arrives slightly behind the other, take it, they’ll assume you escaped on the quickest route.”
“And when I get to Manchester?”
“How much money have you got?”
She dug in her purse. “Little over two hundred dollars. That won’t get me back to the States.”
I handed her my wallet; she extracted another hundred.
“Still won’t fly me across the pond. Ed.”
I thought about it, mind racing. “It will get you somewhere else in Europe, someplace they’re not likely to find you.”
She started to say something but I waved her off. “Don’t tell me where. Call us when you get there, using your cellular. We’ll figure a time and place to rendezvous.”
She looked at me a scared moment. “They’re really pulling out all the stops looking for me, you think?”
“I think you uncovered the most sacred and important secret of the lives—that the British upper class is run by vampires. The authorities get ahold of that and you can imagine what will happen.”
“Unless the authorities are vampires too,” from Mitzi, “remember Topeka?”
“If that’s the case,” I began glumly…and didn’t finish that thought. “If The Count is right—and he always is—Nigel has fetched the odious Mrs. Hampton by now and the two of them, fresh stakes in hand, have returned to your upstairs room to find you apparently still alive and most inconveniently vanished. Were I in Nigel Cushing’s shoes, the first thing I’d do is alert the hunting mob right under my feet down on the first floor.”
When I glanced askance at Clancy she was staring absently into the night.
“What?”
“And the next thing you’d do is call your son and inform him what a lying, dangerous bitch his fiancé is… ”She shrugged small shoulders, shook her head slowly, maybe sadly.
“Clancy, you don’t have time for guilt and remorse right now.”
“But I have it anyway. Mostly for you. I’m always running away from us…”
I reached over across the poodle, gripped her hand. It was cold. “Except for Lester, I don’t think the Cushings use cell phones. Maybe he’ll be the last to know.”
She snorted softy irony. “Aren’t they always…”
There’s a store in Windermere called The Booths supermarket that’s been redesigned to mimic the former train shed and also incorporates the frontage of the original station. I parked down the block from it and gave Clancy a lingering kiss. “Off you go…”
She opened the passenger door of the sports car. “Making me walk the last mile, huh?”
“We don’t want anyone reporting seeing you leaving this ostentatious vehicle, or even seeing the damn thing near the station. Walk quickly but not noticeably. When you get your ticket, spend most of your time waiting in the lady’s room.”
She stepped out, gave me a look both amused and fearful. “Just like James Bond.”
“Except he knew the British government was working with him.”
She attempted a crippled smile, turned to leave—turned back. “I love you, Ed.”
“I’m counting on it.”
She turned, chin trembling. “You too, Mitzi!”
“Me too, kid. Keep the low profile, huh?”
Clancy nodded quickly, fighting tears, I think, and was gone down the darkened street.
I watched her fading image longer than I probably should have.
“Sport? Hey. We better get this dick-mobile back to your buddy Lester!”
I nodded, pulled a U-ie and roared back to Hargrove Hall.
Wondering who’d get to Lester first, me or his father?
* * *
As Mitzi and I pulled into the carriage circle, Lester came around the east end of the estate astride Samson and still in hunting attire.
 A little chill went through me. He knows!
“Not necessarily,” Mitzi reminded me, “play it cool and calm.”
I parked the car as Lester cantered up. “It’s past seven, where the hell have you been?”
I jumped out, grinned innocently. “Stealing your girl, of course! When the cat’s away…”
He gave me an expressionless look. “You do look kind of sweaty,” he said, the horse doing a half circle dance before the car. 
“Yeah, well, that fiancée of yours is a real fighter. So. Still in your riding habit. Did you find Arthur Angstrom?”
Lester sobered a little. “We found him.”
“And—?”
Samson made me wait as he turned a full circle, or maybe Lester did it, stalling. “He didn’t resist us.”
I looked him in the eye without malice. “He’s under arrest, then?”
Sampson nodded his jingling bridle, making Lester nod too. “He’s taken care of.” And to change the subject: “Sheila’s safely back at Able House, then?”
Were with each of us playing a game with the other? I couldn’t tell, leaned back against the sports car nonchalantly. “After we were done necking. She sends her regrets, by the way, about calling off the engagement.”
“You’re funny, Magee. Why do I feel you’d like to stab me in the back?”
“Later,” I smiled, “after you’ve gone to bed. Then I’ll whisk Sheila off to Paris for the honeymoon. How about a drink, in the meantime?”
He stared at me a moment, finally patted Samson’s damp neck. “I could use one. I was just cooling down Samson. Go wash off the road dust and I’ll meet you in my room. Kick your ass at Death Duties Holocaust.”
He started to wheel the horse when I called to him. “By the way—“
He reined around again. “Yes—?”
“What’s a Phylos?”
He studied me an amused moment atop the impatient Samson. “You’ve been digging through my secret game room!”
“You said I was welcome.”
He smiled. “Of course.” He searched the stars a moment. “Phylos…I assume you’re referring to my wire-frame ‘sketches.’ Phylos was my idea for a sort of intermediary step between the vampiric Death Duty creatures and the human noblemen. What you might call a hybrid.”
Like Clancy?
“Really. A hybrid. And how would they fit into the game?”
The horse champed the bit, impatient for his oats. “Pure science fiction, really. Some kind of artificial mating between human and vampire that would allow the latter to move about in the daylight?”
“I see. To what end?”
Lester chuckled at his own idea. “Well, think about it, old man! If the Phylos were entered into the equation—the nobles and the vampires became the same species—there would be no more fighting, yes? No more wars.”
“No more game.”
He nodded. “Peace. Harmony between human and nonhuman after generations of hiding and running. People could out into the light, do as they fear without prejudice…marry whom they pleased, rich or poor.”
“Sounds interesting. A bit of a political stretch, but—“
“Yes, well…there are some class and biological problems I haven’t worked out yet.”
“Pity.”
He turned from the stars. “Yes. Well, it’s just a game, right?”
I nodded. “Just a game.”
He smiled and turned the horse. “Go wash my fiancé off your face and I’ll get those drinks ready!”
“Lester!”
We both turned.
A pack of no less than a dozen riders in scarlet jackets came thundering out of the night to surround us.
Nigel at the lead.
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“This had better be a late night hunt for grouse,” Lester said atop Samson’s slick back.
But I don’t believe anyone thought he meant it, including himself. 
And certainly not his father, Nigel Cushing. “There’s been another commoner turned, Lester.”
Samson tossed his head and stepped back a yard as if struck with disbelief; or maybe Lester goaded him for effect, he was awfully good with that animal.
He made no effort to move before the line of hard-looking huntsmen.
“I can see from your foaming steeds and your own sweaty faces this is no joke, you came here all the way at a gallop.”
“We have to leave, Lester,” Nigel demanded from his saddle, “now!”
Lester gave me a quick, unfathomable glance, then looked back wryly at the group of men. “Two humans turned in one night,” he said without hesitation, “your traditional methods don’t seem very effective this week!”
Nigel jerked his eyes toward me before his mind could get there first. 
“It’s all right, father,” Lester smiled, “I’ve told Ed all about Hunting the Clean Boot. Just another long-standing family tradition, yes?”
A muscle twitched impatiently in the patriarch’s left cheek, eyes smoldering for an instant with a hint of red. “I’m sure Mr. Magee will forgive us one more time this evening—“
“I’m sure he would, father, being the obliging young American he is, but the fact is, he’s coming with us.”
The other huntsmen turned in their saddles, looked balefully at one another. 
Nigel rose slightly in his stirrups, chiseled chin thrust forward. “Lester, there isn’t time for thi—“
“He’s going with us, father. Or you’ll go without me. Urgent situations are one thing, but this goes beyond rudeness. Edward is my friend. We come together or not at all. Your choice.”
I had no idea what Lester was up to but I was silently grateful. Only by joining the hunt could I distract the others from the railway station, gain Clancy some more time.
Nigel started to protest again but Lester gave him Samson’s rump. “Go saddle up Red Rover,” told me, and then, over his shoulder, “I’ll just fetch my lucky bugle.” And he was cantering off across the yard.
I’m still not sure why Nigel didn’t put up more of a fight about my coming along. Maybe it was because he was already waging the private battle in his mind about revealing to his son just who it was they were hunting.
I had a blanket and bridle on Red Rover in minutes and rejoined the group almost at the same time Lester returned, the Colonel’s bugle in hand.
Then, we were off across the dark countryside in a rush of flying hooves and baying hounds.
I don’t think they knew it yet but the hounds had inadvertently headed the chase east, in the general direction of the train station. I was trying to construe some method of lying to Nigel Cushing that we’d have more luck headed north toward McKenzie Woods when the sharp trumpet of a bugle sounded to my immediate right. At first I thought it was Lester and his lucky horn, then I saw a lone rider approaching us over the hills, heard another short blast and recognized Ben Louder  riding up fast to cut us off.
The group reined-in and waited for Louder’s horse to catch up. 
Even in the dark Louder’s sweat-beaded face spoke of hard, uninterrupted riding. 
“It’s the train station!” he called to Nigel even before he’d joined us. “Harry Starling says a person fitting the suspect’s description was spotted there!”
“Has Harry intervened?” Nigel demanded. 
Louder shook his head, slinging sweat. “He and two of the other boys have stationed themselves around the terminal! The place still holds half a dozen waiting passengers! The plan is to hopefully apprehend the suspect without drawing attention! The fewer other passengers around, the better!”
Nigel nodded satisfaction. “Makes sense! Did Harry mention if the suspect bought a train or bus ticket?”
“He didn’t say! But the station’s within twenty minutes ride from here! I’m not sure about the bus, but the old eighty-nine always gives a toot on her whistle when arriving and so far we’ve heard nothing!”
Nigel turned in his saddle. “Let’s hope it stays that way,” and signaled to his men. “Barnes, get these hounds corralled and headed for the train terminal!”
Barnes called from the back of the group. “They’ll make quite a racket, Nigel!” 
“I know that, but we can cover with a grouse hunting story!”
“If the suspect hears them coming—“
“If the suspect flees we’ll need them all the more in this dark! C’mon, men!”
And Nigel and the front flank thundered off.
A smugly smiling Lester rode up to the chest-heaving Louder, nodding at the older gentleman’s brass bugle. He held up his cell phone. “Using one of these would have saved you a hard ride, Mr. Louder, to say nothing of time for all of us!”
Louder gave the cellular a snide once over. “Hardly tradition on a hunt, young man!”
Lester laughed and kicked Samson’s withers. “Yes! Hardly!” Leaving Louder to deal with a breeze-blown cloud of dust.
For the next twenty minutes I rode on silently as a dead man behind the group.
But my mind was hardly dead.
What to say? How to explain? And would any explanation make a difference under the circumstances?
But I couldn’t sit idly by while they dragged Clancy off to some secluded glen under coercion and ran a stake through her heart.
That’s when I noticed for the first time the dull gray muzzle of the infantry pistol at Nigel Cushing’s thigh as the hem of his scarlet coat whipped momentarily back in the wind. 
A pistol, yes, and a lethal one, but not to vampires. Not unless for some reason it chambered wooden bullets—and that comic book concept was so unproven I had no real faith in it.
No, there was nothing to do but try and spirit Clancy away somehow when the group’s guard was down…no mean feat. And what would it gain us but two fugitives on the run instead of one?
Well, three if you counted Mitzi.
Mitzi! Where was she?
I’d been so engrossed in Clancy’s plight I’d forgotten all about our caustic little canine!
I craned about me in Red Rover’s undulant saddle but saw nothing but a wispy sea of dust and the blur of brown Bloodhound legs. I had a quick image of one of them mistaking her for our prey and blindsiding her down some dirt gulley or other. I didn’t dwell on that but my heart did leap with a guarded degree of hope; had Mitzi seen or overhead Nigel and company’s arrival tonight? Had she spurted ahead of the horses to the train station to warn Clancy?
I pushed my mind ahead, calling out to her telepathically in every darkened direction.
Mitziiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!
But only the bracing night wind and choking dust came back to me…
* * *
We arrived at the train station as the big clock on the clapboard terminal wall was edging toward midnight.
Nigel had us tie-up at a distant copse of trees and sent Lester and himself ahead to avoid undue suspicion; a pack of dust-smudged horsemen in hunting jackets and caps might not have been impossible in the region but was likely to lift even the casually waiting passenger’s eyebrow.
Heart in my throat, I stood obediently with the others until Lester and his father were halfway to the station, then turned and dashed after them.
Nigel heard my boots thudding up.
“See here, Mr. Magee, I really am running out of patience—“
“Oh, what difference can it possibly make now, father? Leave poor Edward alone, he’s tired and dust-choked as the rest of us!”
Once through the terminal door it took only seconds to spot Clancy’s familiar dress and figure seated at station’s center amid six other rows of seats and four other waiting passengers. Nor was there any problem identifying the four casually seated red-coated gentlemen posted around her, pretending to snooze or read a magazine. 
As the three of us descended on her, I kept fighting the urge to grab Lester’s arm, spinning him toward me, blurt out the whole miserable truth in one breath, or what I could construe of it.
No one was more surprised than I when the two Cushing men walked right past her.
A quick glance down and a pretty but freckle-sprinkled face told me why: she wasn’t Clancy.
Nigel never altered his stride—in fact increased it appreciatively before he reached Harry Starling posted near the east wall. I saw him murmur something quickly to Starling, saw Harry’s left brow shoot up with chagrin, saw Nigel Cushing turn on his heel and brush past his son with furrowed brow before brushing past me. “Not the suspect!” he muttered to Lester.
Lester turned as I came up with weary smile and shake of the head. “Our crack team of self-appointed gendarmes!” and he clapped me on the back amusedly and urged us back to the entry door. 
“Hasn’t anyone contacted the real police?” I asked innocently, already knowing the answer.
“Oh heavens no,” Lester chuckled, “that would require someone using a cell phone!”
He held the door for me, clapping my back as we followed his strutting father. “Well, Edward old chum, you really must come visit England more often! Tis ever a place of well- organized adventure!”
We grouped in the copse of trees, some of the older hunters not masking their impatient grumblings. 
Lester swung onto Sampson’s back and appraised his humiliated father. “Well then, dad, where are we off next in pursuit of your cunning quarry? Edward here has suggested you consult the local authorities, I don’t suppose that idea carries any weight?”
Nigel Cushing huffed and kicked his horse’s ribs hard. “Half of you will cover the north pasture all the way to Glover Pass, the other half will join me and—“
That was when the lead hound went ape.
Went ape and part bee. A made a direct line south east toward…who the hell knew, but the rest of the pack was right behind him. 
All of them baying at the same time now.
It was cacophonous.
And heartbreaking. No hound ever makes a sound like that, then takes off like a shot unless he’s picked up the scent.
And Nigel had taken care of that. Nigel had it all worked out, the whole thing probably, before he ever set foot in that room he caught Clancy in. Had it worked out he would kill her and, because he was Nigel, operated with forethought as well as hindsight, took something of hers away with him…or something, a sheet or fabric or something she was lying on or wore, stuffed that little slip of whatever in his pocket just in case. Nigel had only gotten to be Nigel, to come as far as Nigel came, by thinking like that. Also he was a vampire. Who knew just how hard it can be to kill a vampire; and how sometimes, if you don’t quite drain them a sufficient amount, they get up and live again. In a dead sort of way.
Oh, Nigel had that little slip of something with him before he ever left the room to fetch Mrs. Hampton, had it with him too when he got alone a moment with the lead hound and stuck it under his nose, maybe more than once, a good sniff, so there would be no mistakes. If he’d been really smart, however, he’d have taken that lead hound with him on a leash into the rail station, taken it in and let it sniff around a bit. Because Clancy’s scent was all over that station, inside and out on the front sidewalk, and Nigel would have known, look-a-like ringer or not, Clancy had been there. 
Big Bob had saved him the trouble.
Big Bob was who Nigel used as lead hound because Nigel knew Nigel and also knew his own father, the Colonel. And the Colonel knew who the best tracking dog in the county was.
The one that was headed straight for Clancy Blaine right now, the smaller dogs yapping at his heels.
Nigel—whipping the daylights out of and kicking the bleeding ribs of his horse—right behind him.
Sheila, who was Clancy, was good as dead.
That’s what Nigel Cushing knew.
He had it all worked out and he rode hard. With the entire construct and future of the British Isles vampire population riding with him. Nigel Cushing knew that it is desperation, not necessity, that is the mother of invention. And survival. He’d been living a life of quiet desperation for umpteen generations now, and he wasn’t about to let go of it willingly.
I, on the other hand, had neither foresight nor hind—nor the least idea how to stop what was so clearly, to everyone now, the inevitable. 
I had desperation as well.
But I’d learned its value too late.
* * *
We caught her at the cataract.
The horses knew it well before we did, you could see it in the flare of their wide nostrils. I think probably the vampire hunters knew it as well, not only because they may have smelled the waterfall like the horses did, but because they had doubtless been there before and walked in dread of it. Or at least in caution.
Clancy was waiting for us.
And it wasn’t just the resonate sound of the baying, she probably knew it the moment she’d seen the hunters investigating the rail station before they saw her; the moment she plunged into dark night and wet grass; a realization that, on foot at least, fleet as she was, she could not outrun horse and dog, or perhaps even a true vampire.
She was a hybrid and strong. As strong, maybe, as her tormentors, and capable of winning a battle against just one of them. But not an entire mob, backed by a tenacious pack of snapping hounds.
So she had run, blindly at first, into the black void of country night with no impetus except maybe the far away scent of the ocean. But before the ocean came the closer scent and cooler breezes of the river, and the raging waterfall before it.
It spilled high from a rocky mountain breach, a dark gash in lighter dark of stone and shale and scattered brush, spilled high and fell with a thunder continuous and more forceful than even the howls of the blood-mad hounds, plumed geysers of roiling mist a quarter way back up to its top, rolled and rioted and finally calmed to a deranged and angled river that fast became a stream and then many streams that eventually found their way back inside the earth.
She stood before this primal chaos of nature more lovely than the roaring, moonlit falls themselves; stood there in her underwear—pale bra and panties—so for one mad moment I actually believed son Lester had made another kind of planning and arrangement, had guessed her dark secret and construed the entire charade.
That idea dissolved with the roiling mist the moment he looked on her face and I on his.
He reined in Samson so hard, so violently, the animal actually whined brief pain.
Then whined again as Lester jerked the thick muscled neck around to face his expressionless father, all alone now with his own kind of waiting.
Lester’s voice was a hiss. “What the hell is this?” 
I’ll never forget the sound of it; so inhumanly venomous that the young man appeared briefly like his own father, like one of them.
Nigel Cushing sat stolidly atop his tossing, champing horse, pulling its head absently high when all the poor beast wanted was to gaze upon the wet grass.  “She was turned, Lester.”
The boy’s quick reply rose above the thundering falls, caromed the cliff face and echoed, bouncing down the length of stream. “By whom?”
Maybe Lester already knew, I’m not sure.
Certainly his father’s refusal to answer confirmed it.
A terrible silence hung between them.
Until his son’s next word rose shaken with heart-broken dismay. “Why?”
Nigel Cushing urged his horse to trot to his son’s side, leaned across to touch the boy’s damp shirt gently. “You know why—” 
—and was back-handed so viciously, Lester knocked his father clean from his saddle, to tumble sprawling on the dewy earth. A collective gasp rose from the group like a broken promise.
Bruised, in obvious pain, Nigel Cushing got up at last, an aging Phoenix, to face his son’s white-faced wrath. Got up and just as suddenly whirled, leveling his good British infantry pistol at the girl standing beside the river, at the white heart above the duller pale of halter.
Lester cried out in terror.
But the girl only smiled at the old man’s gun.
And when Lester ran screaming at his father, she lifted a calming hand to halt the boy without once taking her eyes from his father. 
“Go ahead, your Lordship!” the marble angel urged, “pull the trigger, Lord Cushing! Send the round into me! Show your eager friends and tortured son that I am one of you…one with the night, one of your own, Vampirus Desmodus”!
She had him and she knew it. Nigel knew it too. 
For if fired, if the round fell her, it would prove him wrong, prove she was human after all, that he’d fanged Lester’s fiancé for nothing—or for everything, including the cost of his son. And if he didn’t fire, the cost would nearly as high: the trust of all the horsemen around him.
“You’re hesitating, Sir Nigel!”
Lester stood between the two, eyes darting back and forth, both arms raised tentatively, as if to buy time, a moment to stop and think.
“Fire your weapon, Nigel Cushing,” Clancy grinned, “or take me with your own hands as you did before…” she glanced behind her at the rocky escarpment, “…if you dare!”
What in the name of hell are you doing? I thought, seeking her eyes, but she was already doing it. Turning to glance at Lester, then at me, then spinning to dash to the base of rock and gravel at the base of the falls and begin, like a Northern goddess, to ascend them.
“Sheila!” and Lester was off his horse and after her toward the slippery crags. But not before I swung off Red Rover and blocked his path. “Let her go, Les!”
He tried to push past but I grabbed his arm firmly. “She knows what she’s doing, Lester!”
His eyes were wild with fear and confusion, no longer sure who or what his fiancé was. “Those falls are treacherous!”
I held him fast. “But if she passes them—?”
And he hesitated, knowing the old legends better than I: a vampire cannot cross running water.
Which is why neither Nigel nor the rest of his band attempted to go after her.
Lester gripped my arm, nails digging deep as the white figure picked its way barefoot over ledge and crevasse, approaching the implacable surge of tons of falling water, every step and handhold dependent on the moss-covered stone, icy-slick ledges and blinding billows of mist.
For a moment, I think everyone on the embankment held his breath as she scuttled carefully under the unforgiving torrent in the small space between mountain and falls…then disappeared momentarily from view.
For a much longer moment there was only the crushing roar of the falls…
Then a quick scream.
And Clancy’s flailing body came falling through the heavy curtain of water fifty feet above our heads.
“No!” I think Lester and I cried out at the same time.
The tumbling figure disappeared in a blanket of roiling droplets at the base but we could hear the splash of impact even above the roar. A head of slick-plastered hair bobbed briefly to the surface before the raging cataract pulled it under again.
Lester plunged toward the river, was halted by the crack of a shot smacking off the cliffs. “It’s suicide!” Nigel called behind his smoking pistol, and he was right.
But neither Lester nor myself hesitated another second.
“Don’t!” a voice lit up my brain.
And something quick and low to the ground shot past my legs and leapt out far and high into the pounding current.
I caught Lester’s wrist as he was about to dive. 
I had to wrestle him to the muddy bank before he stopped struggling. 
Even then he might have resisted had he not seen Clancy’s soaked head and ivory shoulders cutting above the tossing rapids toward shore as if under their own volition. I think he was too struck with the magic of it to even move.
Another few nerve-wracking seconds and Mitzi’s dripping form finally dragged the half-conscious woman ashore by the back of her halter strap.
Lester and I descended on them.
I don’t think Lester knew which to hug first, his fiancée or the dog; in the end he grabbed up both in his arms. “Sheila!”
Ben Louder’s vice-like fingers closed round my shoulders as Nigel Cushing pushed past me toward the couple on the shore.  “Stand away from her, son!”
Mitzi growled, bore her teeth.
Then she saw the stake and mallet in Nigel’s hand. 
Lester unwrapped himself from Clancy, threw his jacket around her and stood facing his father, tall and grim. “You can go straight to hell, old man!”
Nigel approached with a firm if weary gait. “That may yet be, but in the interim you know who among us must finish her,” and he held out the stake to his son.
“Finish her?” Lester gaped, “she’s half-dead as it is!”
“She’s undead!” Louder called behind me, grip firm, “one of us! You saw clearly, boy—she’d didn’t make it past the river’s run!”
Lester blanched, then went bright red. “She slipped on that treacherous moss and fell, you old goat! God in heaven, are you all blind?”
And I think he might have stalked up the bank to throttle Louder if Nigel hadn’t come between. “It doesn’t matter, Lester, can’t you see? Vampire or human, she knows…knows every small part of our generation’s long secrets. And like the commoner stable boy, she must die!”
Lester’s expression was terrible to see. “Arthur Angstrom became a vampire because a nobleman, Ben Louder, turned him! An epoch of secrets threatened in one irrational moment of blood-lust!”
“An unfortunate accident,” Nigel said under his breath.
“How long do you think before another such ‘accident’ occurs, father? The great flaw in your scheme is neither human nor vampire, but the legacy of your ridiculous traditions! It’s the 21st Century, for love of God! You can’t keep such anachronisms alive!”
“’Such anachronisms’ kept you and I and your grandfather alive and financed your Oxford education, young man!”
“At the cost of how many human lives?”
“Fewer than ever, according to the latest fiscal report.”
Lester shook his head. “’Fiscal’!” hissing the word. “Money and aristocracy, the centers of your universe.”
“Our voyage, my son, and a time honored one.”
“Like Columbus waiting to sail off the end of the Earth before he slaughtered the Indians! You’re not a heritage, father, you’re a cancer, seeping into every branch of parliament, every fiber of society.”
Nigel’s turn to shake his head, in genuine sorrow, it seemed to me. “You just will never understand it, will you? The modern vampire saves lives, both his own and human! Our goal has never been one of greed or ubiquity, we seek only to contain.”
“Contain? Father, wake up! Get your head out of your Chippendale décor! Vampirism thrives all over Europe! And now the Americas! Did you honestly think such a thing could be contained? Did Prohibition work? Are crack babies going away?”
“One day you’ll understand—“
“One day has come! I’ve understood for years, father! And I’m not the only one! Don’t you see you’re doomed? And you want me to…to stake this poor girl, innocent of everything but being in the wrong place! Your idea of law is even more barbaric than it is antiquated! When will you see the light?”
The irony was lost on neither father nor son.
Lester nodded sadly. “Never, of course. Nor will I, once I’ve wed the proper mate of proper blood and sired a child in an effort to spread this sickness further.”
“Would you have me hunt in dark as in days of old, Lester? Attack innocent victims on the byways? Would you kill your own father by denying him sustenance? Tell me, Lester, how am I different from the feral bat of Argentina or Serbia?”
Lester lowered his eyes to the stake and mallet in the elder Cushing’s hand. “Not at all,” he replied tonelessly.
Nigel Cushing followed his boy’s brown eyes. “Very well, then. If the son and heir won’t do the job himself, it must fall to the patriarch.”
“Touch her and you die,” Lester growled and the sound of it sent a lance through my heart.
Nigel brushed his son aside as if he were so much waste paper, stepped forward as one of the huntsmen grabbed the boy. The elder Cushing bent and took an exhausted Clancy by the throat, forcing her to the bank…
“Stop!” I cried at last.
Everyone turned and looked at me.
For a moment there was nothing but the thundering falls, the lighter music of a rattled bridle and bit. 
Nigel held his victim down with the point of the stake now, raising the mallet above his head. He turned his eyes on me. “Well—?”
“Her name is Clancy Blaine. She’s an American citizen but not from where she says and not by birthright. She’s the legitimate daughter of the late Dr. William Blaine, the famous Irish vampire expert. Don’t pretend you don’t know of him.”
“I hadn’t intended to,” from Nigel, Lester was too stunned to speak, his disbelieving eyes on Clancy’s tearful ones.
“Her father injected her when she was just a girl.”
Nigel waited. “With what?”
“A serum he derived from the likes of you! She’s neither vampire nor human. She’s a hybrid.”
“She’s a spy!”
I grimaced. “She could be what your son Lester here has been seeking to bridge the gap between vampire and human…morph the two into one instead of having each tear the other apart. She has talents, she has strength beyond anything you can imagine.”
Nigel appraised the pale face and dripping torso of my lover. “She’s a freak.”
“A marvel. A temporarily soaked and exhausted one at the moment, but on any other occasion she’d be capable of breaking the back of the strongest man here.”
Nigel gave me a strange look. “Including mine?”
I nodded. “Including yours.”
Nigel nodded back, turned and looked into Clancy’s bluer than blue eyes.
“Well,” he shrugged, “let’s see about that.”
And struck hard with the mallet. 
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Struck very hard with his mallet.
But Mitzi was a very fast vampire poodle.
She had Nigel Cushing by the throat and ground to earth before the blunt back of the stake smacked the fat head of the mallet. Nigel rose free of his victim.
And now it was Clancy’s turn to stand.
To turn not to her attacker, but his son. “I’m sorry, Lester. I am a spy, of sorts. Who swore on her father’s grave to hunt and destroy the last vampire on this planet. But I never meant you harm. Never meant to hurt any part of you.”
Lester’s smile was tragic. “Only to break my heart?”
It was good to see those pale cheeks touched with a blush of pink again, even if it was from chagrin. “Lester…”
And Nigel’s bullet crashed into her back.
“Clancy!” I screamed, leaping forward.
It was reflexive.
Clancy arched in pain, stumbled forward half a yard to be caught by Lester’s arms.
He tried to envelop her—“Darling!”—but she pushed back gently, looked deep into his eyes. “I am sorry, sweet Lester. Another time, another place…a world less mad, but…”
And I think Lester must, at long last, have seen some hint of it in her eyes then; because he turned to look at me.
Again there was only the sound of the cataract.
Then Lester nodded. “I see…”
Clancy straightened evenly again, threw back her shoulders, reach round behind her, plucked the round free of her spine and tossed it to a shaken Nigel. He caught it one-handed, a hand trembling with disbelief and fury. 
“She’s a witch!”
“Clearly the man never learned to spell,” from Mitzi.
Nigel pushed to his feet and leveled the gun again at a now defiantly smiling Clancy…then swerved the muzzle toward his son. “Stake her, damn your soul! Or by Satan I’ll have her head cleaved off!”
“Damn my soul, father? I think you’ve quite seen to that already.”
“Nigel.” It was the huntsman holding Lester, voice soft with weariness as he led go of the boy.
“Never mind, Mr. Hanson,” Lester said, pulling away and striding toward his horse, “he doesn’t understand, he never has, never will.”
Nigel’s gun followed the young man’s movements as Lester reached into Samson’s saddle back and produced the beautifully shaped bell of his lucky bugle. “But there are, believe me, those who do!” And he lifted his head and gave a single long blast on the instrument.
It was like no other bugle I’d ever heard, or will likely hear again.
It was beyond music. It was magical.
And magic it produced.
The tall firs and thorny brush on either side of the falls began to shake and stir…and soon the first figure appeared…
Followed quickly by a gathering army of his fellows.
Young men—human men—all roughly Lester’s age, all clearly classmates and friends of his from every quarter of the county and sons of the vampires before us, and all bearing long, dark pikes and looks of determination that rivaled their leader’s.
“Andrew!” one of the huntsmen cried, recognizing his own son. “No!”
But the small army coalesced and formed-up to stand a defensive line beside the tossing river, pikes before them like lances of old, every man with a silver cross about his neck.
It was the first time I ever saw Nigel go deathly pale. “How in the name of God…”
“It’s called the Internet, father,” from a proud-smiling Lester, holding up his cell phone for all to see, “it’s called the X-box and the PS3! It’s where the present generation—indeed the world—spends a great deal of time. Most of us agree it is, more importantly, the future!”
A livid Nigel, beyond listening now, whirled to his riders. “Arm yourselves! Pistols at the ready! Fangs if you need them! This travesty ends tonight!”
“Indeed!” Lester shouted, urging Clancy toward me and racing to join his fellows. “Present arms!”
A figure at the apex of the line stepped forward a foot, raised his spear, showing the proudly determined face of Windsor-Smith. “Present arms!”
And the line of black, wooden pikes clicked in unison in a nearly histrionic gesture than could only have been tirelessly rehearsed.
A seething Nigel faced the youthful opposition.
He raised his right arm in signal, shouted above the falls. “For the Queen! For England! For Vlad the Impaler himself!”
It would be a slaughter, of course.
And a bloody one.
Brave and determined as they were, a small army of college students couldn’t dream to win a battle against even a handful of seasoned vampires. Something I’m sure both sides knew instinctively. Oh, a few vampiric hearts might be pierced, a head or two removed in the skirmish, but in the end the odds were appallingly against the young men. Not until they’d wed, sired a son and undergone the rite of the vampire themselves could they hope to stand against that kind of unearthly strength and speed. The only real question was how many vampire fathers were willing to fang their own children?
We were about to find out.
Nothing could stop either side from charging now.
…or could it?
“Charge!” Nigel Cushing screamed, brandishing high his antique infantry pistol.
But no one did.
And when the thunder of horse hooves failed to rise behind him, the aging Cushing whipped around to his own men.
Who were parting down the middle like the Red Sea.
To make way for a hunched and resigned figure moving forward, already defeated if nonetheless imposing: the Colonel.
“It’s over, Nigel.”
Elder son looked upon elder father. “No! I will not allow generations of Englishmen to—“
“Your generations stand before you, Nigel. Callow and untrained, perhaps, but willing to die for a cause bigger, I’m afraid, than your own. Will you truly put the fang to your own son? And what then? Just as surely wipe out the next generation of our kind? The battle is over, Nigel. A long battle, a good battle and well fought. But one with no place in England’s future.”
Lester’s father appeared about to deliver some kind of rejoinder, but none came.
“It’s time to move on, son. I think even the Queen Mother herself knows it. The epoch of lord and commoner will vanish as quickly as the horse and buggy, you’ll see. Put away that honored pistol, my boy, used and fought with by men with a greater cause than ours.”
Nigel lowered his weapon slowly, but could not take his eyes off his father. “I cannot conceive of this, Colonel! You of all people, who fought longer and harder than any of us! The great Colonel Cushing, who sought for so long and so valiantly to keep the order of the vampire alive!”
“The Colonel is dead,” the old man said sadly, “and wishes his son would join him.”
“I am dead, father!” Nigel cried. “And proud of it!”
“Proud, yes. Too proud to see your true estate, Nigel. It is your father’s wish that you put away your arms and let these young people return to their homes. Will you deny him?”
Nigel stumbled forward in a kind of dream state, eyes unwilling to see, ears unwilling to believe. “You’re lying! Why are you lying, father? The Colonel would never give up the struggle!”
The old man in the saddle reached into his jacket and held out a short sheath of papers to the man on the ground. “I trust you’d know his signature if you saw it. Your father wants this struggle—this war—to end. It was his final wish…”
“His final…”
Nigel took the papers in trembling fingers. His expression seemed to crush inward. “No…”
When he next looked up, the figure of the Colonel had dissolved and morphed into the smiling countenance of a man even older, and far wiser. The Count.
“He died three weeks ago, by his own hand. I was there.”
Nigel staggered backward, dropped the papers like dead leaves.
“It was the Colonel who arranged it all, you see. Further back than you can imagine.”
The Count held out an arm to Clancy, to myself…and finally to Mitzi. “It was he who arranged for these young Americans to be plucked from the frigid waters of the Atlantic and brought to our shores. It was he who arranged the meeting between young Windsor-Smith’s fiancée and the lovely Miss Clancy. It was the Colonel, with a small assist from me, and—“ he turned in the saddle to offer Mitzi a wide smile—“this remarkable dog, who cleaved the path that led us—all of us—here tonight. To a conclusion he very much hoped for and desired. One in which not a single drop of a young person’s blood would be spilled in the name of the vampire again.”
All of us—including Mitzi—were too stunned to speak or move.
All but Nigel Cushing, who moved with a vampiric swiftness that belied his long-tortured roots…
…and fell hard upon the stake in his own hand.
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What else?
There’s not much more to tell about out Great Britain adventure.
An early sunrise caught a few of the fox hunters by surprise that night riding home from the falls, a couple even becoming living torches atop their terrified mounts before reaching the safety of their estates. Beyond that life went on as usual in the British Isles. I learned later there was a noticeable shift in both attendees and politics in the Parliament; Able House burned to the ground, either by accident or arson, no one seemed to know or admit; Lester Cushing took over the family dynasty and married a somewhat plain but frighteningly intelligent commoner named Penny Wardhouse, who would bear him two daughters.
I didn’t see The Count again. Though, on returning to my lodgings, I realized I had lost my wallet somewhere between the falls and Hargrove Hall during the night. It was discovered on the writing desk in my room the next morning with an additional twenty thousand pounds and two tickets—plus kennel fare—aboard the MS Azura, a Grand class passenger ship and one of P&O Cruises best, now registered in Bermuda but then docked at the Ocean Terminal in Southampton, UK.

It provided a memorable voyage to New York Harbor under exceptional weather conditions, a welcome vacation and contrast to the high adventure and tumult of vampire chasing in North Cumbria. The Count had seen we were properly pampered every league of the way.
The great ship features eighteen single staterooms, 900 with private balconies, some with spas and exclusive access to the Oasis Spa and Thermal Suite, which had a balcony and treatment rooms, and The Retreat, an outdoor spa terrace exclusively for adults. The Azura is the only Grand Class ship to feature a Duck Tail stern with a magnificent view of the ocean where you’ve just been. Then there’s the Glass House where passengers can sample the various wines of expert Olly Smith. Three star chef Atul Kochhar has been enlisted to create Sindhu, an Indian fine dining restaurant on board. Seventeen serves classic and modern British cuisine with traditional silver service. There’s the requisite dance floor, of course, in the atrium, a New York styled show lounge, and Brodie’s, a modern interpretation on a London pub. There are eleven restaurants and eating areas, twelve bars and places to drink, four pools, a gym, two spas, the SeaScreen outdoor cinema, and the Playhouse—an 800 seat, proscenium theater—plus two additional show lounges. If you’ve never taken one of the Carnival Corporation’s cruises I highly recommend it; it beats the hell out of floating atop a downed DC 7 wing in the middle of the freezing North Atlantic.
Despite all this, Clancy spent most of her time in our stateroom. Yes, our stateroom. We didn’t have much choice about that; it was the way The Count arranged the tickets.
Mitzi and I covered all the decks and sights, of course, (it takes damn near half a day just to circumnavigate the Azura, which looks like something between a spaceship and an alabaster, terraced hotel) but we spent a lot of our time in the deck chairs and loungers looking restfully out to sea, me with a tall, colorful tropical drink, Mitzi with all the rare, red meat she could manage.
“Maybe she’s seasick,” I said, eyes on the nearly flat ocean horizon.
“She isn’t seasick.”
“Then what’s wrong with her?”
“Probably she’s tired, Eddie. It’s all been something of an ordeal, wouldn’t you say?”
I thought about it a moment but didn’t concur. “She isn’t tried,” I said at length, “not physically, anyway, Clancy doesn’t get tired. She wants to be alone, is all. To think.”
“About?”
“Lester, I imagine.”
Mitzi chuckled softly. “I don’t think so. I think she put in her time thinking about Lester and now she’s done. Lester’s in her rearview.”
I turned to her, squinting into sunlight. “What then? Can you read her mind from here?”
“No.”
“Neither can I! Why isn’t she letting us in, Mitz?”
“Gee, I don’t know, Ed, maybe that’s why they call it being alone.”
I shook my head. “All this great scenery, all these terrific things to do and she’s missing it.”
“You can remember it for her.”
“I want to remember it with her!” 
“Then why don’t you go see her?”
I shaded my eyes. “You think?”
The poodle shrugged. “Well, it isn’t Lester’s she thinking about.”
It took me a moment. “Me?”
“My pal, Eddie…the mental giant.”
“I don’t understand, if she’s thinking about me why doesn’t she want to be with me?”
“Why don’t you go ask her?”
I said nothing, looked back out to sea.
“You’re scared.”
“Why should I be scared?”
“Why don’t you ask her?”
“Maybe I will!”
I turned away from the blue sea, studied the blue sky. 
“This week, do you think?”
“I’ll go when I feel like it!”
“Fine, fine…it’s your funeral.”
“What—?”
“I said, it’s your life. You’re a grown man. Do what you wish.”
“Thank you, I will!”
“Good.”
“Thanks!”
“You’re welcome.”
“Good!” 
I stretched out on the lounger and closed my eyes.
“Beautiful day.” Mitzi murmured, “you have to admit that.”
“Lovely.”
“Kind of day Clancy always loved…”
“Can we stop talking about her now, please?”
“Sure, sure! It’s your life. Do what you wish.”
“I’m a grown man.”
“Exactly.”
We sat next to each other in silence under the gentle roll of the ship.
A minute passed. Maybe more.
“She sobbing, by the way.”
I sat up. “What? I thought you couldn’t read her mind!”
“I can hear her sobs.”
I threw my legs over the edge of the chaise. “How do you know it’s her? How do you know it’s not some kid or something?”
“I’m not even going to distinguish that with a reply.”
“Fine! Fine! I’ll go see her!”
I threw the blanket from my legs, stood up.
“Not now.”
“What? You said she was crying!”
“Thinking of you and crying, that’s why not now.”
I shuffled my feet on the wide, wooden decking. “Well, when then?”
“Later. This evening. It’s going to be a gorgeous evening. Try around sunset. Walk the deck with her, just the two of you.”
“What if she doesn’t want to walk the deck with me?”
“Oh, she wants to. Buy her a drink. Get off alone with her. I recommend somewhere at the forward rail so you two can see where you’re going instead of where you’ve been.”
“What about dinner?”
“She isn’t hungry.”
“How the hell do you know that?”
“Trust me. Give her the drink, maybe some flowers—there’s a little shop on the first deck and—“
“Oh, come on!”
“Fine, fine! It’s your life.”
“Fine, flowers. Then what?”
“Stand at the rail with her, make sure she’s warm, and let her talk. Be a good listener.”
“I’m always a good listener.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I am!”
“No. You’re not.”
“Of course I am! I always let her talk! Anytime she want to talk I’m right there to—“
“Eddie, shut-up and go see about the flowers.”
* * *
“Wow!” 
Clancy sat up in the cabin bed. “Flowers! How pretty! What’s the occasion?”
“To brighten the room, and hopefully you?”
She didn’t reply to that but nodded at the champagne bottle in my other hand. “And champagne! Are we congratulating ourselves on a job well done?”
“What an idiot…”
“What?”
“I forgot to bring glasses from the kitchen.” I turned. “I’ll phone for some—“
“No. No, don’t bother, the bathroom glasses will do. This is very sweet, Ed. Where’s our girl?”
“What are you going to call her if we have a real girl someday?”
She let that one go by too.
“She’s parading the deck, delighting kids and scaring babies. Shall I get us some chairs?”
“Why don’t you put those down and come lie with me a moment?”
“Now, that’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”
I lay beside her. Kissed her cheek. Then her mouth. Then more deeply.
“Ed, can we not do that for a second?”
I leaned back. “Sure.”
“Just lie beside me. Okay?”
“Sure.”
Several seconds pause. “This is nice,” I said.
“Why do you think he did it?”
“Who?”
“Who do you think?”
“Oh. The Count. Sent us back to the States, you mean? I don’t know. Our next assignment? Or maybe he just thought we needed a vacation.”
Clancy was quiet a moment. “Ed…”
“Right here.”
“…what would you say to an extended vacation?”
“Sounds good to me. I wouldn’t mind putting the stakes and mallets away for a while.”
“How long a while?”
I turned to her on my pillow.
“Ed, what would you say if I told you I didn’t want to gallivant about the world anymore hunting fangers?”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.”
But the
cause, I thought. Instead of saying it I stopped myself in time and said, “Fine by me. We can stick to domestic territories. I think Mitzi’s had her fill of hasty pudding. How about someplace up north. Montana, say?  Lot of open land up there. Not sure there are any vampires up that way, but—”
“Exactly.”
I turned to her again. “’But’?”
“What would you think of settling down for a while? Just the two of us. Or three of us.”
“As in ‘roommates’?”
“No, Ed. As in ‘marriage.’”
My heart knocked hard. I looked into her blue eyes. “Do you mean it?”
“I think I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.”
I didn’t know what to say.
So Clancy said it for me. “Ed Magee, will you marry me?”
“Clancy.” I moved over and kissed her mouth again. She didn’t object this time when I went further.
 I was down to the last button on her blouse when my cellular went off.
“Forget it,” I murmured in her ear.
“Better not. It might be Lester or someone important, even The Count.”
“Screw The Count.”
“How bout we screw each other, after you talk to The Count?”
I sighed, rolled over, fished out my cell phone. “Magee here…”
“Ed. It…it’s Sylvie…”
Sylvie.
I vaulted up. “Sylvie! Are you all right? I’ve been trying to reach you in Chicago for weeks!”
“I know.”
“Why didn’t you answer my calls!”
“I’m…I don’t live at the Marina Towers anymore.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m…never mind, that doesn’t matter right now. How are you? How’s my darling Mitzi?”
“Fine, fine. Played tag with a few fangers in England but we came out of it okay. With The Count’s help.”
“And Clancy?”
“Fine. We found her. She’s fine.”
“That’s good.”
Awkward pause.
“Ed?”
“Yes, honey?”
“Um…remember that night you got wired on vampire juice and we…you know…”
“Yes?”
Awkward pause.
“Sylvie? Are you okay…”
“June.”
“What?”
“The baby’s due in June.”
Oh my God.
“Oh my God.”
“My reaction exactly. I…wasn’t going to call…I wasn’t sure how you’d—then I thought, if I were a man and it was my baby, I’d deserve to know, want to know. And Ed it…it is your baby.”
“Of course I wanted to know! Are you okay?”
“You asked me that. I’m fine, so is the baby. I had an amnio. It’s a girl, Ed.”
“A girl. That’s wonderful, Sylvie.”
Beside me, Clancy let go of my hand.
“Yes. The doctors are excited about her, how she’s coming along.”
“That’s just great, Sylvie. Really.”
“You’re not…angry? Upset? You don’t have to feel obligated…”
“Of course I feel obligated, don’t be silly.”
“That’s good. I’m glad. Because the doctors are a little concerned…”
“Concerned about what? Not her health!”
“No, no. Her health is fine. It’s her…her species they’re unsure about.”
I felt a low buzzing from the area of my cerebral cortex.
“Ed? Ed, are you there…?”
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