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INTRODUCTION
The story told here in The Fine Art of Necromancy has its origins in 2013 when Lena SiebertNeved, leader of a coven of witches in Bamberg, set out to obtain a book owned by Dee Vincent,
lead singer of the controversial rock band Toten Herzen.
Lena's search ended on a mountain pass in the English Lake District and the Bamberg coven
obtained a new member: Frieda Schoenhofer. Curious to find out why Lena became obsessed with a
rock band, Frieda followed the trail to Rotterdam and found herself in a deadly encounter with the
band's founding member Susan Bekker.
Lena's story is told in the second Toten Herzen novel, Malandanti. Frieda's encounter with Susan
Bekker is documented in the novel Who Among Us... and explored further in The One Rule of
Magic in which Frieda comes to terms with the aftermath of that fateful night in Rotterdam.
To learn more about Frieda Schoenhofer and her involvement in a wider European conspiracy
involving black magic, Satanism, hoaxes and the corrupt network of covens known as the
Malandanti, visit the TotenUniverse.
TotenUniverse.com/Frieda-Schoenhofer
The Fine Art of Necromancy also contains the short story The Miller's Daughter for reasons which
will become obvious later on!

GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Bamberg Murders
In 2014 two men, Theo Wenders and Simon Frenzel, were found murdered in Bamberg. Wenders'
body had been tied to a bell hanging above the north door of the Cathedral. Frenzel's body was
found impaled on the spire of the Gothic tower the morning after. Frieda Schoenhofer was
implicated in the double murder, but never charged. Frenzel's death to this day is still shrouded in
mystery.
Jennifer Enzo
A Satanist employed by the Malandanti before the network collapsed into civil war. Enzo led a
group of Satanists to find a variation of the 17th Century grimoire known as the Abramelin. With
the Abramelin Variation she was able to summon the Devil's help and obtain the names of the
leading members of the Malandanti. Enzo also knew Frieda Schoenhofer and was responsible for
the murders of Theo Wenders and Simon Frenzel; two Interpol insiders who had infiltrated the
Malandanti.
Professor Virginia Bruck
Lecturer in advanced computing at Wurzburg University. She turned to witchcraft after marrying
the German artist Earnst Bruck, himself a hedge witch. Virginia Bruck's family were the semiaristicratic Farringtons from Littledale in England, who lost everything in the 1950s and '60s. A
member of the Wurzburg coven her ambition to join the main coven was blocked by Eleanor
Mitrescu, leader of the main coven who considered Virginia to be a secularist. This didn't stop the
main coven from appointing Virginia to run the network's eavesdropping operation from
Mainfrankenpark on the outskirts of Wurzburg.
Dr Gert Hoenenbacker
Lecturer in quantum mechanics at Wurzburg University and former colleague of Professor Virginia
Bruck who taught advanced computing at the same time as being a member of the Wurzburg coven.
One of his students was Klaus Linzl.
Klaus Linzl
Student of quantum physics at Wurzburg University. Coming from Bamberg he was found by
Frieda Schoenhofer after she discovered he had links to Toten Herzen via a female fan called
Raven.
Lena Siebert-Neved
Bamberg witch, married to Russian composer Dmitri Neved. Former member of Baader-Meinhof in
the 1970s. Lena tried to obtain a book owned by Toten Herzen lead singer Dee Vincent.
Malandanti
The name given to a corrupt network of European covens following a wide ranging investigation by
Interpol. The network was formed in the 17th Century in Bamberg and Wurzburg by practitioners of
black magic to protect themselves from witch hunts. Their existence only came to public knowledge
following Toten Herzen's decision to name their comeback album Malandanti; inspired by their
encounter with Lena Siebert-Neved.
In 2014 leading members of the Malandanti were murdered by a group of Satanists in a hotel fire

in Munich. They were lured there after their names appeared in a book obtained by Satanists
following a seven day ritual to summon the Devil's help.
The Ransahlhof
A derelict house used by the Bamberg coven, on the northern outskirts of the city. Simon Frenzel, a
police informer, was identified by the coven at the Ransahlhof. They escaped before police could
apprehend them and save Frenzel's life. Local detective Kriminalkommissar Oliver Tollmann
encountered for the first time Frieda Schoenhofer's supernatural abilities.
Oliver Tollmann
After Frieda's murder in Rotterdam, Bamberg police detective Tollmann reluctantly agreed to find
out how her body disappeared. His visits to Frieda's parents to update them on the missing person
investigation became increasingly suspicious until Frieda's father started to make his own enquiries.
Rob Wallet
British music journalist who investigated the murders in 1977 of the four members of Toten Herzen.
He discovered them still alive in southern Germany and persuaded them to make a comeback. He
became the band's publicist until he was sacked in 2015.
Susan Bekker
Founder member of rock band Toten Herzen and alleged vampire.
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Five minutes earlier and my phone would have rung in the middle of a séance and interrupted the
rambling monologue of a Strasbourg magistrate. He had been dead for ninety-seven years and, in
his own words, bored to death by it all. I apologised to Madame d'Honville and took the call on the
balcony. “Papa?”
“I met some friends of yours who work for Virginia Bruck. An old business associate of
yours apparently.”
“Is that what she said?”
“What kind of business? And that's a rhetorical question.”
“I know. She's from Wurzburg.”
“I checked. Checked everything. I'd like to say she's quite a dame, but this isn't the time to
be flippant.”
“Was that Humphrey Bogart?”
“Frodo, she's wanted in connection with the Munich hotel fire and the earthquake in
Rigolato.”
“I don't think she caused the fire in Munich.”
“Well what about Rigolato?”
I waved to Madame d'Honville's bony head peering from the darkness of her apartment.
“Rigolato. I wouldn't rule that out.”
“Why does she want to speak to you now, Frodo? I thought you turned away from all that.”
“I have. They obviously have other ideas.”
“Well, make your mind up. I've already had my car damaged because of you and your
associates.”
“What? How?”
“A demon fell on it.”
Madame d'Honville hesitated before opening the French doors of the balcony. “A problem,
Christine?”
“No. My father says a demon fell on his car.”
“Ah. Is he. . . .” She pointed to her temple.
“No, no. He has a vivid imagination.” We both heard my father's distant voice.
“I do not have a vivid imagination, Frodo.”
“Frodo? Who is Frodo, Christine?”
I covered the phone with my hand. “It's his pet name for me. His favourite film is Lord of
the Rings. All three of them. I don't have big feet, but something else reminds him of a Hobbit.”
“I see.”
“I don't smoke a pipe either, madame. May I. . . .” I waved the phone.
“Oh, yes. Excuse me. Goodbye, monsieur,” she called.
“Who the hell was that, Frodo?”
“A client, papa. A woman has to earn a living. Is your car insured against falling demons?”
“Speak to Virginia Bruck, Frodo. I've met them. They tried to sell me a film prop. They're
not exactly subtle.”
“What prop?”
“One of the books from Polanski's The Ninth Gate. Never mind the book, Frodo. Do
something about these people.” He lowered his voice. “They make your mother look like the Sugar
Plum Fairy.”
“I will. I promise, but I've got other things to think about.”
“Like what?”
“Papa, I'm allowed a bit of privacy, am I not? I have other priorities. Virginia Bruck is not at
the top of the list.”
“She'll put herself at the top of your list whether you like it or not. What's so important
anyway?”

“You're like a ferret.”
“What are you up to, Frodo?”
“Necromancy, papa.”
He groaned. “Whatever. Dare I ask why?”
“I want to learn, but it isn't on anyone's curriculum at the moment.”
“Why do you want to raise the dead, Frodo? Are you lonely? Why don't you join a club like
normal people?”
“It's a private project.” I think he would have approved of my motives, in theory if not in
practice, but his rationality had limits.
“I'm not asking. It's too late. I'm going to bed.”
“Have fun.”
Madame d'Honville's dress sense matched the décor of her drawing room. Camouflaged and
quiet, she sat unseen until the wallpaper moved and the spectral image of Madam Grace d'Honville,
well-to-do widow and charity organiser, emerged from the pattern. “Oh, you're there,” I said.
“It's very dark, Christine. The light bulb failed just as you arrived.”
“You need to get the electrics checked. All these gadgets failing to work. The place is a
deathtrap.”
“Yes. Everything was fine earlier today.” She tipped forward slightly when she laughed. “It
must be you, Christine.”
“Imagine that. A jinx.”
Madam d'Honville giggled. “You have a mischievous sense of humour, Christine. I suspect
one day you'll be a poltergeist yourself. Moving the ornaments around, picking things up and
replacing them where they can't be found.”
“I'd like to think so.” Before I could make an excuse to leave, Madame d'Honville poured
two delicate glasses of orange flavoured liqueur. The bright aroma swept across the dim room and
she shivered when she handed me a glass and sat in the opposite chair.
“How did you receive the calling, Christine?”
“Calling?”
“Yes. To contact the dead.”
“Well, I suppose it just comes to you. Like hunger. You have to satisfy it.” I hunched
forward to match her body language. “You can't ignore a soul in distress.”
“No.”
“I think the first time the spirits spoke to me was in the cathedral in Rheims.”
“Was it really?”
“Yes. I suppose some might have attributed it to Jesus, like a revelation or something, but it
soon became apparent it was a priest, a chaplain I think, his French was difficult to understand.”
Madame d'Honville sipped her liqueur through lips defined by a minuscule amount of
lipstick.
“But he said to me, Frieda, Christine, he said, Christine, you have a destiny to search for
those souls who are embarking on the wrong journey.”
“The wrong journey?”
“Yes. Souls who come back to life. They take various forms, but they have one thing in
common. They were dead, but refused to lie.”
“And have you found any?”
“No.”
“No? None at all?”
“Zero. Perhaps I misunderstood what the French priest had said, but I've been conducting
these conversations for a while now and still haven't spoken to anyone who knows of a soul
returning to life.” Not a drop of liqueur went down my throat, but I could tell Madame d'Honville
was angling for a refill. “Don't you find it fascinating though? That the dead can be brought back to
life?”
“Yes and no.”

“Why?”
“I wouldn't want my husband walking through the door. I've become accustomed to living
alone now. I like the solitude.”
“Well, I suppose it wouldn't do for them all to come back. Place is overcrowded as it is.”
“Yes. Would you like another liqueur, Christine?”
“No, thank you. I'm not a big fan of oranges. I've always preferred apples, to be honest.”
On the way out, Madam d'Honville rummaged through a writing bureau, found an ancient
cheque book and tore out one of the pages. “I've added a little extra to your fee, Christine.”
“No need to do that.”
“I insist. It was a fascinating evening.”
“You need the money to fix your electrics.”
“Oh, that's nothing. I have a nephew who can do that for me.”
“Okay.” The Paris sky sat low and heavy, weighted down with dense cloud burdened by a
legion of demons waiting to plunge on unsuspecting car drivers.
“It looks like rain again,” said Madame d'Honville hugging herself. “It rains so much these
days. It must be climate warming. Have you ordered a taxi, Christine, or do you prefer to walk?”
“I prefer walking these days. It clears my mind.”
She ran a scarlet-tipped finger across the line of her top lip. “Oh, be careful. A woman alone
at night, Christine.”
I stopped her. “You don't have to worry about me,” and offered a final smile. Folding the
cheque and slipping it into the pocket of my coat I headed to the nearest street corner and looked
back. Madame d'Honville, silhouetted against the glare of distant street lights, stood on the
pavement undecided whether to stay outside all night or return to the darkness of her apartment.
My ravenous appetite demanded satisfaction. A delicate scent of cooked herbs drew me
upwind towards a wide busy junction with restaurants facing each other from opposite corners.
Behind La Gare a footpath funnelled the intensifying smell of food mixed with steam and the sweat
of busy kitchen staff. I waited, using the shadows of the trees and bushes to remain hidden.
Footsteps joined me. A man wandered away from the safety of the main road and I dragged him into
my private shadow.
A long greedy intake of blood released the tightness in my muscles and left the man prone in
the dirt. His lifeless eyes watched me watching him, watching him with surprisingly little remorse.
For a moment I stared at the black dots of his irises, tiny pools of eternity, and distracted by fleeting
thoughts of immortality and the search for returning souls I failed to hear more footsteps until they
were alongside me. Madam d'Honville stared down and choked.
“Christine. . . .” Her voice startled me. “Oh my god, I told you it wasn't safe. Christine,
you're bleeding.”
I dabbed my mouth. Ugly blobs of blood oozed off the ends of my fingers. “It happened so
quickly,” I said.
“We must call the police.” With no phone Madame d'Honville pirouetted, uncertain what the
procedure was after walking into a crime scene.
“I'll be fine, madame.” I felt taller when I stood up. Madame d'Honville's scalp was visible
through the thinning crown of her dull brown hair.
“You've lost a lot of blood, Christine. I'll call for help.”
“There's no need, madame. I'll be fine.”
“Believe her.” A second intruder, another witness to the crime, slipped down the footpath
behind Madam d'Honville. Before she spoke again I tried to place the woman's clothes in the right
moment in history, but they were too old, older than any period in time I could think of. Harsh
material, like sack cloth, upper arms sheathed in dull metal pitted and muddy, loose boots that
stopped short of her thighs and gloves heavy enough to attract a falcon or some other bird of prey. A
shawl fell away from her shoulders and the lowered hood revealed a grimy face with large eager
eyes above a long heavy nose. An aquiline nose, almost demonic and I began to wonder if she was
the same figure that had fallen onto my father's car.

“Who are you?”
Ignoring the stranger's fancy dress Madame d'Honville asked, “Do you have a phone?
Christine has been attacked.”
“Christine?”
Madame d'Honville found a tiny rag of tissue paper and tried to wipe my blood-drenched
chin. “I need more tissue.”
“Please, madame, I'm fine.”
“She's fine,” said the stranger.
“She's been stabbed in the mouth-”
“I haven't been stabbed in the mouth. I haven't been stabbed anywhere.” I spoke to the
stranger. “He punched me.”
The stranger turned her head confused and a little suspicious. Both witnesses took a bit of
persuading to reverse down the footpath to the junction. When their intransigence became too much
the narrow path turned into a trap. Could this be an ambush? Madame d'Honville was too slight to
be a killer, but I had met smaller women in the network. She began to soften when I became
agitated. “Madame, go back to your apartment, make some coffee, I'll be along in a moment.”
“I can't do that.”
“Please, madame. I'll be along in a moment, I promise.”
“I will go back, but I will call the police from there.”
“Good.”
The stranger knotted her gloved fingers and watched Madame d'Honville hurry along the
street. The witch gone, just the demon to deal with.
“Who are you?” I said.
“Metze.”
“Metze? Is that your first name or your last?”
“I don't understand.” Metze examined my mouth, lifted my top lip and carefully touched the
tip of one canine tooth. “But I understand this.”
Her clothing still didn't make sense unless Jennifer Enzo had arranged for another theatrical
murder. If my father was right, if Metze was speaking the truth, Jennifer wouldn't kill someone
invited to join her group. But history suggested otherwise. She had form: she was untrustworthy,
unpredictable, prone to acting first and thinking later. If anyone had an absolute power over life and
death it was Jennifer Enzo and her legions of emissaries one of whom haunted me now. “Why are
you dressed like that?”
She didn't know, or she did know, but couldn't understand the question again. Staring at her
own dirty clothes she shrugged. “You can't fight without protection.”
“Do you know me?”
She nodded. “We're linked by time and experience, Frieda. You have a decision to make and
I can help you make that decision.”
I held up my phone to take a photograph, present the image to my father and ask him if this
was the demon that dropped onto his car. Metze recoiled and produced a long dagger. “What is
that?”
“A phone. What did you think it was? Don't move.”
Metze lunged, swiping the dagger across my wrist, drawing blood.
“It's just a phone.” I gulped my own blood and waited for Metze to make another move. One
thrust from the dagger, one well aimed push through my heart and everything would be over, my
life, my ambitions; the gradual acceptance of my nocturnal lifestyle stopped in the blink of an eye.
She stood back two steps. “I can feel your heart rate, Frieda. I'm not a threat to you.”
“Put the knife away.” I breathed out when the blade disappeared into its long thick leather
sheath.
“The need for a decision won't go away, Frieda.”
“Decision?”
“Which way you fall. You know Jennifer wants you to join with her.”

“Jennifer? Jennifer Enzo? Has she sent you?”
“They're at forty-eight. You will complete the group. If you ask me it makes a lot more
sense.”
“I'm not asking you. I'll make up my own mind.” The phone had captured Metze's image.
“See.” Metze examined herself. “Now I have you trapped inside my magic box.”
A distant police siren approached. I travelled to Madam d'Honville's doorstep, disturbing the
wall lamp which flickered in disbelief. The siren drew closer. I glanced back down the street
obscured by Metze standing nose to nose.
“They won't leave you alone until you make a decision. I only want to help.”
“Go back to Jennifer and tell her I don't accept help from total strangers. I want your life
story before I'll trust you.”
“You'll find out.”
“Don't play the Zen games with me. Who are you?”
“I'm you, Frieda. And you are me.”
The street burst into view, a sparkle of icy droplets dancing around my face. Before the
police car showed up I rang my father, forgetting he had gone to bed.
“We're not all vampires, Frodo,” he whispered.
“I'll be home tonight, can you meet me? In your kitchen. I have a picture to show you.”
“What, tonight?”
“It's important.”
“If it isn't I'll ring your neck.”
“I have to go. . . .” The police car arrived and pulled up in front of me. A single
policewoman stepped out and spoke over the roof of the car. “Did you call us, madame?” Her face
flashed in the light.
“No.”
She came forward. “Have you been assaulted?”
“No. Yes.”
“You're covered in blood.” The policewoman clicked her two-way radio and confirmed the
attack and location. “I'm on Rue d'Andigne. . . . Where did the attack take place, madame?”
“Down there somewhere. I don't live round here.”
“Are you German?”
“No.” I answered quickly. “Polish.” I led the policewoman to the edge of the pavement and
pointed towards the crossroads. “A path off the junction down there. . . .”
The policewoman confirmed a second location. “Chausee de la Muette. . . .” When she
turned away I vanished and landed in the kitchen of my parents' house a little too close to my father
pouring a cup of tea. He jumped, dropped the cup on his foot, cutting a toe and scalding his ankle.
“Sorry.”
“What the fuck are you doing, Frodo?”
My cold hands eased the scalding pain. “I think I might have photographed your demon.”
He sat down. “What did I do to deserve this? It's three a.m., Frodo. Your mother will have a
fit if we wake her up.”
“Don't be ridiculous. We both know she'd sleep through a bomb going off. Talking of
which.” I put my phone down on the table. My father checked the image of Metze and skimmed the
phone back to me.
“That's not her. All this for nothing.”
“Not her? Are you sure? She might not have been dressed like this.”
“She had wings, Frodo.”
“Oh.”
“And longer hair and stark naked. She looks nothing like this woman. Where was this?”
“Paris.”
“Paris. Paris? You've just come back from Paris?” He shook his head and then sat up. “Stay
there. I have something for you. Don't break anything.”

While he was gone I cleaned up the broken cup and soaked away the boiling tea. If Jennifer
could see me now, on my knees. . . . She was like an irresistible whirlpool sucking witches towards
one of two fates: murdered by fire or left indebted to her for life.
“Listen to this.” My father limped into the kitchen. “I met one of these women when I went
to look at the prop. I'm not sure who the others are, but I think one of them is Virginia Bruck.” He
opened an app on his tablet and replayed a sound recording of three women talking.
He recognised the woman known as Mangusta, I recognised the other two: Virginia's clipped
English aristocracy and Jennifer Enzo's quarantined Italian vowels.
'Doesn't give much away, does he?'
'You could have stalled him a little longer.'
'And where did you think of that name? Mangusta?'
'I didn't think De Tomaso would convince him. He had enough subtle clues, he knows who
we are. Did you hear him talk about Frieda?'
'She's grown up. Well, we've all grown up, there's nothing knew there. If we take him at face
value she may be out of the picture, but from what you say, Jennifer, she's mixed up with that clown
in Monaco.'
'She's still active. She's still active. Keep an eye on daddy until they get together. Find that
dealer in Munich.'
'I already have. Liza will keep an eye on him.'
'Oh, and Interpol has sprung another leak-'
The recording stopped. “That's when it landed on the car. Blew the electrics, stalled the
engine. Who was the third woman?”
“Jennifer. Jennifer Enzo. I don't know who Mangusta is. One of the forty-nine probably. This
was near Nuremberg?”
“Yes. Big house. I don't know the owner.”
I jabbed my phone. “She visited me tonight, no clue who she is apart from saying she was
me and I was her. Now do you see why the necromancy is so important? To begin with I thought it
would be a good form of revenge, but now it's an insurance against death. Kill me and I can pop
right up again.”
My father wasn't convinced. Scrolling through a gallery of film posters, I could see from the
way he swiped the screen he wasn't looking, wasn't listening.
“What do you mean revenge, Frodo?” He turned the tablet off. “Death, necromancy,
revenge. Revenge against who?”
“I want to bring Susan Bekker back from the dead. I want to kill her by bringing her back to
life.”
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Metze was a common surname. I searched all day and found lots of them all over the world. It was
also the name of a town in France and a construction company. I tried alternative spellings: Meze,
Metse, Metza, Mätze, Mätse, on and on and on. It, she, (me, if my interpretation was correct) did
not exist in the form I met in France.
In the darkness of my attic, sealed from sunlight and secure from intruders who might call in
when I'm asleep, I could feel the progress of the sun from the variations in temperature. Strong
cloud passing in front of the sun would push and pull at the heat of the attic as if the space itself was
breathing. In summer the daytime heat would be stifling and I'd sleep in the draught of an electric
fan. In winter I'd try to blow cloud rings with my evaporating breath, but I think it's only possible
with cigarette smoke.
My father didn't question my nocturnal habits. He'd talk to me about business and interests
as if it was the most normal thing in the world to live at night. My mother had her own way of
acknowledging difficult situations. She had a nack of making conversation that seemed somehow
appropriate, but was actually curiosity disguised as indifference. 'Are you going out tonight?' 'Do
you have any plans for this evening?' 'Wasn't the weather dreadful last night?'
One evening, my father and I stepped out of the kitchen and studied her checking the
stables, pacing from door to door securing hay nets, picking up small tools and allocating the
correct storage place for them. “Have you said anything to her?”
“No.”
“Okay. Do you think she knows about me?”
“I've no idea.”
“Does she ever ask awkward questions?”
“Like what?”
“Like, why does she never ever ever go out during the day?”
“No.”
The answers were loaded. “You know something.”
“I honestly don't know, Frodo. If you want my opinion, I think she believes you're still dead,
but refuses to acknowledge it. Like someone who soldiers on after hearing bad news.”
“You know her well enough. Doesn't she give away her feelings in the way she does
things?”
“Like what?”
“Like make a lot of noise when she's washing up, I don't know.”
“Maybe you should tell her the truth.”
“She wouldn't believe the truth.” I could ask. She had finished her tasks and was
approaching like an incoming missile. The familiar swagger was back, the way she walked before
my murder, when her intentions drove on ahead of her and you just knew you'd be the one who has
to step out of the way.
“What are you two conspiring about now?”
“Nothing,” my father said.
“We were wondering what to buy with the insurance money.”
We stepped out of the way and followed her into the kitchen. “What insurance money?” she
said.
“If you were chucked off your horse and died. Papa would buy one of Martin Scorsese's
cameras.”
“Don't say things like that.”
“Sorry.”
“It's nothing to joke about, Frieda. After everything.” My mother could set her watch by the
routine process of rug washing in the utility room. We followed her. “But then you two always did
have a disturbed sense of humour. I won't forget the time you scared your Aunt Silvie at
Halloween.”

“It was only a spider,” I said.
“It was a live tarantula, Frieda. Your Uncle Willy almost stamped on it. Why are you two
following me?”
“Sorry.”
“Are you going out tonight? It's going to rain later.”
“I've got some things to see to. Can I ask a question about family?” My father was on his
way out, but he turned back. “Do we have any relatives called Metze?”
“My mother stuffed a rug into a washing machine. “None that I know of. That's an old
name.”
“Is it?”
“Very old,” my father said. “Ancient. What would you say, Gabby, Middle Ages? Earlier?”
“That period, yes. Why do you ask? Is this another one of your associates?”
I shared a sneaky glance with my father. “Sort of. She says her name's Metze, but I didn't
know if it was her first or last name.”
Rug stuffed away and wash cycle started my mother stood hands on hips. “Your associates.
I've never known anyone have such a peculiar peer group as you. Is she one of the other lot?”
“Other lot?” Conversation with my mother was often like being a reporter at a quickly
evolving news event. She shot upstairs, back downstairs and rummaged through cupboards as if she
was looking for something to illustrate what she was saying.
“The witches.”
“Oh them. No. No, it's not them. Nothing to do with them.”
When she stopped moving it was because she didn't believe me. “They've damaged the car.”
“I heard. Demons falling from a great height-”
“Frodo. . . .”
“Frodo? You're not still calling her that name, are you? I wish you two would grow up.” She
had what she was looking for, an equestrian catalogue, and as far as she was concerned the
conversation was over.
“I bet you're out of breath now,” I said to my father.
“Sometimes she takes off unexpectedly. It's a sign of normality, I suppose. Who is Metze,
Frodo?”
“I don't know. I met her a few nights ago, but there was something not right about her. She
came and went.”
“I see.”
Came and went was a euphemism he understood. “She was dressed in old clothes and she
said she was me.”
“Do you understand your own existence?” My father leaned against the acorn bulb of the
stair post. Lowering his voice he said, “You are what you are, but you don't seem to know the first
thing about it. How it works, how it's possible. It scares the shit out of me, I don't know how you
live with it, not knowing.”
“Not knowing what?”
He leaned forward. “How you die and yet continue to live? Every morning I wake up
wondering if the past year really happened. People talk to me about you and I struggle to explain
your lifestyle. People think you're addicted to drugs or psychotic. People touch my arm and say
don't worry one day she'll be better. The first person who says I'll look back on this and laugh I
swear to God-”
“Don't do anything stupid, papa. Leave the stupid stuff to me. Go to bed.”
“I can't sleep.”
“Read a boring book. I'm going.”
“Go through the door.” He trudged up the steps. “I don't like it when you just disappear. It
freaks me out.”
My mother was somewhere in the house so I called out to her. “By mama.”
“Okay. Don't forget the rain.”

“Oh yes, sorry. Do you have anything I can put it in?”
My mother didn't do jokes. She didn't do esoteric questions either. My father's understanding
of the paranormal and unearthly extended as far as magic tricks and my freaky coming and going.
He'd ask the questions, but wait for others to answer and having raised the question of my own
existence I felt a slight obligation to find an answer for him. I could only think of three names.
Klaus Linzl denied he was diverting his PhD towards a quantum explanation of vampires
and then disappeared from a Lake District hotel bedroom. I never did find out where he went or
who extracted him and for a confusing moment thought I missed him. His tutor Dr Gert
Hoenenbacker had been spirited away by Interpol when the coven conflict intensified. And Rob
Wallet knew how to be a vampire, but was no more informed than me when it came to the science.
However, he knew Raven who knew Klaus Linzl.
“Raven's back in Rotterdam,” Wallet said polishing the steel trim of his boat. “Went back
there with Susan. For all I know she's out now biting people. If she ever stops talking long enough.”
“Do you ever wonder how your existence is possible?”
“No. I do sometimes wonder what you're up to.”
“What do you mean, Rob?”
He stopped polishing. “You could catch up with Susan any time you want, but instead you're
running round Europe holding séances. What are you up to?”
“I'm not up to anything.”
“You don't need to hold a séance to speak to the dead. They're everywhere. Look, down
there, you see that old guy standing next to the Sunseeker?”
“Yes.”
“He died in 1981. Hit by a truck. He says his leg still hurts.”
“You're lying.”
“I'm not lying, go and ask him.”
The man, the ghost, walked with a limp. “Okay, I believe you. But it's hard to tell who's dead
and who's alive. I can't just walk up to someone and ask. In a séance you're guaranteed to speak to
the right people. And I thought Lena might be out there somewhere.”
“Right. Imagine the same scenario if you were alive. You want to know the whereabouts of a
woman who could be anywhere in the world, so you walk into a cafe in France and ask if anyone
knows her. The living don't know every living person on earth any more than the dead know every
corpse on the other side. And the other side is even bigger than this side.”
He was right. And I was bored. Rob had a solution for that too. “Jigsaws. If you're bored do
a jigsaw. Barney's Newsbox in Grasmere has some with forty thousand pieces. That'll keep you out
of mischief for a while.”
“No, I have a better idea. Thanks.”
“For what?”
“For being a catalyst.” I left him to his polishing and wondered if the Agnetha had enough
space to do a forty thousand piece jigsaw.
“Where are you going?”
“Wurzburg. To meet Dr Gert Hoenenbacker again. I'm sure he'll be delighted to see me.”
I'd have to wait to find out. His office was empty. The Faculty of Mathematics and
Computer Science was deserted except for a few late evening drifters who directed me to where Dr
Honeyback as they called him waited for his unsuspecting prey. He lay in wait, they said, like a
funnel-web spider, and I pictured Uncle Willy stamping on him to protect Aunt Silvie.
The tidiness of Dr Hoenenbacker's office suggested a man who either collected things or
refused to acknowledge the random nature of the universe; an Einsteinian insistence on relative
order that arranged his textbooks alphabetically and his management ring binders chronologically.
2015 contained his scribbled notes on Klaus Linzl. In a fit of rage he had written and then
vandalised a reference to Klaus as the monkey. According to Dr G, Klaus had forfeited academic
respect and a considerable future in the ever-expanding field of quantum mechanics by following a
string of girls in a perverse attempt to prove the existence of vampires. He also described Klaus as

impressionable and at the end, simple minded.
I listened to his answer machine. Mrs Hoenenbacker was one of two messages unanswered.
'You were supposed to be here ten minutes ago. Please be here when I hang up the phone.
Lidl doesn't stay open twenty-four hours.'
'Dr Hoenenbacker, Josef here. I have a cancellation on Thursday, so I can make it at eleven
to run through the briefing. I'll bring Steffi with me and we can go through your presentation.
Knock off some of those abrupt edges she mentioned last month. Give me a call if Thursday is a bad
day for you.'
I found Dr G in the breakfast aisle studying cereals like he was observing a disobedient
quark. “Check the amount of salt,” I told him.
“Salt?” He dropped the box, its crumbly contents exploding across the floor of the aisle.
“Sweet mother of god what are you doing here?” He didn't wait for an answer. Abandoning his
trolley he scurried down the aisle towards the salad displays. I intercepted him when he turned
towards the cooked meats where his wife was arguing with an assistant.
“What's wrong, Gertie?”
“It's her,” he said panting. “That girl.”
“What girl?” She saw me and understood. Pausing with two packets of sliced prosciutto, the
shop assistant waiting to give his answer to a previously urgent enquiry, she mumbled, “You.”
“Me.”
“What do you want?” said Dr G.
“Answers.”
He stuttered. “Well, ask them, write them down and leave them with me. I don't know.”
“How do you know you don't know, I haven't asked you yet?”
“This is a dream, a nightmare.” He swung around to face his wife still standing as if she was
about to start juggling with the prosciutto. “But you can see her too.”
“What is she doing here? I thought you were dead. They said you were dead.”
“They lied.” I wanted to reassure the shop assistant, but the Hoenenbackers made it difficult
to speak.
“Get out,” said Dr G.
“Get out,” said his wife.
“It's not your shop, I can come here if I want to.”
“You're not here shopping. Where's your basket?”
“I only want answers. I don't need a basket for those, do I?”
The shop assistant shook his head.
“She wasn't talking to you,” said Dr G. “Please show this woman out. She's threatening me.”
The confused shop assistant waited for me to start threatening the Hoenenbackers. “I just
wanted to ask you one question, but this isn't really the right environment.”
“Answer her question, Gertie. Get rid of her.”
Dr G marched away. I followed him until he stopped in the wood-panelled booths of the
wine shelves. “Ask.”
I hesitated.
“Ask me the question or I'll call the police.”
“How are vampires possible?”
Whatever dread he was experiencing a minute ago scarpered when his anger turned up.
Rising on the balls of his feet I watched his knuckles whiten as he contained a rage that defied
gravity. “You followed me here to ask me that?”
“I couldn't follow you anywhere else, you wouldn't be there.”
“Stop being palterous.”
“Stop being what?”

“This is a set up.” He twitched and started, looking for the hidden cameras. “You're a
lookalike.”
“Josef wants to meet you on Thursday morning.”
“Why? How do you know Josef?”
“He left a message on your answer machine. Don't you have a mobile phone?”
“That's none of your business. And how dare you listen to my answer phone.”
I waited for him to make the next connection.
“You were in my office.”
“That's where your answer phone is. I was looking for you. And now I've found you. Josef is
bringing Steffi to knock the abrupt edges off you.”
“I'll have you arrested for this. This is outrageous.” He'd had enough of me and was about to
race back to his wife, but I switched positions, appearing in front of him the second he turned away.
“I'm not what you think I am, Herr Hoenenbacker.”
“Dr Hoenenbacker to you, my girl.”
“Sorry. Dr Hoenenbacker. And I'm not a girl.”
“No.”
“I'm not human and I want to know why. How it's possible.”
“There's a simple explanation.” I let him pass. “You're insane. Totally insane. Criminally
insane.” He shouted several other variations before turning left again towards the cooked meats.
Dr and Mrs Hoenenbacker completed their shopping in the tall company of a security guard,
none of them aware of being followed. Mrs Hoenenbacker's hands trembled every time she picked
up an item to check the nutritional value and in the end gave up and decided to come back another
day. “I can't concentrate,” she said. “We were told they were all dead. You know what this means,
don't you?”
“What?”
“We'll have to go back into the protection programme. And I want to go home. I don't want
to spend another day. . . .” She sobbed and leaned on the trolley which pushed away from her. I
stopped it before she fell to the floor. Her distress was my fault. The disruption to her life my fault.
At that moment I wondered if it was worth pursuing Dr G for an answer, but then he said, “If
only she had died in Munich with the rest of them.”
I thought about my attic and the various threats that contradicted my alleged immortality. I
was no more immortal than Dr G or his wife. We just had different ways of perishing. I followed
them home, the same home I remembered when I came here with Klaus. (And when I first met
Virginia Bruck. It was a night of surprises.)
Dr G turned on the lights in the hall and inspected the staircase as if he had never been here
before. Without speaking they put the shopping away and made two small cups of coffee, drinking
them in their own private silence. “Did you leave the windows open?” said Dr G. “That awful cat
will get in.”
“I haven't left a window open. I never leave the windows open before July or after six p.m.”
“Sorry. Pardon me. It's the chill.”
I left the kitchen and wandered through the house. The chessboard in the drawing room was
still where I last saw it; the black queen threatening the one white bishop waiting for a hand to come
along and move him to safety. It might have been the same game. Wherever the Hoenenbackers
went I made sure I was in a different room. When they made it to the bedroom I sat in the
conservatory to figure out a safe strategy, one that wouldn't push Dr G further away from me. He
didn't know it yet, but I wasn't a threat. I only wanted an answer and perhaps the first level of
understanding on the road to real immortality.
The bedroom must have been above my head. I could hear the muffled sounds of a
conversation increasing in intensity. From outside the bedroom door I could hear Dr G trying to
calm his wife and reassure her that my sudden appearance had nothing to do with the inquiry, but
she wouldn't believe him.
“She's come back to intimidate you.”

“She doesn't know anything about it.”
“She found your office-”
“So she says-”
“She listened to the messages on your answer phone, she knew where to find you and you're
saying she knows nothing about the inquiry. She was part of it for goodness sake.”
“She would have been called to give evidence.”
“She's dead.”
“Not dead enough apparently. It's a hoax, everything about them is one long conspiracy.”
“And she suddenly turns up, visits you, a key witness.”
What inquiry? The annoying frustration of missing the first half of a conversation.
“I'll speak to Josef about it. Tell him they may be trying to influence me.”
“Will it work?”
“Will what work? What are you saying?”
“They're dangerous and they're still out there, she's out there. She might be in here for all we
know, or standing outside the door listening.”
“Don't be ridiculous.” The suggestion was so ridiculous Dr G dragged himself out of bed
and yanked the bedroom door open. “There. Satisfied. There isn't a coven of witches standing on
the other side of the door.” He stepped into the hallway. “Are you sure you haven't left a window
open?”
Finding information about the inquiry wasn't difficult. A dead body in a box being delivered
to Wurzburg University, a small army of police invading the campus and the disappearance of one
of the university's most respected professors demanded answers. The inquiry, chaired by a
magistrate from Munich, began in January and had interviewed two hundred and twenty witnesses.
They seemed to be saving the best until last: Dr Gert Hoenenbacker would appear before the
magistrate to be cross-examined by the university's legal team. They wanted to know what he knew
about Virginia Bruck and her involvement in international terrorism.
Virginia had been so adept at leading a double life Dr G had no idea who she really was and
blinded by her physical attractiveness probably didn't ask too many questions either. I waited for
Thursday and his meeting with Josef, turning up the minute the sun went down beyond Wurzburg's
rooftops. I hoped Josef would still be here, but he had gone. I knocked on Dr G's office door.
He waited before calling, “Yes.”
I opened the door. “Hello. It's me again.” Before he could shriek I stepped into his office and
shut the door. “Please, listen to me before you explode. If you don't like what I say I have a stake in
my handbag, feel free to stick it in me.”
“What do you want now?” He picked up the phone.
“I can help you with the inquiry. I can tell you everything about Virginia.”
He started to punch a number into the phone. “I don't need or want your help. I know what
you're doing. This is intimidation and illegal, like everything you do-”
“They won't believe you if you tell them you know nothing about Virginia's life.” He paused
before finishing the number, his finger threatening one last digit if I didn't continue. “I can help you
to fill the gaps, make your story look plausible.”
“And you expect me to believe you?”
“What choice do you have?” The words sounded like a threat. “I'm sorry. Look, I'm not
doing this out of altruism, I want you to help me if I help you.”
“I thought so. I knew you were up to something.”
“Please put the phone down, Dr Hoenenbacker.” He put the phone down and shivered when
I sat at his table. “Do you know about Mainfrankenpark?”
“Yes. It's east of the city.”
“They'll probably ask you about it.”
“Why?”
“The network ran an eavesdropping programme from there. Virginia was the co-ordinator.
They listened to everyone and everything from there.”

“And how am I supposed to know about that?”
“There are members of the network who didn't know about it, or where it was. Do you know
where Raiena is?”
“Hungary.”
“Did you know Virginia interrogated people there?”
“What? How would I know? It's supposed to be an urban myth.”
“It's very real, Dr Hoenenbacker. The leader of the Wurzburg coven was executed there by
his own people. Do you know why?”
“Of course not.”
“Because he had no idea what Virginia was up to either. If he didn't know how could you
know?”
“Exactly.”
“If you can find evidence of his execution and the reason for it that would put your situation
in a more favourable context.”
“And can you get that evidence?”
“I'm sure I can.”
“You don't look too sure?”
“They didn't exactly write things down. I'd have to find someone alive who heard it and
most of them at that level died in Munich.”
He waited for me to complete the plan, but I didn't have a plan. The longer I waited the more
his suspicion grew. “Are you going home from here?” I said.
“Why?”
“I could visit you at home this evening.”
“Why?”
“To update you, keep you informed.”
“Or come back with some of your associates and murder me.”
“I could murder you now, Dr Hoenenbacker. No one would ever know it was me.”
He glanced at his phone. I saw his right shoulder twitch involuntarily as he thought about
dialling whoever he was dialling earlier. “You still haven't said what you want in return.”
“Oh, yes. I forgot that.” I wanted to ask him why he thought Klaus was a monkey, but I held
onto that question until later.
“Well?”
“How is it possible for me to be a vampire?” He threw his head back. “I know you don't
believe anything like that-”
“For the record, and what I'm about to say goes no farther than this room, I don't disbelieve
in the possibility of vampires.”
“Don't you?”
“No.”
“But you said Klaus was a monkey.”
“How do you know that?” We both looked at the same point on his shelves where the
chronological ring binders sat.
“He told me. We came to your house, remember?”
“Yes.”
“When you say you don't disbelieve, what do you mean?”
“The idea of a supernatural monster is of course absurd, but there are two other
explanations. Porphyria and delusion.”
“Are you saying I'm delusional?”
“I don't know what you are. But a vampiric lifestyle would be easy to recreate. Sleeping in a
coffin, living a nocturnal existence and if you can overcome the gag reflex, swallowing blood.”
“I don't sleep in a coffin.”
“What your own arrangements are is none of my business, but if I remember correctly you
suffered an extremely traumatic experience in Rotterdam. Psychological conditions are not

uncommon following an ordeal like that.”
He spoke with academic authority, but then I remembered he was a physicist not a
psychiatrist. “I am not suffering post-traumatic stress disorder, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
“The paranormal has many appearances. The coming and going, hypnotism and autosuggestion, same for the so-called shapeshifting and invisibility.”
“You sound like you've read up on all this.”
“I haven't, but I have friends who make it their business to treat psychopaths.”
“You really know how to hurt a woman, don't you?”
“I'm not suggesting you're a psychopath, although there is something quite disturbing about
your behaviour. You put the fear of god into my wife two evenings ago.”
“I'm sorry for that. I didn't mean to.”
“Well it's too late now, she's a nervous wreck. She'd have a fit if she knew I was talking to
you here. Do not visit the house.”
“Okay.”
“And do not visit me here.”
“Where can I meet you?”
He tapped the tabletop. “I have an old friend, he's retired now, but he was professor emeritus
of biology here in Wurzburg. I could introduce you to him to get the definitive reason why you are
not a vampire.”
“You mentioned porphyria.”
“That was an explanation forwarded in the 18th Century. A debilitating condition that caused
an aversion to sunlight.” (I knew all this, but didn't dare stop him.) “Sufferers became social
outcasts. Many will have made their homes in out of way places, possibly deserted or forbidden
adding to the suspicious nature of their behaviour.”
“They didn't explode in sunlight. Not like Terence Pearl.”
Dr G formed a fist and wrapped the tabletop. “That band are not a reliable source of any
kind of evidence or explanation.”
“At the heart of vampirism is the issue of being brought back from the dead. Is that possible
in any way?”
“No. One can stimulate the nervous system in a corpse, but the spark of life is so far beyond
our comprehension. You cannot reanimate a corpse once the organs have started to decay, once the
neural system is sclerotic, once the cells cease to replicate. It isn't possible.”
“Klaus used to tell me about alternative universes.”
“Klaus was as mad as you are.”
“The monkey.”
“The monkey, yes.”
“But what if the corpse isn't reanimated? What if it's another version of you that comes
back?”
“Speak to my friend. He has more patience than me.” Dr G stood to go.
“And you still want my help?”
I did tell him I wasn't being altruistic. He had no business being irritated by my implied
threat, which I thought was quite mild considering everything; considering the plan which started to
ferment when Dr G was telling me about porphyria.
“Is your friend as closed minded as you?” I said.
“He has a reputation.”
“Has he? Not sure I want to know about anything like that.”
“Academic!”
“Yes, I know, I know. If I ever discover the joke that makes you laugh I'm going to have it
stuffed.” He escorted me to the door. “Have you seen my teeth?” I smiled my widest smile.
“Very impressive.”
I took a single sheet of paper from the waste bin, hooked the tip of my canine on it and
sliced the paper as if it were being cut by a scalpel. “I'd also like to know why vampires evolved

into long-toothed predators, but I suppose that's for another conversation.”
“Not with me, it isn't.” He checked the corridor before leading me away to the car park.
“You can make your own way home from here.”
“Thank you, Dr Hoenenbacker. I look forward to meeting your friend. And I need to contact
you as soon as I have some information. Can I phone you? I'll leave a message-”
“Do not leave a message.” He had a mobile phone after all. “You can contact me on this
number.” He had a tiny notepad too. “Send me a text message. Do not call.”
“Do not call. Why do you want me to text do not call? Is that a code or something?”
“Do not call me on this number. Send me a text if you need to get in touch. Why are people
like you so determined to behave like. . . .”
“Monkeys?”
He left me where I stood. I watched him drive away, headlights clearing a path through the
terrible obstacles of life. There was an outside chance he was thinking about me, what I was, how it
was possible. As the lights of his car disappeared out of view I began thinking about him and how I
could find the information needed to prove he was a dupe, how the network had danced around him
with such murderous ease, and the only thing he could see was Virginia Bruck's inviting backside.
The Wurzburg coven had been annihilated in Munich, but they didn't operate
Mainfrankenpark, the listening post. Virginia had her own team, a team of secularist, nonpractitioners. They fought their battles not with magic but with assault rifles. To my knowledge
none of them were wiped out in Munich. From the campus of the university Wurzburg looked such
a big city, so many places to hide, to lie low. If Virginia's old team were still out there, how would I
go about finding them?
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To an outsider, the chaos created by Virginia should have been unbelievable, but Dr G wasn't an
outsider; he almost lived in Virginia's office at the university. He could try to explain away her
actions as private interests, but the inquiry might argue that no one married to an eccentric like
Earnst Bruck could live a private life and they'd be right.
Virginia didn't exactly help matters. The destruction of Helsinki was hardly a private affair.
When I recalled the upheaval, the semi-earthquake, the gun battles in the Kamppu shopping centre
and train station, the twenty-four hour news coverage on every channel, I had an idea.
"Hi papa, I decided to listen to you and ring Virginia."
"Good."
"What's her number?"
"How do I know?"
"You said she rang you.”
“The people who rang were working on her behalf." The silence was my father's grumpy
acknowledgement that I had a point. "Here. . . ." He gave me the number. A Nuremberg code.
Virginia must be on the move.
"Whoever spoke to you will put me in touch with her."
"What are you going to say? Teach me necromancy?"
"I need to meet one of her assassins."
"What? Tell me you're joking, Frodo."
"I'm not joking. It's complicated, but there are steps I need to take before I give them a
decision."
"I don't want to know."
"Yes you do. People always want to know when they say I don't want to know."
I wanted to ring the number straight away, but I was still on campus and getting funny looks
from students and staff on their way home. The last time I was in Wurzburg I stood on the
Altenbrucke with Yves Sunier and pelted him with fish. It was a clear memory, a vivid signal of a
life that I lived quite well. Adept at what I did, everything polished with a sense of humour . . . I
almost longed to be back in the middle of it. Sunier could have told me about vampires, but his
Janome theory was just that: a theory. It wasn't hard science, he had no definitive answers, only
speculation.
From the centre of the bridge, almost at the same spot where Sunier slithered about on a
carpet of trout, I rang the number. The voice that answered was not Virginia Bruck. From the
conversation my father played back to me I assumed this was Mangusta.
"The vampire returns," she said with entertaining drama.
"Yes. How did you know it was me?"
"I have a sixth sense. Are you ringing about the book?"
I thought that was a strange question. Like a code, and I was more interested in asking her
about the demon that landed on my father's car. "No. I need to contact Virginia. I wanted to ask her
about some people she worked with."
"She worked with a lot of people. Anyone in particular?"
"Yes. Anyone from the team she used in Helsinki or Rigolato. I'm presuming it was the same
lot."
The bridge was busy. Criss-crossed by people oblivious to this conversation. "The coven
was wiped out in Munich. I thought you knew that."
"I don't mean that lot, I mean the other lot. The ones with the guns."
The voice purred. "I see. May I ask why?"
"I want to get in touch with one of them. Have a chat about someone in Wurzburg. Discuss a
bit of work." I assumed a lot: that Mangusta would put me through to Virginia, that the Helsinki
team would still be operating, and that the people at the other end of this call would be intrigued
enough to go along with what I wanted to do, no questions asked. They didn't need to ask questions.

Virginia would have her ear pressed to a headphone somewhere listening to this conversation.
"I'll call you back. I have your number now."
"Obviously."
"You're on the Altenbrucke?"
"I am."
"Have they cleaned away the fish?"
"I can't see any."
The call ended. I lingered on the bridge expecting a call back with a name or a number or a
convoluted plan to go here and there and I'd be met (by a blow to the back of the head or something
predictable like that).
The call came after I found a coffee shop. I was the only person drinking alone, the eyes of
the customers glancing at me, the staff whispering. "Hello."
“Ah, er. . . .” A man's voice croaked and hesitated, shouting as if he hadn't grasped the
concept of telephones. “Is that Christine?”
“Sorry?”
“Christine Mahler, the spiritualist?”
“Yes.”
“You don't sound so sure. Are you sure?”
“Yes, positive. Who is this please?” I wondered if it might be Dr G's friend, but he didn't
have my number.
“My name is Durch, Matthias Durch and I need to speak to my wife urgently.”
“She can probably hear you on the phone, Herr Durch.”
“What?”
“Nothing. When did your wife die, Herr Durch.”
“She isn't dead.”
“Well why do you want me to contact her?”
“Because she's a fool. She believes in all this nonsense and people are taking her for a ride.
Charlatans. Crooks most of them.”
“I'm not a crook.” (It's true, I wasn't.)
“I'm not saying you are, but you lot must know each other. You know the dead, you must be
aware of the living. I want you to meet her, persuade her to stop wasting her money on these
people.”
“Where do you live, Herr Durch?” Now I was shouting.
“Dresden.”
“I can meet your wife day after tomorrow.”
“Good. My address.”
He was very trusting. I thought that about everyone who rang wanting a séance. Asking a
complete stranger to come into their home and patronise their misplaced yearnings to find out if
such and such was okay on the other side. Sometimes I felt like telling them 'they're dead, they can't
be okay if they're dead.'
“How much do you charge? I'm not a rich man.”
“Neither am I, Herr Durch. I don't charge for the initial introduction. The clock starts ticking
when we sit down to make contact.”
“You probably load the introduction onto the fee later.”
“That's very untrusting of you, Herr Durch.” The longer he kept me talking the more I
suspected Jennifer Enzo at the other end of the line trying out one of her new silly voices,
triangulating my position and then sending in a strike force. It all seemed so easy. “I charge sixty
euros per session, but I'll speak to your wife free of charge. I can't allow the profession to be
brought into disrepute. I'd never be able to sleep at night.”
“Well, if you promise it's free, I'll see you the day after tomorrow.”
“What's your wife's name?”
“Ilsa.”

“Okay, I'll see you both day after tomorrow.”
“My wife doesn't live here.”
“What?”
“She lives in Magdeburg.”
“Well. . . .” This had to be a joke. “I can't speak to her in Dresden if she lives in
Magdeburg.”
“You could ring her on the telephone.”
“I could do that from here.”
“Where's here?”
He almost caught me out. I didn't need to tell him I was in Wurzburg, they'd know that from
the triangulation, but he had to be obviously stupid to be part of Jennifer's group. “I'm in Milan.”
“Just a moment, I'll find the number.”
He took an age to find the number and fearing the screech of tyres I took off, landing back in
my attic. The triangulation would follow me here too so I relocated to the shell of the Rahnsalhof
and waited. Matthias Durch didn't ring back. The burned out building almost offered a fond
memory of my past life. What had once been a mighty entrance door was now a blackened stone
portal in a wall barely able to hold itself up. It rose for two floors, the floors themselves long gone
in the inferno that caught hold reducing the building to a boulder-strewn landscape. Virginia Bruck
chose this moment to call.
“Interesting conversation, Frieda.”
“Did you here all that?”
“Every word.” She giggled softly. “Perhaps he's just lonely, needs someone to talk to. Have
you considered his wife might really be dead and he wants to keep her memory vivid?”
“I think you're being a little too compassionate, Virginia. You shouldn't be listening to my
phone calls like that.”
“Sorry. You're a priority, Frieda.” I sat down on a large lintel. “Who were you referring to
when you spoke to Mangusta?”
“Who? Oh, your team of assassins, the gun-toting mob who shot up Helsinki. I'm trying to
help someone.”
“Gert Hoenenbacker?”
“You don't miss a thing, do you? I'll have to buy another phone.”
“Won't make any difference, Frieda. You can't help Gert. The inquiry is out to get him
because they can't get me. Call it institutional vindictiveness. They've been trying to get me out of
Wurzburg for years and now I'm gone they're upset. They want someone to pay and that person will
be Gert.”
“Don't you want to help him?”
“Not really.”
“I thought he was your friend.”
Virginia laughed again. “He was no friend of mine. He had some fantastical idea that he was
one day going to get me into bed, in spite of being married to that harridan. He was a dreamer, and
worst of all he hated my husband and I won't stand for that.”
“So you won't help him.”
“I'll dance on your grave before I help that man.”
“You don't know where my grave is.”
“I'm guessing you don't have one.”
“No. If you help Dr G you'll be helping me and then I'll owe you a favour, Virginia.” I
stressed my words. “A big favour.”
She processed the message, computed the various outcomes. “We need to talk.”
“Where?”
“I'll get back to you. Don't change your phone before we speak again.”
“How is Earnst these days? Getting used to life on the run?”
“He loves it. It's rejuvenated him. Can't say the same for myself, but one makes these little

sacrifices.”
“Must be difficult being in the pay of Jennifer.”
“I am not in the pay of Jennifer-”
“Careful, she might be listening.”
“I won't pretend the relationship is fraught, but it's still early days. With you here, Frieda,
everything will fall into place. Unless of course you're happy running here and there every time
another Matthias Durch rings you. Doesn't sound much of a life to me.”
“It's not life, Virginia. It's death. In fact, it's not even death. I don't know what it is. Which is
why I'm trying to help Dr G. Help me to help him and I'll help you, Virginia. No charge. Think
about it. If you want to meet me in private let me know. I'll hold onto this phone for another fortyeight hours and then the offer is gone.”
My last visit to the Rahnsalhof was one of my finest hours. From a previous-life perspective,
I suppose. Being strictly objective there was nothing admirable about leaving a man to his fate, tied
up in a burning bell tower with only Jennifer Enzo's hungry demons to save him. Thirteen of us
burst out of the bell tower like a supernatural squadron and I was fully aware of how I must have
looked when I spotted Kriminalkommissar Tollmann and laughed like a banshee as I flew low over
his head, so low my shockwave blew him off his feet. The poor man's career pretty much ended that
day, but at least he lived, unlike Simon Frenzel.
If the cosmic order had any justice I'd be condemned to haunt this place, a ghost tripping
over the shattered stonework and gazing like Rapunzel from the charred cavity of the bell tower.
Travelling to its rotten floor boards I balanced on the one remaining roof beam capable of
supporting any weight and it was here that a plan began to form, a long term plan that would secure
my future. . . . Dr G's future hung on implausible occult evidence, evidence that his quantum
mechanics stubbornly refused to explain leaving him vulnerable to accusations of complicity. But
that same implausible evidence could one day work in my favour. The key would be Tollmann. The
man who saw me fly.
Back on solid ground I sent a text message to Dr G.
Do not call
He knew straight away who it was from. My phone rang and a long exasperated pause
preceded his frustration. "Yes."
"Sorry. Couldn't resist. It was infantile."
"I'm glad we finally agree on something. You know your only redeeming factor is your
avoidance of puns."
"I don't know what you mean. I know what a pun is, but how is that relevant to me?"
"There is nothing more infuriating than a halfwit who wants to display his ability to distil a
subject into one or two inappropriate words."
"Yes. The beekeeper buzzing with enthusiasm, the restaurant business plan that's a recipe for
disaster-"
"Yes, yes. . . ."
"The magician up to his old tricks again-"
"Please stop."
"Sorry."
"I'm presuming you're ringing for a reason."
"Yes. I've found someone who'll support you at the inquiry. She can't be accused of having
an axe to grind." A pun involving lumberjacks came to mind.
"Good. But?"
"But what? There's no catch."
"Dare I ask how this person came to be an associate of Virginia's?"
"She's a witch."
"I don't believe in witches."

"You believe in vampires."
"I do not believe in vampires-"
"Yes, you do."
"I do not. I said I don't disbelieve in them. There's a fundamental difference."
"Okay, have it your way. Whatever, she'll be able to tell the inquiry that Virginia was adept
at separating the two sides of her life and that even the network didn't know what she was up to."
"What's in it for this associate? She'll be arrested won't she after this?"
"Not a chance."
"How can you be so sure?"
"Trust me."
"I wouldn't trust you as far as I can throw my whiteboard."
"You haven't forgotten my questions already, have you?"
"No."
"You were going to introduce me to a friend of yours. A biologist."
"Yes. I haven't forgotten."
Dr G. must have heard me giggling. "What is it now?"
"Putting up with me, Doctor. You must have a lot of patience. . . ." He ended the call without
saying goodbye and I didn't blame him. I stopped laughing when I realised I hadn't arranged a time
and date to introduce him to his star witness. There was no point ringing him back, he'd only ignore
the number, so I sent a careful text message.
Sorry if you misinterpreted my words, no pun intended. I forgot to arrange for you to meet
this person
He replied an hour later.
Thursday at 2pm. I have an afternoon free of seminars and tutorials. I can arrange to meet
your associate then.
I can't make 2pm. Can we say 8pm? You won't have any seminars and tutorials at that time.
Curious to see Dr G's reactions to my messages I travelled to his office unseen. He sat
doubled over his desk, phone wedged between shoulder and jaw, licking his finger tip and swishing
the pages of his diary, backwards and forwards through the days. His handwriting was tiny and
sharp, narrow squashed letters and points as if his fs and ts and hs wore little witches' hats. He
stabbed his phone with a stylus.
I can do Monday 7-30. Or will the sun still be too high for you!
I don't know what you mean. Oh, yes, I do. The sun. My condition.
He sat back in his chair, holding the phone at arm's length, glancing at the screen for me to
explain.
My porphyria
"You stupid girl."
You do not have porphyria!
No. And I'm not a girl

He jumped out of his chair and spun around the compressed space behind his desk. He
couldn't hear my laughter and I was so tempted to appear, prove him wrong, challenge his disbelief
in vampires. I finished the message.
Monday 7.30 is fine I'll come here
What do you mean here? Where is here?
Shit!
Your office there where you are
I waited for his reply, but he made a point of slowly turning off his phone. On the wall
against the window a brass thermometer hung beneath a framed photograph of Neils Bohr. He
tapped the thermometer and studied the temperature. I think he shivered out of fear more than my
proximity. His lips parted with dry reluctance and he stepped across his office as if it were filled
with trap doors in the floor. When he was gone, I waited for the door to be locked before knocking
softly. It opened again, Dr. G leaning into the room and peering about. And then he went again,
carefully, studiously, a man surrounded by quantum mystery.
The next time I saw him he still had a creepiness about him, not in his behaviour towards
me, but the way he moved and interacted with his surroundings. He'd sit in his office chair as if it
was about to swallow him, remove his glasses slowly to make sure he didn't pull his ears off at the
same time.
In contrast his legal representatives Josef and Stephanie were like two boisterous children,
falling onto furniture, throwing around cases, gadgets, laptops, and laughing at Dr G's discomfort
with the timing and his guest. I waited to be introduced (and invited to sit down).
"This is Frieda Schoenhofer." Dr G emphasised every syllable of my name. "She's a. . . ."
He expected me to speak. "A what?"
Josef waited. "What? What are you, Frieda?"
"I don't know what Dr Hoenenbacker is referring to."
Dr G tutted. "You're a friend of Virginia Bruck."
“I'm not sure friend is the right word. I did know Virginia, it's a while ago now, but I can still
contact her if needs demand.”
Dr G and Josef acknowledged my opacity, but didn't understand it. The scientist chewed the
stem of his spectacles, the lawyer bit his pen.
“One hopes Frieda will be a little more lucid than this, Josef,” said Dr G and the spectacles
on spectacles off game began. “Frieda is a business woman from Bamberg and had connections to
Virginia via various, let's call them, regional networks.”
Josef shuddered. “You mean these covens she allegedly belonged to.”
“Apparently so.” Dr G glared at me.
“I was only really interested in the business contacts.”
“And who is this witness you're promising to produce?” said Josef.
"Do you need to know now?"
"Of course we need to know. How else can we determine the veracity of their evidence.
Leave it to chance and you might show up on the day with a comedian off the television."
"No, I won't. Key witnesses in other trials have their identities concealed."
Josef rumbled in his seat. "This isn't a trial." He spoke to the space in front of his head. "It's
an inquiry. Totally different animal."
"Would this person's evidence put their life in danger?" said Stephanie.
"Not their life, no."
Stephanie looked to Dr G for an explanation.
"We can keep things confidential for now," said Josef. "We're only here to evaluate the

witnesses's testimony. How it might contribute to your defence, Gert."
"Can I sit down, Dr Hoenenbacker?" I said.
"Of course you can sit . . . .Yes, you may."
Once I was seated we looked like a clutch of 19th Century anarchists, squashed together in
Dr G's dark panelled office, shivering in the frigid atmosphere, especially Stephanie wearing a
flimsy sleeveless blouse; within a minute her skin resembled a freshly plucked chicken.
Josef burbled into his private space. "If I understand this arrangement, you are an associate
of Professor Bruck. Is the key witness also an associate of the same capacity as you?”
“Oh, more than that.”
Dr G groaned. “It's not her husband. God save us-”
“It's not her husband.”
"Can you summarise how this person is connected?"
"Please stop smirking, Frieda," said Dr G.
“This person can tell you how it was all done. Helsinki, the earthquake in Rigolato.”
"Earthquake?" said Josef.
"Yes. Virginia's coven created the earthquake that demolished the village."
Dr G's attention became distant. The stem of his glasses gripped tighter between his teeth.
And he didn't move, just sat perfectly still to let the information flow around him.
Josef considered his next question so carefully it didn't emerge for five minutes. "I see. And
you had no idea of any of this, Gert?"
"No."
"Frieda, did anyone know of any of this, outside of Virginia's close circle of friends."
"Her husband probably."
Dr G closed his eyes.
"Earnst Bruck?" said Josef.
"Yes."
"Did she collaborate with anyone at all at the university?”
Dr G tapped his mouth with his glasses. "I know who you're talking about."
“Do you?”
“That man, Yves Sunier. That madman ruined my conference.”
“It's not Yves Sunier.”
Josef's weight was capable of crushing the chair every time he shifted in it. “This is getting
us nowhere. Who is it, Frieda? Who have you persuaded to give evidence?”
“Virginia Bruck.”
Both men said what at the same time.
“She'll never come back here. . . .”
“She won't need to come back here. The inquiry can go to her.”
“Where? Nobody knows where she is.”
“I do.”
“How?”
“Trust me, I know where she is.” A little white lie wouldn't hurt at this early stage.
We sat and waited for Dr G to emerge from his shock. He formed a stiff horizontal line with
his mouth and swallowed hard. On a table next to his office desk he had left his briefcase open with
a half-full bottle of water inside. I poured him a glass. “Here, Dr Hoenenbacker. Have a drink.”
“Thank you.”
“No.” Josef came back to life. “I'm still not sure how she can give evidence without being
seriously implicated in terrorism.”
“Because implication leads to arrest, arrest to incarceration. And there isn't a prison on earth
that will hold her. Not now. Things have moved on.”
“I've heard that before,” said Josef.
“Trust me.”
Dr G looked at me in a way I hadn't seen before. There was no contempt, no disdain or

irritation, but a recognition that he was in the same room as something, one person, not of the same
earth he occupied.
“Frieda, you mentioned Raiena when we met.”
“Yes. Oh, yes. I told Dr Hoenenbacker about Hans-Peter Schneider, Virginia's coven leader.
When the internal war got nasty a lot of the higher coven members fled to Raiena. Strange to think
the most dangerous place in Europe became the safest refuge for them. But from what I heard
Schneider was interrogated by the main coven. They didn't like it that he had no idea what Virginia
was doing. So they shot him.”
“What was she doing exactly?” Josef asked with no hint of astonishment.
“She was shielding Jennifer Enzo.”
“And who is Jennifer Enzo?”
I couldn't believe he said that. Stephanie was equally ignorant of the name. “Who is Jennifer
Enzo? Who is she? You don't know? Do you know what she told a German cop when he asked her
that question? I am the end of the world.”
Josef spoke to his pen. “Delusions of grandeur, psychopathic tendencies. A lot of terrorists
have ideas beyond their means. It's a sense of self-aggrandisement. It allows them to legitimise what
they're doing.”
“You're a psychologist? I thought you were a lawyer.”
“I was a criminal barrister in a previous life.”
“How can you not know who Jennifer Enzo is?” Josef needed convincing. “She murdered
Simon Frenzel.” Stephanie's eyes fixed on Josef's pen. “She belongs to a group of Satanists who
acted as assassins for the network. She murdered Simon Frenzel and Theo Wenders the day before.
She murdered Adrian Mellor in London and nearly two hundred people in the Munich hotel fire.
She killed two men in Glarus in Switzerland and summoned the Devil's help on the shore of Lake
Klontal. According to Virginia, Jennifer Enzo's ambition now is to wipe you all out.”
“Why?” said Dr G.
“Because she doesn't like you.”
“I don't even know the girl.”
“I don't mean you personally. And she's not a girl. There were forty-nine of them. There are
currently forty-eight. . . .” I left the sentence open wondering if any of them would recognise the
implication.
Josef waved his pen at me. “You. You said she doesn't like you. Why didn't you say she
doesn't like us?”
“Because I'm not like you, Josef. Cold in here, isn't it?”
“Is this a set up?” said Stephanie.
“No.” Dr G didn't share Stephanie's nervousness. “I don't have any answers, but we are
dealing with a different world of people. A world that's best left untouched, but Frieda's offer of
help I think is no longer necessary.”
“What?” Josef squirmed again in his chair.
“Whatever the inquiry decides I'll accept their conclusions. Everything is so far fetched, the
evidence would be even more absurd than my not knowing what was going on. I'm too stunned, too
disturbed to continue with any of this.” He left the group, stood at the window with his back to us
and didn't see Josef stuff his things back into his bags. Stephanie grabbed her coat from the hanger
by the door.
“I'll call you tomorrow, Josef.”
“I think you should, Gert.” Josef joined him at the window and the two men shared a
whispered conversation.
“Are you really part of this, Gert?”
He shook his head.
“You might need more than my help if you are. Sleep on it, speak to me tomorrow when
you've thought about it.” Dr G nodded and acknowledged Josef before he turned to join Stephanie.
When he shook my hand the frozen grip made him wince.

After he left Dr G said, “I'm sorry to have wasted your time, Frieda.”
“That's okay.”
“Why do you want to know what you are? For what purpose?”
“Survival, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
“Will you become the forty-ninth member of their group?”
“I haven't decided yet.”
“If you see her again, tell Virginia I'm disappointed and saddened that she could betray me
like this.”
“She betrayed a lot of people, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
“Why? She was a brilliant academic. Why would she live a life like that? It makes no sense.
It was that husband, wasn't it? That lunatic.”
“I think it was a lot of things.”
Dr G stepped away from the window and turned on a second lamp that illuminated the
chronologically arranged ring binders. “You're not like them, Frieda.”
“How do you know what I'm like?”
“You're flippant, frivolous, you have no respect for authority and you know how to irritate
me, but you're not a killer, you have glimpses of compassion, traces of understanding.” He still held
the glass of water.
“I'm not sure what I am. Maybe your friend will be able to help. You haven't forgotten, have
you?”
“No.” He wrote a name and address on a sheet of paper torn from a notepad. “Don't send
him a silly text message, he doesn't answer his phone these days.”
“Why, is he deaf?”
“No, he isn't deaf. You . . . He spends all his days brewing beer, if you must know.”
“Oh. And is he anything like you?”
“In what way?”
“A barrel of laughs.”
“Oh, for goodness sake, get out.”
He pulled me to the door. “A doctor without a funny bone.”
“Leave now.”
“Try to inject a bit of humour-”
“Get out of my office.” I paused in the corridor. “What now? Not another pun.”
“What if I arrange for you to meet Virginia?” Dr G locked his jaw. “Even if she doesn't give
evidence to the inquiry she still owes you an explanation.”
“I don't think that's wise, Frieda.”
“I was thinking closure. Bring an end to the uncertainty. It must disrupt you not knowing
how something like this could happen.”
“Of course it does. It hurts, Frieda. You must know what it's like to be betrayed by a friend,
or someone you thought was a friend. A colleague. An equal.”
“I've never really had any friends, Dr Hoenenbacker. You tend not to get hurt that way. If I
set up a meeting for you it will change the way you see the world in so many ways. I think you'll
gain a lot. And it'll be my way of returning the favour.”
“For what?”
“For meeting your biologist friend. You don't have to help me.”
“Let me think about it, Frieda. I can't think straight at the moment.”
“No straight lines in a Euclidean universe, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
“I'll call you.”
“No, don't do that. Virginia monitors my phone. I'll come back here tomorrow evening. If
you don't want to go, fine, you'll never see me again.”
He agreed quietly and then said, “When I last contacted you were you here, in this office?”
“You mean you didn't see me?” I flicked his spectacles. “Just how bad is your eyesight?”
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Call me patronising, but Virginia Bruck had to face up to her responsibilities. Dr G was the victim
of a great injustice. Perhaps meeting her old colleague (I knew now she was never his friend) might
have some mitigating effect on her intentions, but I suspected she was now subject to more
powerful influences. And I was sure she'd be eager to meet me and learn all about my own
transformational life changes. When my phone rang I heard Mangusta's voice.
"You should understand the security implications," she said.
"I thought you were untouchable."
"No one is untouchable, Frieda. You might be up to something."
"I'm always up to something, but that needn't be a threat to you. If you want me to join you
you'll have to trust me."
"Why do you want to meet Virginia?"
"To discuss joining you."
"Oh."
"What did you think? You hassled my father, dropped a demon on his car-"
"Dropped a what?"
"It doesn't matter. Do you want me to join you or not? There's a perfectly good golf club in
Bamberg that will have me."
The dial tone of the phone changed, crackled a little bit followed by Virginia's weary voice.
"Don't play games with us, Frieda."
"Virginia. How's Earnst?"
"Fine.” The question flustered her. “He spends his days scavenging in the forests. He tells
me it's life affirming to live hour by hour. I don't quite share his outlook, but whatever makes him
happy."
"I've been speaking to Dr Hoenenbacker again."
"Have you really?"
"Yes. He's given up as far as the inquiry is concerned. Whatever they conclude, whatever
outcome they conclude, he's prepared to pay the price."
"They won't find him guilty of anything."
"He specialises in microcosmic scales, how can he be expected to be aware of the
macrocosm all around him?"
"He'll survive."
"Yes, he will. I'll see to that."
"Why are you helping him, Frieda? He never liked you."
"He still doesn't, but he's a rational man. I help him, he helps me."
"May I ask why?"
"Of course you may. But in person. Remember, the later the better."
We agreed the time and the place. A small forgotten cemetery once used by a Bavarian
village called Endersbaun before a new one was consecrated in the 1950s. Meeting Virginia would
be the easy bit, the bigger problem was persuading Dr G to join me.
I couldn't call ahead because of the burning ears listening to every phone call. When I
arrived outside his office Dr G seemed to be expecting me. The door slightly ajar, the man sitting
quietly in one of his chairs normally used for a tutorial, tumbler of something amber in his hand. He
didn't move when I called in. “Hello. It's only me.”
“Come in, Frieda. Close the door.”
“You look troubled.” I could smell the whisky.
“My wife is furious I'm not contesting the inquiry. My students have somehow learned of
my decision. I swear some of them are mind readers. And my life hinges on the help of a woman
who believes herself to be a member of the living dead.”
I sat down to face him. “Could be worse. At least you have your health.” I kept my mouth
closed when I smiled.

“For how long? My career is over, Frieda. Even if the inquiry exonerates me my reputation
is shot to pieces. Doomed by association.”
“Well you're a bundle of laughs. What would you say to the person responsible for all this?”
“I'd ask her why, Frieda.” He finished his whisky. “Why the deception, the criminality? She
had a perfectly good career here. She was eminent in her field. She had no need to . . . to do what
she did. No need.”
He went to a cabinet to pour himself another tumbler, but I intercepted him, held his arm and
said, “You need to confront your demons, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
The entrance to the cemetery was marked with an ancient cross made from metal and looked
more like the kind of Orthodox cross you'd find in the mountains of eastern Europe. Dr G paused a
moment, as still as the yew tree spreading its heavy canopy across an abandoned clutch of mouldy
headstones. I wondered if he was going to move and searched his eyes for signs of life.
“Are you okay?”
“What just happened?”
“We're near a village called Endersbaun. Bavaria.”
The gloomy landscape spread around us, partly concealed by the late evening darkness, and
offered no comfort other than the solitary light of a distant farmhouse. A horrible dense pile of
woodland smothered the rolling hillsides heaving upwards in places where the underlying rock tore
through and had its craggy tips dusted with early winter snow. Dr G tried to find an explanation at
every compass point, but the merciless panorama offered no comfort.
“What have you done to me?”
“I haven't done anything. You're not dreaming, you haven't been hypnotised. It's how I get
about these days. Somewhere, in your convoluted science, there's an explanation, but you'll only
find it if you open your mind to look.”
“Are you mad? This isn't possible. You've done something. . . .”
A man approached, old like his clothes, weather beaten and rough textured.
"You accept quantum weirdness at the microscale. This is how it works at the macro level.
Hello." I whispered to Dr G, "You'll get a lot of this now."
"A lot of what?"
The old man coughed. "A little late to be out alone."
"We're fine, nothing to worry about. We're here to meet someone."
"I couldn't sleep. The plague victims keep us up all night. You'd think the bugs would have
died with them," he turned to Dr. G, "but you know how it is. You take your ailments to the grave."
"Pardon?"
The old man spoke louder, aiming his head at Dr G's left ear. "I said you take your ailments
to the grave."
"You don't need to shout, I'm not deaf."
"Sorry. Are you new here? Actually, don't answer that, let me show you something."
"We're supposed to be meeting someone," I said again, but he wasn't listening.
"It won't take a moment. I want your opinion. . . ."
The old man walked with a limp, a painful looking bending motion at the right knee that
almost tipped him over every time he took a stride. His grave was marked by a short stubby column
with the name Hans Jacob and the years 1725 - 1774. A second man stood a few metres from the
column and watched the three of us, his mouth open, hands limp against his thighs.
Hans pointed out the flower arrangements around the base of the column: lilies and a holly
wreath with wildflowers woven through it.
"Every year a group of do-gooders leave this rubbish around my plot. I hate lilies. What are
you laughing at?"
My face cracked open and a breathless laugh burst out. I covered my mouth, but not quickly
enough. Hans Jacob noticed my teeth and crossed himself.
"You don't have to worry about me," I said.
"What? Why not? What about him?"

"I don't attack corpses, Herr Jacob. You don't have a blood supply."
"You can never be too careful around here."
"And my friend here isn't, you know, one of them. One of us. Like me, not you."
“What are you babbling on about?” A little of Dr G's cantankerous self had survived the
travelling. He turned to Hans Jacob. “Who the hell are you? Do you live here?”
“For longer than I care to think.”
“There is a perfectly good welfare system. You don't have to live in a graveyard.”
I nudged Dr G's arm. “It's not quite like that.”
“What is it like, Frieda? Enlighten me or take me home.”
Hans Jacob nodded his head towards the entrance cross. “Is she the person you're meeting?”
Virginia paced about, her hands stuffed into the warmth of her jacket pockets.
"Do you know her?" I said.
"She's been up here a couple of times with a man. They have . . . you know, carnal behaviour
beneath the yew tree."
"They make love in a graveyard?" I said.
"That's the modern way of describing it. He's like an animal. And she comes here with some
demon-like creature. I tell you, we don't hang around when that thing comes by, do we, Aralf?"
Aralf's mouth was already the right shape to say no.
"How often do they come here? Weekly, daily, once in a blue moon?"
"The cycles of the moon usually. Him and her. She comes here with the creature once or
twice a month. They hunt. The creature is after souls, I think. There aren't many of us left."
The last time I met Virginia we were in an art gallery and she was blushing at the sight of a
demonic sculpture her husband had created. And now her alter ego was robbing graves of their
occupants.
"What is she doing here?" said Dr G.
"She owes you an explanation."
Hans Jacob didn't follow us to the cross. He and Aralf watched from a safe distance and I
felt a deep sorrow for them, trapped in their eternal resting place, bothered by errant horticulturists
and greedy demons. Dr G was momentarily trapped in his own dilemma; the apparent reality of
Virginia's presence in his dreamlike quantum world, a world that had turned inside out the moment I
gripped his arm. “Don't lie to me, Frieda, is she real? Is this real?”
“Trust me. It's all real. I'm sure you'll develop a mathematical formula one day to explain it.”
“Frieda.” Virginia refused to shake my hand, offered no air kiss and avoided eye contact
with Dr G. I didn't mind. Niceties were overrated. She kept a clear couple of metres between us and
stared at the ground as if she had only just noticed it was there.
“You remember Dr Hoenenbacker?” I said.
“What is this all about?”
“You abandoned him.”
“That's a little melodramatic, Frieda? Gert is a grown up.”
“Gert, as you so insolently put it, can hear every word you say. Why have you done this to
me, Virginia?”
“I don't owe you any explanations, Gert.”
“Yes you do.” Dr G's voice alerted Hans Jacob and Aralf still watching from the distant
reaches of the graveyard.
“It's none of your business. What I did then and what I do now is none of your business.”
“We worked together-”
“We did not. You imposed yourself on me.”
“I did nothing of the sort. Our respective disciplines had commonality. If you thought
otherwise you're, you're as deluded as she is.”
“Who?”
They both turned to me. “Me? I'm not deluded.”
“All I want is an explanation, Virginia. A simple reason why you did what you did. You took

us all for fools.”
“We all have lives outside the university. You have yours, I have mine. If you don't agree
with it, that's not my problem. My beliefs, my life is mine. It's alien to you, I can do nothing about
that, but if you think I owe you an explanation or, god forbid, an apology, you're mistaken.”
Virginia pulled her hands out of her pockets. She wore heavy gloves, the kind a gardener or
builder would wear, and they matched the rest of her clothing; the elegant fashion-conscious woman
I once knew wore a jacket made from a heavy damage-proof material and trousers spattered with
paint.
“Why are you haunting this graveyard with a demon?” I said.
“You're not making sense, Frieda.”
“If they weren't already dead you'd have frightened the life out of those two.” I pointed
towards Hans Jacob and Aralf.
Virginia asked Dr G, “What is she talking about?”
“Two residents of this graveyard told us all about your midnight visits with a demon.”
Virginia stalked away. We didn't let her go that easily. “You can't just abandon all this,” I
said. “You need help. The mess you're in.”
“What mess?”
“Your new friends, all forty-eight of them.”
The evening was calm, dead calm, and although Virginia shivered in the frosty atmosphere,
there was an almost mid-summer stillness and quality of air. The light reflected off a silver veneer
covering the mountaintops, the path ahead a glowing ribbon sneaking towards the forest and if my
speculation was correct Virginia's new home.
“I keep a healthy distance from the others. Earnst is building a tree house,” she said to
herself. “He thinks being off the ground, out of touch with Mother Earth, will make his work more
transcendental, detached from what he calls the objective tyranny of the planet.”
“Is all this to do with your husband?” said Dr G.
Virginia pulled up. “Leave him out of this. God, whenever you two are together I feel like a
duck.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I don't understand that either,” I said.
“Read a book.” And she carried on, head down, marching deeper into the forest until the
timid light abandoned us and the tree tops glared down through the suffocating blackness of the
forest floor.
Virginia didn't feel comfortable with Dr G walking two steps behind. Her eyes darted down
to the left and her breathing rate rose and fell, her words stiff and reluctant.
“It seems to be a lonely place to live, Virginia.” I said.
“I prefer to call it isolated. Isolation brings its own form of security and freedom.”
“Freedom to make love in the graveyard?”
Virginia tutted, grinned and shook her head. “Is nowhere private these days?”
A voice called from the trees, a croaky sound as if a mimicking bird had learned how to
speak English. “You're bringing monsters to our home?”
“It's Frieda. You remember Frieda, don't you?”
The source of the voice travelled around us as we came into view of a large timber chalet.
“Frieda. Our dead friend from Bamberg come to drain us in our beds.”
“Just ignore him,” Virginia said leading us into the chalet.
We passed through and out the other side where a verandah faced a thinning of the forest
and a translucent view of the mountains looked back at us. Virginia moved a pile of tools off a
settee, shifted the decorator's cloth and threw cushions down as an invite. “I'm presuming you don't
drink coffee anymore, Frieda.”
Without waiting to be invited Dr G sat down and ground his head in his hands, but there'd be
no magic reawakening. He was here until I chose to take us back and that wouldn't happen until he
had an apology or an explanation. When he looked up his eyes were crimson, straining to hold back

a toxic cocktail of confusion, fear and emotion. “She asks you, she doesn't ask me.”
“About what?”
“Coffee.”
“I'm sure she'll make you one, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
“It might be a little easier if you call me Gert.”
“A drop of milk and three sugars.” Virginia came back with two mugs.
“I only take one these days, but three is fine. Thank you.”
“You know this compromises me, Frieda. You knowing where I live.”
“You must know where I live.”
“Well, yes.”
“So if you burn down my house I'll burn down yours. And my house is brick and concrete.
It'll be harder to burn down.”
Virginia glanced at Dr G examining his over-sweetened coffee. “Let's not talk about burning
things down. We need to work together, Frieda.”
“No. You betray people. I don't want to be in Gert's situation in a year's time.”
“It won't come to that.”
“I don't believe you. I don't trust you. Your track record speaks for itself.”
“That's rich.” Virginia flapped her gloves on the chair arm. “Does Gert know all about your
antics? Your role in Simon Frenzel's murder and Theo Wenders the day before.”
“I'm trying to make up for all that.”
“If that's the case why aren't you sitting down with their grieving families, why aren't you
helping them instead of,” she could hardly say the name, “instead of Gert.”
“This isn't about Frieda,” said Dr G.
The verandah, hermetically sealed in the encroaching woodland, dragged us into its silence
when we stopped speaking. The stillness only interrupted by Gert blowing on his coffee.
“You of all people should understand the nature of curiosity, Gert. It's what drives us. Earnst
introduced me to a world of fascination, irresistible fascination, so far away from the circuits and
silicon of my work. I saw parallels. The network taught me a lot, but more importantly, it taught me
self-respect.”
“Self-respect?”
“Yes, self-respect. No one ever suspected you of sleeping your way to the top. Do you know
how many raised eyebrows I noticed when people looked at my name. Professor Bruck, as if the
thought of it was impossible. The network changed all that. It changes everyone. Correct me if I'm
wrong, Frieda.”
“It certainly changes people, I won't disagree with that.”
“The network allowed me to shake off the shame my family had endured for centuries. I was
the one with the power and the influence and Gert, it felt wonderful. It was amazing. To see people
who had harassed and embarrassed my family shaking when they saw me. That healed a lot of
pain.”
“Was my life ever in danger?” said Gert.
The answer came after a long sip of coffee. “I tried to make sure it never affected you.”
“You had a listening post just up the road from where we worked.”
“How do you know about that?”
“I told him.”
“It was never a threat to you, no.”
“A body delivered to your faculty.”
“Dead bodies can't hurt you.”
I disagreed. Virginia hid behind her mug.
“None of it means anything to you, does it?” A sense of courage inflated Gert sitting more
upright, stirring some of the confrontation his students came to fear. “Dead bodies, eavesdropping,
murder, terrorism. You have no regrets, no shame.”
“None whatsoever. You cross a line, Gert. You don't step back across that line. You keep

going, you follow the enormous sense of satisfaction that comes with being in charge of every
situation.” She looked at me as she spoke to him. “And then it takes you over, it's no longer about
ambition or goals and targets, it becomes something more visceral, primeval. You stand above
everybody at the same time as being rooted in the raw energy of the earth.” She brushed some of the
dust off her trousers, some of the earth she now grubbed about in, the earth her husband was at that
moment trying to detach himself from.
“Does Jennifer agree with your assessment?” I said. The question shook her.
“If you want to blame anyone, Gert, blame Jennifer Enzo. Change came about because of
her.”
“She doesn't tell you what to do,” I said. “Does she?”
“I had no choice, Frieda. She let me live. Don't think it's gratitude. My life now is the lesser
of two evils, if you'll pardon the expression.”
Virginia's wrists were deeply scored by a knife, old wounds that looked as if they could
liquefy at any moment. “What exactly have you done?” I pulled her jacket sleeve away from her
wrist. The marks were part of an occult phrase. I recognised a numerical signifier used in some
grimoires as a spell reference. “What does this do?”
Virginia huffed. “It allows me to handle demons without being scorched.”
“What? You are in deep.”
“You don't know the half of it.”
“Tell us. No, wait. You want me to join you lot? You want me to carve all this rubbish into
my flesh?”
“It isn't rubbish.”
“No. I stand corrected. It isn't. And you're confident you can control this?”
Gert started to deflate again. “Control what? There's too much information.”
Virginia pulled her sleeve down. “Your help, Frieda, would go towards controlling Jennifer.
I can't do it on my own, but with you.”
“No. If I join, it's on my own terms, not yours.”
“Whatever, but we can stop her if we work together.”
“There's a price for that.”
“No.” Gert stood up. “No. No deals, no more of this nonsense, whether any of it is even real.
I'm not being helped in these circumstances.”
“So be it,” said Virginia.
“No. Gert, you have to make a stand. This is your career.”
“I can retire.”
“Surrender, you mean.”
“It is not surrendering.”
“Ignore him,” I said to Virginia. “You'll do something to convince this inquiry that no one
knew what you were doing. Whether he goes along with it or not.”
“Excuse me, this is my life you're horse-trading.”
“Shut up.”
“I will not shut up.”
“Sorry.”
“Allow me to make a suggestion.” Virginia calmed the situation. “I can provide a witness
who can clear your name. I can't control what others think of you, Gert, but I can formally clear
your name.”
“Not your husband.”
Virginia winced. “Stop banging on about my bloody husband. It's not him. Someone more
persuasive.”
I noticed the smell before the others. A flourish of sulphur wafted across the verandah. The
brushwood and pine needles of the forest shifted beneath a stealthy approach of footsteps.
“It's no wonder Jennifer's group won the war. They controlled more power than we ever had
access to. We were just playing games, Frieda.”

“Who are you putting forward to help me, Virginia?” Gert pushed back into the chair.
“Frieda. . . .” He directed my attention towards a presence beyond the verandah.
I turned and found the superheated menace of a figure standing guard, a heat haze
transforming the immediate forest, the distant mountain view closed off by half-open wings, the
taught membrane framed by bony structures jointed with sharp knuckles. The figure remained, a
voluptuous female, blistered, long matted hair draping over her shoulders and down a solid torso.
Two short horns pulled her head forward and down almost hiding her violent eyes behind a brow
where the skin peeled to reveal a lighter pinker substrate. She looked ready to pounce and I
wondered for the first time if she was an adversary I'd struggle with.
Virginia spoke. “Liza, I think you need to apologise to Frieda for damaging her father's car.”
“That was you?” Liza continued to eye me up. “What were you doing?”
She cocked her head. “Following orders, Frieda.”
“Whose orders?”
“Her orders.” Liza began to move. “Your tone of voice is unwelcome.” When Liza spoke the
heat haze fluttered and her voice varied between a feminine softness and a deeper bronchitic
wheeze.
“Can we not fight here,” Virginia said. “I've spent all day reattaching the gutters, I don't
want to go through all that again.” She headed for the kitchen. “I get no help from that husband of
mine.”
Liza was eager to examine me. “I've only ever met three vampires. You're the fourth. I
wonder what the collective noun would be. A cell. A menu. A feast. Yes, a feast of vampires.” She
folded her arm around my neck and pulled me into the heady musk of sulphur and carbon. Virginia
saw us. “What do you think, Virginia? A feast of vampires.”
“If you say so.”
“This one looks particularly appetising.”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Is this your succubus, Virginia?”
“I prefer the word guardian. And Liza is a very effective guardian.”
Liza's tongue was rough like sandpaper.
“And very obedient. Liza, may I have some time alone with our guests. They're not a threat.”
“As you wish.” Liza let go of me and the sulphur withdrew into the forest along with Liza,
backing away, her hawkish eyes and razor smile watching me until the mountain view reappeared.
“You need to join us, Frieda.”
“Do you all have guardians like her?”
“Yes.”
“You're not suggesting you send her to the inquiry?”
“They'll learn the truth.”
“What truth?”
Gert repeated my question.
“The truth that's all around us, Gert. There's more to life than quarks.”
“They . . . they won't listen to her.”
“Yes they will.”
I think Gert had heard enough. His body shut down like a robot switched off by its bored
owner. Retirement was his only relief now that his representation to the inquiry was a fire-scorched
woman with wings. There was little I could add other than asking Virginia to forget we had visited,
but there was still the matter concerning me and the forty-eight.
“What would I get out of joining?”
“Protection. That's what you want, isn't it? That's why you're bothering Gert for answers to
life's mysteries. What makes you tick, what keeps you going? You can still be killed again, Frieda.
Not just sunlight or being staked through the heart. There are spells, there are demons. Liza could
have torn you apart then. You're not immune to what they can do. You exist in the same
dimensions.”
“Do I?”

“It's the only explanation. You're a three dimensional shadow of a four dimensional
presence. That's how you move about unseen, travel from here to there instantly. We only see the
shadow. We don't see the real you, Frieda. Not that anyone saw the real you when you were alive,
but you're out there somewhere and you're not alone in that space.”
Now she was the one swelling on the settee. The old Professor Bruck pride puffing her up
like one of her cushions. Another set of footsteps, heavier, clumsier, smelling of pine cones,
clomped onto the verandah. Earnst Bruck's bulky bluster tumbled into the conversation. “You were
invited across the threshold, I presume. And now you settle into the chairs like mites.”
“Hello, Earnst. Made any more sculptures of Virginia?”
“I have no need for mannequins when the real thing in all her curvaceous splendour is never
more than fifty metres away. You're not here to steal her from me, are you? Wretched thief, you
vampires. Where's Van Helsing when you need him?”
“I was explaining to Frieda why she exists in a higher dimension.”
“She won't understand. Business woman, money whore, financier. Euphemisms for the
ignorant.”
I said to Gert, “Last time we met he invited me to form a threesome.”
“What are you doing here?” he said to Gert diminishing by the minute.
“I was just leaving.”
“You're not a vampire too, are you? Come to sink your teeth into my wife's substantial
derrière?” Virginia grinned.
“We can go now,” I said.
“Yes, go and never darken my doors again. Go and fiddle with your photons.” Even in the
dark, Earnst Bruck seemed to cast a shadow on Gert when he leaned over him. “Come near my wife
again, in any form spiritual or temporal, and I'll cut your testicles off with a-”
His head hit the ceiling before he could choose a weapon. My strength lifting him off his
feet as lightly as lifting a coffee pot. Dazed, rubbing his scalp, he slumped to the floor at Virginia's
unmoving feet. She crossed her legs and took another sip from her mug.
“Not very high these rooms, are they dear.”
“Go back to your tree house,” I said.
“It's a studio.”
Virginia placed her hand on his arm as he plodded towards the kitchen. “He's had a long day.
He isn't telling you he doesn't like climbing ladders.”
“This is a dream,” said Gert.
“It might be better for us all if it was,” Virginia said. Bruck's return from the tree house was
the signal for us to leave. We headed back towards the cemetery, aware now that the forest was
concealing more than birds and insects.
“You need to join us, Frieda. Balance things out a bit.”
“Make sense, Virginia.”
She bit the back of her hand and waited for the words to come to her. “It's not good to have
someone assuming the role of leader, but Jennifer . . . the power has gone to her head. Someone
needs to stand up to her.”
“I always thought she was a bit granular.”
“Granular?”
“Here and there. She never struck me as a leader.”
“Take my word for it. She has a head full of films and books and thinks she's destined to
change the world. And she will if someone doesn't stop her.”
“Perhaps the world needs changing.”
“Not the way she has in mind.”
I waited for Virginia to say more than two sentences in a row. “She never changes,” I said to
Gert. “Melodramatic. Just come to the point, Virginia.”
“Jennifer Enzo has apocalyptic fantasies. She yearns for a world she has to herself and that
enormous demon that carries her around. She wants to kill us all and the only thing stopping her is a

weapon.”
“Is that true?”
“Of course it's true. She never stops going on about it. She thinks she's some kind of living
god.”
“Is she capable?”
“She'll find a way,” said Virginia quietly. “Someone will have to stop her.”
“You really think that's me?”
“I told you, I can't do it. None of us can.”
“But you all have this power, this ability, don't you? You're a witch, Virginia. You must
know how to control her.”
“It's her grandmother. Mother Enzo has taught her everything. You've met her, Jennifer. If
she says one sensible thing in a day you're doing well, but that one sensible thing can make the
earth move.”
From the moment I found out the forty-nine wanted me (or the forty-eight wanting me to
make it forty-nine) I had assumed it was to consolidate their advantage over the rest of the network.
Now I was being asked to save mankind. I wasn't sure I wanted to and truth be told, Jennifer Enzo's
ambition had a certain appeal.
“What are you thinking?” said Gert.
“I need to meet Jennifer.”
“Wish for it hard enough and she'll find you,” Virginia said.
“Does she know how to change form?”
“No. I've never seen her do it. She's seems to have a knack of getting about without being
seen. Why do you ask?”
“I met someone a few days ago. I thought it might be her in another form. Obviously not.”
“Who?” said Virginia.
“Nobody. A woman who caught me feeding.”
“Speak to her,” said Virginia. “To Jennifer. Don't be distracted by the other lot, they've had
their time.”
When the cemetery came into view (and the spirits had gone back to bed) I asked Virginia,
“How come Earnst never joined the network?”
“Team sports were never his thing. Cooperation is for Communists, he always said. Groups
always demand their pound of flesh.” She rubbed her wrists. “And they've had their pound of flesh
out of me.”
“What do you see in him?” I said.
Virginia scowled and then smirked. “He loves me.”
And I believed her. As peculiar as he was Earnst Bruck always stood by his wife, always
admired her veracity and strength, loved her body more as she aged. Whether he was a malevolent
influence was the kind of conclusion Gert would come to, refusing to believe his precious professor
from the faculty next door could be anything other than a brilliant academic. Refusing to believe
until reality sucked him off his feet, altering everything he ever took for granted.
“I doubt we'll meet again, Virginia. I'm sorry a professional relationship should end this
way.”
“I can't promise anything, Gert, but-”
“No, don't send that thing to help me.”
“She's not a thing, Gert.” Virginia left the sentence unfinished, knowing that 'thing' wasn't
really a woman either, and Gert had exhausted his capacity for supernatural phenomena.
He looked at me as if to say 'I'm ready.' I held his arm and as Virginia scanned the graveyard
and its cowering occupants I delivered Gert back to the peculiar familiarity of his office. He needed
a moment to establish its solidity, tapping the back of his chair and closing his eyes, perhaps hoping
to find himself back where he was thirty minutes earlier.
“I'm not sure if there was an apology in there somewhere.” I said. “Hard to tell with a
woman like Virginia.”

“She was always forthright, a little aloof perhaps, in retrospect.”
“Now don't go rewriting history. You're a physicist remember.”
“A physicist with no answers.”
“A physicist with a world of questions in front of him. If I were you I'd be attacking that
whiteboard trying to explain what just happened.”
He smiled. A rare gesture of malleability and I detected a slight lift in my own sense of pride
at the thought of my actions softening him a little.
“Contact me if you arrive at the answer. Don't give up, Gert. Man like you should be an
inspiration, not afraid to tackle this weird world we live in.”
“You're not convincing me, Frieda.” I think he wanted that whisky he was about to pour
before I spirited him away. “But at least you tried and I'm grateful for that.” He smiled again.
(Twice in a minute.) “Strange to think that you a monster has more humanity than the woman we
just met.”
“Thanks for that description, Gert.”
“Oh, forgive me, that's not what I meant. Of course you're not a monster. Well, I don't think
you are. You don't behave like one anyway.”
“Thanks.”
“Non-human. I can't keep calling you the living dead, that's preposterous.”
“Thank you for the details of your friend. I promise I won't bite him.”
“Please don't be flippant, Frieda.” He finally had his hands on his whisky. Staring at the
bottle he turned to me and said, “I will give you a word of advice though. Don't accept any of
Maurice's beer. It truly is grotesque.”
“He brews beer?”
“Yes. I told you. Filthy stuff, it is. I've told him having all the equipment doesn't make him a
brewer. His father was the brewer. Pity he took his expertise to the grave.”
“Who did?”
“His father. Maurice swears his father died simply to prevent his son getting his hands on the
secret.”
“Did he really?”
Gert scowled and aimed his tumbler at my nose. “Don't go getting any funny ideas.”
“I'm not.”
“You are, I can tell. You're concocting something already.”
“No, I'm not.”
“Yes, you are.”
“There's nothing brewing, Dr Hoenenbacker. . . .”
“Oh, we're back to all that, are we?”
“It's you, getting in a froth-”
“Stop that.”
He pushed me out into the corridor and closed his door. I knocked, but before he could open
it I had already vanished.

5
The days were shortening which allowed me to visit people at more reasonable times. The address
given by Dr G led me to a dense copse of pine trees hanging on to a steep slope, a cleft gouged by a
rushing stream tumbling out of control towards the Cornish coast of England. The path to the front
door was already under assault from both sides by a thicket of bramble. I told myself this could be
the home of an unmarried eccentric.
Dr G's friend approached from the tangle of the woodland. “Hello.”
“Hello.” As he approached I could see the woodland through his body. Dr G hadn't told me
his friend was dead. “Are you Maurice Bingley? Dr Maurice Bingley?”
“No. I'm his brother.”
“Ah, that makes sense.”
“Does it?”
“I can see right through you. When did you die?”
Brother Bingley stopped in the middle of the thicket. “Excuse me. I prefer not to be
reminded, thank you very much.” He spoke like a comic-book pirate, but the tragedy must have
been recent. The Adidas logo on his sweater gave the game away. “Sorry. I take things for granted
these days.”
“Bully for you. I don't. Cut down before my time.”
“What happened?”
“I told you not to ask.”
“You said I shouldn't remind you.”
“Oh, I get it. You're the argumentative kind, aren't you? Like him.” He twitched his head at
the clapper board house. “He's another one. Dr Always Bloody-Right we used to call him. Got a
few letters after his name and he thought he was Almighty God.”
None of this filled me with much optimism. I was hoping for some easy answers from
Maurice, but his ghostly brother's attitude hinted at a torrid time ahead of me.
“I won't ask you any more questions.”
“I'm not bothered about questions. I just don't want to talk about . . . you know what.”
“Fine. Is Dr Bingley in?”
“He's always in. Round the back, where his vats are.”
“I was told he brews beer.”
The ghost pulled his face. “Is that what he calls it? No one else does. You'll hear a few ripe
descriptions of it, especially when the club get together.”
“Club?”
“His brewing mates. They have these meet ups at the Black Thorn Inn and have a right belly
laugh at the misadventures he takes along. Trying to emulate dad, see. But he'll never do that. Now
dad was a real brewer. His Cornish Porter was the toast of the coast from here to Marazion. Yes,
damn fine brewer was dad. Maurice dabbles. He hasn't got a clue. If he offers you a sample tell him
you're teetotal.” The ghost rang the doorbell for me, folded his arms and started to whistle
Beethoven's Ode to Joy.
The door squealed when it was yanked open. “Frieda?”
“Yes.”
“Maurice. Call me Maurice. None of that doctor nonsense. I'm not a doctor anymore. Gert
told me you were coming. He still believes in formalities, but he's a twit. In a nice way. Under a lot
of pressure at the moment. Bad stuff, witches, spooks, vampires. The man's off his rocker if you ask
me.”
I had to look at the ghost and confirm the family resemblance. Maurice didn't acknowledge
his translucent sibling.
“Sorry, Frieda, I just presumed you spoke English. Gert sagte mir, dass du kommen
würdest.“
“Entschuldigen Sie. Ich spreche Englisch. Sorry, no, I speak English.“

“Ah. You looked like you'd seen a ghost. Some people say my brother creeps around the
place, but I've never seen him. Never was very sociable.”
“You wouldn't bloody speak to me if you did. Pompous arsehole.“
I was at a loss, totally distracted. “I'll look out for him,“ was the best I could think of.
“Well don't look too hard. Last thing I want is some moaning ghost wandering about the
place. Miserable git.”
“Miserable git, that's a bit rich coming from a recluse.”
“Come in. I'm in the middle of bottling.”
“Good luck,” said the ghost.
“Thank you.” I knew they could both respond to that.
The woodland continued through the house. Plants everywhere, potted, hanging, artificial,
large palms by the doors, tubby ceramic pots on tabletops, slender glasses with single-stemmed
flowers on windows. “You look more like a botanist than a biologist.”
“Flavours, Frieda.” He snatched several petals off something blue. “They add a light
fragrance to the mix. I find hops too bitter to be left on its own. Here. . . .” His brother's warning
came back to me. “Try a drop.” He poured a dark brown liquid into a small glass. “Don't worry
about the head.”
“It hasn't got one.”
“I know. I'm working on it. Hardest bit to get right. That and the taste.”
I sipped the liquid. The muscles in my throat contracted and with old memories of wine
tasting waited for the after-taste, the lingering palette. “I see what you mean. You haven't quite
perfected the taste, have you?”
“What can you taste. Can you detect the ingredients?”
“A medical sample, Maurice. What's in it, plasma?” (One day the luxury of beer sampling
would be a memory.)
“It's not that bad.” He swirled a bit around his tongue, sucking his cheeks in and slurping. “It
just needs something to minimise the bitterness.”
“Like five kilogrammes of sugar.”
“You're not being very helpful. I thought a German would be able to offer some advice,
bring some tips from a brewing centre of excellence. It's in your veins, it's in your DNA, Frieda.”
A bubble of wind forced my lips apart. ”Holy cow, it's not in my DNA, sorry.” Speaking
English didn't help to understand Maurice. “I'm not really a connoisseur on beer drinking.”
“Yes.” He put a cork back into the sample bottle and wagged his finger at me. “Gert told me
about your condition.”
“Condition?”
“Porphyria. He asked me to confirm or refute it.”
“I don't have porphyria.”
He wasn't listening. His broad shoulders brushed the corridor foliage, but before reaching
the source of the smell of yeast and fermenting sugars, he took a sharp left and dived into a long
narrow office. A window looked over the slope and a waterwheel sleeping in its timber cradle. In
contrast to Dr G's regimented order, Maurice's books were more a like a band of mercenaries,
leaning out of the shelves and tumbling over each other.
He pulled one book from the crowd and turned the torn jacket to the contents page.
“Porphyria is a congenital disease, so there'd be a history of it in your family, Frieda. Anyone else,
any relatives, ascendants, that you know of?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
He issued a low grumble like a truck passing by the house. Book in hand he studied my face,
rubbed his finger on my cheek and poked my top lip until he saw the canines. “Oh, yes. Now you
see in some extreme cases such as hepatoerythropoietic porphyria there can be a change in the
condition of the gums and teeth and those are obviously not the canines you grew up with. Is your

urine purple?”
“No.”
“What colour is it?”
“A sort of orangey-pink.”
“What?”
“I don't know what colour my urine is, I haven't been on the toilet for over a year.”
“Don't be ridiculous. You'd be the colour of a banana if you didn't wee for over a year. You'd
be dead from all sorts of things. Cirrhosis, septicaemic poisoning, urinary tract infections. If you
don't want to tell me, don't tell me. Does your skin burn easily in sunlight?”
“It ignites. Although I haven't stood around long enough to let it happen. I sleep in a
blacked-out attic during the day.”
He studied the book looking for a diagnosis; confirmation to contradict me. He held the page
he was reading in front of my face and ran his finger along the sentences. “The electrons in
porphyrins become excited in sunlight, but return to a base level emitting energy and it's that energy
that causes the skin condition. If you're telling me the truth the condition must be extreme to cause
the kind of burning ignition you described.”
“I don't have porphyria, Maurice. But the electron thing is interesting.”
“Why?” Maurice, in spite of his age, read without glasses, the favourite tool of every
academic when they wanted to emphasise a point. In place of a spectacle stem he placed the corner
of his book underneath his nostrils and pushed upwards.
“Because we're entering the realm of physics, a short hop to quantum mechanics and we're
probably getting closer to what's going on.”
“You think your condition is a phenomenon of quantum mechanics? What are you a walking
black hole or something?”
“I don't know.” I closed his book for him. “I was hoping you'd be able to tell me.”
He grumbled again. “I find the bottling part of the process the most therapeutic.”
“Pardon? Oh, the beer.”
“Yes. Follow me. Some brewers like to leave a little bit of sediment in the bottle. I don't
know about that, but I tried it with one bottling. It helped a little bit.”
“Did it clog up the opening?”
“You're a cheeky little madam, aren't you?”
Back through the jungle we arrived at the brewery. The floor changed from tile to concrete,
the wallpaper abandoned for bare timber, the roof a gently heaving layer of corrugated plastic.
Amongst the pipes and tubes, two stainless steel vats sat like large soup cans, one bubbling and
mumbling to itself.
“The latest batch,” said Maurice tapping the vat with his thumb knuckle.
“Do you give your beer names?”
“The first batch I did. I called it Pinewood, but my friends said it tasted more like leaf litter,
so I stopped naming them after that. It invites ridicule.”
In a side room, darker than the room with the vats, a crowd of bottles huddled together
waiting nervously to be filled. The beer flowed from a bucket down a transparent tube and into a
funnel; Maurice turned a tap to release a dark porphyritic urine-coloured stream that momentarily
frothed in the bottle, but soon settled to a headless, cloudy sample.
“Try this one.” He swapped the tube for a tumbler. “I might give this one a name seeing as
you're here. Frieda's Fragrance, perhaps?” My contorted expression left him in no doubts. “Bad as
that, eh?”
“Jesus Christ, it's worse than the last one. Have you thought of buying beer from a shop?”
“What? Brewing is an ancient English tradition. When the water supply was poisonous it's
all anyone ever drank. The tradition is hard wired into us, Frieda. A man who can't brew his own
beer is only half a man. It should be on the national curriculum.”
“It should come with a health warning. It's awful.” I poured what was left into the only plant
pot in the room. Judging by the condition of the leaves, this particular plant had been assaulted by

beer more than once.
“You're just upset because I haven't diagnosed your condition.”
“That's not why I'm here.”
“That's what Gert told me.”
“He misunderstood. What I really want to know is how a body dies and how you can reverse
the process.”
Dr. Bingley swallowed his sample in one go. “That's impossible.”
At the side of his alleged brewery (I didn't think it deserved to be taken seriously) a rickety
timber balcony straddled the stream. The pines mingled with ancient birch, and all of it serenaded
with bird song. The aroma of damp earth rose through the foliage, mixing with the sharp tang of the
pine needles.
“Why is it impossible? What causes life can be reversed, can't it? Jellyfish live forever.”
“You're not a jellyfish, Frieda.” We sat down on two mouldy armchairs. “The body isn't like
a car engine. When it stops working it rots. That's the bit that can't be reversed.”
“What is death?”
“In simple terms it's the body's inability to produce viable cells. And with the breakdown of
healthy cellular activity you get organ failure and the brain ceases to function. And once the cells
stop regenerating all internal and external organisms get to work, oxidation and dehydration begin,
along with several other chemical processes that lead to the decay of tissue until only the
mouldering bones are left.”
“When the body is alive the cells repair and regenerate?”
“Yes, but they're programmed to time out. They reproduce, losing viability every time; the
ends of the chromosomes degenerating until they can't protect the DNA. The cells' capacity to
function is compromised and they become vulnerable to disease and viruses and other weaknesses
that life throws at us: injury, mental conditions.” He leaned towards me. “Breathe on my hand.” He
shivered when I breathed on his hand, but it wasn't my breath that was cold. “You have no breath. . .
. Here.” He beckoned me forward and pushed two fingers below my jaw. “You have no pulse. You
show signs of pallor mortis and algor mortis. If I didn't know better I'd say you were already dead,
Frieda. How do you do it?”
The question was presented in a very matter of fact way. “If I told you, you wouldn't believe
me.”
“Try me. I've seen everything. I'm eighty years old. Not long to go meself, truth be told.”
“Okay. I travelled to Rotterdam in 2016. Met a woman who murdered me. She was a
vampire. A few days later I woke up in the morgue in Rotterdam and here I am. A few people are
aware of what I am, but everybody else thinks I'm either a liar or I've faked my own death to avoid
a multiple murder charge.”
“Ah. Yes. Bamberg. Wenders and Frenzel. Heard about it. Who didn't? Yes, Gert told me you
were delusional. Post-traumatic stress, he said. I suppose anyone who suffered a life-threatening
experience like that would be . . . confused. You're trying to explain what happened, rationalise it.”
I could hear Ode to Joy being whistled in the woodland.
“Ask yourself how you can lie on a slab for several days after medical staff with all their
sophisticated equipment have diagnosed you dead, and then you wake up again. Equipment can
malfunction, a temporary vegetative state, a severe form of narcolepsy, criminal corruption. Perhaps
they let you die,” he said that with his fingers forming quote marks.
“So I'm either the victim of malpractice, corruption, narcolepsy or I'm a vegetable.”
“Amongst other things, yes. What you are not, Frieda, is dead in the clinical sense.”
“Your brother's down there,” I said.
“How do you know?”
“He whistles Beethoven. I can hear him now.”
Maurice sat very still in his chair, but he wasn't listening to the music, he was preparing a
revelation. “What specifically?”
“Ode to Joy. You've heard it, haven't you?”

“Once or twice.” He tapped the chair arm with the knuckle of his thumb. “Not in the house,
when I'm outside. I thought it was a neighbour. There's no fence between my garden and Johnnie's
next door. I thought he was wandering onto my territory.”
“What's your brother's name?”
“Marcus.”
“He thinks he died before his time.”
“He was knocked off his bike. Never stood a chance. One can only hope it was instant.”
“Do you miss him?”
“No. We didn't get on. I think he saw me as a bit pompous and stuffy. He was a playwright,
arty-farty type, never had much time for the rigours of science. He called studying a straitjacket. He
had a lot in common with Wordsworth, thinking nature supplied all the answers you need. But you
have to study nature to unlock its answers. That's how we evolve. It wasn't Shakespeare who
discovered penicillin.”
“And it wasn't Chekhov who invented the atom bomb.”
“We don't always get it right. And artists aren't always pure as the driven snow either.
Wagner was a raging anti-Semite.”
The woodland setting was conducive to philosophical discussion, but wordplay wasn't going
to bring anyone back from the dead. “Can we consider a hypothetical situation?” I said.
“Go on.”
“A game.”
“I like games.”
“You have a corpse. It's been dead two years. If the science allowed, what would you have to
do to make it viable, to make it live again?”
Maurice cleared his throat and shuddered. “You know people have tried to do this before.”
“And failed, obviously.”
“For good reason. There wouldn't be much organic material, organ tissue, muscle fibre,
veins and what have you. So that would need regenerating. And from what? What's your source
material? You can't grow this stuff in a test tube.”
“What about stem cells?”
“To make an entire body?”
“Okay. What else would you need to do?”
“You need to restart cellular reproduction, neural activity, blood circulation. . . .”
“Electricity?”
“The nerves act as a form of circuitry. They're not alive. You can make a corpse twitch if you
connect it to a car battery. How does it generate its own internal power supply? The nerve fibres
need chemicals to conduct the signals.”
“But if you could, would that restart brain function? The brain is electro-chemical isn't it?”
“Yes, but there's a cocktail of chemicals interacting, just in the synapses. We haven't even
started on the DNA and the chromosomes, the complex organic molecules swishing around inside
every cell.”
“So, in other words, to reanimate a body you can't do it at the physical three-dimensional
level.”
“What other way is there?”
“There's a quantum level to existence, isn't there? A multiverse, a dimension at right angles
to the three we occupy, all that quantum weirdness must be going on inside us because we're made
of the same stuff.”
“Are we? I'm not sure that applies to you.”
“It certainly doesn't apply to your beer.”
“Don't get personal. I'm still working on the details.”
“Your brother said your father was a good brewer.”
“He was. A genius. A master brewer if ever there was one. Malcolm Bingley's 1961 IPA won
a medal. He would have won more, but he couldn't be bothered with all that competition stuff. He

was always afraid someone would pinch his secrets.”
“Secrets?”
“Yes. His recipes. How he did it. He didn't just throw everything in a vat and hope for the
best. He was like a sorcerer, adding bits of this and a sprinkle of that.”
“Eye of newt.”
“He never used anything like that.”
“I think you do, judging by the taste of it.”
When he checked the time I thought he was about to kick me out, but he had a meeting, an
urgent meeting. The brewers club. “I need to deliver my form. You want to come?”
“Okay. You hand deliver your form?”
He froze half out of his chair. “How else do you suggest I do it?”
“Email?” The suggestion sounded ridiculous.
“Brian doesn't do email. Doesn't do technology. Hasn't even got a record player.”
Brian lived ten minutes down the creek in a flat above his gift shop. A high tide brought the
sea to within metres of his doorstep. In the window, Brian's disdain for technology played out in his
choice of gifts. His shop looked like an East German supermarket full of faded postcards containing
cars that had long been scrapped and people dressed like extras from 1970s television programmes.
Mingling with the buckets and spades, kites, china donkeys and tubes of shortbread biscuits, books,
unbought unread books, offered the reluctant reader a range of titles from Cornwall's post-glacial
coastline formation to a book of coach timetables a thousand years out of date. (Maybe not so old,
but it looked like an ancient Papal manuscript.)
Maurice didn't bother to knock, had no doorbell to ring, but the gust of wind that followed us
in alerted the voices of several men upstairs. “Only me,” he called.
“Only you,” they called back. “You brought us something nasty, Maurice?”
“Don't take it personally,” he said, placing a reassuring hand on my wrist. “They don't know
you're coming.”
“I'm fascinated to know who they'll think I am. Niece, long lost daughter you didn't know
you had. Scarlet woman.”
We soon found out. Three old men stood around Brian's extended dining table, bending over
various bottles and barrels, examining labels and holding crystal clear glasses of beer up to Brian's
ornate lamp shade.
“Voluptuous body,” said one of them without knowing I was there. Brian saw me.
“I'd agree with that, Percy. I say I'd agree with that. This is a fancy looking ale, Maurice.
Does she have a name?”
“Frieda.”
“Frieda.” Percy looked me up and down and licked his lips. “Good to see you've finally got
a decent head on your beer. Looks like a lot of nose too.”
“Percy, watch what you say.”
“Are you joining the club, Frieda?” said Brian. “Nice to see a girl taking an interest.”
“I'm not a girl.”
“Oh heck.” My accent provoked another layer of comment. “Are you German?”
“Yes.” An uncomfortable bout of fidgeting spread around the dining table. “I've parked my
Messerschmidt on the beach. Hope you don't mind.”
Maurice coughed. “Frieda has a strange sense of humour, gentlemen. Takes a bit of time to
get used to it.”
“Yes, well.” Bottles chinked, subject of sudden renewals of interest in the handwritten
labels. Maurice put his unfolded form on the table.
“I'm submitting two this month. A blonde and another IPA.”
“If I were you,” said Brian, “And I'm not you, but if I were, I say if I were you, I'd go the
whole hog. Go overboard. Something strong, something powerful. Something that would mask the
taste.”
Chortling replaced the chinking and Brian offered Maurice a small glass of his own creation.

“Try that. Fuggles and Otis with a teaspoon of sherry. I was trying to replicate that barrel
conditioned ale Innes and Gunn do. . . .” Brian's tongue moved to the front of his mouth when
Maurice tried the beer.
“I hate you, Brian.” He offered the glass to me.
“She won't like it,” Brian said.
“It's not lager, Frieda,” said Percy.
“I know. Brian told us what it was.”
“What's in it? You'll never guess.” Brian had his own secret recipe.
“I can taste heather, some dried hawthorn blossom and a touch of white pepper.”
Brian's tongue slipped over his front lip. “How the bloody hell did you know that?”
“Keen sense of taste,” I said. “Some people think I'm a vampire, it's so keen.” I winked at
Maurice and he blushed with an intensity that matched his maroon sweater.
Percy ignored me, concentrating on the basic details of Maurice's form before handing it to
Brian. “Trevor's coming along too, but he's slipped in Exeter otherwise he'd be here tonight.”
“What's he done?”
“Bad sprain. Not good at his age.”
Maurice explained. “We're the babies of the group. Trevor's ninety-nine. He's cleared a space
on his office wall for the letter from the Queen next year.”
“Letter from the Queen?”
“Yes. When he's hundred.”
“You won't know that, I say you won't know that, Frieda. Being German. Everyone who
makes it to a century gets a letter off the Queen.”
“That's nice of her.” I made eye contact with the third man at the head of the table. He
smiled, but didn't answer. I checked the others, Brian, Percy, Maurice and noticed how none of them
acknowledged their colleague.
“How many of you are in this club?”
“There's six of us,” said Brian, “but Keith's in Scotland and Brendan is decorating his
daughter's house in Bristol.”
“No, he's not," said Percy unaware of the man at the end of the table shaking his head and
drawing his index finger across his own throat. “He's repointing her gable end.”
“You all right, Frieda,” said Maurice. He looked at the wall. “You like Brian's wall?”
“Yes.” The company of ghosts had become part of my daily landscape. They came and went,
some talking, others, like the living, walking on by without acknowledgement. But Brendan
disturbed me; not his presence, he projected a gentle outward appearance. No, the disturbance was
me being ahead of events. The others would learn of Brendan's fate, but for the moment they had no
idea their friend would not be at the next brewer's meeting. . . .
“I never thought, I say I never thought there was anything special about that wall.”
“You look like you've seen a ghost,” said Percy. “Lot of them in Cornwall.” He took another
sip of Brian's beer. “They're like rats, never more than eight feet away from one.”
I looked at Brendan and said, “Don't say that. Every ghost is the spirit of a real person.
They're not rats.”
“Is this a German thing, Frieda?” said Brian.
“No. It's a humane thing.” My concern for the dead resonated with Maurice who said he
needed to go, finalise his entries for the meeting and get me back before the furniture started flying
about.
Outside, with the sea breeze gathering and the tide contorting in anticipated rage, Maurice
said to me, “What was all that about?”
“You need to ring Brendan's daughter.”
“I haven't got her number.”
“Ring Brendan's phone.”
“Why?” The wind whipped Maurice's shirt collar against his chin. “What did you see back
there?”

“Ring Brendan, please.”
Maurice walked away, reluctant at first, but eventually, his curiosity badgering him, he took
out his phone and called a number. It almost rang out before someone answered. Someone other
than Brendan. Maurice's pace slowed to a halt as he listened to a message, an explanation. I knew
what he was being told. He apologised and said goodbye quietly and didn't speak again until he
reached the path to his house. Leaving me on the pavement he trudged alone to the front door,
fumbled for his keys and was gone.
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Maurice entered a period of mourning. I didn't expect to hear from him again and decided the most
sensitive thing to do was to leave him to his grief. He had friends to share the shock of Brendan's
death, but an element of guilt buzzed me like a fly. Maurice learned of his friend's death in the
context of mystery, inexplicable circumstances which would leave him with an interesting anecdote
for the pub in years to come. I could picture him, leaning on the bar: 'remember that weird German
girl with the big nose who had a premonition of Brendan's death?'
His phone call came as a surprise, the invite to the brewers' club meeting more so. “It came
as a shock, obviously,” he said unaware of me standing in the same room at the back of his house.
The dense wooded garden shielded him from the maritime weather, the driving rain. He stared
through the window guiding with his fingertip the few lucky raindrops trickling down the glass
outside. “We're gonna celebrate Brendan. Name the best beer in his honour.”
“That's a nice idea. I'm sure he'll like that.”
“Brian thinks it'll be his blonde ale, the one you tasted. The man has no modesty.”
“Doesn't that bother you? Boasting all the time like that?”
“It's the way he is. You have to make allowances for your friends.”
“I suppose so.”
“At my age, you never know how much time you've got left with them.”
“All the more reason to perfect your beer. Give Brian some competition.”
“It's all in the head, Frieda.”
“I thought it was the taste?”
“That too, but Brian,” Maurice stiffened, hunching his shoulders, “he always gets such a
bloody good head on his beers, the bastard.”
There's something beautifully satisfying when a great idea suddenly comes to you out of
nowhere. “Does Brian brew behind his shop or upstairs? Where does he brew?”
“It's in the garage behind his shop.”
“Thanks for the invite. I'll see you there.”
“You're welcome. Why are you asking about Brian?”
“Just curious, Maurice.”
“I don't want to know.”
He didn't need to know. Brian's garage had four padlocks on it. Inside, the pristine stainless
steel equipment warmed the atmosphere and the strong yeasty smell swirled amongst flowery
aromas and the scents seeping from jars of spices and bottles of sherry, port and brandy. His bottling
area was arranged with ex-military precision: bottles ready, labels ready, stoppers all present and
correct. And on a separate table two columns of three bottles, the blonde and the IPA. I sniffed the
blonde and recognised the hawthorn blossom and white pepper, but in my uneducated opinion
(speaking as a German lager drinker) there was a crucial ingredient missing.
The bottles were there again at the Black Thorn Inn. The main bar area decorated with
baskets and presentation boxes and each entry guarded by its proud owner, brewer, sorcerer. Brian
whispered some self-aggrandising explanation of how he pushed brewing to the limits of quality
and then, on Maurice's signal, the beers were ready for tasting.
“Shall we get the best out of the way first?” Maurice said. The laughter shook the low beams
of the pub and after a bit of nervous shuffling one guinea pig stepped forward to taste whatever
convenient word could best be used to describe something only just on the safe side of poisonous.
“Has it got a name?” said the punter.
“I thought I'd call it Witchcraft.” He winked at me and whispered, “Sorry for not getting
back to you after, you know.”
“That's all right. I understand.” I made sure I maintained eye contact with the punter as he
drank.
He gulped the beer like a thirsty man. “My god that's good.”
“What?” Maurice didn't believe him. Nobody in the pub believed him. Maurice stepped back

from his own glass and pulled in his lips. “If you say so.”
The glass was handed around and the consensus was positive. Light on the palette, a rich
after-taste, yeasty, but not too strong as to overwhelm the delicate citrus flavours playing around the
edge. Brian didn't believe a word of it. I pushed my way into a position where he could see me.
“How've you managed, I say how've you managed that, Maurice? You get hold of your dad's
old recipe.”
I grinned. “Not yet.”
“Hello again, Frieda.”
“Hello. Can't wait to taste, I say can't wait to taste your blonde again, Brian.”
His confidence shaken, Brian kept quiet as the others passed around their concoctions.
Percy's Truro Centenary was popular. (I asked what the centenary was about, but no one knew.) And
Trevor's stout was as opaque as the name: Bodger's Fettling.
“Is that a village?” I said.
“I'll tell you later.”
There was no time to explain. Brian was unstopping his blonde. The pub fell into a hush and
I noticed the dark corners were filling with ghostly faces, curious to witness the reaction to Brian's
Creek IPA Special Standard.
“Modest isn't his middle name, is it?” I whispered to Maurice.
Brian didn't pour his beer, he let it cascade from a height, a trick I noticed when we met
above his shop. Glass at stomach height, bottle suspended at an optimum distance, the IPA dropped
like a waterfall into the glass and immediately began to foam violently.
“It's got that trademark head, Maurice,” I said.
And the head just kept on coming. A millimetre of beer puddled the bottom of the glass as a
foaming tower bubbled and ballooned above it, spilling across Brian's sleeve and spitting all over
his shoes.
“Lot of pressure in the glass, Brian.”
“Pressure, I say pressure . . . There's nothing wrong with the pressure. It'll settle in a
minute.”
“Five minutes later, there was enough beer in the glass to sample and the first man stepped
forward. His reaction was, let's call it unequivocal. “Tastes like washing up liquid.” He gagged and
spewed up the one mouthful of Creek IPA Special Standard, still foaming and mixed now with
human bile.
“Washing up liquid?” Maurice took a brave sip and screwed up his face. “Bloody hell.
Overdone the pine needles there, Brian.”
He offered the glass to me. I shook my head. “I've tasted it before. I know what it's like.”
One more punter tried it before the sample was abandoned. They all agreed Brian had
overcooked his bottling, gone heavy with the nitrogen and ruined a potential classic. Ruined his
reputation for perfection. He couldn't understand and later, with the punters back at their tables and
conversations turning to Europe and the fate of Exeter rugby club, Brian approached Maurice and
discreetly accused him of sabotage.
“Sabotage?”
“I didn't, I say I didn't put washing up liquid in my own beer.”
“Well, I didn't do it, Brian. I'd have to break into your house, break into your garage-”
“Ale house, Maurice.”
“Break into your ale house. It's preposterous.”
Trevor agreed. The near-centenarian - and was he in Truro when he sprained his ankle, I
couldn't remember - had his own theory. He pointed a cigarette-stained finger at the ceiling. “It's
'im.”
“Who?”
“Brendan. Tricks from the other side. You know what they're like.”
“What? Who? Know what they're like?” Maurice needed answers.
“Ghosts, the undead,” Trevor formed a claw with his left hand and his voice trembled under

the forbidding weight of his observation. “They're all around us, poking and pulling, shifting things
out the way.” His left eye was slightly bigger than his right eye. “Spooks, poltergeists, playing tricks
with the living.”
“Watering down the beer with washing up liquid,” I said.
“Aye. Spirits of the nether regions upsetting the routines of mortal folks.”
“I still think, I say I still think it was sabotage, ghostly or otherwise.”
“Why don't we ask them?” I said.
Trevor's left eye bulged, but didn't quite look straight at me. He was cross-eyed as well as
mis-shaped. “Ask them? Communicate with the residents of the other side.” He formed another
claw with his other hand.
“Something like that,” I said.
I had come prepared. My intention was to speak to Maurice's dad, try to get the old man's
renowned recipe out of him, but there was a growing waiting list as the boozy chatter spread around
the pub and the prospect of a public séance loomed over me.
“Too many people will scare the ghosts away,” I said. They weren't convinced. The woman
behind the bar suggested the room upstairs; the one they couldn't use as a bedroom because of the
bats, was the most haunted. The irony wasn't lost on Maurice who said it would be perfect.
“Very funny,” I said as we climbed the steep narrow staircase followed by Brian helping
Trevor negotiate the short high steps.
According to Maurice, his dad Malcolm Bingley's favourite pub was the Black Thorn Inn
and played cards in the bat room during the many lock-ins on long winter nights.
“Man of science believing in all this ghostly jiggery-pokery.”
“Men of science are forever curious, Frieda.”
“Yeah right. And you'll go to any lengths to get your hands on your father's recipe.”
“How does it work?”
We had a pitcher of water and a glass from the bar. I supplied a short candle, a saucer and a
bag of crisps with a blue sachet of salt. On the solitary table top I drew a circle and a pentagram
with my lipstick, threw in a few Aramaic letters for effect (Maurice didn't know what was authentic
and what wasn't, Brian and Trevor didn't dare ask) and placed the candle in the middle. I poured
water into the saucer and added some of the salt from the blue sachet.
“Are you going to eat those crisps?” said Maurice. “Bit peckish.”
“Go ahead.”
“Will Brendan join us?” said Brian.
“No. Brendan haunts your house.”
I murmured some made up ancient language.
“Haunts my house? Why does he haunt my house?”
“Ghosts become attached to places they frequented or grew fond of.”
“He didn't say he liked my house.”
“Shush.” Laying our hands flat on the table our fingertips touched. The candle flame
flickered, the pub's window frame creaked and I heard the floorboards stretch underneath creeping
footsteps.
“Some say the Devil attends these ceremonies,” said Trevor trying to keep his bony knuckles
flat on the table.
“Ceremony?” said Maurice. “We're not at the Albert Hall, Trevor.”
“The Devil has better things to attend, Trevor,” I said. “We need to remain silent, allow the
gentle signals of the other side to come to us and hope the bats don't start flying about. Are you sure
about the bats, Maurice?”
“Pippistrelles, apparently.”
“Okay. So long as they're not vampire bats. Don't want any vampires wandering amongst us,
do we, Trevor.”
Trevor shivered violently, vibrating his false teeth.
“Come upon us,” I said knowing that Maurice's dad had already turned up uninvited. “Come

upon us and enter our mortal space.”
Maurice had his dad's nose: slender with a long bulbous tip. Malcolm Bingley craned his
neck to identify the living men hunched over the circle. He recognised his son and said to me,
“What does he want?” His voice was wheezy and dry.
“Maurice wants to talk to you. You haven't spoken in a while.”
“Is he here?” Maurice twisted.
“He's behind you. Didn't you hear him then?”
“Don't talk about about me as if I'm not here,” said Malcolm.
“He can't hear you, Mr Bingley. I don't think he can see you either.”
“Is this a trick, Frieda? You might just be having me on.”
Trevor's head twitched, his bulging eyes scanning the ceiling.
“I'm sorry. Sorry, Malcolm, is there any chance you can give Maurice a sign you're here?”
“Not a chance.”
“Oh.”
“What did he say?”
“Not a chance. Why not, Malcolm?”
“Because he's an arsehole. I knew straight away when he walked in what he was up to. He's
come for my recipe, hasn't he?”
“What's he saying?”
“He knows what you're after, Maurice.”
“How does he know that?”
“He is your father. He's going to know what his son's up to, isn't he.”
“Creep,” said Malcolm. “And who are you anyway? You sound German to me.”
“Austrian, actually.”
Malcolm snorted. “They're even worse. Hitler was Austrian.”
“You bloody English will use any excuse to talk about the war.”
“Frieda,” Maurice gripped my fingers, “can we stick to the plan?”
“He started it.”
“He'll argue all night if you let him. He was always like that.”
“Your dad can hear you, Maurice.”
“Can he?”
“Yes. You're not too old to get a belt round the head.”
“He won't feel it if you do that, Malcolm.”
“Feel what?” said Maurice.
“A belt round the head.” Maurice stepped away from the table.
“Are you German,” said Trevor. “I thought you were, big nose like that, either German or-”
“You're making all this up,” said Maurice.
“I'm not. You're stood next to him. Doesn't it feel a little colder where you're standing?”
“Now that you mention it.”
“Go on, ask,” said Malcolm. “I'm still waiting to hear it.”
“Maurice is in awe of your brewing skills.”
“I bet he is.”
“Couldn't you put the past behind you and . . . give him the recipe?”
Malcolm approached the table and leaned on the pentacle. “Over my dead body.”
“Trick him, Frieda,” said Maurice.
“Tell him to get stuffed, Frieda,” said Malcolm.
We arrived at an impasse. A family grudge played out on either side of the mortal coil with
me as an occult arbitration service. “Why don't you two like each other?”
“Because he's a stuck-up pompous sod.” Malcolm took his translucent form to the mullioned
window. The moonlight passed through him like stained glass making his dull burial suit glow with
unexpected veracity. “He could have had a perfectly good job in engineering. John Saxon was
prepared to take him on as an apprentice and pay him two shilling a week. That was a fortune in

those days. But no. . . .” The word groaned and blundered around the timber walls of the room. “No.
Not him. Not good enough for him. Had to go swanning off to study the blood and shit of the
human body. Delusions of grandeur and stabbing his working class roots in the back.”
“What's he saying now, Frieda?” Maurice sat down.
“I think he's a bit upset you went to university.”
“Upset. I should have thrashed him the day he first asked. I had a friend called Jimmy
Brimble, a policeman. I could have borrowed his handcuffs and chained this fellow to his bed and
beaten the idea out of him. Mind you, mind you, drawing blood would have given him something to
study.”
“He didn't want you to go,” I said.
“He wanted me to work for an engineering company in Plymouth. I'm not an engineer,
Frieda.”
“No, you're not. You're a wet-handed, spineless, tepid excuse for a son. I would have been
better off with a chimpanzee. Monkeys know their station in life. They know where their loyalties
lie, not buggering off to Cambridge to dissect mice and ponder the complexities of the human brain,
you snotty little, stuck up, pathetic,” he was quickly running out of words, “runt.”
Maurice waited for me to report. . . .
“Yes, he's a bit upset you went to university.”
“Tell him the truth, go on, Eva Braun, tell him the bloody truth.”
“If you call me that again. . . .” I stood nose to nose with Malcolm and grinned. “Eva Braun
didn't have teeth like mine.”
“What the hell are you?”
“I'm like you, Malcolm. Except I can come and go. I'm not stuck to this earthly location like
a ghost. I'm a free spirit.”
I felt Maurice's warm hand on my arm. “It's no use, Frieda. My mum always said he was
like an oak tree.”
“What, made of wood?”
“No, immovable.”
“Oh.”
“Tell him sorry for asking.”
“He can hear you, Maurice.”
“Yes, I can hear you. Much the pity. Snivelling, wining mummy's boy. I'll tell you something
for nothing. I'll dance in hell before you get your hands on that recipe.”
“I can keep coming back,” I said. “Keep coming back, bothering you, forcing you to return
to this room again and again and again. Do you want that?”
“You can't do that.”
“Can't I? There are ways and means of the living controlling the dead. Have you ever
noticed people around you returning to life?”
“No.” I wanted to see Malcolm's reaction, some tell-tale sign that he was aware of the dead
being resurrected, but his attention flickered around me. “Never seen that. Never will.”
“There's always a first time.”
“You so desperate to get your clammy hands on my secret.” Malcolm faced Maurice. “Well
tell your German friend this. Took it to the grave I did. You want it, you'll have to dig me up.”
I tapped Malcolm's shoulder. “Don't go giving us ideas.” And grinned again. Malcolm
vanished.
Trevor was still twirling in his chair eager to hear the messages, the apocalyptic soundings
from adjacent dimensions. “Family squabble, Trevor.” I cleared away the paraphernalia and rubbed
the lipstick off the table.
“You're a cold one yourself, Frieda.”
“It's this room. All the ghostly energy passes through me like a portal. Imagine me like a
fridge.”
“A fridge?”

“Yes. I absorb the warm air and redirect it as cold air. It's all in the science. Very
complicated. Something to do with Newton's fourth law of thermo-dynamics.”
Trevor's face understood, except for his bigger left eye which shrank along with Trevor's
internal comprehension.
Maurice didn't come across as the crying type in spite of his father's harsh words, but I could
tell from his stiff shoulders, the way he kept to himself in the bar downstairs he was upset by the
encounter. My summary of Malcolm's message helped, I think.
The landlord, who didn't look old enough to be working behind the bar, served Maurice his
usual half pint of bitter, but Maurice pushed it away. “Can't face beer tonight. I'll have a double
whisky.”
“Speak to your ghosts did you?” Landlord Boy didn't wait for an answer.
“One would hardly call it a conversation.”
We weren't alone. The far end of the bar ran into a gloomy corner of the lounge. The lights
were off to save money, but the feint image of a man lingered, not sitting, not drinking, but
hovering, listening. Our conversation was brutally masked by Trevor telling everyone around him
about how the room shook and the tables rattled and the windows were on the brink of shattering.
The ghosts, according to Trevor, eager to chatter, bustling for position, and all of it directed by the
German.
“It's part of their heritage,” he announced, “controlling and marshalling the dead. They've
been doing it for centuries. Bamberg, Heidelberg, Nuremberg,” he lost his train of thought amongst
the burgs and bergs, “the Prussians.”
“How many ghosts does this pub have?” I said.
“Four or five,” said Maurice.
“During the week they outnumber the punters,” said Landlord Boy. “What can I get you?”
“Red wine. Small glass.”
“You on holiday?”
“On business.”
“Business. Not much business in Cornwall these days.”
Maurice smiled and waited for me to move the conversation along. “I'm freelance.”
“I thought you were a medium, asking for the room upstairs.” He grabbed a bar towel. “Do
you want a room here tonight? I can do a special rate for you.”
“I'm fine, thank you.”
“On the house.”
“I'm staying somewhere else.”
“My treat.”
I pretended to drink the wine. “Go and wash your beer mats.”
Landlord Boy took the hint and left us alone.
“What did you mean at the end, Frieda.” Maurice lowered his voice. “Dig him up? We can't
dig him up.”
“Why not?”
“Against the law.”
“If you're caught.”
Maurice's jowls wobbled. “Can't. I don't think I'd want to dig him up. He's better off where
he is.”
“Now you know why I want to understand life and death. You know the old necromancers
wanted to raise the dead so that they could use them. In your case, you'd raise your father and
control him, get him to brew your beer.”
“Seems a bit extreme. It's only beer, Frieda.”
“It's the principle, Maurice. Power is the key to a happy life. The more control you have the
fewer threats and inconveniences there are to endure. And the control over life and death means the
end doesn't have to be the end.”
“What exactly are you up to? Gert said you were a bit odd. You're an only child, aren't you?”

“Did he say that? Yes, if you must know. An only child, I mean, not odd.”
“Trust me, Frieda. When it comes to reviving the dead, that encounter upstairs is the closest
you'll come. You can't rejuvenate a corpse.”
“Where's he buried?”
“Who?”
“Your father.”
“In a grave, Frieda.” He finished his whisky. “In a grave.”
Percy had gone home, Brian had packed away his frothy ale and was ready to give Trevor a
lift. The ninety-nine year old was jeopardising his chances of getting a letter from the Queen and
with the landlord visibly yawning to give Trevor a hint, the old man wobbled on his dodgy ankle
towards the bar.
“We are not of this earth,” he said, his voice rising and dropping like the swell of the sea.
“All children of the Nazarene, we are, all subject to the deliverances of the messiah's,” he waved at
the glasses hanging above the bar top, “messianic. . . .” His gnarled hand dropped onto mine making
him jump back. “Ooh, cold. The cold grip of the corpse. Watch this one, Maurice. You walk in the
company of devils.”
Brian dragged him away. “I think that last barley wine has gone to your head, Trevor.”
Outside, we could still hear Trevor inside the taxi called to get him home in one piece. Brian
wandered off, carrying his undrinkable blonde in a recycled shopping bag.
“Okay,” said Maurice,”come clean. How did you do it?”
“Fairy Liquid.”
“I thought so.”
“I topped it up when I put it back in his kitchen.”
“He thinks I did it.”
“He'll never prove it.”
“They're burying Brendan week after next. Should be a good send off. Popular chap.”
“Did you go to your father's funeral?”
Maurice sighed. How could he not go to his own father's funeral, in spite of the mutual
animosity. Living with regret was a painful thing to endure. “Yes. And it was a filthy day.”
“Did you stand alongside the grave?”
“Yes. What sort of question's that?”
“So you'll know how deep they buried him.”
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Maurice refused to tell me where his father was buried. The man of science had suddenly become
overly worried by the prospect of an out-of-control ghost running around his house and making life
hell. I reassured him it didn't work like that. His father was stuck in the pub for eternity - which
most men would probably die for anyway. We walked back from the Black Thorn at Maurice's
languid pace, the route home uphill, which may have been the better option: outward bound, sober,
downhill; homeward bound, drunk, blissfully unaware of the gradient. Except Maurice hadn't drunk
enough to get drunk.
“What's it like?” he said.
“What's what like?”
“Being a vampire.” He threw open the question like a hypothetical exercise for one of his
former students.
“Well. . . .”
“Gert said you'd sleep in a coffin.”
“I'm not Dracula, Maurice. We don't sleep in coffins.”
“What does blood taste like?”
“Depends what the victim's been eating. Sometimes you can taste a bit of iron.”
“Do you never worry about catching diseases? A lot of nastiness is passed on through the
blood.”
“Well, I haven't caught anything yet.”
“Have you ever thought about seeing someone about it?”
“Like who?”
He stopped. Another lecture was on its way. “I don't want to tell you how to live your life,
Frieda. I know there are people who choose these alternative lifestyles, but yours is a particularly
gruesome one. Couldn't you choose some other bit of, I don't know, counter-culture?”
“Like a folk singer?”
“No, I'm being serious.”
“Charity work? Join an NGO? Raise money for the needy.”
Maurice walked on. “It will kill you eventually, you know.”
I let him walk on a few metres and then reappeared in front of him. “You've only had a
double whisky.”
“Don't play games, Frieda.”
“I'm not playing games.”
“There was no ghost tonight, was there?”
“I could describe your father, but then you'd say it was a medium's trick, researching the
subject beforehand.”
“That's the usual game, yes.”
“He called you a mummy's boy.”
Maurice recognised the insult. When he stopped chewing the inside of his cheek he tried to
walk on, but I stopped him. “I didn't come here to find old recipes for beer, I came here to learn
about life. I could raise your father from the grave, it's been done before. But I don't want to do that.
I want to bring someone back to real life.”
“You can't. It's impossible. And I've explained why. Why are you hell-bent on doing it
anyway? Dead relative?”
“Revenge.”
“Doesn't sound like revenge to me.”
“Trust me. It will be.”
“There's something making you very angry, Frieda.”
“I'm always angry. I'm furious all the time, Maurice, but you learn to live with it.”
“You like control?”
“Yes.”

“Have your own way. It's the classic symptom of being an only child.”
“Stop analysing me, Maurice, you're not a shrink.”
“And you're not a vampire, Frieda, you're a sick woman. You need help.”
“Yes, I do need help. But no one will help me.”
“I can help you.”
“No, you can't. You don't have a scientific explanation for what I want. I'll have to go
somewhere else.”
Maurice exhaled until he bent at the knees. “Prove it.”
“Prove what?”
“That you are what you say you are.”
“You wouldn't believe it. People say it's hypnotism. Whatever I do, you'll say I've
hypnotised you or it's auto-suggestion or hysteria.”
“I trust you. I'll trust you not to use tricks. A television audience trusts the magician not to
use camera tricks to create the magic. I'll trust you. Now prove it to me.”
“Okay. I'll promise not to dig him up if you tell me where your father's grave is.”
“He's in Porthcurno. St Levan's.”
“Hold my hand.” His arm trembled when he gripped my frozen hand. “If you throw up all
over me, I'll send you the dry-cleaning bill.”
“Throw up?”
Before I answered, we were there, in the buffeting shove of a coastal wind racing across an
exposed hillside graveyard. The church was a low grey lump with a heavy stone square tower.
Maurice recognised the location, but not the mode of transport. A few strained words formed in his
throat, but the lips wouldn't let them out.
“Dr Hoenenbacker would have a quantum explanation for that,” I said.
Maurice didn't move.
“And it wasn't a trick. You're not asleep, unconscious, dreaming, hypnotised or otherwise
influenced in any dishonest way.”
“When do I throw up?”
“You would have done it by now. Some people are sick when they travel.”
“Travel sickness?”
“Apparently. No one's explained it yet and it only affects one person that I know of.”
“What are you talking about?”
If only he could see what I could see. A shimmering group of onlookers growing by the
minute, the curious and the nosey. They kept their distance and I wondered if any of them had ever
been snatched by winged demons.
“This is how we travel, Maurice. There's no distance, no need to drive or fly. If we know
where we're going we can go. In the blink of an eye.”
“I could ask how, but you obviously don't know.”
“It must be a dimensional thing.”
“Does Gert know about this?”
“No.” Dr G hadn't told him about our visit to Virginia's hideaway. He'd have his own reasons
for the secret.
“He wouldn't believe it anyway. Mind you, have you demonstrated it to him?”
“He doesn't need to know.”
“How do we get back, the same way?”
“Yes. I can take you home now.” The graveyard ghosts, growing bolder by the second, were
closing in. They straddled different periods in time, drifting and shuffling like bored extras in a
historical film, all ages covered, men and women, children pushing to the front, some hanging on to
the hands of adults I presumed to be their parents.
“There's no rush, Frieda.” A hesitance crept into Maurice's voice and his eyes fixed on a
distant part of the graveyard.
I whispered, “Would only take a minute to go and get a shovel.”

His father's headstone leaned away from the grave, turning its nose up at the thought of
death. On the mirror-black face of the slab the inscription in faded gold letters said: Dying was the
only thing he ever got right
“Who wrote that?” I said.
“Mum had a curious sense of humour.”
“Did she know about his recipe?”
“She was teetotal. Methodist. Didn't really approve of him brewing, but I think he did it to
spite her.”
“He's not in.” One of the ghosts positioned himself at the front of the crowd. An old man in a
shabby morning suit. “Not been in for a while.”
I didn't know what to do. Maurice had no idea we were the centre of attention. “Maurice, if I
told you we were surrounded by ghosts, would you believe me?”
“No.”
“Well we are. About. . . .” I took a quick head count, “forty.” The old ghost waited for an
answer. “He's usually in the Black Thorn Inn,” I said.
“Oh, is that where he is.”
“You're talking to them now, Frieda?”
“Yes. You'll have to excuse me. I don't like ignoring them.”
“Whatever you say.” Maurice stared at the inviting softness of the ground, the easy potential
of digging a hole.
“Do you want me to get a shovel?”
“You won't dig that with a shovel,” said another ghost. “No, you need a spade. This is the
mistake people are always making. Getting their shovels mixed up with their spades.” Some of the
other ghosts, the men mainly, agreed. “Shovels are for gathering things, coal, leaves, snow. A spade
is for digging. The blade has a totally different profile.”
“Okay, okay. You've made your point.”
“What are they saying, Frieda?”
“I'm being lectured on the difference between a spade and a shovel.”
If Maurice thought I was mad before he'd be wondering why I insisted on mixing madness
with peculiarity.
“Do you have a spade at home?”
“Yes.”
“Do you want me to go and get it?”
He was interrupted. “There's one in the tool shed.” The help came from a boy in a dirty
white night gown.
“There's one in the tool shed,” I said.
“Really.”
I waited for instruction, but Maurice was struck dumb and the crowd mesmerised by the late
visitors. They waited for him to make a decision.
“You could have it dug in fifteen minutes, Maurice. Ground's quite soft.”
“Me, what do you mean me?”
“I can't dig a hole in these heels.”
“It was your idea.”
“It's you who wants the recipe.”
“Oh, have it your way. Go on, I'll dig the hole, I'll go to jail, I'll risk the headlines in the
papers. Mad man digs up his dad's remains to get hands on brewing recipe.”
“No one will know, Maurice.”
“We will,” said a woman in the crowd.
“You will say nothing,” I said. The crowd retreated a few centimetres. “Wait there.” I patted
Maurice's shoulder, aware he was alone and yet not alone.
Inside the church my footsteps ricocheted around the arched roof and squat columns
guarding the aisle. The cool air warmed up the closer I approached the altar. Away from the aisle I

found a vestibule and a second room behind a locked door. Inside, all the church's necessary rubbish
was piled and stacked and stored away; old chairs, droopy vinyl banners, a dusty tea urn, piles of
bibles, and a cardboard box full of Christmas decorations. The spade was behind a bicycle frame. I
nearly examined the blade to see what the other ghost was on about, but to me a spade was a spade.
Maurice hadn't moved away from his father's grave. The old man had died in 1996, aged
eighty. “Did he fight in the war?” I said.
“Apparently. He was on the beaches at Dunkirk.”
“No wonder he doesn't like me.”
“I thought I recognised the accent,” said another ghost who had positioned himself behind
the headstone. “German are you?”
“Here we go again. Yes, if you must know. I'm from Bamberg, epicentre of Satanic activity
and international witchcraft.”
“Yes,” the ghost stood with his arms behind his back. “Never trust the Bosch. You watch
what you're doing with that spade, matey. She'll have you round the back of the head with it the
minute you turn away.”
“Just ignore him,” I said to Maurice.
“Why, what's he saying?”
“They shot Mata Hari,” said the ghost again.
“I'll shoot you if you don't shut up.”
“Sorry. You see what I mean.” He addressed the other ghosts who started to look at me with
a new sense of conspiracy. The sneaky foreigner. “They're a cruel race, the Germans.”
“They shot my uncle in Norway.”
I couldn't see where the voice came from, but before I could reply Maurice paused with the
spade. “I heard that,” he whispered.
“What?”
“They shot his uncle in Norway.” Maurice spun around, almost catching me in the face with
the spade. “Who said that? You . . . holy mother of god.” He must have found himself facing the
only visible ghost in the crowd. An old man, hat in hand (they buried him with his hat on!), his
three-piece suit falling away from his dishevelled frame. “What, who are you?”
“Tommy Granger to you. Who are you?”
Maurice was speechless. I took the weight of the spade when it began to slide off his
shoulder.
“What you doing round here with a German spy?”
“I'm not a spy.”
“She's not a spy, she's a . . . a, what the hell are you, Frieda?”
“Tell him I'm a vampire. That usually shuts them up.”
“I can't tell him that.”
I offered Maurice his spade. He glanced at Tommy Granger and shoved the blade into the
turf.
“Wrong angle,” said another voice. Others agreed. “You have to get your body weight over
the blade.”
“Unless the angle is too oblique. . . .”
“Well, yes, but not in this ground, it's been turned over so many times.”
A third voice joined in. “Not that grave. There's only one of them in there.”
“Oh, I didn't know that.”
I passed on the advice. “Get your body weight over the blade, Maurice.”
“Do you want to take over?”
“Heels, Maurice.”
“You need to start off by driving it in by hand, don't place it on the ground with your foot.”
“He knows how to dig a hole, thank you very much,” I said. “He's a qualified biologist.”
Maurice dug up the first block of grass and mud. “Is Bamberg really the epicentre of
Satanism?” he said.

“Not really. Witchcraft yes. Wurzburg's the same. I'm surprised you weren't aware of it when
you taught there.”
“Too much coming and going. Never really got to know the place.”
“You can tell he isn't a gardener.” The ghosts were off again. Luckily Maurice couldn't hear
the mocking and jibes.
“He digs like he's sweeping the back yard. Look at him. My pigeons can dig better than
that.”
“Well, bring your pigeons down here,” I said.
“No need for that.”
The ghost behind the headstone lifted on his heels. “German. All the bloody same.”
“Shut up.” I nudged Maurice's elbow. “It's all right for you, you can't hear any of this. Come
on, hurry up before they indict me for war crimes.”
Maurice huffed and puffed, grunted and grumbled and gave the crowd their money's worth.
They called him a midge, an amateur, an upper class twit and a traitor for conspiring with a Nazi. I
switched off after ten minutes. Maurice needed another twenty before the blade of the spade scraped
something hard. He looked at me, worried, sweating heavily; the crowd stepped forward, the ones at
the front peering into the hole.
“It's the coffin,” Maurice said.
“Watch out for the gasses,” said another voice. “Full of noxious gasses when you break open
the coffin.”
The ghost behind the headstone couldn't resist mention of gasses. “She'll know all about
poison gas, won't you?”
“I never go anywhere without it,” I said.
But they were right, the ghosts. Breaking through the coffin lid now would release a deadly
cloud of chemicals building up, fit to blow, bubbling away since 1996. “Do you want me to do the
next bit, Maurice?”
He swallowed hard, aware that he was so close to the recipe and yet seconds away from
breathing in his father's remains.
“Come on, make your mind up,” said a woman.
Maurice handed me the spade. “Step back,” I said. Maurice climbed out of the hole and
stood in a gap formed by the ghosts rearranging themselves. I wedged the blade into the gap
between lid and sides and shattered the rotting timber of the coffin. The ghosts retreated, disgusted
by the instant aroma of old burial. My own eyes watered and I realised the heightened senses of
vampirism had its drawbacks. Holding my breath, I forced away the coffin lid and there, mangled
and twisted, the bones of Malcolm Bingley, 1916 to 1996, a huge grin on his threadbare skull, the
void filled with a deep layer of powdery grey dust.
Maurice couldn't look. His voice called, “Is it there?”
The other ghosts murmured among themselves. “Doesn't look very well, does he?” one of
them said.
If Malcolm Bingley had been buried with his recipe the paper would have crumbled away by
now. I nudged and teased the fibia and thigh bones, scraped at a bit of the dust and tried to
distinguish between the flakes of parchment and the smaller bones of the toes and fingers. “Hang
on, something here.” It was in what used to be a pocket, several shreds of material mixed with a
square of paper stiffened by moisture until it had formed hard like a biscuit. I handed it to Maurice,
who took it without looking down.
“Is this it?” he said.
“I don't know.” I clambered out of the hole, but Maurice was surrounded now by the ghosts
leaving no room for me to watch him fiddle with the recipe, if that's what it was.
“I might damage it if I try to unfold it.”
“It'll piece together,” said a helpful ghost.
“Soak it in brine,” said another. “Tin of tuna, throw the fish away and put it on a saucer in
the brine.”

Maurice couldn't hear the advice, so I repeated it.
“Do you think it'll work?” he said.
“I'm a vampire, Maurice, not an antiques restorer.”
“Antiques restorer, yes, you're right. Lovejoy.”
“Lovejoy?”
“Well, his real name's Gordon, but we call him Lovejoy. Gordon can help restore it.”
I handed the spade to Maurice. “You need to put the soil back. See Gordon tomorrow.”
“Yes. Sorry.” Maurice stuffed the paper in his trouser pocket, which I thought was a bit
disrespectful considering its fragility. But something told me the recipe wasn't on Maurice's mind, it
was the task, the competition, getting one over on his old dad. The recipe could have been for a
teaspoon of raw sewage, it didn't matter. Maurice had stolen the secret from his father's dead
clammy grip.
Soil back, turf replaced, we inspected the night's work. “It's obvious,” I said.
“Someone'll know.”
“Well, someone will know it was tampered with. They won't know who.”
“We'll tell 'em.” He was still stood behind the headstone, still with his arms behind his back,
up and down on his heels.
“But no one will hear you,“ I said. He ignored me. “Because you're a ghost, mister.”
“We'll find a way. If you can hear us, others can.”
“The others aren't like me. And no one will believe you anyway.”
“You'll see.”
“Can we go now, Frieda.” Maurice stood within arm's distance of Tommy Granger, but
refused to acknowledge him. Spade replaced, ghosts scattered, Maurice and I travelled back to his
house. I gave him a moment to adjust and take stock of his second supernatural journey. He shook
his head. “Am I going to wake up, Frieda, or is this it?”
“This is it, Maurice. Check your pocket.”
He still had the solidified paper, a hand held mystery, evidence of his solitary experience of
the uncanny. “If it's still there tomorrow, you'll know it was real. Go back to the graveyard, check
the disturbed ground. Say hello to Tommy Granger.”
Maurice paced around his lounge, pushing the walls, poking the furniture. “I'm sorry I
couldn't help you, Frieda. If you have any more questions you know where to find me.”
“Yes.”
He shook my hand. “You're so cold, Frieda. You should, you know, see a doctor. Sorry.” He
waved the paper. “Thank you. I might go and see Gordon, I might not. I need to think about it.”
“Take your time. Or start making wine instead.”
“Yes. Maybe.”
I stepped away and made a point of vanishing in front of him, returning to my own grave,
my attic grave. There was no need to sleep in a coffin, my attic had the same enveloping darkness
and constraint. In my restless state curiosity and mistrust overwhelmed me and I went back to
Maurice's house to see his reaction to my coming and going. He was on the phone to Dr G sharing
experiences.
“Did you vomit?” said Maurice. I stood close enough to hear Dr G's responses.
“No. I didn't understand that bit, possibly part of Frieda's warped sense of humour.”
“But did it feel real, Gert? Did you suspect there was something going on? Trickery. What
about the clocks?”
“Clocks? What clocks?”
“If she hypnotised us she'd have to adjust the clocks to make everything look as if no time
had passed.”
“I didn't see any clocks, we were in a graveyard. Like you, hang on. . . .”
“She took us both to a cemetery.”
“I met Virginia, a person who has caused a deep trauma in my life. She took you to your
father's grave. There appears to be a pattern in all this, Maurice.”

There wasn't a pattern, it was purely coincidence. Virginia wanted to meet at the cemetery,
Maurice's dad was buried in one.
“She's obviously tapping into some deep subconscious emotion, Gert. How do think she
does that?”
“I'm not a psychologist, Maurice. You're nearer to the human brain than I am.”
“I don't know.”
“Had you been drinking? The whisky.”
“Whisky. I might have had a double.”
“She took me away shortly after I had been having a tipple. Or two. This is no coincidence,
Maurice.”
Yes, it was. They were unconvinced, persuaded by false leads and red kippers or herrings or
whatever they ate when they were confused. An idea came to me. In Maurice's brewing room I
found a notepad and pen and wrote a message. 'Check your father's grave. Disturbed ground?' I left
it on the mantelpiece in full view. He noticed after a couple of minutes of strained coincidence
gathering.
“Hang on, Gert, there's something odd. . . .”
“What?”
Maurice crept towards the note, nervous of its sudden appearance and potential. Taking it by
the corner, holding as little paper as possible in his wide fingertips, he read the words. “Check your
father's grave. Disturbed ground. Question mark.” Maurice was alone in the oppressive stillness of
his living room, so quiet and yet so loaded with threat behind the chair, the settee, inside the cabinet
beneath a display unit full of books and family bric-a-brac.
“Maurice.”
“She's still here, Gert. I can sense her.” Maurice's neck squirmed. “Am I in danger, Gert?
You know her better than me.”
“She was implicated in murders in Bamberg, but that was the past. I think she's changed.
Why do you think she's still there, Maurice?”
“The note,” his lips dried. He spoke to himself. “The cold, a chill in the room. It follows me.
There's something about her. The skin, those red eyes, her teeth. Everything has an explanation, but
all together in the same body, she should be dead, Gert. She has no pulse, you know.”
“Maurice, your voice is very feint, are you all right?”
“Yes. She's still here, Gert. I know she's still here.”
The smell of sweat, the distant thud of his heart inside his rib cage, and a slight rattle in his
throat when his breaths shortened. I had that effect on him, I had that effect on people and a better
person would have left, surrendered to his instincts and given him a moment's peace when the
temperature rose. But Maurice thought I was sick and he needed teaching so I hung around a little
longer, listened to his voice growing quieter, watched his mouth droop, the anxiety building. If he
thought I was still here he was accepting the possibility that there was more to life than blood and
shit as his father so prosaically described it. I replaced the note on the table next to the phone and
when he saw it he hung up, took the note into the kitchen and set fire to it with the flame from the
gas cooker.
That should have been the moment to leave, but there was one more coincidence. A ghostly
whistling from the garden. Marcus was out there, Ode to Joy wafting through the branches and
brushwood, a reinforcing message that Maurice couldn't resist. He stepped outside and stared
around his incomprehensible world. Ten days ago it was familiar and reassuring, his life mundane,
his beer predictably terrible. And now the other side of the facade was revealing itself, its sounds
and its visions, the unnerving chill and unsettling aromas.
Maurice closed his back door and made sure it was locked.
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Scaring Maurice half to death shouldn't have been a thrilling experience, but watching his distress
levels build gave me a sense of superiority. I told him superiority was part of immortality, but the
thrill took me by surprise. It shouldn't have been like that; part of me didn't want to go back to my
old ways. Since Rotterdam and the realisation of what I had become, I saw an opportunity to
change, but the return of familiar life - my parents giving a good impression of recovery - brought
with it old instincts, old desires, and they were difficult to control sometimes. Telling me I was a
vegetable didn't help either.
Two in the morning and I was walking home from my office in Bamberg. The staff would be
back in a few hours, but I liked to call when I could, let them know I was still alive. Business didn't
stop and a small management team dealt with day to day issues until I took over at night. My
nocturnal habits meant I could talk to clients on the other side of the world, some of whom were
often surprised to hear me so lucid in the early hours of a European morning.
Reflecting on my fruitless journey to Cornwall and the lingering memories of bad beer and
xenophobia, shielded me from the ambient noises of the morning until a loud car horn jolted me. A
rumbling matt black sports car pulled up with its top down and driver checking me out. My daylight
business director Gaelle spoke to me above the sound of the engine.
“I forgot to ask you about pulling our investment from the Audi consortium.”
“You have my number.”
“Yeah. I thought I'd ask you in person, see if you want to talk about it over a drink.”
She grumbled forward and stopped, the car purring at me as I caught up. “That's a very
convoluted way of asking me out.”
“I like complexity.”
“Is this a Diablo?
The engine shouted at me. "Quite appropriate, don't you think?"
“Am I paying you too much?”
“If you're broke I'll pay for the drinks. Come on, we can go for a spin. Or are you boring and
busy?"
I climbed in. The interior gripped me like a large leather paw. "Only a spin. And you call me
boring."
She accelerated, the power compressing me into the seat, and swung right past a parked dark
saloon with two people watching us go by. In the mirror they hung back for a moment but then
eased away from the kerb just as we moved out of sight. The black dot followed us until Gaelle
pulled into a hotel car park where my suspicions began to rise.
The hotel bar stayed open all night and we were alone with the barman. I felt conspicuous in
empty rooms; too much focus of attention and the possibility of discovery and the subsequent funny
looks and probing questions. But the décor was matt, unpolished wood and rough fabrics which
allowed me to disappear in plain sight.
“This is an odd way of asking for a pay rise,” I said. “Propositioning your boss in the small
hours of the morning.”
“I have an odd boss,” she said sucking her drink through a bent straw.
“I'm not odd.”
“You're many things, Frieda, odd is definitely one of them.”
“And what about the Audi consortium?”
She twisted her lips. “Just an excuse. A ruse.”
“Really.” And was the parked saloon part of it. I chose my staff carefully, but experience told
me the covens were cunning and closing in.
“What's wrong? I'm sorry, Frieda, if I'm being presumptuous.” She leaned back from the
table and took the straw out of her glass.
“No. It's okay.” The top of Gaelle's head shone in the bar's strip lighting. A glossy veneer of
rich auburn hair pulled tight into a flamboyant pony tail. “I didn't know you drove a Diablo.”

“Two months. Birthday present to myself.”
“Good. I like to see my staff doing well. Sharing the success. I remember you when you
were a shy trainee, straight out of college, wrestling with the photocopier. We could hear you
yelling at the other side of the office.”
“Short fuse.” She giggled. Wide smiles were my weak spot and reminded me of an
expression I had to control.
“Do you ever wonder why I only show up at night?”
“There are the usual crazy rumours to do with Rotterdam and Susan Bekker attacking you.”
“Do people ever talk about the murders? Theo Wenders, Simon Frenzel?”
“No. I've never heard people mention that. Why?” She leaned towards me. “Was it you?”
“Wasn't me.” My own broad smile slipped and Gaelle noticed my mouth.
“The teeth add to the rumours, Frieda.”
“Go on. Explain.”
“People have noticed you have teeth like a tiger. Some of them call you the tigress. I don't.”
Her brilliant brown eyes glowed as she went for the straw again. “It's disrespectful. But they are
spectacular.” She made sure the barman couldn't hear her. “When I see them I wonder what it would
feel like to be on the wrong end of your bite.”
There was nothing shy about Gaelle anymore. Her distressed leather jacket left nothing to
the imagination and the sheen of her brown skin presented me with an open invitation from her
chest to the base of her neck. A paradise of exploration that needed to be continued back home.
But we couldn't wait that long. Unable to keep the car in a straight line Gaelle pulled over in
a lay-by south of the city centre. “Curious are you,” I said engulfing her in her seat, pulling the
jacket open and penetrating her skin just below the jaw. She struggled as all victims of predators do,
but soon relaxed when the blood flowed from one body to another, the donor surrendering, her brain
shutting down, neural receptors struggling. Last to go was her breath, a long deep sigh and the grip
on the back of my head released, her wandering hand finding its target until we achieved a mutual
understanding. A gentle rhythm, the onset of orgasm, the bite cutting deeper until I lifted my head
and saw the dark saloon parked in the lay-by behind us, the occupants astonished by our public sex.
I smiled and carried on pushing against Gaelle's hand, licking the stray bloodlines from my
mouth. A delicate wave let them know everything was okay, their girl, their conspirator had carried
out her task. “Your friends are here,” I said.
“Who?” Gaelle mumbled as if waking from a deep sleep.
“The car that followed us to the hotel.”
“What?” She withdrew her hand, pulled herself up in the seat and almost passed out when
the blood loss kicked in.
The driver, a middle aged man in a suit and tie, opened the window when I approached.
“Who are you?"
He and the woman next to him looked like they had come from a black-tie function. "Who's
asking?" he said.
"I am. Didn't you hear me? Who are you?"
"You mean you don't know? I find that hard to believe. Can we speak alone?"
"No." Gaelle was still semi-conscious in her seat. "I can give you one minute." I sat in the
back of the strange car. "Excuse my limited amount of time but I was enjoying myself back there.
Who are you?"
The woman took on the responsibilities and spoke to the empty rear view mirror. "We're part
of the Bamberg coven. Don't tell us you don't know about it."
"Good for you. I'm very pleased for you. When did this come about?"
"Three months. We're still short on numbers. Not many people think the risk is worth it these
days and finding new members without alerting Bruck is virtually impossible."
"I wouldn't say that. The forty-nine are forty-eight at the moment. Sounds like both sides are
understaffed."
"It's not the numbers, Frieda, it's the nature. We still have influence, but Jennifer Enzo has a

strategy we can't deal with."
"Why would you want to deal with it. Do you have conflicting priorities?"
"Do you know what her priorities are?"
"Nihilism. Kill everything. Pretty simple really."
The news surprised and worried them. They looked at each other for a moment. In the
Diablo the top of Gaelle's head rolled about.
"What time scale is Enzo working on?" said the man.
"I've no idea. I haven't spoken to her."
"So how do you know?" Gaelle sat up in her seat. "We need to know. Give us a little more
time, Frieda. We can help you to help us."
"How."
"Enzo will know how to kill you. We can help prevent that."
Gaelle stumbled out of the car.
"We can talk again. I want to learn how to raise the dead."
"What?"
Gaelle leaned on the bonnet of the dark saloon. "Raise the dead, properly, not animate rotten
old bones like Micky Redwall. You fix that and I'm all yours."
“What's the matter with your girlfriend?”
“She's just had an encounter with a tigress.”
“What? Is that some kind of drug?”
“Oh, much more potent than that.”
Sleeping Beauty slumbered for twenty-four hours. At regular intervals I checked her
reflection, but she remained solid and mortal, a luxurious adornment to my attic.
"What did those people want?" she said forcing down a double whisky.
"They said they were part of a new Bamberg coven. Three months. They want me to join
them."
"Join a coven. I said you were odd. And will you?"
"I don't know. I don't know if I want to join any of them. If I figure out how to perfect
necromancy I won't need any of them."
“Necromancy.” She disguised her surprise with another sip of whisky. “Is this where you
live?”
“Yeah.”
“In the attic?”
“It's lightproof.”
She sat up in bed and studied the room. “Where's the coffin?”
“I'm not ready for a coffin yet.”
“What time is it? You don't have a clock up here. Wait a minute, am I dreaming?”
“So many people ask me that. It's reassuring to know I have that effect on people.”
“You are one weird lady.”
“Your pay rise just evaporated.”
There were better offers and rewards and we spent the sunlight hours continuing where we
left off in the lay-by. The temperature dropped taking the sun with it. Gaelle felt the change and
heaved herself upright. She left the attic, but came back in a hurry. “You need to check outside.”
“What is it?”
We peered through the blinds of the rear bedroom window downstairs. Outside my house,
nine figures ringed the garden. In the centre of their circle they had lit a small fire and through the
double glazed units I could smell burning salt.
“How did they find out where you live?” said Gaelle.
I pointed towards the north side of the house where the Diablo sat on the lane running
towards a nearby farm. “I drove us home last night. Are you one of them.”
“One of them?” I placed my hand around her throat, gentle to begin with, enough of a signal
to draw out the nervous giveaway. “I don't know what you mean.”

“Don't you? You find me at night, we go for a drink, they're waiting in a street and then turn
up in my garden.” A little more pressure. . . .
“I don't know who they are, I swear, Frieda. I've no idea. I just wanted to go for a drink.”
“Why?”
“Because you turn me on.”
“Do I?” I released her, pleased by my magnetism.
Gaelle grinned. “Are they a threat, tigress?”
“I doubt it. I'll go see what they want now.”
“People say you were a witch once,” she called.
“Yes.”
She shouted from the top of the stairs. “So you'll know what they're doing if they try
anything?”
“Yes.”
“Aren't you going to get dressed first?”
“No.”
My naked appearance put them off. Nine puzzled faces examined me and then each other.
“You want to do things the ceremonial way,” I said. “I thought I'd make the effort.”
The man from the car the night before spoke first. “Don't feel threatened, Frieda. The fire is
for our benefit. You can't touch us.”
He was right. The closer I approached the circle the stronger the resistance became until I
couldn't move forward. “What do you want?”
“What do we want? This is about what you want. You told us you wanted to raise the dead.
We can help you do that.”
“You don't know how to do that.”
“Not in the way you described last night, but there are ways and means. We can pool our
resources.”
“Nine of you?”
“There are more than nine of us, Frieda. The fire in Munich wasn't as devastating as some
might like to think. A simple restructure. It's only the communication that gives us the headaches,
but we're getting there. You have contacts, Frieda. We can leave a place for you if you can find three
more.”
Gaelle arrived fully dressed (in my clothes), tee-shirt and jeans, scuffed boots, hair tied back
again; it must have been her way of preparing for business.
“Excuse us for not going into detail,” said a woman I didn't recognise. “We don't know what
your plans are, where your loyalties lie at this moment, but we have a large capital of knowledge.
Working together I'm sure we'll find the answers you're looking for, but we can't help if you don't
join us.”
“What's in it for you?”
“Certainty,” she said. “Knowing whose side you're on.”
“Am I that important?”
“Jennifer Enzo seems to think so. If she wants you working alongside her you must be
important.”
The tactic was a familiar business trick. Neutralise the competitor by buying them out. They
didn't necessarily want me, they just didn't want Jennifer to have me. Gaelle's lips came close to my
ear. “You can play them off each other.” The words carried on her breath, a silent vibration the
coven would not be able to hear. I nodded.
“Your friend is free to join us,” said the man. The invite sounded opportunistic.
Gaelle stepped away surprised. I pulled her back by the waist and kissed her face. “If you
want her to join ask her yourself.”
The man offered his hands. “The invite is there. Do you have a name?”
“Yes, thank you.”
He smiled. “Do you have knowledge of the Craft?”

“No. I prefer the magic of money. I'm very good at making it come and go.” The man didn't
understand. “I might have relatives in Surinam who know a few tricks, but they're not on the
phone.”
I whispered to her, “Don't tell them you're not like me, let them guess.”
She stepped towards the group, all the way through the resistance that held me back.
“Things are a little different where I come from.”
“We can teach you everything you need.” The man looked past Gaelle at me. “I'm sorry I
thought your friend-”
“Girlfriend.”
“Sorry, I thought your girlfriend was like you.”
“I'm not a bit like her, sunshine.” Gaelle smiled at the man, but kept her lips together. He
swallowed hard trying to figure out what she was.
“She hasn't fully turned,” I said. “But it won't be long.” Gaelle walked around the circle,
checking the other eight nervous figures. Her cockiness entertained me, the shy college leaver
flourishing in the fires of witchcraft, undaunted by her audience. Outnumbered, we had the upper
hand and it felt good. So many things felt good at the moment.
“The offer is still there, Frieda,” said the man. He took a handful of salt from his pocket and
threw it at the fire. It raged, spitting like a cornered snake, the flames reaching out at me. From
behind, Gaelle kicked out at the fire scattering the flames and a heap of hazel twigs. The resistance
dropped and I felt the circle's vulnerability open up to me when they shuffled backwards.
“I haven't made up my mind, but I'll offer you a challenge. Meet me again in a month with
the answer I want and we'll try it. We'll raise the dead. If it works, I'm all yours. If it doesn't you'll
never see me again.” Gaelle stood alongside me and folded her arms. “You might see her, but not
me.”
“Where do you want to meet?”
“Not here, obviously. I'll have to move house now. We can meet on the Brocken summit.
One month from now. Midnight.”
“The Brocken!”
“There'll be no one there at midnight this time of year. And if there is, well that'll be
unfortunate for them. Wrong time wrong place. Do you agree?”
“Yes, okay. We can do that?” The others nodded. “One month-”
“Midnight.”
“Midnight, yes. The Brocken.”
I'm sure they walked out quicker than they walked in. When they were out of sight Gaelle
whooped with glee. “I so want to be a vampire.”
“No, you don't. Make do with pretending. It's much safer.”
“What a rush.” She sniffed the remnants of the fire between her fingertips. “What was this?”
“An old mixture. It keeps vampires away. It worked for me.”
“Didn't work for me.”
“No.”
“How can I be like you? Tell me. I'll be your mortal assistant, your sidekick.”
“Things are getting dangerous.”
“I don't care. My life is boring.”
“You control my business interests, how can it be boring.”
“Business is boring, Frieda. The money's okay, but you can't buy this kind of thrill.”
I pulled her towards me and remembered the day I looked at my reflection for the last time.
Saying goodbye to myself was the oddest feeling and in my darker moments I missed the company
of that other woman who looked just like me. We kissed and part of me understood what she meant.
Real life, mortal life. If I died now and came back I'd be mortal with all its aches and pains, its
everyday problems and tedious endurance. The alternative was this, these lips, this body, the
uncertainty of her motives, threats and challenges, the speed of life, the never ending velocity.
Dancing and writhing on the edge of an abyss.

“Tell me the truth,” I said. “Do I really turn you on?”
“Yes.”
“So you don't think I have a big nose?”
“What?” She pulled her head back and frowned. “No. No, it's not that big.”
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The new Bamberg coven, all nine of them, were in no rush to keep me updated on their
investigations. The meeting on the Brocken risked turning out to be an anticlimax. I would be very
angry if it turned out that way.
I kept Gaelle out of mischief by asking her to find a new house for me; check them out
during the day, and I'd wander round in the middle of the night. The brief was simple: secluded,
detached, office space, lots of attic space with no windows. “They think I'm odd when I specify
that,” she told me during one telephone call.
Her help was useful. I was mortal when I found my current house, but in all the reports and
feedback and moonlit conversations, the prospect of each of these houses having a raft of listening
devices was a real possibility. Gaelle would have made the perfect poker player, giving nothing
away, her skill in negotiations meant my business continued to succeed and her commissions and
fees ballooned with every deal. But I still wasn't sure about her. And part of me liked that.
My other line of work, my double life posing as Christine led me from one weird encounter
to another. I was asked to contact spirits who had run off with family heirlooms. Estranged relatives
who needed to be told they were loved after all. Bit late now, I used to think. And there was one
séance in which I was asked for the pin number of a credit card.
“That's not really the most efficient use of my time,” I told the client, an American
headhunter seconded to the EU in Munich. But John D. Vanderguard was adamant the credit card
had an enormous credit limit.
“It's a shame to let it go to waste,” he said. He went on, explaining the circumstances, but his
name had detached itself and now floated teasingly in front of me. John D. Vanderguard. John D.
John Dee. When I got home, having failed to be told the correct pin number, I searched the internet
for any living authorities on John Dee, magician to Elizabeth I, and necromancer.
One name was in easy reach. Angelica Bertels, a fortune teller at Cholet Circus in
Luxembourg. On the phone she confirmed she knew a bit about John Dee, but she had more.
“Serge Levran?” I said.
“Yes.”
“I've never heard of him.”
“Of course not. Few people have, but I own his papers. You're welcome to look at them.”
“Would it be convenient to come tomorrow.”
“Yes. Just come to the booth.”
“The booth? Oh the fortune teller's booth.”
“Yes.”
“Okay. And can you tell me my fortune?”
“If you want. That's what I'm here for.”
The rumbling sound of the car would precede Gaelle's arrival and I always imagined her
riding on the back of a monster. In spite of her enthusiasm for my strange life the places I wanted to
go had little interest to her. “The circus?” she said.
“Not just any old circus. This one. Cholet. In Luxembourg.”
“You can walk around Luxembourg in ten minutes.”
“Don't exaggerate.”
“What's so special about Cholet.” She squeezed onto the chair next to me and listened halfpatiently as I retraced the stepping stones of John D. Vanderguard to Serge Levran. “A French
necromancer who died in 1921.”
“That's not so long ago.”
“Necromancy doesn't have to be some medieval thing.”
“Yeah, but . . . you just don't expect to hear about it these days.”
Gaelle's grasp of occult history didn't alter the fact that Serge Levran had left a lot of papers,
writing and texts with several of his followers and were now about to find themselves in my
possession. The added bonus being a trip to the circus. Circuses pulled me in every time, wherever

they happened to be; big ones, little ones, modern ones with fire-breathing trapeze artists and lasers.
They all appealed to me. Cholet circus was no different. A hybrid of wedding party, Hindu fire
festival, village fair and riot.
I appeared in the shadows of the main marquee. A gigantic tent as pink as a child's birthday
cake and topped with a huge fluttering pennant bearing the name Cholet Circus. Except the letters l,
r and c had become unstitched and the name said Cho et Ci us, which could have been something
filthy in Latin.
From there I noticed other bits of decay and signs of economic failure. The faded paint on
the rides, broken timbers, failed light bulbs, an elephant dodgem car with its trunk snapped off and a
bouncy castle attraction that was closed because of a lack of air to pump up the bouncy bit. We were
surrounded by air, pungent air filled with the smell of frying meat and sweet candy floss, so much
air and no way to redirect it into the bouncy castle. It sat fat and flabby and like the circus itself,
lacking the energy to provide the bounce that circuses were supposed to provide.
Surrounding me the multi-track racket of music blared from several rides at the same time,
the snap of air rifles and pellets battered the backdrops behind rows of terrified plastic ducks.
People screamed, but I wasn't sure what could be so exciting unless they were caught in the collapse
of the Ferris wheel. God knows what the clowns would look like.
Outside the entrance to the marquee the line up looked more promising. The Sunchasers
were portrayed as golden trapeze artists emitting beams of light as they soared above the audience
heads. It wasn't a photograph but a painting, as if the Sunchasers were up there long before the
invention of photography. A man called Horace Crumpeldohm had a troupe of cycling chimpanzees;
a hideous gang of monkeys painted in a way that made them look like hairy cannibal children. And
at the bottom of the bill, probably the safest place for her, Astrid the Human Cannonball, portrayed
in acrylics as an extruded figure shooting out of a blazing drainpipe with an astonished look on her
face.
Not wanting to be squashed by falling geriatrics, eaten by psycho-primates or blown up I
headed back into the melancholy of the sideshows to look for Madame Bertels. Her booth sat
between the Hall of Mirrors and a stall full of unwanted toffee apples. Sat behind an enormous
crystal ball, the painter commissioned by the circus had portrayed her as an eccentric gypsy who,
like Trevor in Cornwall, had one eye noticeably bigger than the other. Below the crystal ball
Madame Bertels promised to astound me with the accuracy of her abilities. With this in mind I
knew she'd be waiting for me.
She wasn't. I stood inside the booth for five minutes aware that she was outside smoking a
cigarette. The fabrics ruffled like a comedian trying to find her way on stage and she startled when
she saw me. “Yes?”
“Madame Bertels?”
“Yes.”
“Fortune Teller?”
“Yes. What do you want?”
“I. . . .” Was she serious? “I thought you might want to tell me my fortune.”
“Okay.” She didn't look too sure and stuffed her cigarettes into a concealed pocket below
layers of rustic fabric.
“I can come back if you're busy.”
“No, no.”
“A fortune teller would know I was coming surely.”
She had no answer. “What would you like? Tarot, palmistry or the crystal?”
The crystal ball on the outside of the booth promised more visual excitement than a pack of
cards or my own hand, so I opted for the crystal. Madame Bertels kept it on a shelf behind her chair
and was the size of a tennis ball. Settling on an orthopaedic cushion she waved her hands across the
crystal tennis ball and weaved her head as if conducting a violin concerto.
“Ah. . . .”
“What?”

“The future mist clears.”
“Does it?”
“Yes. I can see a footpath.”
“A footpath?”
“Long, it disappears into woodland. The woodland is a dense forest full of uncertain
decisions and unforeseen threats.”
“May I ask you a question, Madame Bertels?”
“Yes,” she said without taking her mystic gaze off the misty woodland.
“How do you know they're threats if they're unforeseen?”
She glared at me. “I sense the foreboding, but cannot see the source of the threat.”
“Oh, I see. Sorry.”
“It is a dark woodland,” she said nodding at the crystal. How she could see anything at all in
it puzzled me. Perhaps she needed a little help. “Now there is a figure. It is walking towards us. A
woman, like a. . . .” She squinted and shoved her nose at the crystal.
“A what?”
“Like a gypsy woman. . . .”
“Does she look like you, Madame Bertels?”
“Yes, she . . . how do you know?”
“I can see her too, except she's walking away from me.”
She sat up and glanced at the entrance to the booth. The gilded fabric drifted, threatening to
blow open. A warm glow illuminated the side of her face drawing her attention. The crystal ball had
expanded and a woman peered out; Madame Bertel's reflection. “Mon dieu. What is this?” She
stood up. “Who are you?”
“My name's Frieda. We spoke on the phone.”
“You?” She leaned into the fabric of the booth, trying to make distance from herself and the
brilliant crystal ball on the verge of going supernova.
“What was your relationship with Serge Levran?”
“Levran, Levran.” The lights were on, but. . . .
“The necromancer.”
Madame Bertels gasped. “No. What? No, you. . . .”
“Let me move this.” I placed the crystal ball on the floor where the light exposed a number
of holes in the rug. “I'm trying to learn the art of necromancy. You have papers written by Serge
Levran. I'm guessing they're quite valuable and you said I could look at them. If they're for sale I'll
make you an offer.”
“They're not for sale.”
“You said I could see them?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” she began to spit every word, “they're dangerous. Wrong hands. Not good, very
specialised.” We both acknowledged the light of the crystal.
“I think I can handle them.”
“How?”
“It's a long story. Trust me, I know what I'm doing. Do you know what you're doing?”
The fabric ruffled and a young woman stomped into the booth. “Oh, sorry.” She was dressed
in a red leather bodysuit and knee boots with thick ankles and soles. Around her eyes a glittery
firmament of dust sparkled in the light of the crystal ball. She slapped a pair of leather gloves
against her thighs, hesitated and beat her way out of the fabric.
“Don't tell me,” I said. “Astrid the Human Cannonball?”
“Yes.”
“Did she want to know whether she'd be blown up tonight?”
“Don't laugh, Frieda. She does her best.”
“Sorry. I didn't mean to scoff.”

“Do you put your life in danger every night?”
“No.”
“No. So don't scoff at my daughter.”
“Daughter? The Human Cannonball is your daughter?”
“Yes.”
“That must have been a tricky childbirth.”
Madame Bertel's face shifted from thunderstruck to stiffness and then a controlled smirk.
She sat down laughing quietly.
“I'm sure Astrid is very brave,” I said. “I wouldn't want to be fired out of a cannon.”
“It's what she always wanted. From seeing her uncle do it, and then after the accident her
aunt took over the act.”
I didn't ask about the accident.
“She started to train when she was fourteen and we thought she had promise. But I think she
peaked the day after she started.” Madame Bertels leaned on her fist. “Never really flown farther
than a few metres.”
“Can't she use more gunpowder?”
“We don't use gunpowder, Frieda. It's all pneumatic these days.”
“Okay.”
“There is a controlled explosion in a separate part of the cannon, for effect, but for now,
Frieda, she is a cannonball that refuses to fly. The engineer has worked on the air supply, Astrid has
altered her technique to make herself more aerodynamic, but whatever we do she could probably fly
farther if she bounced off a trampoline.”
“What's the farthest she's flown?”
“About five metres.”
“How big is the cannon?”
“About four metres long.”
“How does the crowd react when she doesn't fly very far?”
She took a moment to answer. “They love it. They laugh like drains, but they think she's one
of the clowns.” She blew her nose. “The crowd laugh at my daughter every night, Frieda. I've tried
to persuade her to change careers, but Astrid was never the academic kind.”
“No.”
“She doesn't read or write very well. But she has a big heart, Frieda. If she is anything, she is
courageous. To persevere takes guts and if she never flies farther than the length of her eyelashes I'll
always love her for trying.”
Help was closer than she knew, but was it my role to help? “I hope you don't mind me
asking, but is the circus suffering from a lack of investment?”
“That's a polite way of putting it. Speak to Bertran, he's the director. He has plans for
expansion, ambitious plans, but the income we have covers the costs, not much else. People want
cinematic scale of attractions these days. Always something different, not the same old same old.”
She took the crystal tennis ball, put it back on the shelf and stood hands on hips waiting for the light
to die down.
“I have money, Madame Bertels. I can pay for access to your papers, Serge Levran's
papers.”
“Why do want to see them, Frieda?”
“You're the fortune teller. You tell me.”
“Fortune teller, not mind reader. And you might be wasting your money if you want to invest
in this place. We can't agree on the best way forward.”
“It's my profession. I've rescued businesses before, turned them around, redirected their
strategies.”
Madame Bertels tried to reconcile the profession with the ambition and looked for an answer
in the way I was dressed. I didn't wear business suits at the best of times and I wasn't dressed like
Harry Potter, so she could only guess at my motives. “I'd invite you to one of our informal chats to

thrash things out, but it's not a good idea.”
I followed her out of the booth. “Why not?”
She waved her cigarette at me. “The discussions can get a bit heated. People have some
strong ideas.”
“Okay, fine. If you don't mind I'll have a wander about. If you reconsider the papers. . . .”
“Papers? Oh, them. Levran. Yes, let me think about that, Frieda.” Her thoughts pulled her
away into the laughter and loudness of the attractions leaving me to find my own way. I followed
her, unseen, followed her to the caravans and motor homes gathered at the edge of the site. She was
drawn to a clutch of men, some in jeans and jackets, others in gaudy coloured clothes and plant pots
sticking out of their heads. I closed in to hear them.
Bertran wanted to clarify a plan for moving the circus to a bigger more permanent site
outside Luxembourg City. “Costs are lower,” said one of the clowns. (He had to be a clown with a
plant pot on his head.)
“But the cost of relocation is short term cash we could spend on other things. And
renegotiating the rent here should be explored.”
As the conversation moved on I heard good and bad business arguments. No one mentioned
the low interest rates and the amount of cheap loans available to them. I wanted to appear and tell
them to keep their cash, protect their capital and use a low interest loan to relocate. They wouldn't
renegotiate the land rent on a city centre site where land for redevelopment was soaring in value.
Why they hadn't been evicted was a mystery. Madame Bertels listened, made no indication of
agreement or disagreement until the subject of the circus and the acts came up.
“It's always hard to speak candidly when you're here, Angelica, but you know our feelings.”
“Not all your feelings. You don't want Astrid out, do you?” A normally dressed man shook
his head. “I know you do.” A plant pot man nodded and the flower in his pot nodded with him. Two
against one, or two if you counted Madame Bertels vote.
“It's not just Astrid, there's Hansel and Gretel, Grosse Strube and Uncle Alamos. They need
to up their game or give way to something more exciting.”
Uncle Alamos?
“No one's interested in fire breathers.”
“Pyrotechnics, yes.” I couldn't take these plant pot men seriously. “But rubbing yourself
with a burning baseball bat, who wants to-”
“Yes, yes, we've had this conversation.” Madame Bertels took a long drag on her cigarette.
“Until Bertran comes up with something more than a one page business plan we can't decide who is
in or out.”
Silence. The soggy trampled grass came under scrutiny. “It's a foregone conclusion,
Angelica, Astrid is not good enough.”
“She will be good enough with the right equipment.”
“She won't.” The man pulled his plant pot off his head and shook it at Madame Bertels. “I
understand you defending your daughter, but even you must admit she's not good enough as it is. If
we do move, if we do reinvest she's got too much ground to make up. We have to trim the excess
and find new attractions. Maybe there's something else she can do?”
“You know there's nothing else she can do.”
“We all have to be flexible.”
I wondered what the plant pot men did when they weren't balancing sunflowers on their
heads.
“We need to pressure Bertran to move things forward. We can't go on with this uncertainty.”
Business deals took time, especially those involving land. I didn't know how long these talks
had been going on, but from what I heard they were still two years away from relocating. Two years
for Astrid, Grosse Strube and Uncle Alamos to up their game. I think Hansel and Gretel were
probably sorted out already.
Without Bertran the conspirators would only ever go round in circles, speculating, second
guessing. They separated leaving a plant pot man alone with his plain clothes colleague. I wandered

towards them, my most convincing lost look on my face. “Have you seen Madame Bertels?”
“Yes.”
Being studied by an inquisitive sunflower on a man's head made serious conversation
impossible. “Why do you have a weed growing out of your head?”
“It's not a weed. It's a begonia.”
“That explains everything. You've seen Madame Bertels?”
“Yes.”
“Can you tell me where she's gone?”
“Possibly. Who are you?”
“A friend of Astrid's.”
Both men chortled. The begonia bobbed about, unable to keep a straight face. “She doesn't
have any friends apart from the dog.”
“I'm a friend.”
“In what way?”
“In a friendly way. What other ways are there?”
They shared a dirty look.
“Not that kind of friend.”
“Why do you want to speak to Angelica? You're not supposed to be back here. The public
should be,” he pointed over my shoulder and pushed me away, “back there.”
But my weight wouldn't budge. If only he had been the circus strongman this would have
been a fascinating encounter. “I don't know why you're being so hostile. I only wanted to talk about
my investment.”
“Investment?”
“In the circus. The land deal out of town? Bertran's told you all, hasn't he?”
“No.”
“He has.” I pushed the plant pot man and he fell on his backside.
“Initial investment of three point five million euros from a low yield ten year bridging loan,
1.25% for the first three years conditional on an annual profit of 6% rising in the second year to
eight then ten and so on. You don't know what I'm talking about, do you?”
“I'm a clown.”
“Where's Madame Bertels? She has some papers for me to look at.”
They directed me back to her booth. She was there, inside, arguing. “Wait here,” said plant
pot man. “Your so-called friend is in there.”
Astrid eventually exploded from the booth with more energy than the descriptions of her
human cannonball act. A red leather blur tore between us and surged away through the noisy
hubbub of the circus stalls. Inside the booth Madame Bertels sat, head on fist.
“Something wrong? Astrid seemed upset.”
“It's nothing.”
“Oh, well that's okay then, isn't it?”
“She suspects the others want to get rid of her. I can't lie to her, Frieda, but I can't tell her to
her face they want her out.”
“You mustn't lie to her. If she knows she'll have two problems. The circus and you. At least
being honest with her gives her a chance to improve things. Maybe you should have been honest
with her a long time ago.”
“That's what hurts me most. She was never good enough. . . .”
I held up my hand to stop her. The breath of someone eavesdropping was ruffling the fabric
of the booth. I snatched the entrance open and plant pot man stood in a half-lean, his left ear pushed
against the fabric.
“You nosy bastard.”
“Sorry, I was worried about Madame Bertels.”
“What were you doing, Herve?”
Herve didn't have an answer and his face turned the same colour as the begonia. “For what

it's worth,” he pulled the plant pot off his head, “Astrid's friend is right.”
“I'm not interested what you think. And what friend? She hasn't got any friends except
Mozy.”
Had I been mortal I might have turned the same shade as the begonia too. “I haven't told her
yet. Get out.” When he was gone I said, “I told them I was Astrid's friend. And I can help if you're
not too stubborn to accept.”
“How?”
I joined her at the table. “Let me have a copy of Levran's papers and I'll teach Astrid how to
fly.”
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Madame Bertels led me to a caravan on the edge of the circus field. On the way we passed the
marquee. Astrid looked nothing like the painting; in the painting she could fly. The caravan had a
round roof and chrome window frames with condensation trapped between the double glazed units.
Inside, a mind-boggling collection of sheets and draws and covers and cushions concealed the
caravan with only the glass visible. Every form of life walked the shelves and tops of cupboards;
elephants, rhinos, hippos, birds, badgers and something that resembled a dog with two legs.
“There are only two documents, Frieda. They were found by my grandfather who lived in an
apartment in Paris at the same time as Levran.” She rummaged through a cupboard full of enamel
tins. “My grandfather had the visions too and on several occasions spoke to Levran about
necromancy. He tried it one night in a cemetery off the Rue du Telegraphe, but got arrested.”
She found the documents in an old bread bin. “Here. They're hand written.”
They were very handwritten. Barely legible. “Can you read this? His writing is very small.”
“I've tried, but it is difficult. Perhaps if I was interested in raising the dead I would have tried
harder, but I've no interest in anything like that.” She held onto the precious papers as if willing
them to speak to her, reveal some deeper meaning inherent in the rough discoloured paper. “He
would know more about the writing than me.”
“Who? Levran?”
She shook her head. “Marc. Astrid's father.”
I found a tiny space on the long settee and sat down. The paper was the colour of ivory,
brittle like vellum and stitched down the long side; some of the thread had torn the edges of the
paper.
“What happened?”
“He left us long ago, Frieda.”
She fiddled with one of her many ceramic ornaments and took no interest in my examination
of the obscure writing. “It all looks very old. Do you know anything about Levran? His history?”
Madame Bertels spoke about Levran, but she could have been speaking about Astrid's father.
“He was a bit strange by all accounts. A true hermit, rarely spoke to people unless they had him
cornered. He came from Lyon and was said to be the descendent of a Templar, but I suppose it's
very easy to concoct a fabulous story like that. We do it all the time.”
The difficulty of the writing was disappointing. I thought I might be on to something with
these papers, but not in this form. I would need help, time to search my own collection of grimoires
for a spell that unravelled tangled writing or translated the untranslatable.
“What is your story, Frieda?”
“Sorry? My story? Do you have an open mind?”
“Tell me.” She curled her legs beneath her and rested her head on her fist again.
“My father taught me magic tricks, well, actually, no, I taught myself. I built up my own
business consultancy, joined a coven in Bamberg to increase my network and opportunities. . . .”
“Yes.”
“Then I was murdered by a vampire in Rotterdam and here I am. Back from the dead.”
“Interesting.”
“I met someone who said I was mad. Suffering from post-traumatic stress. You don't look
surprised.”
“I noticed your teeth earlier.”
“They're a bit of a giveaway.”
“And the intense cold around you. And you had no reflection when we walked past the hall
of mirrors. But,” she pointed at me, “it's that red glow at the side of your temple that intrigues me.”
“What this?” My hand instinctively covered the side of my head. “Someone told me it was
the mark of Satan, but I don't know what he meant by that.”
“I could tell you.” Madame Bertels had a small collection of books in the bedroom at the
end of the caravan. She came back with a small volume of illustrations: etchings, engravings,

woodcuts, each one annotated. “It's here somewhere.” She found a page full of faces, each one
glowing from a different part of the head. “See, the mark of Leviathan beneath the jaw, the mark of
Belial between the eyes, the mark of Astaroth on the cheek. Each one, according to the description,
is a specific type of knowledge granted by Lucifer. The mark of Satan represents cunning and
deception. You are adept at manipulating and tempting people, Frieda.”
“Do you think that's what I'm doing now?”
“Maybe, who knows. But according to the book, the knowledge was requested at the time of
initiation.”
“I don't remember that.”
“When were you initiated?”
“Four years ago, give or take.”
“Must have been a previous life then.” She closed the book and took it back to the bedroom.
For a moment the news distracted me from Levran's documents, but the feel and smell of the old
paper brought back the disappointment. A recollection of Metze's words distracted me - I am you
and you are me - but Madame Bertels came back before I could reach a conclusion.
“If you don't mind, Frieda, I'd like to go over to the arena. Astrid will be flying in about ten
minutes.”
“Do you mind if I come?”
“If you must.” She lowered her voice. “Don't expect miracles.”
When she said arena she meant the marquee. We walked into an empty space and sat on our
own. Half a dozen others crept in, attracted by morbid curiosity or possibly lost on their way to the
food hall. The cannon was already in place, parked at one end of the arena, its muzzle pointed
towards some optimistic horizon. Two men in red leather jackets tugged at ropes presumably to give
the impression that the cannon expended so much ferocious power it needed securing to the ground.
Astrid appeared when a forbidding slab of classical music thundered from the PA system.
Serious and intense she stood beneath the tip of the cannon, made a song and dance about
putting on her gloves and then, like a gymnast, spun on her heels, jumped up the cannon and pulled
herself onto the top of it. For several minutes she signalled to her helpers who made discreet
alterations to the net facing the cannon. A nudge here, a slight tug there and she was ready. Right
arm aloft, flight imminent. From a standing position she lowered herself feet first into the cannon's
open mouth and disappeared.
“This is unbearable,” I whispered to Madame Bertels. “Is this a practice? There's no one
here.”
“This is a good night,” she said. “You should see the place when we're quiet.”
One of the assistants came back with a burning torch and lit a short stub of cord. It flared up,
sizzling in anticipation, the flame descending to the cannon and then a puff of grey smoke, a
thunderclap of noise, fire spreading in every direction and then a recoil, a shudder and Astrid
belched out of the end of the cannon as if a long-standing blockage in the pipework had finally
cleared. Hands first, face down, she flew straight like a red arrow and landed belly first on the net
with hardly a ripple. Had I been stood close enough I could have touched the end of the net and
front of the cannon with my outstretched arms.
Madame Bertels clapped. I clapped. The others sitting around like mannequins did not clap.
Astrid forward rolled off the net, raised her arm to the unblinking audience, all eight of us, and
walked out, back straight, shoulders taught; another night, another five metres.
“What's the record for a human cannonball?” I said.
“About sixty metres. Depending on who you ask.”
“That's ten times as far as Astrid.”
“Impeccable mathematics, Frieda. Come on, she'll need consoling.”
We found Astrid outside the marquee where she always sat after her performance. Head
bowed, hands together as if in prayer, she looked up when she heard the rustle of her mother's dress.
“Have you seen Mozy?” Astrid said.
“I think Yvette took him for a walk.”

“Even my dog doesn't hang around to watch.”
“Come on. Don't be like that. I know there weren't many here tonight, but it went okay. You
hit the net.”
“We upped the pressure, but the o-rings will only stand so much. If they perish it won't even
fire me out of the muzzle.” She noticed me. “Hello. Are you happy with your prediction?”
“What prediction?”
“You were having your fortune told.”
“Oh, yes. Well, we sort of went round in circles with that one.”
“Frieda's a witch,” said Madame Bertels.
“Really. Do you have a broomstick?”
“I did have.” I spoke without thinking, but mother and daughter were so matter of fact about
everything it seemed the right thing to do.
Astrid looked unimpressed and carried on staring at the muddy grass. “Wish I had a
broomstick.”
“Well,” said her mother, “if you ask Frieda nicely she might be able to get one for you.
Cheer her up, Frieda.”
She left me alone with her inconsolable daughter. “Who's Mozy?”
“Dog.”
“Oh. Unusual name for a dog.”
“He's a German Shepherd so I called him Mozy, short for Mozart.”
“Mozart was Austrian.”
Astrid lifted her head. “But he spoke German.”
“Do you speak French?”
“Yes.”
“Are you French?”
“No. How is that relevant?”
“I don't really know.” I sat down on the bench and mirrored Astrid's languid body language.
“Can't you use a more powerful air compressor?”
“They cost more money.”
“What about a shorter cannon? If you always fly five metres at least a shorter cannon will
make it look like you've gone farther.”
The glitter around Astrid's eyes had lost all the sparkle. “I'll know the truth.”
“Well, I suppose it's important to be true to yourself, but you're also a commercial venture. If
you have to make something look more impressive than it actually is, it's only like a special effect
or a fancy camera angle in a film.”
“Yeah. They'd love that. Fake. It's okay for the others, they don't need expensive equipment
like me. They won't approve the money to buy new stuff, the stuff I need.”
“You mean Bertran?”
“Especially Bertran. I know he's thinking about the circus, I understand that, but they won't
give me the chance to improve. They know what I need, but won't buy it for me.”
“Sounds like they're trying to force you out.”
“I can't win.” Astrid slapped herself with the heavy leather gloves. “I won't get better
without the right equipment and they won't approve buying the right equipment. Why has mother
brought you here? She doesn't normally come back here with strangers.”
“Doesn't she? I've never met a human cannonball before. Maybe I should ask you for your
autograph.” Astrid had the same habit as her mother, turning away from me and leaning on her fist.
That's when I remembered she couldn't write. “Your mother has some papers by a man called Serge
Levran. I want to see them.”
“Never heard of him.”
“He was a necromancer.”
“What's that?”
“Raising the dead.”

Astrid nodded. “I looked on Ebay yesterday, but there weren't any.”
“What? Necromancers?”
“Compressors.”
Surreal conversations had their place in life, but now wasn't the moment. Astrid had her
mind on other things so disturbing that talk of broomsticks and animated corpses had no effect on
her. I tried once more. “Do you fly every night?”
“Six nights a week.”
“What if you rifled the barrel?”
“The friction would tear my suit.”
“I like the suit.”
“Do you? It's hand made. I made it myself from a pattern. Red is my favourite colour. The
boots are reinforced to absorb the energy, but I still need a night off otherwise I'd be a cripple. Do
you know I was twenty centimetres taller when I started doing this.”
“Were you?”
“Mm. The compression, the force of the compression has squashed me over time.”
She watched me struggle for words and a smile of unremitting glee spread across her face.
“You have not shrunk over the years.”
“I got you there. Everybody falls for that one.”
I wanted her to smile again, but the grin was as short lived as one of her flights. “I could
help you.”
“I don't want your money. What's your name?”
“Frieda.”
“I don't want your money, Frieda. I want to do this myself.”
“I can understand that. But what is it you really want? Do you want to fly?”
She didn't answer. Maybe she didn't know. “My uncle did it because he thought it was an
aspiration, like reaching out, but after the accident my aunt did it to keep the attraction going for the
circus. I want to do it because it's all I've ever known. I couldn't do anything else. Why do you want
to raise the dead?”
“Just for the hell of it.” The answer was too complex for Astrid to comprehend. She stood
up, stretched and revealed a pattern on the back of her leather suit; a dragon painted onto the
surface, its bat-like wings outstretched, fire-breathing mouth, furious glowing eyes. “Did you paint
that?”
“This, yeah. I like painting. D'you want to see some more?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
Astrid lived in the caravan next to her mother's. She said nothing until we walked through
the door and into a bare hollow space decorated only by small squares of framed pictures. Each one
a carefully detailed study of a dragon; haunches raised, wings widened by thermals, posed on
isolated rocky outcrops, skulking in dark caves. “I'm working on this one.” She pulled out a larger
canvas from behind a mouldy curtain. The dragon was double-headed, the perspective stretched to
extreme, emphasising the beast's bulk and potential.
“They're amazing. So much detail.”
“I use a number one brush for the detail and some ink from a pen to add a bit of definition.”
For half an hour she explained every sketch, every drawing, the choice of colours, the reasons for
the poses. All of it illuminated by a single light bulb attached to a bare wire.
“What do others think of them?”
“My mother tells me I should repaint all the illustrations, but I don't want to paint trapeze
artists or candy floss.”
“Or cycling chimpanzees?”
“Coppelbohm died in 1967.” Astrid returned the dragon to its place behind the curtain.
“You should show them off. Have a display somewhere in the circus. Take commissions.”
“Yeah. No one's here long enough to hang around while I paint one. It takes me months to
do one of these.”

Mozy bounded into the caravan and Astrid's mood changed in a second. Beaming as the dog
jumped up at her, she grabbed him round the shoulders and lifted him off his feet. I wanted to help
her so much. I knew I could if she'd only let me.
“Have you ever flown on a broomstick?”
“No,” she said to Mozy.
“Do you want to try it?”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
“Frieda can fly on a broomstick, Mozy.”
“I'll come back on your night off.”
“Deal. Day after tomorrow.”
“Wait until after dark. You can see the lights of the city better.”
“Okay.”
I left them alone, certain she didn't believe me, but it was preparation for a bigger idea. One
that would need some pre-publicity. But before all that I had to call into Madame Bertel's caravan
again. She sat talking to a man unlike any others I had seen within the circus confines: he wore a
suit and tie. They spoke quietly until they noticed me leaning through the door.
“Frieda. This is timely. Bertran, this is Frieda Schoenhofer.”
He stood to shake my hand and shivered when I approached. “I had no idea it was so cold
outside.”
“It's always cold wherever I go. I have my own micro-climate.”
“Angelica was telling me about your business interests in Germany. Bamberg?”
“Bamberg, yes. Born and bred.”
“Quite. Are we understanding you correctly, Frieda? You might like to invest in the circus?”
“I might. Astrid interests me.”
Bertran made a show of sitting down again. “Maybe you should reconsider that, Frieda.”
“Why?”
“Astrid's act is traditional, and that's good, but is it the future? Is the human cannonball
something people want to see these days? We live in a world of superheroes. She has stiff
competition.”
“So make her a superhero.”
He laughed. “It'll take more than money to make her a superhero, no disrespect, Angelica.
Whatever she does, she'll always be a 20th Century act. Barnum and Bailey. We need to consider
the future. That's what you must base your business decisions on Frieda, surely?”
“Of course. But you'd be amazed what is possible these days, Bertran.” I grinned and made
sure he saw my teeth. Madame Bertels sat quietly leaving us to spar and dance around each other
with big numbers. “What would be your ideal vision, Bertran. If you had a magic wand what would
you conjure up?”
“I'd reconfigure the offer. Take the circus into a digital environment, interactive, personalise
it. Yes, there'd be a permanent site, but virtual reality, put the visitors in the place of the acts, up on
the high wires. . . .”
“Coming out of a cannon.”
“We don't need Astrid for that, Frieda. Why watch someone fly five metres when you can be
fired a hundred metres out of your own virtual cannon.”
“But then you'd be positioning the circus in competition with the theme parks. Your entire
business model changes.”
“There isn't an interactive circus anywhere in the world, Frieda.”
“You're inviting people to experience the circus in their own homes, on a wide screen media
centre. How would they pay for that? And don't tell me your income stream will come from
advertisements. People block advertisements.”
“The experience could be a teaser, tempting them to come and experience the real thing.
People watching Disney films doesn't stop them visiting Disneyland Paris.”

“It runs at a loss. It's propped up by its parent company.”
“So what are you suggesting?”
“Real acts. Unbelievable acts. Acts so ridiculous people turn to the darker regions of their
imagination to find an explanation. There's always been a dark side to the circus.”
There was an uncertainty in the atmosphere that both Bertran and Madame Bertels were
sensitive to as if I was holding back on some great discovery. A discovery that my investment would
release.
“It would have to be good,” said Bertran. “Very good.”
“We dabbled with it,” said Madame Bertels before immediately backtracking, “but it wasn't
very good.”
“No, it wasn't.” Bertran's mood sharpened. “We gave Astrid's father a chance. In 2002. He
had a fancy idea to involve magic. Mentalism, mind reading, hypnotic tricks. He was useless.
Threw his toys out of the pram and left. In the month before he cleared off I measured his act. His
predictions, his outcomes. He had a twenty-five per cent success rate. I'm astonished he was never
booed off stage.”
“Is that why he left?” I said.
“He was a stubborn man and his daughter's the same. Frieda, if you want to invest in her
build her a circus of her own. If we spent a million euros on a new cannon, a nuclear powered
cannon that could fire her to the moon she still wouldn't make it as far as the front door of her
caravan.”
“Proof.”
“What?”
“How do you know? What proof do you have she can't go farther with better equipment?”
He didn't have proof.
“I don't want to risk being proved right. My business plan has to convince my investors.
They want more than an instinctive belief if they're going to release five million.” The figure was
news to Madame Bertels. “Five million, Frieda.”
“And that's for what?”
“Land purchase, upgrading visitor facilities, digital content. We build on that with branding
and naming rights. We sell franchise licenses to on-site suppliers, rent space to merchandise sellers.
We can't do that here, there are too many charges on the land, but on our own land we can deliver
this vision.”
“Five million?”
“Yes.”
“I'll offer you six.”
The seats in Madame Bertel's caravan weren't deep enough to accommodate Bertran's
sudden increase in weight. He wanted to sit back, spread himself, somehow grasp my surprise offer.
“The extra is to keep Astrid. Leave her to me. I'll turn her into an act that'll make your toes drop off.
You can keep the other agreements, they make sense. But you have a core offer, acts that astonish,
that can't be replicated on a computer screen, that have to be seen to be believed. I choose those
acts.”
Bertran stuck his chin into his chest and glared at me.
“Five core acts, one for each point of the pentacle, Bertran. Five displays of supernatural
mystery that will make your circus a sensation and at the same time terrifying. Make people
question reality. That's what circuses should be about. The future isn't digital. Six million. Eight per
cent up front to secure the move to the new site, then twelve, then three tranches of twenty per
cent.”
They both did the sums. “That's eighty per cent.”
“Yes. I hold back the final twenty until you're satisfied Astrid is part of this circus. And
before the end of the month I'll show you why she's so important.”
My business card had Gaelle's details. “She'll start things. Call her tomorrow. I'll brief her
tonight. I want things signed before the end of the week. If not, I'll take Astrid from here and you'll

have a rival in Luxembourg that'll finish you off before you can say abracadabra.”
Bertran didn't know whether to be elated or mortified, but speed gave me the advantage. He
was on the back foot. He made his excuses and left me with Madame Bertels engulfed by the
cushions of her caravan.
“And I'd like photocopies of Levran's papers, please.”
She tried to say yes. “Photocopies? I suppose so.”
“If I come back in two night's time, can you have the copies ready? I'll pay for them.”
“I guess so. Yes. Why two night's time?”
“It's Astrid's night off. I'm taking her out for a ride on a broomstick.”
I didn't wait for Madame Bertel's reaction, but travelled home unaware of how Astrid would
receive the news.
My plan was modest. Turn Cholet Circus into the greatest circus on Earth, a place where the
real and the unreal came together with no possible earthly explanation for it. How I achieved this I
had no idea!
At home, I made a few phone calls to discuss marketing and viral campaigns, how to
generate a buzz, how to provoke discussion to make sure my investment went on something people
would actually know about. But the consensus seemed to be forget circuses, they've been done to
death and Cirque du Soleil are yesterday's attraction. One brand manager even suggested I buy the
circus for the land and plant baobab trees on it.
My list of business contacts diminished in inverse proportion to my list of séance clients, but
one man I hadn't spoken to was Gunther Prix, and he owed me a favour.
Prix was an investment analyst who operated from a fancy office in Bamberg, so close to the
Cathedral he could throw his money at it. He often worked late to speak to people in foreign
markets and had a fractious relationship with my parents after making an offer for my company two
days after news of my death.
His office was predominantly glass. In the dark, the walls were composed of reflections and
he sat against his table clicking a mouse and watching various numbers on his laptop screen change
from red to green.
"Busy night, Gunther?"
He leapt out of his chair and fell over the waste paper basket. "Who let you in?"
"I let myself in."
Gunther valued his business more than his life and snatched the laptop off the table.
"I was reading that," I said.
"It's confidential." He studied me in the sharp blue light of his desk lamp. "You're dead."
"No, I'm not."
"Yes, you are. Your parents said you were."
"And what were you doing talking to my parents?" He didn't answer. "Grave robber."
"I'm not a grave robber. I only asked, told them I could dispose of your assets. Save them the
heartbreak."
"How compassionate. Pinch my clients."
"No. No. Obviously I would have offered a higher price-"
"Oh, shut up. That's not why I'm here."
"They say you're a vampire." Gunther laughed. The laugh of someone trying not to sound
mad.
"Look behind you, Gunther."
He twisted his neck and faced the office reflection and his own contorted image turning to
study him alone in his glazed cage.
A shriek stuck in his throat. I straightened his tie and grinned. "And they'd be right." He
didn't make a sound when I bit into the vein throbbing just below his left ear. This was merely a
snack, I didn't want to drain him, kill him, certainly not turn him. He moaned for a few minutes and
I carried his body to the low leather settee that overlooked the Domplatz.
He regained semi-consciousness after an hour of restless sleep. His laptop faced him,

playing an old Hammer film with Ingrid Pitt going berserk. I liked little details like that. It added to
the atmosphere.
"Are you okay?"
"What?"
"You might feel a bit weak, but it's only the same as giving blood except you don't get a
biscuit or a sense of social satisfaction."
Prix mumbled at Ingrid Pitt. "What are you talking about?"
"Bites, Gunther. Don't try to stand up. Man of your size might hurt himself if he falls over.
Especially with all this glass."
"What? Who's she?"
"Elisabeth Bathory."
Gunther's eyes swivelled about in their sockets and would only be stopped by coffee. I
poured him a quadruple espresso from his machine and held his head up as he drank it.
"What did you do to me?"
"I bit you. I'm a vampire remember."
"Are you?"
"When you've recovered from your dizzy spell, I wanted some free business advise."
"About what?"
"Circuses?"
The coffee was kicking in. "Circuses?"
"Yes. I want to invest in one."
"You're mad."
"Is that a business observation or do you still not like me?"
"No, circuses." He sat upright on the settee and rubbed his throat. "Dizzy spell?"
"When you jumped up earlier. Tell me about circuses."
"What kind? Modern, traditional, travelling. They're all bad ideas at the moment. People
don't have the money to watch the doors drop off a clown car. People are still spending their money
in the home. They don't go out except for the annual vacation."
They certainly didn't go out to Cholet Circus. "Eight people watched the human cannonball.
And two of those were me and her mother."
"Human cannonball?"
"Yes."
"Was a woman?"
"Yes."
Gunther climbed off the settee and poured another double espresso. "You didn't tell me that.
Heroes. People like heroes. What's she like?"
"She's hopeless. The cannon's so underpowered she only just manages to be shot from the
muzzle. The farthest she's ever flown is five metres."
"Wouldn't take much to fix that. But even so, a human cannonball on her own wouldn't
rescue a circus. What makes her so special she'll get people out of their houses? So much on the
internet these days. Her main competitor is the TV box set."
"I can make her special."
Gunther stared at me. "How would you do that? How would Frieda Schoenhofer make
someone special?"
"Teach her how to fly."
He didn't believe me. "But you still have the problem of getting her known. Getting people
to talk about what she can do. You need to make a fuss, Frieda."
"I know. That's why I'm here."
Fully lucid, Gunther licked his lips, animated by the challenge. "Accident goes wrong, she
comes back from the dead, like you." He shrugged and avoided eye contact. "Or a flight across a
piranha-infested river."
"No, they're just short term pranks. I wanted to know what you would want if you were

investing in a circus?"
"What I would want is a return and that requires something that will be consistently public,
consistently talked about. Like that other lot. Toten Herzen. They haven't been seen for months, but
people are still talking about them. I wish I had money in them."
Something about my expression must have alerted him to the embryonic idea I had that just
needed a second opinion.
"What?" he said. "Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I can teach her how to fly. And once she knows, she can teach the others."
"A flying circus. Why does that sound familiar?"
"Not that kind of flying circus, Gunther. A circus that can perform the impossible. We live in
impossible times, Gunther. People are looking for answers. The questions. That's where there's
money to be made. How does she fly?"
"Who?"
"Astrid."
"Who's Astrid?"
"The human cannonball, stupid."
"Oh, her." Gunther's index finger shot up. "He made a phone call and spoke to someone in
Chinese. He'd glare at me and smile at his reflection, glaring again when he realised my reflection
was somewhere else. I knew Chinese was a tonal language, but couldn't decipher whether the
conversation was going well.
Gunther put the phone down. "I need to meet her."
"Okay."
"When can I meet her? What's her name again?"
"Astrid."
"Good name."
"Can you get to Luxembourg tomorrow night?"
He checked his diary. "Just about."
We arranged to meet at the entrance to the Presidio Hotel at nine p.m. (which would be after
Astrid's performance at the circus). “I can't believe I'm joining you in a business venture.”
“Risk, Gunther. I thought you liked risk.”
“I like sure fire returns, Frieda. Your human cannonball is the risk taker.”
She would be more than that by the time I was finished with her. Arriving back in my attic
the bed welcomed me and dared me to dive onto it. I resisted and checked my text messages. My
father had left one titled with capital letters.
FRIEDA
I THINK YOUR MOTHER KNOWS YOURE A VAMPIRE
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In normal times, economic crises, floods, the divorce of a relative, that sort of thing, my mother
could be a direct woman, but her ability to ask me a simple question had deserted her. I think I knew
why: the questions often required the word vampire, a word not found in her own mental dictionary.
So often the person being followed, she now followed me everywhere when I visited. Although I
hadn't used a toilet since Rotterdam I went up to the bathroom just to see if she'd follow me there.
She did on the pretext the towels needed replacing.
“Mama, privacy.”
“Sorry.”
She was stood outside when I came out.
In the kitchen the smell of fresh salad vegetables gave me a sudden craving for celery. After
one bite my mother reappeared again and took the celery off me to examine the end. “Do you have
an overbite, Frieda?”
“An overbite?” She handed the celery back to me. “Why do you ask?”
“I'm just curious. That's the first thing I've seen you eat. I thought maybe your teeth were
giving you trouble.”
“They're fine.”
“Okay.”
“Mama is there something wrong?”
“No. Should there be?”
“You're standing in the kitchen with your arms folded. You don't normally stop like this.
You're like a shark, you need to keep moving.”
“Your father's worried about you. And I'm worried about him. He thinks your behaviour is a
bit odd.”
“We've been through all this.”
“Coming and going like an owl. Secretive.”
“I have a girlfriend.” She made no signs of movement for ten seconds and then the third
finger of her right hand began to tap her arm.
“Really.”
“Yes.”
She chose her words carefully. Indirect whilst at the same time being direct. “Girlfriend. You
mean like a partner girlfriend?”
“Yes. A girlfriend.”
“I didn't know you were. . . .”
“Seeing someone.”
“I didn't know you liked girls.”
“She's not a girl.”
“Well women, then, whatever. How long have you been like this?”
“Couple of weeks.”
“A couple of weeks.” Her body went into a series of involuntary twitches and huffs. “I
suppose that explains . . . does your father know?”
“No.”
“He can be quite traditional, you know.”
“I'm sure he'll understand. Anything that makes his Frodo happy-”
“Don't use that name, Frieda.”
The reaction was beautiful, beautiful because it was a first. Gabrielle Schoenhofer's
daughter, murder suspect, conspirator engulfed in accusations of organised crime and international
witchcraft, bamboozling her mother because of a gay relationship. At least she didn't have to worry
about me being a vampire.
“I need to go. I'm off to Luxembourg tonight.”
“I read an article yesterday about blood-transmitted diseases.”

“In horses?”
“In people. There are weirdos who think they're, think they're vampires. I thought, my god,
I'm glad Frieda's not like that, coming and going at night, they're like alcoholics, very adept at
hiding things. Does she have a name?”
“Gaelle.”
“That's unusual.”
“Her family are from Surinam.”
“Is she going to Luxembourg with you?”
“No, she has business here in Bamberg. She's my business director when I'm not here.”
“She works for you?”
“Yes.”
“Is that ethical?”
At this point I realised I was waving the celery when I spoke. “I've no idea. I don't care. I
love her. She drives a Diablo.” She didn't understand. “A Lamborghini.” Nothing. “Never mind. I've
got to go. Tell Papa I'll speak to him soon. Bring him up to speed. Feel free to tell him about
everything.”
I think she said goodbye, she certainly made a noise of some sort. There was now a high
probability she'd be visiting my office during the day to replace the towels, but secretly trying to get
a glance of Gaelle. And my father would be ringing to tell me off for playing another practical joke.
The call didn't come and at seven p.m., minutes after another underwhelming flight from her
underpowered cannon in front of an unimpressed audience - five this time - I met Astrid and told
her about Gunther.
"He's an investment analyst."
"What does that mean?"
"He finds people with money and introduces them to people who need money."
"Oh." She trudged into her caravan, gave Mozy a vigorous rub, found a small pair of
scissors and snipped at a piece of frayed stitching on the shoulder of her leather flight suit. "I need a
new suit."
"He can pay for that. And a new cannon and a new circus and a new audience. . . ."
"A new audience. Where would you buy one of those?"
"Marketing. Promotion. It's all part of the investment package. They don't just give you the
money, they help you turn the business around."
"Oh." She sat down, rubbing Mozy's jowls and staring at her caravan. "Place needs
repainting."
"You could have a new caravan, a new motor-home-"
"Why are you doing this, Frieda? Mama told me about meeting Bertran and offering to buy
the circus.”
“I didn't offer to buy the circus, I said I'd invest in it.”
“What's a tranche?”
“A what?”
“A tranche. Mama said you had three tranches.”
“It's a payment. Instead of paying money all at once you pay in separate amounts, each one
is called a tranche. You don't need to worry about that, Astrid.”
“She also said you wanted something she has."
I edged closer. "She has some old documents. I don't need the documents, copies will do.
But let's say they're a matter of life and death to me."
"Oh."
"I need them to protect myself from some seriously dangerous people."
"Mama said the documents tell you how to raise the dead."
"Yes, they are."
"She was keeping them in case anything ever happened to me."
"What?"

"I'm not frightened of dying, but since Papa left us I'm all she has. She worries about me. I
know she doesn't want me to fly any farther than I can already, but I want to fly, Frieda. I want to do
it for me."
"I can teach you."
"How? You're not a human cannonball."
"No. What I do is totally different. We've got two hours before we meet Gunther. I'll show
you on the way."
The edge of a public park provided the only thing I needed to teach Astrid to fly: wood.
There was also the small matter of instinct and a good memory, qualities Astrid hadn't displayed
yet. Sure she had sticking power, probably another reason for not getting very far from the barrel of
her cannon, but her mother had an open mind to the occult and Astrid appeared to share that open
mind.
"We start with this." I snapped a two metre branch from a small multi-stemmed tree. "Hold it
under your arm like an officer's stick, make sure the end is in contact with the ground."
Astrid stared at me when I spoke, at the branch when I didn't. The branch twitched. "You see
that?"
"You shook it."
"No, I didn't." The branch shuddered, eager to escape my grip, the rough bark scraping the
palm of my hand. "You've seen a Maglev train?" She hadn't. "Okay. It's repulsion." (The branch was
becoming difficult to hold on to.) "There are electromagnetic fields running through the ground, the
rocks and minerals. That energy reacts with something in the wood."
Astrid screwed her eyebrows. "Why do you have to shake it?"
Struggling to control the stick I decided the explanation was in the demonstration. "I'm not
shaking it, I'm trying to stop it from doing this. . . ." I stopped resisting. The energy surged along the
branch. Astrid stood in a cyclone of leaves, her neck craning, eyes bulging, an astonished spectator
at the base of my sudden trajectory. Once airborne the branch was more obedient and I soared in an
out of the canopies, landing a few metres from Astrid who didn't, couldn't, take her eyes off me. I
dropped the branch, straightened my collar and waited for her to say something.
"You can fly."
"Yes."
"Like a witch."
"Yes. And I can teach you too. Anyone can do it."
"But I'm not a witch."
"You don't have to be. You only need to know the spell, control the power, guide the besom
and you'll be flying."
"What spell?" She picked up the branch, hesitant at first, touching it gently until she was
sure it was dormant.
"In the earth the power lies
“Run through me
“The wood I hold
“And lift me to the skies."
"In the earth. . . ." She forgot the rest. I repeated the lines, waiting for her to follow my
words as if we were exchanging vows. . . . "And lift me to the skies."
Nothing.
"You're holding it like a sweeping brush. Under your arm, let the end touch the ground." I
showed her how, hoping the twitching would transfer when she took the branch off me. I mouthed
the words again. She spoke them, louder and louder, more confidently, more authoritatively. The
branch shook.
"There!"
She repeated the spell. The end of the branch nuzzling the ground. Over and over she spoke
the words until she had them memorised. I urged her on with my arms, lifting, raising, the branch
sputtering and twisting. "Believe you can do it, Astrid. Imagine yourself inside your cannon on the

verge of-" She roared off like a firework. "Oh, shit."
The cry diminished as she quickly gained altitude. Astrid had launched without being told
how to steer or brake or, importantly, land safely. I found another branch, ripped it from the tree
leaving a short stump which I knew would be a devil to control. Off I went, chasing the distant dot
of Astrid heading towards Belgium.
She hung on to her besom with every atom of strength she had, gulping in gallons of air
rushing at her distorted face. I flew alongside her. "Pull up the front end. . . ." Altitude and velocity
made instructions difficult.
"What?"
"Pull your arms up."
Her besom slowed, but rather than settle to a controllable speed the besom entered a steep
climbing loop.
"Don't go straight up. . . ."
Fatigue forced her to ease pulling on the besom and we entered a maniacal roller-coaster
ride of climbing and dipping, climbing and dipping.
"Pull up on the front gently. Subtle is the secret."
"What does subtle mean?"
"Careful, gentle, delicate. Don't pull at it like your trying to pull down a wall. Gentle."
Astrid was out of breath. "Gentle. Frieda."
"What?"
"Is that the North Sea?"
"No," it was, "it's just a cloud pattern." Steering was a priority. I came close enough to wrap
my left arm around the head of Astrid's besom and we slowed to a hover.
The ground was a long way down and our elevation afforded amazing views of street light
patterns arranged across regions, beads of light stretching to the southern hills of the Netherlands
and distant city hazes at all four compass points.
Astrid shivered violently. "Let's get you down. You're safe as long as I'm here."
She nodded quickly.
"I'll teach you the basics at ground level."
"Okay."
"Once you get the hang of it-"
"Can we go down first?"
"Yes. Sorry."
Returning in tandem, Astrid being piloted back to dry land like a stricken jet plane, we
landed with a thud and a few cartwheels. The ground felt solid and reassuring. Away from me,
spread-eagled on her back with legs bent at the knees, Astrid's chest heaved for oxygen. Satisfied
she could breathe again she laughed and then screamed. "Did that really happen?"
"Yes."
"How? How did you do that?"
"It wasn't me, it was the earth. The forces interact, sometimes together, sometimes against
each other." I lay down beside her, head resting on my hand. "It's knowledge that's been discovered
across centuries and then perfected. Old wives tales? It's nothing of the sort, it's science. Some
forces repel. Think of an explosion and the force in the dynamite that's released. Everything repels.
And then you have a magnet and the attraction of metal to it."
"I don't understand a word you say, Frieda. You're too clever for me."
"But you learned how to use a cannon. You know the engineering, how compressed air
works in a pneumatic system."
"Yeah."
"It's only the same. I fly because I understand how to make it work, just as you fly by
knowing how to make the cannon work. The only difference is I can fly a lot farther than you." I
poked her nose and she smiled. "Have you ever been hang gliding?"
"No."

"You hang from the glider and steer by shifting your body weight right and left. It's the same
when you hang off a besom. Come on, I'll show you."
Back within the woodland edge of the park I found a tree with a low horizontal branch.
Hanging from it like a gymnast I demonstrated how I pivoted my weight from the waist, shifting
my legs left and right. Astrid understood and soon got the hang of it.
Back to the besom and how to pull and lower the forward tip to control elevation and speed.
Subtle. Astrid learned a new word to go with her new skill.
"Putting everything together," I said, "you'll be able to fly like no human cannonball on the
planet. That will make your circus the most amazing in the world. And if I share my knowledge
with the jugglers and trapeze artists and tumblers and everyone else who works there. . . ." Astrid
waited for the punchline. "You'll be the world's first supernatural circus. People will pay to see it.
People will want to invest in it. You'll be the greatest human cannonball of all time and no one will
know how you do it. Except me."
The potential took a moment to sink in, but it did just in time for Astrid to have one last
practice before we headed off to meet Gunther. She was soon flying with control and swooping so
low above the ground that I was caught in the electromagnetic downdraught and blown off my feet.
Looking up from the leaves I watched Astrid land. There was room for improvement, but she was
ready. . . .
Ready to impress Gunther. We arrived at the hotel and surprised the doorman when we
entered the lobby with our broomsticks. Gunther, sitting alone in a leather chair, did a double take
over his laptop. "What the hell are you doing with those?"
"Manners, Gunther. Say hello to Astrid."
"Ah, the human cannonball." They shook hands. Gunther winced when Astrid's iron grip
almost crushed his fingers. "Jesus, you're a strong girl."
"She's not a girl," I said.
"Fair enough. Did you teach her how to fly?"
"She's not deaf, Gunther."
"I can fly," Astrid said.
"More than a couple of metres? Sit down."
We joined Gunther on the leather chairs. Coffee arrived, which Astrid gulped down as if she
hadn't drunk anything in a week.
"The Chinese are still in love with the circus, but they want the razzle dazzle of western
styles. Not Cirque du Soleil, they copied that years ago. Something no one's ever seen before. Can
you deliver that?" Gunther stared at Astrid examining the bottom of her coffee cup. He coughed.
"Sorry?"
"Can you deliver something no one else can do?"
"Yeah. You want to see it?" She checked with me. "Is he allowed to see it?"
"Why not. We nearly died practising."
A taxi took us to the park. I asked the taxi driver to wait for us, keep the clock ticking and
keep his eye on the sky. Broomsticks in hand we led Gunther to a clearing. He was wary of my
reputation and Astrid's powerful handshake.
"I'll let the apprentice demonstrate."
We gave Astrid space and she began.
“In the earth the power lies
“Run through me
“The wood I hold
“And lift me to the skies.”
The broomstick grumbled, scattering leaves and stirring up dusty soil. Astrid stood legs
together, knuckles tightening around the increasingly antagonistic length of wood eager to take off.
Gunther's arms drooped and without a word watched Astrid ascend, gently at first like a Messiah,
the broomstick tugging at her grip.
"What the fuck. . . ."

"Gunther Prix," I shouted, "let me introduce you to Astrid the world's only supernatural
human cannonball. Go for it, baby."
Astrid released the power and took off. A shockwave covered us in soil and twigs and as we
rubbed the dirt out of our eyes she buzzed the tree tops and shaved the grasses, hurtling past us at
shoulder height, legs behind her, head up grinning like Beelzebub.
"How does she do it, Frieda? Wires?"
"Witchcraft, Gunther. Powerful magic. And now she knows, she can teach others." We
ducked as she came by a second time raking tightly to the left and landing (still a weak point) in a
giggling heap at our feet.
"So, how much, Gunther? What do think the Chinese will offer to see a circus built around a
human cannonball who can loop the loop?"
"Fuck the Chinese. Leave this to me." Gunther licked his lips and his hands trembled when
he pinched his chin.
He was still shaking when we got back to the taxi. The driver nervously opened the doors for
us. "You done now?"
"Yes, thank you." I said.
"Did you see that?" The taxi driver twisted to fill his rear view mirror with the three of us,
but the numbers didn't add up.
"Strange things going on in the woods," I said. "Witches and vampires and all kinds of
weirdness. Makes you wonder what the world's coming to."
Back at the hotel the taxi driver opened the doors again and forgot to charge us for the fare.
The experience, the memory of that glorious night flight, lingered and drew me back to the
same hotel three weeks later. Luxembourg was celebrating two hundred years of cheese breeding or
burgundy filtering, Gunther told me, but the information wouldn't stick. Too many other things
preoccupied me: my father's astonishment that I had a girlfriend ('shouldn't that be a lady friend if
she isn't a girl,' he kept saying); my mother's terminal dilemma over whether she wanted her
daughter to be a lesbian or a vampire (being both would be the end of her); still no response from
the coven; and no approach yet from Jennifer Enzo.
More importantly, Gunther had pulled together several Luxembourg-based fund managers to
pay for Astrid's appearance at the celebrations. They initially laughed in his face until he described
what he saw and how he had never seen anything like it before.
“He told them the Malandanti were behind it.” Gaelle and I checked out of the hotel.
“That's Interpol's expression. The Malandanti aren't behind this, are they?” she said.
“It's Gunther's money for now. Mine comes later.”
In the taxi Gaelle raised the subject of my parents. “I didn't think your mother would come
tonight.”
“She's pretending she's here for the celebrations, not the human cannonball. Truth be told
she's curious to see you again.”
“Why is she so old fashioned?”
“She's not old fashioned, she's grown attached to the predictability of the real world. Once
my father decided to become a small time crook she found a safe haven in the familiar and the
everyday. She seals herself off from anything that's bizarre. And now she has to put up with me. She
called me an owl.”
“She asked me if I found Germany too cold. I told her I was born here, but I don't think she
believed me.”
“The good thing is it's stopped her going on about me being a you know what.”
“Right. What exactly?”
Trying to remember who knew what about you know what was difficult. Gaelle thought I
was ill, had some psychosomatic aversion to sunlight following the attack in Rotterdam. She
tolerated my chilly company, loved my teeth and adored my tendency to bite when we had sex, but
sooner or later I would have to tell her the truth and hope she could handle it. To date, Gert
Hoenenbacker just managed to cope, Maurice Bingley did not.

The internet bristled with talk of the forthcoming magic circus and the most extraordinary
act of supernatural flying the world will ever see. "No pressure then," said Gaelle. She stood under
the flightpath that led straight from the cannon. Get the launch wrong and Astrid would end up in
Gaelle's face. Next to me my father, edgy and nervous, waiting for the word or phrase that would
reveal the terrible secret to my mother standing to his left and out of Gaelle's sight.
In five minutes time all our troubles would be obscured when Astrid launched herself above
the heads of fifteen thousand people and an orchestra. To my right Madam Bertels beamed with
anticipation and asked me if I had deciphered Levran's scribbled text.
"No. And it's proving immune to spells." She made no offer to help or provide any clues, but
I could tell by the way the lines around her eyes tightened in a conspiratorial huddle that she knew
something, a final detail she had held back. “It's a shame Astrid's father isn't here to see this,” I said.
"People normally run away to join the circus, not the other way round. He's better off where
he is."
"Where did he go?"
"Avignon. Became part of a re-enactment group. Living a medieval existence detached from
the real world." She tapped my arm. "If anyone knows how to decipher the text it's him."
"You tell me that now."
"Hush. The music's starting."
Madam Bertels left the suggestion dangling just as Mozart's Requiem rumbled from the PA
system and a voice announced the main act.
“Ladies and gentlemen, harnessing the energy of the earth and ancient knowledge that has
lain secret for hundreds of years Cholet Circus will now amaze you with a human cannonball the
likes of which has never been seen by the human eye.”
I wondered if a requiem was the most appropriate music and whispered to Madam Bertels,
"I met a man who thought this music was written by Salieri."
"Well, it was," she said and grinned.
The orchestra took up the music when the Requiem faded. A jolly polka serenaded Astrid
striding up to a new cannon painted vivid green to compliment her brand new red leather flight suit.
Along the barrel a long slender dragon slipped its way towards the muzzle, its haunches taught
ready to eject its brilliant payload. As always Astrid took a bow, pulled herself up the snarling
mouth of the cannon and slipped down the barrel. The lack of a net or air bags hadn't registered with
the crowd.
The music changed to a quiet canter. A neon clock ticked down the seconds. Vapour
shrouded the base of the cannon breathing out on each increasingly loud heartbeat, the orchestra
building the pace until the clock hit zero. An earth-shifting explosion married to a ball of fire lifted
people off their feet. The dragon roared and Astrid was above us, airborne, the cannon firing her out
like a ballistic missile in a straight line towards the farthest rows of the audience.
Behind Astrid an angled strand of smoke, and as she was about to disappear out of sight the
audience gasped as loud as the rocket-fuelled whoosh still resonating from the cannon. Metres from
the last line of onlookers Astrid glided to the right, a graceful mid-flight alteration that saw her buzz
the heads of the crowd, zooming around the arena with no sign of slowing down.
Instead, she accelerated, the momentum pushing her up towards the cloud base, zig-zagging
in and out of a cluster of flag poles, whizzing past the trapeze wires and plunging towards the
orchestra pit and the violinists waving their bows, cheering Astrid as she circumnavigated the sea of
heads, search lights struggling to follow her.
A wave of euphoria pushed through the audience, raucous hand-clapping, phones held aloft,
Astrid flashing overhead with her arms out wide like a bird's wings, her fantastic gliding directing
the ecstatic delight of a crowd who, two minutes ago, expected her to land in a heap.
When she did land the touchdown was as graceful as the flight, several air-steps onto solid
ground and a bow to the rapturous audience. Standing straight and proud, Astrid absorbed the
frenetic reaction, Mozy bounded from the wings and jumped up at his mistress, scrambling onto her
shoulders. She pirouetted, waved, and then walked elegantly to the curtains and disappeared.

(Two men in front of me wondered what the lion tamer would have to do to match that.)
So many people wanted an explanation. How she did it? How much did it cost? Was it a
special effect? My father was silenced by the trickery of it all, my mother silenced for other totally
unrelated reasons. When I was able to get away from them I met up with Astrid outside her caravan
on the edge of Cholet Circus's site. The morose individual I usually saw had been replaced by an
ecstatic dervish, dancing with her dog, unable to stop jabbering. She saw me and crushed me with a
hug of unrelenting joy.
“Did you hear them cheering?”
“It was deafening. You were amazing.”
“It felt amazing.” When I held her I could feel the shortened besom sown into the back
protector of her suit.
“I'm still not sure how you control something this short.”
She was too euphoric to answer and instead dragged me into the caravan. “I have something
for you, Frieda.” She snatched open the curtains and pulled out a large canvas. The dragon painting
she had shown me the first time we met. “I signed it for you.”
In wobbly letters, Astrid had written:
to my amazing frend Freda thank you for all yore help and beleving in me love Astrid
I couldn't remember the last time words made me cry.
In the days that followed, whenever I lay awake waiting for the sun to set, the memory of
Cholet Circus and the success, the elation, left me with a dilemma as forceful as Astrid's energetic
smile. The power was there to help people in ways that went beyond imagination and yet the urgent
matter facing me was the choice between the criminality of the covens or the nihilism of Jennifer
Enzo's forty-nine. I wanted neither. I wanted to see Astrid fly, I wanted Gaelle's tenderness. I
wanted Levran's bloody awful handwriting to make sense!
"You look troubled," said Gaelle at the end of a late night meeting in the office.
"I need to go to Avignon," I said.
"Avignon? Why? Is there a zoo that needs help now?"
"Madam Bertels hinted that Astrid's father could decipher the text."
“Text?”
“Levran's text.”
“Oh, the text. You still want to learn necromancy?”
“I want to learn it more than ever. I've got too much to lose.”
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All attempts to decipher Levran's writing failed. The standard methods of magnifying glass and
picking out individual letters took me nowhere. Studying the techniques used to translate the
Rosetta stone didn't help because the markings on the Rosetta Stone were distinct; Levran's
handwriting was not.
Stage two involved grimoires and spells. Spells to help translation of an unfamiliar
language. (No success without knowing what I was reading.) Spells to untangle coded patterns.
(They weren't patterns, they were letters, and I began to think spells were like computer
programmes: garbage in, garbage out.) The last spell I tried, created by a Franciscan heretic in 1504
to help blind people read the bible, called for the text to speak to me. It mumbled in an obscure
French dialect and I still couldn't tell what it was saying.
The frustration was maddening and the only solace came when I sat back frustrated and
Astrid's magical flying display would burst into my senses, returning me to the shouts of the crowd,
the whoosh of acceleration and the sight of Astrid's uncontainable joy. Solving the problems of
others proved easier than solving my own.
The last chances I had to understand the text included a possible solution offered by the
Bamberg coven. With the meeting on the Brocken a couple of hours away I tried to fill the time
with inconsequential tasks. The doorbell interrupted me and before I could fully open the door a
figure rushed in.
My mother. "We have some talking to do."
"Mama, what's wrong?"
"Don't speak to me."
"We can't talk if you don't want me to speak."
She froze in the hallway and screamed, "Stop your word games. Stop your word games,
Frieda."
In a relaxed state she was difficult to follow, but when she was angry near impossible. I
found her in the living room, head in hands.
"What's the problem?"
"You, you are the problem. What have you become, Frieda?"
I thought she knew. My father told me she knew, or suspected. . . .
"A vampire?" Her eyes were as red as mine. "You told your father you're a vampire. I can
see the pattern. Coming and going at night, those stupid teeth, your make-up makes you look like a
ghost. Don't you care what people think about you?"
"No."
"You should. My friends think you're a freak and they blame me for not getting help for
you."
"I feel so sorry for you."
"Don't patronise me, Frieda."
"Your social circle ostracising you. How tragic. I can't help being what I am, mama."
"Oliver was right. He said you concocted all this to escape justice. Faked your own death,
put your father and me through all that. Did he know all along?"
"Who, Oliver or papa?" I said a lot of things when I visited in the form of Oliver Tollmann,
but I couldn't remember saying that.
"He did, didn't he? How long has this been going on? How long has your father known? He
won't talk to me." She formed an angry fist. "Thick as thieves. What an appropriate expression for
you two. He always liked the idea of you being the sorcerer's apprentice. He got more than he
bargained for this time."
"He didn't know."
"And that stupid name. I named you Frieda, not Frodo."
"It's just a nickname, mama-"
"It locks me out. It's like you two talk in a secret language. I see you whispering. I know

what he's like. He's devious. It got him a long way, but truth be told I was never totally comfortable
with it."
"Do you know why? Because you were afraid it would all collapse. That your cosy little
criminal world that you conveniently turned a blind eye to would all catch up with you. That's why
you were uncomfortable with it, mama. Self-preservation, not morality."
"Don't you dare lecture me on morality. You . . . petty crime, fraud, it doesn't compare to
what you're mixed up in. Witchcraft, murder, terrorism. No wonder you faked your own death.
People have done some elaborate things to evade justice, but this is perverse."
"It's not like that."
"That's how it looks to others."
"I don't give a shit about others."
"Is there anything else you haven't told me? Devil worshipping. . . ." The timing of the
comment was unfortunate and she noticed my expression. "What? You always tuck your chin in like
that when you're caught out."
"I'm trying to get away from them." I sat next to her on the settee, but she shivered, shifted
away from me and stared at the ornamental cauldron next to the fireplace. "Papa's already met
them."
"Are they the ones who threw something at the car?"
"They didn't throw anything at the car."
"So more lies?"
"No. Someone landed on it."
She tutted and rubbed her forehead. "Both of you are beyond parody. We thought you were
dead. Do you know what that's like, that intense feeling of loss? It shuts you down. You stop
moving. And then when you come around the memory is there waiting for you like a mugger. I can't
believe the things I did to cope. I thought you were a foal. Reincarnated as a foal. But you took me
for an idiot-”
“No-”
“I gave you space, Frieda. I allowed for the trauma of being attacked like that. I thought I'll
give you time, whatever odd behaviour you display, put up with it, it's how she's reacting to what's
happened. And when you stopped going out during the day I put it down to a phobia, fear of
daylight, fear of people, fear of being attacked again. And all the time you were running around
revelling in the charade, sharing the joke with your father at my expense.”
“No, it was nothing like that.”
“Laughing at me. I bet you both thought it was hilarious. There was nothing hilarious about
the police ringing, asking if you had shown up. The police visiting the house and us making excuses
for you. That implicates us, hiding a criminal on the run because that's what you are isn't it? All this
bullshit about witchcraft and sunlight and phobias, it's nothing so exotic, is it? You're just a common
criminal.”
“No.”
“A murderer? That's what they said. Can you imagine that. You think your daughter is ill,
but she's actually playing a game with the police. And these others, whatever they are. We don't
know who is coming to the door, the silent phone calls, the strangers in the lane. And where are
you?” Her voice began to shriek again. “Where are you when all this is raining down on me? With
your father sharing the joke.”
“It's not a joke, mama.”
“Look at you, look at the state of you. I've seen heroin addicts in worse condition. You look
like a clown. This so-called girlfriend of yours must be as big a freak as you to put up with it. If she
exists, that is. Is she another figment of your imagination? Another part of the game? Is she an
imaginary friend? You don't seem to have any real ones.”
She had a right to say what she was saying. The insults and accusations I could deal with,
the misunderstanding would unfold in time, but the final remark penetrated deep and lifted me off
the settee. There was no one to trust because there was no one close, no friends, no social circle,

there never had been, and days alone in the attic left me buried in loneliness. There was no one in
my life I could turn to for comfort, for confidence, for a simple chat. . . .
My mother held back in the lounge for a moment before finding me sat at the foot of the
stairs. Braving the chill she put her arm around me. “You can't go on like this, liebchen. This is no
way to live. You're so young, the whole world is out there and you're here all day closed in like a . . .
like a rabbit.”
“A rabbit?” I couldn't help smiling.
“I know, I know. Not the best comparison. You can't go on living alone, Frieda. I can't stand
watching you fall apart like this.”
“Gaelle is not an imaginary friend, you met her in Luxembourg.”
“There was so much going on in Luxembourg. That woman flying. I can't comprehend your
world anymore. What do I do, Frieda? Do I leave or will I be in more danger on my own?"
"Leave, what do you mean leave?"
"Leave, go away. Let you and your father play these games without having to worry about
me. You can both dance around that cauldron in there to your hearts' content."
"Papa has nothing to do with this, mama, believe me. They tried to get to me through him.”
"And what happens when they find you?"
"They already have. I'm meeting some of them tonight."
"They're not coming here are they? I'd like to meet these psychopaths."
"They're not coming here. And they're not psychopaths." My heart skipped a beat when I
heard a clunk in the lounge and detected the faintest whiff of sulphur. My mother, too far gone to
notice, stood up. I didn't want her to leave, the meeting on the Brocken was an hour away and
unavoidable, but I wanted her to stay so that I could feel this rare expression of compassion. I held
on to her fingers.
"I'm willing to help. Whatever the cost. You're ill, Frieda, and I won't abandon you if you're
ill."
“I'll get help, mama. I promise.”
When she was gone I pushed myself against the door as if that would maintain some contact
with her. I stayed there for the rest of the hour.
The unbearable sense of despair drove me to the Brocken in a mood as foul and
confrontational as the weather. I landed on the roof of the transmitter station, thoughts mixing and
whizzing around each other: my mother's distress, her confusion; my lack of explanations; a
presence inside my home. It could be there now, it could be on the roof of my mother's car, another
supernatural road accident, another inexplicable bit of damage for the insurance company. I climbed
higher out of view of anyone on the ground, anchoring myself to the cross-members of the
communication tower.
Below me, through swirling fog, the ice-glazed ground flickered in the warm light of fire
burning near the edge of the tree line around the summit. Above it, the smell of charred flesh
infused the air. I counted seven blazing torches, a circle of columns, each one swaying precariously
every time a gust of wind rushed across the peak. The molten scenery wavered and waited for a
surprise act to enter the circle and start performing. (I had circuses on the mind.) I couldn't stay on
the tower all night, but the isolation allowed the miasma of thoughts to separate and clarify.
My mother could be pacified if I went along with her assessment of my mental state. A
phobia of daylight and public places could work, would fit my nocturnal lifestyle.
Avoiding Jennifer and Virginia was no big deal unless killing me out of frustration was a big
deal. It wouldn't be if I could crack Levran's text, and the answer to that may have been somewhere
below me, held within the burning circle laid out in another cautious show of fear; the covens
worried by my potential.
But who to trust? That was the question. If I had the secret to necromancy who would carry
out the ritual if I was the one being resurrected? Every face that lingered before me brought with it
another flush of charred flesh and the invitation to Jennifer and Virginia to snare me by threatening
those around me. I had to do this to protect others.

Charred flesh? I chose a location close to the circle, but not close enough to be affected by
any spell cast to it. Approaching the flames revealed a brutal explanation for the display and the
smell.
Planted firmly in the hard ground the hazel shaft of a besom, stretched until the bark sheared
along its length, its owner impaled on the top. Dressed in their full ceremonial outfits each member
of the coven had suffered the same end. I counted seven blazing bodies, blood seeping from the
eyeholes of the hoods. An eighth body had been separated and buried head first in the ground, the
besom emerging from the anus, one leg bent at the knee.
The fires cracked, but one greater crack signalled the arrival of the sulphur and another point
of intense heat. Behind me Liza stood, hands on hips, admiring the fiery display.
“With thirteen the task was complete in under ten minutes.”
“Thirteen? I counted eight.”
“No, you misunderstand, my apologies. There were thirteen of us. Some required two to
hoist them up there. One can understand them struggling. Three offered no resistance and their
agony was brief.”
“Who asked you to do this? Virginia?”
As if coming across the scene for the first time, Liza snaked in and out of the human torches,
stroking the burning wood, poking the flesh where the heat had turned it to slime. When she passed
around the back of a figure she paused and studied me through the haze.
“It's a horrible way to die, Frieda, a text book example of the torturer's art. How to inflict
pain without the victim passing into unconsciousness. We have the expertise. Hell has its own
academies on such things.” She captured a handful of fire and carried it towards me.”We are the
masters of such pleasures, Frieda, and yet we will never be considered as great as Dostoevsky or
Schubert.”
“Is this a warning to me?” Nose to beaked nose with Liza my sentences ended abruptly,
stifled by a shortage of breath, my chest tightening the closer Liza stood to me.
“We don't need to warn you, Frieda. The acknowledgement has been made of your
intelligence.” Her nail was hard when she tapped the crown of my head. “A substantial organ
occupies this cranium. Is that correct?”
“It's had its moments.”
Liza displayed a perfect line of gently serrated gapped teeth the dull colour of bleached
bone. As if referencing my own canines she ran the tip of her blistered tongue from right incisor to
left incisor and stepped forward again. I felt her left hand stroke my hip before gripping the base of
my ribcage. All the breath I had escaped me.
“The shaft enters the torso contracting the muscles of the diaphragm which in turn constricts
the breathing, and without breath there is no way to scream. To be impaled is to die in silence, to die
without the final expression of fear. Unable to breathe, unable to howl, unable to cry, the victim is
left alone with their own thoughts and what thoughts those must be, Frieda. You are not unfamiliar
with solitude? But as I said, an intellect such as yours must be capable of imagining how those final
moments must feel.”
“You were in my house earlier?”
“No. I was preoccupied.” She released my ribs. “I'm not the only demon as I'm sure you
know.” She returned to her examination of the executions, taking her time as if admiring the
exhibits of an art gallery.
The figure closest to me, carbonised and slipping down the besom as the body fat lubricated
the wood, cast an accusing look in my direction as if the face inside the hood was still capable of
pleading for help, or impelling me to make a decision or warning me to go. Liza's back was turned,
her wings creasing and creaking, little satisfied twitches as if clicking her fingers. She moved with
viscous ease except for the final clop of her hardened incinerated stumps, cauterised ankles where
the feet had been burned away in the millennial heat of Hell.
One by one the brittle besoms snapped, each collapse met with a rasping hiss of fire and
glowing ash. When the eighth figure fell into its own embers Liza turned to me.

“Your biologist friend could have explained the science of death in more detail, but I fear
academics prefer to hold a little knowledge back for themselves, maintain the upper hand so to
speak.”
“You know about that?”
“Yes.”
“You know about everything?”
“Of course.”
“My choices seem a bit limited.”
“Limited, but offering enormous benefits, Frieda. I believe some refer to it as a no-brainer,
which to me is implausible because there can be no function without a brain, no emotion, no
reaction, no cognisant ability to make that decision. The decision you know is inevitable.”
There had to be a weak point, these things, these demons, incubi, succubi, they couldn't be
indestructible; they were at the command of anyone who knew the spell, knew how to summon
them. Liza would back off in response to a single word from Virginia. The chain of command, in
any conflict, was vulnerable to attack. Sever the connection, disrupt the messages.
“If I join will I have my own demon?”
“Yes.”
“Will it be like you? Do I have a choice?”
“I'm sure an arrangement can be accommodated, Frieda. One that will be to the satisfaction
of both parties.”
She, they knew who and what I was, but I reminded her anyway. “It's my business to drive a
hard bargain. You want me, I'll have a long list of demands.”
Liza understood and bowed slightly. “I'll convey your wishes. Please enjoy the rest of your
evening and take care on your journey.”
“Journey?”
“To Avignon. The history is fascinating. So many memories.” She left me with a fading
expression of satisfaction, a beautiful smile in the middle of her long face, a seductive invite. She
knew my past and she knew my future. Goodness knows where she went. And when the impression
of Liza diminished she came back to mind when I remembered who I was visiting in Avignon. Marc
Bertels, part of a re-enactment group, men and women dressed in old clothing like Metze, my
mysterious visitor in Paris, appearing and disappearing as easily as Liza came and went. Metze's
message still worried me: I am you and you are me.
The possibility that Liza and I were one and the same blinded me and I stepped into the
glowing ashes of the eighth body. If my mother saw me now!

13
There were few places immune from Virginia's eavesdropping and when her gadgets weren't
listening something else hovered in the background, in the ether, something ephemeral that could
follow me anywhere unseen. Or so I presumed. When Liza said she wasn't in my house I believed
her, but something was here, something sent to monitor me.
The intimacy of the attic should have been a sanctuary and whispering in Gaelle's ear only
reassured me so far. “How brave do you feel?” I said.
“Why? What do you want?”
“Keep an eye on my parents while I'm gone. Text me. I can be back in an instant.”
“From where?”
“Avignon.”
She sat upright. “Avignon? How do you get back instantly from Avignon?”
“Figure it out, Gaelle, you've known me long enough.”
Like my mother, Gaelle was in denial, but without any biological link she didn't have the
same sense of rejection my mother had; her flesh and blood daughter becoming some kind of
monster. Gaelle ran her finger down the side of my face until she reached the top lip. “I have
wondered why you look so ill. I thought you might have something you didn't want to talk about.”
“I have a psychological condition, a form of post-traumatic stress that makes me fearful of
life, going out, people, open spaces, daylight. Put together it convinces me I'm a vampire. That isn't
me, by the way. That's the conclusion my mother has come to.”
“But the truth?” Gaelle had enough healing bite marks across the top of her shoulders to
know.
“It's all in the mind. But whose mind? That's the million dollar question.”
“Vampires don't exist?” She grinned.
“You think whatever makes you happy.”
“Sex with a very curious woman makes me happy. What's with the parent protection? Do I
get a bonus for doing this? It's not in my contract of employment.”
“I'll bring a present back from Avignon.”
She collapsed onto her back. “Big deal.”
“They're being hassled by the police. Asking about me visiting them.” Gaelle's eyes closed
and didn't see my guilty expression. On her back, Gaelle's rib cage bulged and I recalled Liza's hand
on mine squeezing the life out of me. Liza would know where my parents lived.
“It's only a couple of days. Drive by the house when you can, watch out for blood leading
from the front door, fires from the windows, screams of anguish, et cetera et cetera.”
“Fine. Thirty thousand a day.”
“Deal.”
“So what's going down in Avignon?”
“A missing artefact.”
She rolled onto her side. “Weirdo.”
Due diligence was an important phrase I imported from my business dealings. I hadn't
applied it to séance clients who were mainly rich loners, but since meeting Virginia with Dr G I
needed to check in more detail everyone I was about to encounter. Meeting Marc Bertels would
involve layers of anti-public security and an excuse for me being there. But something told me the
visit was inevitable; my first encounter with Metze started a journey that led to Avignon, the reenactors and the translation or understanding of Levran's secrets of necromancy.
My way in was simple. In spite of their devotion to historical accuracy the re-enactors made
use of social media and in the chatter about soggy clothing, skin rashes and ancient dialects a storm
was brewing over a missing lock.
Arriving on a dry October evening, my first view of the camp was from the roof edge of the
Musee de Petit Palais. Sprawling away from me the tented community filled the Place illuminated
by burning torches (which made my legs momentarily weaken, forcing me to grip the ledge of the

roof). Around the tents modern lamps lining the Place washed the multi-coloured rooves with eery
blue-green light and created a shadowy follower for every member of the camp. Midnight
approached, a half moon came and went between the clouds and down below the figures scurried
and drifted and promenaded, all in medieval costume, men and women alike. A hundred potential
Metzes inviting me down off my perch. Then I saw a knight speaking on a mobile phone and the
whole historical tapestry unravelled.
At ground level the attention to detail couldn't be faulted; ropes frayed, canvasses patched
up, the outer layers patterned with sweetshop stripes and black and white chequers, and not a
modern tent peg in sight. In every direction I was greeted by elaborate collections of emblems and
heraldry embroidered into canvas and linen, embossed onto wood and metal. Old crafts and skills
contained within every item and element including the clothes.
Entering the camp dressed in my modern garb made me feel naked and a ripple of urgency
passed from head to head until a man approached in a white tunic with a red rampant dragon
stitched onto the front.
“I'm sorry, the public are not allowed in here until tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?”
“We will open to the public after the main event tomorrow, then you can have a good look
round the tents and stalls, savour our hospitality, sample our fayre. You like mead?”
“Yes.”
“You can drink your fill tomorrow. Two euros a tankard.” He winked.
“That sounds very reasonable.” Behind him, Notre Dame glared down at us, its pale
stonework aflame with the colour of concealed ground lighting and fire. The colour disturbed me.
“Is there something wrong, wench?”
“Oh, sorry. I came here to help.”
“Help. We don't need any help.”
“The lock. I can find it for you.”
The man stiffened his back and looped his thumbs though an enormous leather belt straining
to hold in his equally enormous stomach. “What lock would that be?”
“The one you've lost.” He could have continued to ask searching questions and I would have
continued providing vague answers. He wasn't in charge. My instinct said he was lower down the
pecking order and that sooner or later I'd meet someone wearing a crown.
“And who are you exactly?”
“My name's Christine. I'm a medium.”
I don't know who flicked the switch, but the man's attitude changed. “Sorcery is the
instrument of the Devil and we are wary of allowing the infernal one loose in our community.”
“Trust me. I'm not an agent of the Devil.” I lied again. I think it was a lie.
“Then you must be a witch. Up there,” he pointed beyond the far wall of the palace, “is
where we burn our witches.”
“In 2017?”
“In a manner of speaking, but I can tell from your clothing you are either a witch or a
Breton.”
“No, no, I'm from Bamberg,” which didn't help. The man rotated in the gasps of people
gathering around him. “Yes, yes, I know Bamberg has a funny reputation, but I'm here to help you
find your lock.”
“For why, wench? For why?”
“Information. I help you, you help me.” The role playing began to grow on me. I could see
the attraction of being someone else. “Perhaps a change of clothing might help me to fit in better
and gain your trust.”
He rubbed his chin, his nose, kneaded his cheek, maybe this was the skin rash they were
talking about on Facebook. “I shouldn't really let you in, like I said, we open to the public
tomorrow. You can talk about the lock then.”
“It might be too late then. Someone with the lock could be at Avignon airport as we speak.

It'll be in Kuala Lumpur tomorrow morning.”
“Where be that?” someone whispered.
“Up Denmark way. . . .”
The man shook his head, “Follow me,” and with an enormous right hand grabbed the
shoulder of my 21st Century jacket. “Make way. Make way for the witch.”
“I'm not a witch.”
“Make way for the insolent girl.”
“I'm not a girl either.”
“Make way for this thing.”
We left it there and my unceremonious welcome took me through a gawping crowd of very
washed and groomed faces in grubby ancient clothes, but the quality increased the closer I came to
a tent much bigger than the others; a grand marquee adorned with sashes and ribbons, bouquets and
hanging baskets, knotted displays of herbs and a smouldering bushel of hazel twigs. The man
pointed them out to me. “Hazel.”
“Is that your anti-witch early warning system?”
“Aye.”
Wasn't working, I told myself. We were stopped at the threshold by a much older man whose
elaborate Christian cross marked him out as a high ranking priest, but without knowing which
denomination the re-enactors had chosen to follow I couldn't figure out if he was a priest, an abbott,
a bishop or a cardinal.
“Forgive me for breaching protocol, Alain, but she has some information about the,” he
whispered, “the lock.”
“Oh.” Alain pursed his lips and waited for a sign of activity from inside the marquee. We
didn't wait long. The side panels burst open and yet another man with too much pork inside him
stood legs apart, laden with a sword, dagger and the inevitable mobile phone velcroed to a loop on
his belt.
“Forgive me for asking this,” I said, “but I thought mobile phones were invented in 1746,
they're a bit late for your period aren't they?”
“Who is this?”
“My lord, the wench's name is Christine,” said the man. He chose his words carefully under
the gaze of Alain the Priest. “She has news about the lock.”
“Lock? You'd better come inside. Are you the police?”
“No, I'm not the police.”
“Well. . . .” The lock had some irritant value that had everybody speaking in hushed tones or
secretive body language. This new guy strode around his marquee forcing everyone out of his way.
I checked the men and women for Metze and then remembered I was here to meet Marc Bertels.
The new guy sat down on a large heavily carved chair. “All right, who are yer?”
“Christine Florian. From Bamberg. I'm a medium.”
“A medium what?”
“No, a medium. Clairvoyant, spiritualist. Some call me a sorcerer, but that's a bit archaic.”
“Whatever you are, what do you know about the lock?”
“I can find it for you.”
“No, you can't.”
“Yes, I can.”
“We've looked everywhere for it. It's gone. Been gone for several days.”
“About a week,” corrected Alain the Priest.
“A week. How do you know where it is?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “I don't really have a scientific explanation, but if you gave me an
hour to speak to the spirits, I'm sure it would turn up with their help.”
“We might look like we come from a time when such devilry was entertained, but that lock
is worth about half a million euros. It's an ancient artefact. We can't let the likes of you loose with a
ouija board and expect it to turn up just like that.”

“You say you've looked everywhere.”
“We have.”
“You haven't looked where I can go.”
“Oh, god.” The new guy slumped in his chair. “This is what happens when you let the public
in.”
“She hasn't told you her fee yet,” said the bigger guy.
“You want paying as well? I don't believe this.”
“Only if I find the lock.”
“I know what this is all about.” He jumped out of his chair and with the bigger guy pulled
me away, out of his marquee and back through the crowd earwigging. “Opportunist. You've already
got it, haven't you? Call Sam, get the police down here. The pilfering gets worse every year.”
Fortunately, he led me in the opposite direction to the place where they burned witches,
down through the Place to a collection of merchandise tents and an information point where a
computer doubled as a sales terminal. “I haven't got your lock. If you must know I'm here to help
you in exchange for some information.”
Two knights took hold of me and waited for the new guy, the head guy, the main man, to
make a phone call on his medieval phone. “I'm trying to find Marc Bertels.”
He ended the call instantly.
“Is he here?”
“Who?”
“Marc Bertels.”
“Never heard of him.” He consulted the crowd. “Anyone here called Marc Bertels?” No
came the response, male and female, young and old. But the still night air carried a secret drift of
perspiration and looking between the heads I noticed an older man at the back who immediately
shifted his gaze when I saw him.
“Okay. Whatever you say. But in case there's been a misunderstanding,” I spoke to the man
at the back, “tell him he'd be very proud of his daughter if he saw what she does now. She's
amazing. She flies like a bird, farther than she's ever flown and the crowds love her. When I first
met her a few weeks ago she was alone and miserable. Now she's the happiest soul on Earth and it's
a shame her father can't share in that happiness.”
“I'm very pleased to hear it. Now, if you don't mind, Christine, do you have the lock?”
“No.”
“It would be a good bargaining tool, my lord,” said the big guy. “If he was here, that is.” He
shouted to the crowd. “Are you sure none of you are whoever she just said?”
Still no response, but the man at the back knew something. His was the only face that looked
at me and not the man asking the question.
I aimed my words at him again. “Fine. Forget your lock. It's probably right under your
nose.”
The perimeter of the camp consisted of a line of steel mesh fencing with several controlled
access points. On the public side the knights left me alone and returned to their medieval bubble.
Travelling back to the roof of the museum I perched again on the ledge like a crow and observed the
late evening business, the smells of roasting hogs and boiling mutton filling my nostrils until I was
ravenously hungry.
He was down there, a human manifestation of the missing lock. Back towards Notre Dame
the main man paced into his marquee, his obedient entourage following. He must have been the
king, self-appointed, of course. My next decision was a reluctant choice. With the memory of Metze
in mind, dressing up like them would complete some kind of destiny: I am you and you are me.
Some kind of bizarre time loop would close the minute I took on her appearance, but then maybe
her arrival in Paris was a clue. Metze's identity became my license to stroll around the camp
unnoticed until I found Marc Bertels.
Moving invisibly, I collected a lot of discarded stuff and accessories by rooting around
chests and boxes, piecing together an outfit not that dissimilar to Metze's. Re-clothed, hair tied back

into a severe bun and hidden by a hood, I wandered through the camp listening to the gossip my
arrival had provoked. Some stepped out of character and discussed the intrusion of the public or
suggested I was lucky not to be arrested. The Compte (he was a Compte!) was too lenient, no
wonder the lock had been stolen. Others maintained their medieval personae, which suggested a
hint of brainwashing to me, and questioned my abilities as a witch or a spiritualist, preferring to
describe me as a charlatan or a petty criminal. Flogging was their solution.
Marc Bertels was easy to find. Chopping vegetables on a large trestle table, a hungry
mongrel watched and waited for shavings of cabbage and crumbs of turnip to drop off the table. The
family resemblance was obvious; father and daughter shared the same nose and mouth, identical
eager eyes darting from vegetable to knife to bowl. His face was a little more lined, a little more
scoured by the weather and the outdoor life. Unseen again, I rolled a turnip towards him. He
grabbed it and put it back. I rolled it again. He stopped chopping and stared around. . . .
Appearing behind his right shoulder I said, “You're Astrid's father, aren't you?”
“What do you want?” He carried on with his chopping.
“I met your wife, Madame Bertels. She gave me copies of writings by Serge Levran.”
“Why do you want those? I thought you were here to tell me about Astrid.”
“That was secondary. Your wife said you might be able to translate Levran's text. Not so
much translate, but decipher his handwriting. It's unintelligible.”
“Good, that's how it should be.”
“No-”
“Yes.” His chopping increased in speed and noise. “Have you got the lock? The Compte is
going insane trying to find it.”
“Forget the Compte, forget the lock. I'll deal with that. I don't have a lot of time and I'm in
no mood to negotiate. You are going to help me translate Levran's text.”
Marc stopped chopping and ground his knife into the table top. “Levran was a lunatic. Don't
take any of that bullshit seriously.”
“You knew him?”
“No, my father knew him. Levran had no grasp on reality.” He pointed his vegetable knife at
me, but I wasn't there. I appeared behind his left shoulder. “You start to take things like that
seriously you'll end up like my wife. A desperate moron trying to earn a living fortune telling.”
“She's not a desperate moron. She's trying to make ends meet. Actually, she is making ends
meet because the circus had a big investment in it. In fact, they're all doing well now. So who's the
moron? You down here living like a village idiot chopping root vegetables or Astrid and her
mother-”
“My life is honest.”
“You're dressed like a feudal serf. It's 2017.”
“Outward appearances. That's all this is. We're self-sustaining, we have virtually no impact
on our environment, we cost nothing to anyone. We come and go and leave no mark on the land.”
“I'm very pleased for you. What would it take for you to help me decipher the text?”
“I won't help you do that.”
“If it's mumbo-jumbo why won't you help? I take it you can read? Astrid couldn't. Gave your
daughter a great start in life, didn't you, you bastard.”
The knife blade touched my throat. “I'm not proud of what I did. . . .” And he continued
chopping his turnips. “Why are you dressed like that anyway?”
“I'm blending in. I don't have to do this, you know.”
“If the Compte sees you he'll be displeased.”
“The Compte?”
“The Compte de Lauvergne.”
“Is that the big guy I spoke to earlier?”
“The very one.” He lowered his voice. “He is fastidious at keeping the outside world
outside. It is his mission to maintain the community's integrity. If he found me talking to you he'd
throw me out.”

“Has he thrown anyone out before?”
“Many times. It's an ugly sight. Stripped and sent on their way wearing sackcloth.”
My next move eluded me, but a rage was building. The brewer's dismissal, the
indecipherable text, my own mother's condemnation - which I hadn't fully acknowledged because of
the distraction of the Brocken - and now this guy's obstinacy. Faced with the gravity of the threat I
had no option. “Put the knife down.”
“What?” He ignored me.
I grabbed the knife by the blade. “Put it down.” My blood dripped onto the vegetables. “I'm
staying here until you decipher that text, however long it takes. For now, you're coming with me.”
Bursting through the heavy flaps of a tent had more drama than pushing through a door. The
structure of the Compte's marquee swayed and a gusty intrusion buffered the banners and ribbons
and hanging anti-witch paraphernalia that failed for the second time in the same evening.
“Compte de Lauvergne,” I said, “I have your locksmith.”
The Compte hunched over his table, marking spreadsheet printouts with a pen made from a
goose feather. “Pardon.”
“I found what I was looking for. Now let me help you find what you're looking for.”
He and Marc studied each other. “What's she talking about?” said the Compte.
“I've no idea, my lord.”
“I thought my knights threw you out.”
“I came back.”
“You have no business being here. Guards.” His guards didn't hear him. “Guards.”
“I think they're checking the stock sheets for the chickens, my lord,” said a man sat at the
table with another pile of papers.
“We're not going to get rid of you, are we?” said the Compte.
“No. Better people have tried.”
“Have they.” He grimaced at Marc. “And what's your role in all this?”
“She. . . .”
“What?”
“She. . . .”
“I want him to visit his daughter in Luxembourg.”
“Do you?” said Marc.
“He can't,” said the Compte. “You can't just come and go from here like a bridge club. He
knew that when he signed up to live here.”
“It's not the army.”
“It's none of your business. To maintain the integrity of what we do it's important we all
follow the rules.”
No one else in the camp had as much food on their tables as the half-eaten feast in the
Compte's marquee. There was real historical accuracy in that respect: To those with the most. . . .
“Now what are you thinking?”
“The quicker I find your lock the quicker you'll get me out of your . . . big puffy sleeves.”
The way the Compte sat in his chair did give him an air of authority. He played his part well,
the rubbing of the fingers, the crossing of legs, the adroit angle he adopted to face me as he
considered his next decision. “And this won't cost me anything?”
“Not a cent.”
“It's him you want?”
“Yes.” I let go of Marc's arm.
“Where did you get your clothes from?”
“Something I rustled up earlier.” I'm sure the owners didn't know they were missing yet.
“You look like Joan of Arc.”
“I hope that isn't giving you ideas.”
“It's not giving me ideas.”
And for the first time a woman spoke. One of the Compte's ladies in waiting, or sister,

goodness knows who she was, approaching the table like a purple portent of death, her face framed
by the circular white wimple, hands together. “We're forbidden to dress as you do.” Her eyes threw
a contemptuous glance at the Compte. “Forbidden to joust, forbidden to compete in anything other
than cake baking or tapestry sewing.”
The Compte rolled his eyes. “The things you're describing were simply not done by women
in the middle ages.”
“People didn't have mobile phones in the middle ages either,” I said. “Or computers.” I
leaned on the table and said to the woman, “I passed one tent where three people were playing with
a Nintendo. Very 1400s.”
“They're allowed a few modern luxuries. The nights can be very long in winter. And it's
1352.”
“Oh, give it a rest. Let them ride a horse.”
“No.”
“You want this lock?” I didn't wait for his answer. “Move all this stuff.”
The other man at the table grabbed a pile of papers. “These are the accounts for the third
quarter, be careful, mistress.”
“I'm not your mistress. I need five people at this table.” The bag I came with was back on
the roof of the Musee, but the few bits and pieces I needed for this séance I carried in a large pouch.
I drew a chalk circle on the table, completed it with a pentagram and several Aramaic letters. In the
centre of the pentagram I drew the four symbols of air, earth, fire and water. “A plate.”
“A what?”
“Plate, platter, whatever you call them. Now.”
A silver plate was produced and placed to the right of the circle as I faced it. “That
candlestick there, here, now.” It went on the left. One person sat at each point of the pentagram: me,
Marc, the Compte, the lady and whoever the other man was, I only needed his hands. “Palms down,
fingers touching, make sure your skin is in contact with the circle.”
Engrossed by my demands and preparations, all of which were completely bogus but very
impressive (they didn't know that), the occupants of the marquee gathered around in silence. The
fabric creaked like old wood, an occasional curious breeze peeked through the flap in the entrance,
and the gentle smoke of the smouldering hazel twigs continued to drift and swirl until my words
stirred some disturbance in the air.
“We sit around this circle, our energy combined to summon whichever spirits are eager to
come and speak with us. If there is someone amongst us, please give us a sign.” The candle flame
flickered with a noticeable increase in virulence that wasn't lost on the audience. “There is someone
here, someone, a presence connected to this place. Can you tell us who you are?”
The candle flickered again and the delicate change in air temperature, affected by the
collective breathing of the audience, plunged to a point where mist hung around every open mouth.
The spreadsheet papers tried to escape, stopped by a woman pushed up against the table but trying
to step back from it.
“Who is there?” I wondered myself. None of this had happened in any of the other séances.
The candle flame offered the smell of tallow and I waited for sulphur to join it. . . . And then I saw
her. Behind the audience, partially concealed in the lightless corner of the marquee, Metze stared at
me through the heads between us. My own mouth formed the same shape as those around me, open,
stiff, unable to form the words I wanted to say. The Compte waited for a response and noticed my
confusion.
“What is it? Is there something here?”
I nodded. “Someone, someone I recognise. What are you doing here?”
“To help,” said Metze without alerting the others of her presence.
“In what way?” The audience muttered, convinced I was in communication with something
they couldn't hear. “There are so many questions.”
“The lock.”
“The lock? Oh, yes, the lock.”

“I could give you a straight answer, but I like seeing you play games. Your own kind has the
answer, Frieda.”
“My own kind? They ended up in a pile of ash.” Conscious of the audience I tried not to
reveal any details. “They were no help.”
“But that's not all you are?” She tapped her forehead. “Think. I have a surprise waiting for
you.”
“What? Wait.” She vanished. Typical. I shook my head, withdrew my hands from the circle
and ended the séance.
“What did it say?” said the Compte. “Your own kind, ash. You are a witch aren't you?”
“Don't be ridiculous.”
“History, Christine.”
“It's not 1352. There are no witches.”
“Devious witchcraft.” A baritone rumbling crossed the table. “Devilry. Pity there's no one
here who represents the Inquisition. What fun we would have had with that.”
Marc stared hard at the candlestick.
“The spirits have a habit of being obtuse. It's one of the biggest frustrations talking to them.
You never get a straight answer.”
The Compte gave the answer a minute of his attention. “Well, your own kind could mean
anything. Witches, spiritualists, Germans, women.” The lady covered her mouth. The Compte
clicked his fingers to the man who handed over the spreadsheets. “Clear the mess from this table. If
you find it let me know.”
I think that was a complicated way of saying get out. The chalk circle ground into the grain
of the table wouldn't rub out and the Compte made a point of ignoring me until I glanced at the
other man, winked and nodded at the table top; clean as if there had never been a circle there. The
man did a double take. I mouthed the word witchcraft and left the marquee with Marc.
The lady followed us out and stopped me before I merged with the population. “You can
help us, Christine,” she said.
“What? How? What with?”
“This,” the way I was dressed, “this equality. We're not asking for the world. Just a bit more
involvement. Anything other than baking and sewing.”
“Well what can he do? Execute you? If you want to do it, do it. The men aren't going to stop
you. It's only him back there. He Who Can't Decide Which Period He Wants To Live In.”
The lady grinned. “My name's Ursula. Sir, may I speak alone with Christine?”
“You don't need his permission,” I said.
“Common courtesy, Christine.”
“I'll go back to my stall, Christine.” Marc walked with his head down, burdened by the
sudden arrival of pressure.
Ursula's proximity filled my head with an extraordinary harvest of aromas, her perfume
concocted from a subtle mix of herbs and garden fragrances. Her voice would have been inaudible
to a human ear. “We have it.”
“You have what?”
“The lock. It's well hidden.”
“What are you planning to do with it?”
“We'll return it if we get what we're asking for. Trouble is, we haven't asked for it yet.”
“Well, get on with it.”
“We don't know what he'll do. Come hither.”
“Come where?” The people of the 14th Century enjoyed leading people by the arm and I
was pulled towards the Musee and down a stepped ramp to a narrow lane.
“Last year, we complained. He said no, he always says no. So we went on strike. Stopped
taking part in events, withheld you know what.”
I knew what you know what was.
“He arbitrarily expelled four women and their families. Two of them live in a tower block

now in Marseilles. None of the men support us. Everything's great for them. Making things,
fighting, riding. It's a fine life. We're sick and tired of it, but we can't leave.”
“Take over.”
“How?”
Ursula wasn't dressed for a fight. None of them were. “Let me sleep on it. I'll meet you back
here tomorrow evening. Seven p.m.”
“It isn't safe to meet here.”
“Why did you drag me here then?”
“No, at seven there'll be people down here. Meet me in the Cathedral. They hold Vespers at
seven.”
“Okay. I will.” She swept away across the decreasing activity of the Place towards the
suspicious hulk of the Palais, its gargantuan walls as immovable as the Compte and his desire, his
fanaticism for historical accuracy except where phone calls, accounting and merchandise sales were
concerned.
But I knew now what Metze meant. My own kind. Womankind. It was nice to be reminded.
If Ursula followed my footsteps they would lead to bloody encounters in Paris passageways,
burning bodies on the Brocken and a massive fall out with the parents. She was probably better off
where she was.
I returned to Marc, feeble Marc, still chopping his vegetables. “Do you supply the entire
camp or just the region? We have unfinished business. Put your knife down.”

14
“I bet you've never seen the camp from up here.” Marc swayed on the narrow roof ledge of the
Musee. “You want to live a real life? A real medieval serf would believe in heaven and hell, God
and the Devil and a whole phantasmagoric range of supernatural madness. This is one example. I
could show you a lot more.”
To make my point I levered his bodyweight forward until he almost hung over the ledge.
“What do you want? Just ask, just ask.”
“I asked politely for help and you refused. You refused because you're a selfish shit who
walked out on his family, but you're not walking out on me. I want your help and if you don't offer
that help I'll bring you back up here and throw you onto that collection of pikes down there.”
“I don't know how to help you. . . .” He changed his mind when I leaned him forward again.
“Okay, okay. Take me down, show me the writings. I'll help you.”
“You promise?”
“Promise. I promise.”
We landed in a dark hidden corner close to Notre Dame. Marc stared at his feet, leaned on
his knees and began to wretch. “Better in than out, Marc.” He gulped down as much fresh air as his
lungs could contain, but it didn't stop the bile heading in the opposite direction. I gave him a
moment alone and looked down across the Place. The camp was settling down for the night, torches
extinguished, fewer people mingling and chatting, the junctions between tents empty. In the
subdued lighting the Place du Palais had become a small corner of the 1300s. Two tall female
figures hurried past and I recognised Ursula's purple outline.
I couldn't call her name. She had the frenetic conspiracy of someone plotting, scheming,
possibly telling the other women they had an ally.
“All this talk of Astrid has confused me.” Marc staggered forward, huffing and puffing, his
nose streaming. “Distracted me from a greater puzzle.”
“What's that?”
“How you carry a man onto a roof and carry him down again.”
“What you need is a little bit of that medieval belief in heaven and hell.”
“You're so cold, and your teeth.”
“All the better to bite you with.” Alone and hidden by the shadows of Notre Dame I forced
him against the wall and bit into his bare neck with a ferocious appetite that had been building all
evening. He resisted, but my weight overcame his struggling and he slipped down the wall,
groaning dozily until I felt no resistance. I expected to taste his root vegetables, but there was wine,
beer, a hint of whisky, signs of a secret habit. Aware of approaching footsteps I finished him quickly
and carried his sleeping body back to the trees and the stalls and his own covered tables, laying him
on sacks of turnips with a large wedge of potato peelings for a pillow. A thread of blood continued
to trickle from his wounds so I cauterised them with his own vegetable knife heated by a candle
flame.
When I returned the following evening he was in his usual place preparing his produce and
additional fruit, helped by two other men. All three of them stiffened when I approached. My Joan
of Arc look had that effect on people.
“Got yourself some bodyguards, Marc?”
“Grab yourself a knife, I'm behind schedule as it is. Need all the help I can get.”
“I'm dangerous with a knife. Can I speak to you?”
“What now?”
“Yes now.”
One of his helpers whistled, but stopped when he tried to chop a carrot with a dessert spoon.
“Don't try to figure it out,” said Marc to his helper. “Just get another knife.”
We strolled beneath the trees ignoring small groups of people milling around the permanent
shops and entrances. “These are photocopies.” I handed over a folded collection of papers. Marc
glanced at the impossible text. “In the time it takes me to find this lock I want to know exactly what

that lot says.”
“You won't find it. The Compte has had everyone looking for it. We can't leave Avignon
until it turns up and that will cost us thousands in penalties. We can't keep the Place closed after
tomorrow.”
“I'll worry about that. You get on with finding out what he's written.”
“Christine, I don't have time. I'll have time the day after tomorrow.”
“You might be gone.”
“It takes a long time to dismantle this lot.”
“I might be dead.”
We stopped. “Why? Christine, whatever this is I get a horrible feeling it's not just your life in
danger. Look,” he pulled the collar down to reveal his bite marks. “You think I don't know what that
is.”
“Bed bugs. If you sleep on vegetable sacks you'll get bitten by weevils.”
“They're not weevils. Christ, what the fuck are you?”
“Angry.” I tried to stay calm in front of everyone around us. “This is a matter of life and
death. You and your daughter are incidental to all this. An accident. So far Astrid is way out of it,
but the longer we're together the more dangerous things are for you. Get that text deciphered, Marc
and then I'll be out of your life forever.”
He went back to his table and turnips and carrots, some broccoli and a hardening half loaf of
bread. A man at odds with the world. Unhappy where he was, unable to return to where he came
from, I felt a twinge of sympathy until the sulphurous heat of the Brocken found its way into my
imagination, its fearsome urgency propelling me to get this matter finished. He lived in an artificial
period in history, captured in every garment thread, but missing the fear of real supernatural terrors.
Until now. Marc didn't know it, but he was closer to the past than anyone else in this entire reenactment camp. He had his own demons circling.
But who were the demons in this scenario? The procession that flowed past me on the way
to Notre Dame included an elite regime that maintained a medieval grip on the commoners. They
floated past, silent and godly, the women's delicate fingers knotted, the men's fighting arms behind
their backs. Heads down, shoulders back, they poured into the portal of the church and in the dim
evening light where the modern traffic signs receded, the 14th Century imposed itself in ghostly
resonance.
When the posh lot were in, the plebs joined them, a shuffling column that plucked me from
my concealed corner. Inside the church they filled the rear pews, but I pushed on and disturbed the
gentrified grace of the front row, easing myself between Ursula and an older woman who tutted
when my sword snagged the hem of her robe.
“Sorry.”
“Who are you? This row is reserved for the Compte's entourage.”
“I know. My invitation has been delayed apparently.”
“What invitation?”
Ursula pacified the woman. “It's fine, Beatrice. This is,” she nodded and performed the most
suspicious unsubtle wink. Beatrice understood.
I tried to whisper to Ursula, but the wimple covered her ears. “Where is it?”
“Not here.”
“I thought you said you'd hidden it here.”
“No, I mean don't speak here.”
Being a child of Bavaria I knew all about Catholic masses and how long they could take, but
the medieval variety took piety to a new extreme. Two hours we sat and knelt and stood and sat
again, up and down like rubber balls, and the priest didn't preach, this was a filibuster. There was no
moral dilemma he didn't cover, no apocryphal extraction of the Old Testament left out and when he
sang, every other line of the Psalm was disrupted by a coughing fit.
“Will he make it to the end?” I muttered.
“Ssh.”

He did, but not before a mysterious parrot joined him on the alter, perching on Jesus's foot
and repeating selected words from the never-ending sermon. 'Redemption,' it squawked, 'honour the
Lord thy God' provoked a bit of sniggering from the back rows of the church, and then finished with
'someone's been at the vodka, someone's been at the vodka.' The priest stumbled. “Can someone get
that bird out of here?”
Two crusaders volunteered and chased it away. “Nice of him to finish on a light note.”
Ursula ignored me again.
On the way out, Marc pulled me to one side. “Was that your parrot?”
“Mine? I don't have a parrot. I thought you were busy, what are you doing here?”
“We can't avoid Vespers. I'll have to get back.”
“I bet you haven't looked at the text yet.”
“In time. In time.” He stopped talking when a moon-faced young woman arrived and waited
for my attention. “Yes.”
“I wish to speak to Mistress Christine, it is of an urgent nature.”
“I bet it is. I'll leave you to it.”
He skipped down the steps, the sight of his retreat blocked by the woman who kept
positioning herself so that I would have her full moon-faced attention.
“And who are you?”
“Follow me. There is great haste, we must not be seen together.” The dense crowd spilling
from the church didn't seem to take any notice of her.
And they didn't notice us pushing against the flow and heading out beyond the Cathedral
confines onto the road that zig-zagged down the hill to the river. She scurried with incredible poise
towards the Pont d'Avignon, up one flight of steps, down a second flight and down past the stone
base of the tower to a small but heavy timber doorway. She produced a key from her sleeve and
unlocked the door. One final glance up and down the riverbank reassured her we had not been
followed or noticed and we were in.
The door closed with a reverberating clang and then a click. The woman's torch exploded
and her round face appeared, hovering like a released balloon. “Sorry for all the cloak and dagger
stuff.”
“Are you Australian?”
“Get lost. I'm from Auckland. My names Mill. It's short for Milicent, but I fucking hate that
name.”
“Can't you use a medieval name?”
“Nah. You gotta use your real name for immigration purposes. Probably insurances as well.
Anyway, shut up a moment. I've been told to show you this lock.” Whenever she moved her hand
her head disappeared from the beam of torchlight.”There's a rumour you really are a witch.
Personally, I think that's bullshit, but I guess it fits in with the medieval theme and everything.”
Clicking my fingers I ignited a ball of fire in my palm and held it in front of her face. Her
eyes boggled.
“What the fuck?” She waved the torch across my burning palm. “How are you doing that?
That is like gross and incredible at the same time.”
My urgency fuelled by growing irritation flared up along with the flame in my palm. I
grabbed Mill's hand with my own, my frozen left hand and directed the torchlight at my own face.
“I'm in a hurry and you're alone in a forgotten room with a very terrible person. Can we find the
lock please?”
“Sure. Sorry. Ursula said you can help us.”
“I can.” The flame illuminated a wider area in the room which was empty. In an alcove,
centimetres deep in historic dust, Mill reached into some concealed cranny and tore off a length of
tape. Her arm returned with the lock.
“There. The lock of St. George. He used it to protect a chest full of his own holy relics. It's
all bullshit if you ask me, but it is old, probably ancient, and must be worth a fortune otherwise
Fatman back there wouldn't be so hysterical about finding it.”

“So what do we do now? Ursula hinted that I let him know where it is.”
“No one else has the guts to approach him. He can make life pretty miserable for us, but you
don't live here.”
“And what happens when I'm gone?”
“Dunno. My job was to bring you down here. It's up to you and the others now.”
“Can we go outside?”
Mill laughed. “You afraid of the dark.”
“The dark? The dark has been my life since I was murdered in Rotterdam. You can stay here
if you want.” I presented my threat-grin, my maniac metre-wide smile with its lethal punctuation
marks and Mill got the message.
“The fresh air's better, I think,” she said.
Outside, she struggled to contain her curiosity. “Murdered, freezing hands, vampire teeth.
You are something odd, aren't you?”
“More than you can cope with, but trust me, I have my uses. Just remember I'm only here for
a limited amount of time. I'm not here to help you I'm here to help myself, but helping you is going
to be such a performance.”
“What are you planning?”
“Come with me. Hold my hand.”
The variety of responses whenever I travelled with someone was a growing collection. There
were the silenced and the shriekers, the baffled and the terrified. Mill waited for the world around
her to behave normally and explain what had just happened. A long walk without the walk, a ten
minute gap in her memory, an oblivious experience. “At least you haven't been sick. Help me with
the horses.”
“Sick?”
The stables started where the trees ended on the west side of the Place. A thick layer of hay
and wood shavings carpeted the ground beneath a series of birch hurdles arranged to segregate the
horses. And they were big horses, warhorses that made my mother's horses look like mules. Their
antipathy to us hiding behind their massive bellies was the kind of docile weight that could be lethal
if they decided to move or sit on us. At one end of the stables two horsemen sorted and tagged the
saddles, placed the reins and headpieces with the right saddles, gave the bits a rub. They didn't see
us place a head collar on the last horse in the line.
“I'm going along with this, but I don't know what you're doing,” said Mill.
We were watched. Not overtly, but the sight of Joan of Arc and Joan Fontaine mingling with
the horses roused the curiosity of the re-enactors passing by, busy with their own tasks, too
preoccupied to give our suspicious activity too much thought.
“We get this first one done then I'll sort you out with some clothes. What size shoes do you
take?”
“Thirty-nine.”
“Okay. Hold the head collar with your right hand, hold my right hand with your left. I'm not
sure if this will work, I've never travelled with a horse.”
“Never what?”
I delayed for a second when two bakers said good evening. And then we were gone, arriving
in the curving tree-lined confines of the Rue de Bellavier. “Tie him up here. We'll get the next one.”
“Next one? How many are you going to take?”
“All of them. The knights can't re-enact on foot, can they. They'd look absurd.”
Mill entered her comatose confusion again, but I was moving too quick to give her time to
go into a full shut down. We repeated the routine and brought the second horse, then a third. Before
we moved the fourth, the horsemen took a break, but stayed in their positions; twelve horses looked
very much like sixteen. They figured something was wrong when one of them came to the table
with a harness and noticed there were only seven horses lined up. He scratched his head, didn't tell
his colleague for a moment, stared around the Place and moved out to count the bodies.
“Where are they?” he said.

“Where are. . . .” The second guy showed a little more urgency, rushing to the empty cells as
if the horses might have somehow shrunk and disappeared behind the birch hurdles. We watched
from a nearby cafe as the two of them searched Avignon from within a two metre diameter circle,
waving their arms, at one point inspecting the walls and rooves of the adjacent building.
“Tell the Compte.”
“Are you mad? Tell the Compte. He'll kill us.”
Our plan almost collapsed when an older guy wobbled over from a tannery stall. “You
probably won't believe this, but they vanished. I saw them.”
“Fuck off.”
The two horsemen rushed across the Place to the Compte's marquee giving us time to take
one more horse right in front of the tanner's eyes. In the Rue de Belaviers a small crowd had grown
around the teleporting horses, but their indignation was diffused by our costumes. It was the reenactors; strange lot. We could have got away with murder.
Back in the Place - and by now Mill was getting used to being dragged around the city by a
vampire - the Compte's entourage had gathered around the six remaining horses. Mill and I joined
the back of the crowd to hear Fatman's consideration of the disappearances.
“He's not that fat,” I said. “It's the bulk of his clothing.”
“Same thing.”
I could hear him grumbling. Mill couldn't. Wherever the Compte walked Ursula followed
right behind him. She caught my eye and smiled.
“First the lock, now this. How many have gone?”
“Ten, my lord.”
“Horse theft is a capital offence. How could you not see them being stolen?”
The tanner had found his way to the front of the pack. “They vanished, my lord,” he said.
“What?”
“Vanished.”
“Shut up you,” said one of the horsemen.
“See it wi' me own eyes, my lord. That new one. The witch. The one who looks like Joan of
Arc. Pinched 'em. Put the head collars on and vanished.”
I'm sure the Compte wanted to repeat what the horseman had said earlier, but it was unkingly language. Instead he put his hands behind his head and groaned to god. “I knew it. I knew it.
She's from that other lot in Bratislava.”
“Surely not,” said Ursula.
“I'd stake a million florins on it.”
“A long way to travel to sabotage our event. What do they have to gain?”
“Well, what's your explanation? She turns up, we throw her out, she comes back, some
mumbo-jumbo about a séance and now half the horses are gone. What does she want?”
“Why don't you ask her,” said Ursula.
During the spat and the accusation I had pushed through to the front of the crowd and stood
next to the old tanner. “I told you I'd find the lock. And here it is.” I held it at arms length and
watched the Compte's jaw hang open. “And you can't have it back.”
“It's mine. It's ours, it belongs to us. You have no right doing this.” He approached me.
“There are men here who will take it from you in an instant, but I don't want it to come to that.”
“Take it.” The ancient lock, discoloured with a greening patina, lay in my palm waiting to be
collected by its true owner. The Compte grabbed it. It didn't move. He grabbed again, snatched my
wrist, pulled at the lock, stuffing his fat fingers (he was quite big up close) into the hoop, but it
wouldn't move.
“You've bewitched it.”
“Let them take part. Let the women play a role in the events.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Historical authenticity, I told you.”

I pulled out my phone and pushed the call button. The Compte's phone rang. “Very
historical,” I said. He didn't look too happy with the crowd's amusement, but they weren't laughing
at him yet. “Women have played a role in history.”
“Name one. And not Joan of Arc, she was an anomaly.”
“Boudicca.”
“Wrong century.”
“Queen Aethelburg.”
“Who?”
“Olga of Kiev.”
“You made that one up.”
“I did not. Whether you believe me or not, you won't see this lock again or the horses unless
you let the women take part in tomorrow's event.”
“They're not trained.” A loud agreement came back from the assembled men.
“We know how to ride horses,” said Ursula provoking a ripple of agreement from the
assembled women.
“There aren't enough horses.”
“Split them fifty-fifty. The men can display the weapons, the women in armour alongside
them. . . .” Ursula was shaking her head. “What?”
“Maybe not armour. It's very heavy.”
“You can't go into battle without armour.” Or maybe they could. Metze was lightly
armoured, a few plates covering various joints and vulnerable points of her body, but how authentic
was Metze. I didn't even know which period she was supposed to represent, or come from.
The Compte found himself in a pickle of his own making, but he wouldn't be alone in the
pantheon of historical leaders facing a dilemma on the eve of a great battle, if storming an
undefended tourist attraction could be counted as a great battle.
“The answer's no. Lock, horses or whatever else you've taken.” He stopped when his wife
walked the narrow no man's land between the Compte and me. “Where are you going?”
“I'm changing sides.” More women came forward. Mill, the old woman I sat next to at
Vespers, two of the baker's daughters, a woman who handed a large wine jug to the man standing
besides her, one after another, old, young, tall, noble, peasant, they pushed the men aside until the
two genders formed a stand off.
“Well you look like a real army,” said the Compte. The men erupted. “Watch out for the hair
pins, lads.”
“I've heard crochet hooks can be lethal in the wrong hands.” The jibes came over like a
volley of arrows, but we stood our ground. They had the heavy stuff, the crossbows and pikes,
lances and broadswords, but we had a surprise.
“We'll come back tomorrow evening, Compte. If you want your lock you must take it by
force.”
“Is that a challenge?”
“It is. Do you accept?”
“With great relish and eagerness, mistress Christine. And when we're done I'll decide on an
appropriate compensation from you and punishment for these wicked maidens. Traitors.” Aye,
traitors, they loved that. The menfolk would be going without their oats for the foreseeable future,
which they probably hadn't realised when they watched us march away in a proud line, out of the
Place towards the Rue de Bellavier where an astonished crowd of onlookers were feeding the horses
all sorts of rubbish that shouldn't be fed to horses.
Nearby hotels were glad of the sudden influx of guests and I paid the bills in advance. For
the next two hours I travelled backwards and forwards between modern rooms and medieval tents
pinching breeches, trousers, aprons and tabards. Thirty women needed dressing, but by four in the
morning they began to resemble ordinary footsoldiers, a peasant mob of ragged cannon fodder
rather than a trained militia.
“This won't do,” I said to Ursula whose chosen clothes hung off her like a tailor's practical

joke. “I'll be back in an hour. Get the women together in whatever they're wearing. Meet me at that
square near the school.”
“Where are you going?”
“Preparations. I need a few things and the right words to change you lot into Amazons.”
Before I left Ursula stopped me. “These tricks of yours, they are just tricks aren't they?”
“Tricks?” Out of nowhere a fond memory of my father and our peculiar relationship hit me
hard and the problems at home pulled me out of my temporary drama. “Don't ask how the trick is
done. Enjoy the mystery. That's the one rule of magic, Ursula.” But to drive home the point I
vanished without leaving the room.
I should have returned home, but there was a risk of forgetting the real reason for being here.
Marc sat behind his stall, pensive, full of thought, a man who outwardly looked at peace with his
medieval life. He hardly moved when an invisible hand touched his shoulder. “If you have a
moment,” I whispered in his ear, “I need to check on progress.”
“I'm ready now. I have a little time.”
“Okay. Let's go somewhere quiet?”
He agreed and we travelled to a room in the palace. “Where are we? I feel sick again.”
“We're in a room in the Pope's palace. I don't know which one.” Outside the window a
courtyard enclosed a deep shadowy void. Marc leaned against the wall ready to vomit, but he
managed to keep his gruel down.
“How do you do that? Witchcraft?”
“Something like that. Sit down.” In my pouch I had a box of matches, a white crayon and a
bottle of salt. Forming a circle of salt on the table I drew four archaic symbols of the elements
(making fire predominant), struck a match and cast a spell forcing it to remain lit, elevated a few
centimetres off the surface of the table and contained by the circle of salt. Marc was hypnotised by
the effect. “One day you'll look back on all this and laugh.”
“No, I won't.”
“Yes, you will. Trust me. The writing.”
Marc took a magnifying glass and studied the tiny letters. He took a while before he
responded, but spoke more about Levran's life in Paris.
“I'm not interested in his life-”
“That's what most of this is. Like a preamble, a description of how he came to be where he
was. My father told me he was on the run. He had tried numerous times to raise the dead in Brittany
and Normandy, always staying one step ahead of the police and the authorities. See this bit here,”
we both leaned in close to the magnifying glass, “he suspects a spy has moved into a first floor
apartment, but the landlord won't tell him who the other tenants are. He's becoming paranoid.”
“Does it say anywhere how he does it? How he raises the dead? I can't see anything that
looks like verse or a list of procedures.”
Marc flicked through the pages, a thick bundle photocopied on both sides of the paper. He'd
shove the magnifying glass forward if he thought he had something, but then shook his head. “If
there's anything there and you're not telling me I'll be angry, Marc.”
“You still haven't said why you want to do this. The dead can't help you. And if you bring
someone back is that right, ethical? What will it feel like for them?”
“Horrific, hopefully.”
Marc looked up at me. “Are you evil, Christine? It sounds like an evil plan to me.”
“Revenge. If you knew the details you'd agree it's a . . . ingenious form of revenge.”
“Raising someone from the dead? No, don't answer that.”
“Do you know anyone in the community called Metze?”
“Not that I'm aware of.”
Knowing now about the women's role in the camp it was hard to believe Metze came from
here. “This place is more like a cult of personality than a re-enactment group.”
Marc spoke as he scanned the text. “He's a medieval ruler. People just accept it. Or they did
until now. You've ignited a powder keg. Things will never be the same from now on. The old feudal

system, he owned us, paid for everything, arranged everything,” he looked up at the match, “even
arranged someone's marriage a few years ago. He's king and executioner, judge and jury, oligarch,
living god and bent as a three euro note.”
“Really. How interesting.”
“Don't go getting any funny ideas, Christine. You and your cohorts are up against many.
Some of the men out there are decent fighters with a sword. You won't get very far.”
“Can you leave at any time?”
“I suppose so. I don't think anyone's really tried.”
“Do you miss Astrid?”
Marc lowered the glass and sat up straight, his face disappearing as it receded farther from
the glow of the matchstick. I only heard his voice.
“I couldn't bear to watch her make a fool of herself every night. I thought one day she'd give
up, try something else, get a proper job and make a life for herself away from the circus. I know I
should have helped her, the reading and writing and all that, but . . . well, I didn't. And I'm not proud
of it. If I could go back I would, but now it would look as if I was cashing in on her success if what
you say is true.”
“You can still go back. Make your peace, you don't have to stay. Let her show some anger,
beat you up, get it out of her system. Just do something to say sorry.”
“Maybe.” He leaned back into the light. “Look, Christine, I'm sorry, but this text tells you
nothing. It's superficial, it contains some insight into preparation, your state of mind, some
necessary artefacts, but nothing substantial.”
“Show me.” Anything might be useful. Marc went back to the beginning and summarised
each page, six of them on how Levran came to be in Paris. Several pages discussed his previous
attempts and the trouble they invited and one page listed several herbs and other plants taken from
the ground around the grave of the person you were reviving. (This was problematic; Susan Bekker
wasn't buried.) Concealed in the text Levran had noted the name of Jacob Bohme and theosophy. I
knew the book. De Signatura Rerum. It was in my own collection.
“The body should be raised at the time of death,” said Marc underlining the words with his
finger, “and potions that replicate the opposite of the means of death.” (A vampire bite. What was
the opposite of a vampire bite?)
We reached the last page and Levran's weird paranoia overwhelmed his thoughts. He had no
friends, no one to trust, he didn't even trust himself.
“Does that answer your question, Christine?”
“How come you can read this writing?” He wouldn't say. “Is Levran your father?”
He laughed. “No. It's just attention to detail. There's nothing supernatural, no conspiracy
theory. I was a school teacher for a few years. You had to learn to read some terrible handwriting?
Look, I'll spend a few more hours with this here if you can come back for me.”
“Okay.”
“I'll try to dig out some more detail, but the book by Bohme might help?”
“I own a copy. It's at home. I'll be back in one hour.”
“One hour? I thought you said you live in Bamberg. Bamberg.” The light from the match
blazed. “Of course, Bamberg. What was I thinking?”

15
My mother's phone was going straight to voicemail. She must have been deliberately ignoring my
number. I didn't know where Gaelle was; parked outside my parents house and wide awake
hopefully, so I rang her. She was in bed upstairs and stumbled down to the library to continue the
message.
“I take it you're not fit for battle,” I said.
“What battle? Where have you been?”
“I told you, Avignon.” The book by Jacob Bohme sat in a pile of grimoires devoted to
theosophy. “You can help me if you want. Look in that pile of six books there, see if there's one
about influencing crowds. It should be called Animus de Occultis by Frere Gerantain. It's dated
1604.”
“These are original first editions aren't they, Frieda?”
“Yes.”
“And uninsured. Open to the atmosphere.”
“They don't need insuring. Try to rip one of the pages.”
I found the second grimoire I needed. A Transient Technique for the Alchemical Effects on
Natural Fibres and Skins. The author a little known contemporary of John Dee called Edwin Loos.
“This is the one.”
Behind me, Gaelle was trying to tear a page from one of the books. “This is pretty tough
paper.”
“It's protected. I think a nuclear strike might damage it, but your fair hands don't stand a
chance.” The three books were placed side by side on the table. “That one to explain Levran's
thoughts. That one to transform the clothing. That one to summon the army.” Before Gaelle's
curiosity completely woke her up I told her the plan. “Can you ride a horse?”
“No.”
“Okay. You'll be my knave.”
Before we set off for Avignon I left a voicemail message for my mother. “Hello, mama.
Please don't blame papa for any of this. He's trying to make sense of it as much as you are. I'll get
help. I'll see you tomorrow. It might be late, but I'll see you tomorrow and we can discuss it. Love
you. Bye.”
Growing into her role, Gaelle obediently carried the grimoires. She waited patiently for me
to collect a couple more things. A tin of spray paint from the garage and a telephone book from the
hallway.
“What nightmare am I about to be thrown into, Frieda? And why are you dressed like Joan
of Arc?”
“Is Joan of Arc the only woman ever to have dressed like this. What about Maureen
O'Hara?” I grabbed her arm. “Hold your breath. And don't throw up.”
In the seconds it took to process the command Gaelle was surrounded by warhorses. They
looked at her with less surprise than she looked at them. “Whose are these?”
“We're in Avignon.”
“Right. Sure we are. That was a fucking fast train.”
“I'll explain later. The sun will be up soon.” I headed for the small square by the school, but
Gaelle hung back still astonished by her relocation and being nudged and nuzzled by two enormous
horses.
“Explain when I'm ninety years old will you.” And to add to her new surroundings another
woman stepped out of a hotel entrance, dressed in battered Adidas trainers and badly fitting
medieval clothes designed and made for a much larger man. “What the fuck. I've died and heaven is
an episode of Jeux sans Frontieres.”
The women were waiting. An appalling line of couture embarrassment as ridiculous as the
Compte's insistence that this whole debacle was historically accurate, his phone ringing off the hook
as he said it. I took the book of alchemy off Gaelle and turned to the third section. “You'll have to

excuse me rushing, but I need to be somewhere before sunrise. Ladies, can you stand apart in a
circle and place your right hand on the shoulder of the woman standing to your right. Hold out your
left hand.” They followed my instruction to the letter. Holding the grimoire I walked around the
circle and muttered the incantation printed alongside a section titled plant based fibers transmuted
to robuste hides. “God, I hope this is the kind of hide I'm thinking about.” I moved from woman to
woman, touching her outstretched hand and repeating the words. After the fifth woman I heard a
gasp and turned. First in line, Anavriece, one of the baker's daughters, gasped for air, her body
trembling, her wretched clothes fragmenting into a fluttering column of cotton and linen confetti.
The remaining surface cracked and lifted and like a reptile shedding its skin revealed a lower layer
of dense, devastating black cowhide. The woman next to her began to transform. I rushed to
complete the circle, the transformations catching me up, until I returned to where I started to face a
black clad warrior, neck to toe in a thick weapon-resistant leather. The weight made her wobble and
restricted her movement, but she twisted and turned, raised her arms, stepped about until she could
move with an intermittent fluidity. She was prepared.
They all were. Thirty of them, black as death, hungry as lions and with terrible ill intent on
their minds. “Those of you who can ride, collect your swords. Those on foot take a pike, or better
still a crossbow.”
“They might be a little dangerous,” said Ursula, creaking in the stiffness of her new
exoskeleton.
“A few eyes taken out, it's all in the name of authenticity. Can I leave you to arrange things
here? I need to go to the Place.”
They would have to occupy themselves for another twelve hours, a satellite camp in the
ancient alleyways of the city, preparing for the final charge on the Pope's palace and the defence of
an ancient artefact.
“Don't I get some of that?” said Gaelle in her useless tee shirt and leggings.
“Sorry, yes. I'll do it all at once.” We travelled to the plateau besides Notre Dame, the Pont
d'Avignon just visible below us. “There was a spell, a long complex spell used by Count Paulus of
Tellerstein during the Second Margrave War in 1553. The Battle of Sievershausen should have been
another victory for Albert Alcibiades who was plundering Franconia with a mercenary army, but
Paulus used this spell to summon five thousand foot soldiers and lined them along the bank of the
Leine river. Deterred by the size of the enemy Albert moved his army and was outflanked on the
way to Brunswick. Paulus didn't send his soldiers into action. They just stood there looking
numerous.”
“Do you make all this stuff up?”
“No. Count Paulus was burned at the stake two years later for cavorting with devils. The
spell he used has several options.”
“Okay. I believe you.”
“No you don't. Wait and see.” We scanned the pages, noted the illustrations and diagrams
woven into intricate hermetic patterns. “Arrange them three footsteps deep to await their
command.”
In the moonlight, I skulked about with my spray paint and drew a magic circle, double
ringed and inscribed with a phrase from Agrippa's Second Book on Occult Philosophy. I gathered
several borrowed weapons from the slumbering camp and positioned them around the circle. A
sprinkle of powdered limestone and a few drops of water seared an impression of each weapon into
the stony ground surrounding the walls of the bemused Cathedral. Gaelle handed me the phone
book. I lit a fire using branches from local trees and waited until the ash glowed before dropping the
phone book into the ash. The paper along with the names ignited.
“I have my weapons, I have my names, I have my army of spirits who will assist me take
these walls and defend what is priceless. On my command they shall stand three footsteps deep
ready to distribute death when they hear the words attack.”
Gaelle frowned, overcome by the darkness around the Cathedral. “Do you think they'll do
any damage?”

“No.” I reached into the flames and pulled out what was left of the phone book. “They're the
distraction. Now then, what the hell am I supposed to do with you, wench?” The answer was in the
alchemy, but in the early morning stillness the strange events overtook Gaelle with astonishing
velocity. She backed herself against the wall of the Palace, troubled by the ash, my clothes, my
proximity.
“This doesn't feel right, Frieda. I've had vivid dreams before, but nothing like this. What's
happening? What are you doing to me?”
When extraordinary life became normal it was easy to lose sight of events from another
point of view. I was in a rush, I had been for over a year and recent weeks had seen an acceleration
of events, and here I was expecting people to tag along as if nothing was wrong. But it was wrong, I
was an intrusion into their lives. How did the Compte describe Joan of Arc? An anomaly. That was
me crashing through the barrier between this world and some other and not stopping for a moment
to consider the impact. Gaelle was troubled by it, my mother was at the limits of her
comprehension.
But what could I do? Hide away forever like a hermit? I wanted a normal life, but with the
esoteric trimmings. I wanted it all. Who I was before Rotterdam had survived the attack. She had
come through that barrier and here I was, the same thoughtless individual, hurried and determined,
never stopping to consider the impact of my behaviour.
Gaelle cupped my face in her hands. “What is it?”
“I keep forgetting people don't understand me. If you know how it works this life has
endless possibilities. If you don't know, like you, like my mother, it's a terrifying inexplicable
world.”
“I'm not terrified. I just don't understand it. How we got here, what you just did, those
women back there. Who were they?”
“They come from the camp. They're tired of being the dutiful maidens who sit around all
day looking solemn while the men ride the horses and practice archery and joust and compete. They
want more, but their environment prohibits all that. They want the historical accuracy, but with
modern expectations. They can't have both. We can't have both.”
“I don't know what any of that means.”
“The women. They're re-enactors. Women in the 1300s didn't do what they want to do.
Anyway, none of that's my problem. That's not why I'm here.” We stood next to the wall and I
pointed out Marc's vegetable stall on the far side of the Place where the ancient trees offered a relief
from the wide expanse of stone. “Over there. That's where Marc Bertels spends his days.”
“Astrid's father?”
“Yeah. I've left Levran's text with him, but he's taking an age to decipher it. I don't hold out
much hope, to be honest.”
“Is there nothing else that'll do the job? Why is it so important?”
“There's nothing else. I've looked. But even if he deciphers it I'm not sure it's exactly what I
want.”
“You want to raise the dead.”
“No. It goes beyond that. Raising the dead is just reanimating a corpse, it's still a corpse. I
want to bring that person back to life. Make them live again.”
“Sounds like you're playing god.”
“No, that's not what I'm doing. This is to protect people. If I can't save lives I can reverse
their deaths. My parents, you, anyone I know who might be in danger.”
“Me. I don't believe it. How did I end up mixed into all this? Who exactly are you running
from?”
“I'm not running. There's no point in running anyway, they're always with me. They won't
stop until I join them.”
“The covens?”
“No. When the covens collapsed another group took their place. They don't have a name.”
The bits of information made no sense. Conscious of the sun waiting to hurl its light over the

horizon I took Gaelle back to the house, sat her down with strong coffee and explained everything,
from my first initiation into the Bamberg coven, to hunting down Susan Bekker, the collapse of the
covens and Jennifer Enzo's rise to leadership. The requests, Liza's interference, and ultimately the
potential threat to everyone close to me.
Gaelle had a keen business brain capable of analysing incredibly dense data. She recognised
patterns, detected trends and outcomes and had no difficulty zooming in and out of micro and
macro details. But my occult existence stunned her into a coffee-sipping torpor.
“My mother thinks I'm mad. She wants me to get help. She thinks I'm traumatised and on
the run from the police. Nothing I do or say will ever satisfy her.” Gaelle stared over her coffee cup.
“And what about you? I don't want you to go, but if you want to leave I'll understand.”
“I think I should.” She spoke without looking at me. “I can't deal with this, Frieda.”
I didn't want to be alone again. Even when she wasn't physically there she was there, in
spirit, in memory, a resonent presence that lifted me. I tried not to watch her as she packed up to go
and I knew I'd see her at work from time to time. If she chose to carry on working for me. . . .
She kissed my forehead on the way out. “Take care.” The door to the house shut. The car
growled and crackled down the stony drive and when it was gone I sobbed.
In the constricting blackness of the attic I had plenty of time to reconsider everything. And
the question concluding each inquisitorial thought was: is any of this worth it? Carry on or step out
into the sunlight became the primary consideration and several times I stood up determined to take
the deadly walk downstairs. But every time I thought I was doing the right thing I would reach the
door and glance back at Astrid's painting of the dragon. When the temperature began its slow drop
and dusk approached, the dragon's influence increased. Not its expression or the way it sat in
tension ready to launch, but its provenance: the painter, the woman that never gave up and took help
from any source, supernatural or otherwise. Harming Astrid to get at me was the threat that held me
back until darkness arrived and I could return to Avignon one last time.
The camp had fallen into a state of frenzy as if under siege from some forbidding enemy.
The truth was less dramatic and watching the community members struggle to contain the crowds
invited to look at their pots and pans, I found it hard to summon the enthusiasm I had twelve hours
earlier. On autopilot I strolled into the mix like an itinerant warrior, ignored until the Compte was
alerted by one of his courtly hangers-on.
“You're back. You have a nerve, you she-devil.” He played to his audience, a hushed mass of
tourists soaking up the melodrama. “A delegation visited us today. The very incarnation of evil.
Your influence has spread far and wide.”
“There's only thirty of them.”
“But fired with your diabolical sorcery they could be three hundred. They still refuse to hand
over the lock, so alas, there is no alternative but to fight.”
“I thought so.”
“You seem reluctant, Mistress Christine. Are you having second thoughts?”
“No, no, no. I just want to get it over with.”
The Compte shuffled towards me and whispered, “Try to sound as if you're up for this.”
“Up for what?”
“The crowds are getting impatient. All day they've had basket weaving, bodging, and a sorry
excuse for a horse auction. They're expecting a big finale.”
“They'll get one. I'm not in the mood.”
“Now you tell me. Medieval or not, I'm still capable of suing you if all this goes pear
shaped, so you'd better finish what you started.”
Irony upon irony. “I'll go and get them.”
He stepped back to his kingly position flanked by three Crusaders and Alain the Priest. “So
it is done, the challenge.” He swiped his gauntlets at my face, the thumb brushing my nose. “Fetch
your women and your wildness, do your worst. By night fall we will have our lock and victory will
be ours.” He raised a cheer and a half hearted response followed me towards Marc's vegetable stall.
“He's not here,” said one of his helpers. “Said he'll be consulting the Pope if anyone asks.

God knows what that means.”
“Okay.” I knew where he was. In the room in the palace he sat at the same table, candlestick
illuminating a spread of papers, Marc bent over a page and rewriting the text in short bursts. “Does
it make sense yet?”
“No.” He sighed. “It's still very vague. Nothing of detail.”
The book by Jacob Bohme offered a little help. Marc gorged on the illustrations looking for
any connections between them and the text. Thrashing through to the end of the book he threw his
magnifying glass across the table. “It's useless. Sorry, Christine.”
“My name's Frieda.”
“Is it? Who's Christine?”
“It's just a name I use. I get around without being traced. Too many people know all about
me when I tell them my real name.”
Some distant recollection crossed Marc's face, his own memory searching a database for
Friedas. He only knew one. “Frieda Schoenhorst?”
“Schoenhofer.”
“You died in Rotterdam. Susan Bekker killed you, or not, you're standing in front of me.”
“It's a long story and I'm sick of repeating it.” Neither of us spoke. The papers on the table
needed tidying. Levran's text made no more sense to Marc than my life story. “I suppose we're done
here.”
“You can leave them with me, but I don't think I'll find anything.”
“It's okay. Thank you for trying. Sorry for scaring you when we first met.”
“I'm still scared.”
“Please don't be.” My cold hand on his shoulder made him twitch. “I don't want to harm
anyone, Marc. I want to get on with my life, but as someone has already said it's damaged beyond
repair.”
“No, don't think like that, Frieda. Start again. Start a new life.” He almost said come and join
us, but he swatted the idea away. ”Don't follow my example, that's all.”
“I love my father. We have a great relationship, but I'm not sure it's going to last.”
“Why not? Whatever you are, Frieda, your father will always. . . .” His eyes welled up, Marc
walked into his own trap. “Jesus, the mistakes we make.”
“Go back to Luxembourg, Marc. I'll take you myself if you don't have the money.” He
nodded vigorously. “Maybe we've both got some repairing to do.” He took me by surprise when he
hugged me, his body shaking with grief as if a long lost tragedy had finally caught up with him.
“Let me give you some advice.”
“What?”
“Stay up here for the next hour or so. Things are going to get a bit rough outside.”
Marc's face watched the camp from a small window high up in the tower that overlooked the
Place. At ground level the Compte centred himself in front of his knights (all four of them) and a
large crowd of armed men dressed in whatever they could find, some of them bare footed. In
contrast I rode ahead of a small but perfectly turned out group of savages: eleven on horseback with
two foot soldiers flanking them.
The stand-off took place in the high walled amphitheatre of the palace, ringed by onlookers,
tourists, visitors from so many different countries. Cameras flashed, watching smartphones glowed.
What happened next would be broadcast across the internet; made public, deliberately visible to
anyone with a specific interest. This would be my display of force to them and it would have to be
convincing.
Stopping metres away from the Compte I held up the lock. “This belongs to you, I believe.”
“Yes. And I want it back. Return it to me and we'll say no more.”
“What, and disappoint all these people? They've come to see a fight.”
“I'm confident that is what they'll get. You seem to be in no mood to surrender.”
“I can't afford to surrender, Compte de Lauvergne. You want this lock you'll need more than
five horses and Monty Python's cast-offs.” I threw the lock up, it gained height and kept on going

until it shattered and sparkled, the glowing bits of superheated light raining down on the Compte's
head, spooking his horse.
“Murderous witch.”
“Don't call me that.” The women stomped forward.
“Capture that woman.” On his call the men surged. I dashed into them, my horse knocking
down bodies in every direction. The men were armed with everything from pikes to coal shovels,
but in the spirit of re-enactment made no effort to inflict any kind of real injury.
But my fight wasn't with them, it was with an unseen enemy. Kicking on, I pushed my horse
towards the Cathedral without stopping to look back where the two armies had conjoined and were
now thrashing the life out of each other. The men parrying seriously heavy blows from the women
fuelled by several years of tedious boredom and frustration. Clattering up the steps I found my
circle and the marks left the night before. Spinning to face the river I raised my sword.
“From the four corners of the earth, from the sky and the sea, from rock and water, gather
the forces of life, gather the strength of the many and deliver to us the forces of hidden knowledge.”
The wind strengthened and the clouds thickened. My grunting horse sensed a forbidding
change in the atmosphere, the air molecules ionising.
“I am the commander of the forces of hidden knowledge and I call upon the names
contained in the ash beneath my feet. Bring your weapons and your strength. . . “ Those standing
around me saw the river churn, huge bubbles of energy lifting the water until it seemed to boil with
anger. “Stand with us, stand three footsteps deep and await for my command. On my word. . . .” I
felt the weight of my sword diminish and my chest heave. “Attack!”
The river level rose to the height of the fallen bridge, the Pont d'Avignon acting like a jetty
to capture the black swarm of figures heading towards the Palace. The tourists loved it, more of
them surged towards the Cathedral to see the commotion and when they realised the intensity of the
approaching marauders ran back to the end of the Place.
The Compte saw them, Ursula on her own horse saw them. Marc from his lofty window saw
them. An endless stream of soldiers, faces hidden, weapons on display, accelerating towards the
confines of the Palace until they swept in like a tsunami and overwhelmed the Compte's men. For
ten minutes we were all caught up in an uncontrolled bedlam and the savagery of the attack forced
the women to help the men fighting off soldiers who could not be stopped. Swords and axes swung
straight through their semi-transparent bodies. On their own they had no effect on a man, but when
ten swooped on one unlucky individual who five hours earlier had been juggling coloured balls, the
consequences where terrifying. Psychologically terrifying.
The audience loved it, cheering when groups of the ghostly army chased a terrified foot
soldier into the sanctuary of the Musee, and laughed when three men escaping across the rooves of
the tents fell through the material into barrels of stew. The display was unlike anything the other lot
in Bratislava could arrange and it was heading towards glory when I heard a terrible crash. The
ghostly army, my ghostly army, had solidified and were trying to smash down the doors of the
Cathedral.
“Oh no.”
Men and women, previously the deadliest of enemies, came together to rescue the Cathedral,
forming snatch squads to pull back isolated soldiers who were now capable of lifting and pushing,
throwing and grabbing anyone and everyone who took them on. And when it looked like we had
forced the majority of them back into the Place a volley of arrows roared over the roof of the
Musee, howling like predatory birds, puncturing the timbers of the camp, bouncing off the knights'
armour, glancing from the shoulders of the women's leather, but piercing the collar of one lightly
armed man who didn't duck out of the way quick enough.
Ursula found me, her horse hysterical, jumping and bucking. “What the hell is going on?”
“I don't know how to stop them.” I knew the command to attack, in the haste of impending
sunrise the day before I had forgotten to check the command to bring them to a halt. They changed
tactic, sweeping away from the defended Cathedral towards the doors of the Palace.
I galloped forward, leading a wave of harassed humans that weren't quite sure what they

were meant to be doing; the display had deviated from the script. Before the doors of the Palace
could be torn down they burst open from the inside and a second front of the battle opened up. In
the confusion I noticed the Compte and several of his knights in two minds whether to join in or
stay on the edge. The ghostly arrows eased but a sword made contact with my thigh, bouncing off
the metal guards and tearing into the fabric. In a second, blood gushed from the wound.
Fighting back, swinging my sword, arms were lopped off, heads caved in, all of it
accompanied by terrible screams and cries; cries of anguish, of agony and deliverance. My horse
trod across the ground strewn with fallen bodies, the hooves unable to grip the blood-washed stone.
Fighters became plugged tight in the archway of the walls and almost lifted my horse off the
ground.
Another swing, another head went flying. Another surge and the humans crossed deeper into
the darkness of the archway driving the attackers back. But it was a trap. Inside the depths of the
Palace walls, a murderous tunnel several metres long opened up and we were drenched by boiling
oil ignited by burning torches thrown into the middle of the scrum. Ghostly bodies lit up, unable to
escape, and I found myself in the middle of a stone oven roasted by the ambush. Axes flung at us
landed in chests and faces. I pummelled my horse in a desperate attempt to reverse through my own
army and back into the open space around the palace.
An overwhelming force pushed in two directions until it compressed us all into a fearsome
knot, bodies falling as the archway widened, and the attackers surged outwards with swords and
spears. Arms grabbed my legs, my waist and I felt myself falling horizontal into a heaving scrum of
bodies. And then came the pike, a terrible iron-tipped spear that thrust out of the crowd and through
me, pinning me to the ground like an insect. The battling mass swept on and the fight continued
leaving me abandoned in a thick pool of my own blood.
A voice called. I didn't hear the words, but the voice continued. “Call it off. . . .” Mill,
covered in blood, thrashed her way through the ghostly army unconcerned whether she was
chopping down her own side and stood over me, her leathers slashed open, bits of brain dribbling
down her left arm. “How the fuck do you stop this?”
“I don't know. There must be a command. Reverse the command.”
“What command? You're supposed to be the fucking witch, do something.”
“Get me to the Cathedral.” I tried to explain and cough up blood at the same time. “Into the
circle.”
Mill dragged me along the ground, helped by a second and then a third man, neither of
whom knew where or why I was being pulled towards the Cathedral. A small guard of fighters
shielded us from stray ghosts determined to stop us and we entered the plateau of the Cathedral, my
blood forming a crimson path to where I fell.
Mill noticed the markings and said, “You can explain this shit later. In the middle?”
I nodded and dumped inside the circle I called out, more in hope than certainty, “From the
four corners of the earth, from the sky and the sea, from rock and water, gather the forces of life,
gather the strength of the many and deliver to us the forces of hidden knowledge. I am the
commander of the forces of hidden knowledge and I call upon the names contained in the ash
beneath my feet. Bring your weapons and your strength. Stand with us, stand three footsteps deep
and await for my command. On my word. . . retreat.”
I don't remember the next few seconds, but the darkness of the armies reduced. Figures
waited in the archway and along the roof of the castle. Mill knelt next to me holding the spear
upright and the Compte on his mobile phone (obviously?) chattered to someone about loss of blood,
still conscious, still talking but hysterical.
“I'm not hysterical. Help me up.” Mill tugged me upright. “Break the shaft and pull it out
from the back.”
“Do what? You'll bleed to death.”
“You're alive,” the Compte said.
“I wouldn't be talking hysterically if I was dead. Break the shaft.” The Compte helped Mill
with the thickness of the wood and with one boot on my chest they snapped the shaft like an old

branch. Mill stuck her boot in the arch of my back and pulled. The watching crowd made a
sickening noise and then, weapon withdrawn, broke into a loud applause.
“Have you done this before?” said the Compte.
“No. I didn't think it would work out, but it seems to have gone okay.”
Mill didn't look too sure. “They really have smashed down the doors of the Cathedral.”
“You're joking.” I turned to the Compte. “I'm guessing they were quite old.”
They were. Hundreds of years old. 1125 to be exact. I felt bad leaving the Compte to deal
with the administrative fall out, but he seemed upbeat about it and I guessed his re-enactors, like
Cholet Circus, would be able to charge a premium now wherever they went. His camp had been
devastated, the rubble of belongings spread across the Place, the squashed fruit and vegetables
mixing juice with blood running in rivulets between the joints in the paving. Bruised bodies were
tended to, some of the nursing staff in black leather, others in fluorescent coveralls flashing in the
lights of emergency vehicles and ambulances.
I was in a daze when the Compte came back with Marc a few steps behind him. The big man
looked reluctant to talk. “Christine, there's still the small matter of the lock.”
I pointed to the sky behind him. “Here it comes.”
It dropped like a dead bird, bouncing off the ground and stopping next to an upturned barrel.
The Compte checked it for damage, but seemed relieved to have it back. Struggling for words he
turned to Marc. “Good. Well . . . quite an evening.” He sauntered away to his collapsed marquee
leaving Marc to ask the obvious question.
“What the hell just happened?”
“Powerful magic. Let's just say it'll send quite a message to anyone watching.”
“Are you hurt?” He inspected the tears in the fabric of my clothes. “Lucky they didn't go any
deeper.”
Wounds healed, holes filled, blood back where it should be I stood up, helped by Marc who
brushed me down and pushed the hair back from my face. “Can you give me a contact number? I'll
keep searching for you, not the papers, but anything else I can think of.”
“Thank you. I'd prefer it if you went to see Astrid. Then whatever help you can offer me,
that would be good. But don't ring me. My phone's permanently bugged, it's best, in fact it's best if
you forget about helping me. I'll be fine.”
“Whatever you say.” He inspected the mess. “There'll be repercussions. The insurance loss
adjusters will have a field day.”
“Something they didn't have to worry about in 1352.”
“No. You can't escape modern life, can you?”
“Not really.”
“Maybe we're right. Modern life is shit. Best to avoid it.”
“It'll change soon.”
“In what way?”
“Change is coming, Marc. Big change. Make peace with Astrid.”
He didn't understand and I didn't explain. I left Avignon without the answer I came for, but a
strong message had been delivered. The response would come soon.

16
In the past, birthday parties were big concerns, an opportunity to boast to a limited circle of friends
and family. The source of my father's income was as baffling as the magic tricks he performed for
the children, but as the years passed the birthdays diminished in importance and the insignificant
numbered years went almost unrecorded.
For his fifty-eighth birthday I bought him a limited edition one sixth scale figure of Batman
with very impressive detailing around the armoured bodysuit. My mother bought him a cardboard
tube.
“Is it full of tennis balls?” I said. My mother didn't answer until the top was popped off and
a rolled up certificate extracted. The heavy discoloured paper was tied with a regal looking length
of ribbon and when laid flat on the cleared dining table revealed a wax seal at the top.
The Schoenhofer family tree dating back to 1686.
“I had no idea we had lasted that long,” said my father. He ran his finger up and down and
along the lines connecting marriages and cousins, siblings and other second relatives three times
removed.
“I heard about a local genealogist caught up in an inheritance dispute,” said my mother.
“The idea just seemed perfect. We've never researched the families.”
“I'm related to a count.”
“A what?” I said. My father punched my arm. “A count?”
“Count Adolf Goether Wilhem Thunersee. 1772 to 1790. Thunersee, that's Switzerland.”
“Are we illegal immigrants?” I watched his thumb drop from the count to his eldest son
which led to a dead end; the line of the second son traversed history up to the Battle of
Koenigsberg. Back to the start and the third son who's ancestors managed to reach 1921.
“First World War. So many big families are taken out by a war.”
“So how are you related to him.” I zoomed in on my father's place in the tangled branches of
the tree and that's when I saw my own name. Like a bullet out of the dark the detail, the tiny
seemingly insignificant detail, ripped my heart out.
dghtr: FRIEDA
b 1983 - d 2014
My father followed me out of the house. I don't know why I was walking. Instinct.
Impulsion. Like reading my own obituary or being dragged before my own gravestone, the black
and white insistence I was dead pulled so many emotions together. The detail was a denial of my
existence as if the family had cast me out.
“Frodo.”
The question haunting me down the gravel drive was did my parents think I was a ghost?
“Frodo, wait.”
An apparition. Or was I awake in my own dream. The time of death was indisputable, right?
If they said you were dead, you were dead, weren't you? My father's hand stopped me.
“Frodo. Frieda, I didn't know. I don't know why she had that done. It was wrong. I don't
know.”
“I thought we were getting somewhere. Why won't she accept I'm still here? How can she
think I'm dead, I'm sitting at the table looking at my own . . . memorial.”
“Maybe the genealogist got it wrong. Your mother's upset. Come back to the house.”
“No. I'm not coming back until she accepts the truth.”
“Nobody knows what the truth is, Frodo. Not even you. You're supposed to be a vampire,
immortal, and yet you want to learn necromancy in case someone kills you. Are you dead or not?”
“Read your family tree. It tells you right there.” I wasn't dead. I couldn't be dead. Dead
people didn't cry real tears. My father's body trembled when he hugged me. He wasn't dressed for
the cold. His hand felt hot when his fingers brushed through my hair.

“Come back to the house, Frodo.”
As if news of my death had caught her up, my mother sat sobbing at the dining table, the
family tree torn to fragments. She saw me and a fresh wave of emotion shook her. “I hadn't
noticed,” she said.
“How could you not notice? Two of the three most important people on the page and you
didn't notice.”
“I took it for granted.”
“How did he know? How did the genealogist know which date to write for my so-called
death?”
“I didn't mean to tell him, but it slipped out. When I tried to correct him I sounded
suspicious. I don't know. I'll have another one made. It didn't cost much.”
Being given a cheap birthday present didn't bother my father at that moment. He gathered up
the bits and spread them out on the table to piece together his ancestors' history. “It feels so wrong
to include a date of death,” he said. “Have another one made without it. Maybe it'll help us to accept
what's happening.”
Mortified by what she'd done my mother made an excuse to go to bed. She kissed me
goodnight and gripped the door frame of the dining room on her way out.
My immediate family was heading the same way as the family tree. Torn apart. “I can't go
on like this, papa.”
“You can. You're tough, Frodo, you always have been.”
“I'm lonely. I'm so lonely. There's no one around at night, I can't do anything properly apart
from shift work in a biscuit factory. I'm sick of it all. Sick of it all.”
“Don't talk like this.”
“I can't go on living like this, papa.”
“We lost you once, Frodo. Don't put us through it all again.”
And that was the dilemma. To get my life back I would have to die again. Die deliberately,
in secret, and if I could find someone to trust, brought back. Finding the secret to necromancy was
easy compared to finding someone I could trust.
“I don't know what to do anymore, papa.”
He picked up a fragment of paper with part of the count's name on it. “You were fine until
the covens started pulling at you to rejoin them. Is that not an option?”
“It's not the covens, it's Jennifer Enzo's group. I can't go along with them. There's no future
there. I want a normal life again.”
He laughed. “No one has a normal life. Unless you're an American billionaire no one has a
normal life. The rest of us are swimming in shit. You and those fucking covens had the right idea
wiping all this out.”
“I'll get another family tree made. This one was quite nice. I like the wax seal on it.”
My father found the bit with my name and burned it over the kitchen sink. “Let's start
again.”
“I'll go and say goodbye to mama.”
She wasn't asleep. Her head was buried in the pillow, but she lay with her eyes open. I sat on
the edge of the bed almost tipping her over the side when the mattress crunched under my weight.
“Sorry, it's an anomaly. I'm not really this heavy. Mama, I'm going to get another family tree made
and I'll include your side of the family.”
She nodded.
“What was the name of the guy you went to?”
“Norbert,” she whispered.
“Norbert. Just Norbert?”
“Grout.”
“Grout? Norbert Grout? What kind of a name is that? He sounds like a Dickens character.”
When my mother grinned I felt so elated I fell down over her and kissed her face. “I love you,
mama. Don't ever forget that.”

Norbert Grout had his own basic website. The flickering GIF images suggested it hadn't
been updated since the internet was invented, but through the website's contact page I agreed to
meet him at the weekend. Before then I still had an appointment with a therapist, part of the plan to
pacify my mother and play along with her idea that I was a traumatised lunatic. Strolling towards
Hinterer Bach, where Dr Richard Bieller had his office, I figured the longer I could play the lunatic
to a professional the longer I could hold off my mother's prying and insinuations. She'd have
confirmation. She'd be proved right and she loved being right. By the time I arrived I had a short but
pertinent list of issues to sort out:
Vampirism has its thrills, but the drawbacks prevent me from leading a social life.
Witchcraft has its uses, but people think I'm simply a magician.
If I could master necromancy I'd have the best of both worlds. Mortality and immortality.
The strategy may have been flippant, but the issues were very real.
The original appointment was at 2 p.m, but after a brief row and an insistence I couldn't do
the afternoon, Dr Bieller agreed to see me early evening. He shared the office with his wife
Rosanna, another therapist. When I arrived, the upstairs window was one of several still lit issuing a
gentle wash of light with a little help from the solitary lamp and the moon. Vision may have been
limited, but the street echoed with every footstep. I noticed mine were not the only ones intruding
into the tranquillity.
A hooded figure, female, leaned against a wall. She made no secret of her presence, no effort
to hide when I turned. My first thought was Metze dressed for the 21st Century, but the closer I
approached the more I suspected she was Jennifer Enzo.
"We're not far from where it all started." Her face may have been hidden by the dark depths
of the hood, but her voice was unmistakeable. Rich, clear, the unique marriage of hard English and
rolling Italian accents.
"You mean the bodies?"
"Yeah. Still our finest hour if you ask me. I was tempted to find someone to claim that
million euro prize on my behalf, but I don't really need the money. You don't need money when
you're having fun, do you, Frieda?"
"I suppose not."
She pulled the hood back to her forehead revealing her unusual features: thick eyebrows
over-large bulging but beautiful brown eyes, chiselled cheekbones and a small mouth; too small I
thought for the fleshiness of her top lip. And along the ridges of her collar bones the same heavy
scars I had noticed on Virginia.
"Were you going somewhere? We can talk later if you want."
"No. I'm a bit early. I needed the walk."
"Walk? I'm surprised you walk anywhere these days. Quite a choice, I suppose. Vampiric
movement, broomstick. And by the way, that was a nice trick with the circus in Luxembourg."
"You saw that?"
"Heard about it. Ginny's been tracking you for weeks. Wouldn't like the bill for that
cathedral door in Avignon."
"That was unexpected."
“Yeah. Don't know your own strengths, Frieda. Armies like that need a lot of controlling.”
We stepped away from the wall and strolled in the opposite direction from the therapist until
the Domplatz and the Cathedral loomed in front of us. Jennifer couldn't take her eyes off the spires
and the Gothic tower ornamented with a gargoyle, a visiting creature watching from high above the
cobbles.
"If you look at the world from a high enough viewpoint it looks uninhabited," Jennifer said.
"How high is high enough?"
"I'm not sure. I think I was about two and a half thousand metres. You can see the lights of
towns and villages and roads, but no people. People always spoil a good view."

"I never saw the point of going on holiday and then standing in front of the views to have
your photo taken."
"Exactly. The vanity of the moron. If I were president of the universe I'd ban selfie sticks
and make every vain person's right arm twice as long as their left, stuck out in a permanent salute,
their short arm not long enough to put a fucking camera in their outstretched hand."
Jennifer's eyes compressed and her lips pursed in a sudden pout of rage.
"Is that feasible? You becoming president? Virginia told me you have big plans."
Her plans must have been a work in progress because she kept drifting in and out of
awareness as if she had been sedated. Her answers were tangential to the questions.
"What are you worried about?” she said. “Rich, talented, in a witchy kind of way, now
you're immortal. I don't understand this fixation with cheating death."
"Even vampires die." We sat down on the steps of the north portal. "Police couldn't reach
Theo Wender's body when they found it hanging here." Above us the sound of wings settled and the
edge of a shadow of some large creature crept across the Domplatz. I glanced up. Jennifer leaned
out to check on the visitor.
"Keeps his eye on me everywhere."
"Is that your incubus?"
"Yeah."
"It was one of them that fell on my father's car."
"I heard about that. It was Liza, wasn't it? Ginny's genial succubus. You never quite know
who you're gonna get. Some of them are like troglodytes. I don't know what Gregor sees in that
cavewoman he hangs around with, but Ginny's girl is quite educated. Listens to Beethoven and
reads Gogol. Not like her to fall on a car."
"Did you tell her to kill the Bamberg coven on the Brocken?"
"That's a very direct question, Frieda. Truth be told we don't want you going back to them.
You'd be much more useful to us. And it would be in your interests."
"How so?"
"You wouldn't need to worry about coming back from the dead."
"If that's the case how come you were down to forty-six? Why didn't you bring them back
from the dead?"
"Different times, different threat. A threat that isn't there any more. Mind you, they've kept
the killing quiet. Closed the mountain fifteen minutes after the first visitors started arriving. But
Interpol are onto it already. You've met Bernadette Maldini?"
"No."
"Me neither, but she's slowly making inroads. Slowly, slowly, slow-lee."
"Doesn't that worry you?"
She produced her phone and found an image. "That's her problem. Obsessed with Toten
Herzen. But we've got plans for her, for her employers."
"How are you doing all this if there's less than fifty of you? How many people belonged to
the network-"
"Listen to yourself." Jennifer jumped up. "How did that chronically sick organisation survive
for four hundred years? By the end we were killing farmers, shop managers, taxi drivers. Anyone
with a private grudge against them went onto the Wishlist. It had come full circle. A four hundred
year cycle of false accusations to get shut of a troublesome neighbour. Talk about obsolescence.
And people like you leaving apples lying around and thinking how impressive your powers are.
Fucking apples, Frieda."
There was more to it than apples, or so I thought, but Jennifer's rant dug deep into my
selective memory. Everything I ever did was for me, even now with my necromantic quest, it was
all about me.
"Maybe I'm wasting my time trying to persuade you to join us. I mean what will you do?
Spend all day sleeping, up all night baking apple pies. You'd be neither use nor ornament. A witch
of your talents." She stepped backwards and waited for her incubus to descend, wings outstretched,

his crimson heat engulfing both of us.
"Your plan doesn't appeal to me," I said.
"Plan, what plan? I don't have a plan, just a vision."
"Apocalyptic. I suppose a fan of movies will inevitably turn into a James Bond villain."
"But of courshe, itsh one of the rishks of leading an inshular life. But you talk about the
apocalypse as if it's some United Nations humanitarian programme." Jennifer leaned out of the
demon's embrace and smirked. "It's already here. I just hadn't noticed."
She continued grinning and rubbing herself deeper into the arms and torso of the demon.
Around her the lights of the Domplatz dimmed and a growing heat blossomed from the ground up
as if we were sitting and standing on a hotplate. In the enveloping darkness the buildings around the
square faded, replaced by an emerging landscape blackened by ash, the folds of the ground split and
rented by thermal tears in the rock releasing clouds of sulphuric steam and belches of orange fire.
A cacophony of mechanical activity surrounded me, an industrial portrait of figures, winged
and skeletal, whipped and beaten, feeding the furnaces with hot stones and each other. Screams
scrambled out of the landscape's wounds and the air filled with fluttering creatures.
"Look at this, Frieda," Jennifer stood in front of it all, "it's here, co-existing alongside this
world. I don't know where heaven is, couldn't give a fuck to be honest, but hell isn't down there
unless you count Australia. It's here, all around us, a separate dimension within ours and we can
open it up anytime we want." She kept hold of her demon's hand and stepped towards me.
"And do you know what really makes this place interesting? It's where your lot live, Frieda.
The vampires, this is their natural home. This is where you exist. What we see, what I'm looking at
now, is your shadow. The real you is behind me." She laughed. "Have you ever walked past
something and felt a rise in temperature? It leaks, Frieda. The universe leaks, but we've found a way
of linking the two. Call it a gift to the world. When they talked about Revelation, this is what they
were on about."
Jennifer's revelation was not a trick as much as I hoped it was. Witches couldn't fool
witches; Virginia knew it was me when I turned up at Wurzburg in the form of Diana May Ronson.
Jennifer's nightmarish diorama repelled me and drew me in at the same time.
Repulsed by what it contained, the stink, the heat, the suffering, the endless toil stretching
into the distance, at the same time it fascinated me, what it was, how it existed. It distorted my own
form: my body was a dark edgeless shape that extruded in all directions, my legs extending
sideways to the limits of my vision. When I looked at my hands my fingers had no identifiable tips,
only an endless waxy skin tone that moved when I moved. I could feel my limbs, but as I
remembered them, not this infinite form that altered as if I was looking through the most extreme
wide-angle lens.
Jennifer didn't look like me. Half-way down her demon's throat, her legs wrapped around his
waist absorbing his rhythmic thrusts. He saw me watching and curled his extraordinary wings
around his euphoric parasite.
Behind me, the land where the Cathedral stood was a deep stone-reinforced hole in the
ground. A bottomless pit, but occasional bursts of fire would reveal squirming bodies, blood red,
seared by the endless heat. Jennifer stood alongside me, her small hand on the base of my back.
"It's not my intention to make this permanent. I don't think I could if I wanted to, but not
many have seen this and kept their marbles. Everything you see crawling out of these gashes and
fissures can be summoned and once they're out they can't be stopped." She peered over the lip of the
pit. "Makes you wonder who's down there. Anyone famous. John Wayne, Pol Pot, Walt Disney."
In Avignon I panicked as soon as I realised I had unleashed something beyond my
capabilities, but Jennifer strolled around her world like a commander, unmoved by the suffering,
unaffected by the heat, blasé to the cacophony and hideous soundtrack. Every moan and scream had
an echo and one scream, a cry for help, clambered up the inside of the pit until a blackened face
appeared, scorched arms grabbing for the earth.
Klaus. He recognised me through streaming tears, his agony choking him. Several attempts
to speak eventually produced a sound and he pleaded for me. “You can help.” But rather than help I

stood transfixed by the figure I once knew as a shy intelligent boy-man who kept calling me a girl.
“Help me, Frieda. You help people, help me.” He battled against his own bodyweight pulling him
back down the slippery mud. The hard lip of the pit offered a tenuous hold for Klaus's scuffed
fingers, but Jennifer was having none of it.
“You're in the pit for a reason.” The contact between her boot and his jaw was a horrible
crunch. Klaus disappeared and made no sound when he landed in the boiling base of the pit and a
pulse of fire burst towards the ash-blackened sky. “You might think that's horrible, Frieda, but in the
depths of a freezing winter there's a waiting list to get down there.”
"I'm late."
"Oh, yeah, sorry. You were off to see a shrink or someone weren't you? You might want to
mention this.” She cupped her fingers over her nose. “Oh, by ze vay, I haff been haffing these really
horrible wisions off hell. Vat do you sink zey mean, Herr Doctor?"
"I'm only paying lip service. Keep my mother quiet."
"Why? She only cares about the quality of her haylage. If she had any concerns for you she
would never have let you go off the rails at such a young age. You're damaged goods, if you ask me.
Too late now. You'd be right at home here, suffering, Saint Christine of Bamberg, a martyr to her
beliefs." I couldn't stand the size of her eyes and the way they exaggerated every emotion. "You've
crossed the line, Frieda. There's no saving your blackened soul, no matter how much you try." She
put a comforting hand on my arm. "You'll be looked after with us, dear. Tell us the size of your arse
and we'll have a broomstick custom made for you."
She patted my arse and with the Domplatz regaining its solidity returned to the demon. A
subdued entrance was completed by a profound exit. The demon stretching effortlessly towards the
tower of the Cathedral carrying his little parcel, his deadly package, leaving me to consider my
future, the environment waiting for me when the inevitable stake was driven in or that first ray of
sunlight broke through. I'd be here, slipping through the crack, taking my place on some infernal
charred hill surrounded by demons. . . .
My appointment with Dr Bieller seemed unnecessary now, so trivial in the context of my
life. He couldn't tell me what to do to survive and time spent on his couch was wasted time,
whatever my mother's intentions were. I needed to see someone else. Arriving in his reception area
Dr Bieller shook my hand and smiled awkwardly. "Frieda, good to see you. Don't worry about being
a little late. Can I offer you a drink? Tea, coffee?"
"Just a glass of water."
The reception area was a clean formal cube of white with a solitary palm and a line of
framed certificates. From here three doors led to his consulting room, that of his wife and what I
presumed to be the bathroom. I noticed he was Dr, but his wife was plain old Frau. No
qualifications worthy of a prefix.
And then a feeling of terror hit me when I wondered what the third door opened into. Dr
Bieller noticed me staring at it.
"If you need the bathroom, Frieda, it's just through there."
"Is it really just the bathroom?"
"Yes." He spoke quietly and opened the door and then a second door, behind which was a
white tiled room and a toilet with hand basin. I made sure every corner, wall, fixture and ornament
was correct and not a tell tale inconsistency you come across in dreams.
"Come through to my room, you can make yourself comfortable there."
I couldn't make myself comfortable anywhere knowing that just behind every surface was a
second world, another disgusting universe co-existing within ours.
When my reflection disappeared I said goodbye to my other self. Now I knew where she had
disappeared to I felt a desperate need to rescue her. Dr Bieller waited for me to acknowledge him.
"I don't want to ask you any questions, Frieda. This isn't like a medical appointment. It's an
opportunity for you to talk, about anything, anything that matters to you."
His office light prevented a view out onto the street. He followed my line of sight and
noticed he was sat alone.

"Do you believe in hell?" I said.
"I don't really know." He tried to relax in his chair, but his elbows wouldn't settle. He
glanced again at the window and its dishonest reflection of the office. "I tend to think of it as a
concept."
"It's real. I shouldn't be here talking to you, Dr Bieller. I need to speak to someone in
Wurzburg."
He waited for a name.
"Dr Gert Hoenenbacker. He's a doctor of quantum mechanics. Lectures at the university. I
need to ask him about extra-dimensional space and superpositions."
"That all sounds very complex."
"The theories are simple. It's the nature of the simplicity that's challenging."
"Yes. Frieda, I'm interested to know how you first came to think of yourself as a vampire."
Talking matter-of-factly about my existence as if he was discussing my shoe size made me
feel mad and the minute I became self-conscious about being mad every gesture, every word, felt
wrong. Felt . . . mad.
I pointed at the office window. "I suppose it was when my reflection disappeared."
"Yes." He squirmed in his chair. "When did that happen, Frieda?"
"I thought you said you wouldn't ask any questions."
"You're right. Sorry. I interrupted you."
"No, you didn't." The revelation came back to me. Dr Bieller's office presented itself like a
stage set, the various layers of scenery ready to roll aside at any minute. “Hell is helplessness.
Having no control. Every minute of your life determined by someone else. Controlling what you do,
where you go, even what you think.” I could have continued, but this was the point of therapy; you
talk to yourself, draw your own conclusions. And then Dr Bieller gets paid for me doing all the hard
work. This was manipulation, a crude conspiracy between my mother and Dr Bieller's bank
account. Like demons, they surrounded me, and what a fantastic coincidence.
“You look deep in thought, Frieda.”
“I knew someone, he was a student, but he walked out on me. And then he pops up in a
vision asking for my help. A bit of a coincidence.” Of all the millions who must have been crammed
into the pit the one person who knew me crawled to the surface. The whole of Jennifer's revelation
circled that one coincidence, that one manipulation.”I'm losing focus, Dr Bieller.”
“If it helps you can call me Richard. Let's keep things informal. As I said, this isn't a medical
examination.”
“No, you're wrong. Mental health is a medical issue. The mind can break down, but
sometimes,“ I sat forward, this was an important point, “the mind is subjected to external forces,
quantum forces that people can control. Like my reflection. You think I'm causing that, don't you?”
Dr Bieller couldn't keep his hands away from his mouth as if he was trying to drag his words
out. “I don't know, Frieda. Are you?”
“Questions again, Dr Bieller. You're asking questions. No, I'm losing focus. The student
wanted my help, everyone wants my help, but no one ever helps me.” I still didn't know if Gaelle
had kept an eye on my parents' house. “My father sees me as his apprentice and hates it when I
outdo anything he does. My mother is only worried about her friends.”
“Your mother asked you to come and see me.”
“Yes. Yes. Get some treatment, get cured so her friends don't say oh, Gabby, that big-nosed
daughter of yours looks worse every day. She looks like an Egyptian mummy. She looks like she's
been pickled.”
“You don't look like that, Frieda. Your imagination is struggling to make sense of other
people's concerns. Your projecting their fears onto yourself.”
“Really. So when I consider myself pickled I'm turning my mother's concern onto myself?”
“In so many words, yes. It's a little more complex than that.”
“I don't think so. I need to see Dr Hoenenbacker."
Dr Bieller shifted again and poured himself another cup of coffee. The therapist was

growing more distressed than his patient. "I understand you have a successful business, Frieda. I
know time must be short for you, so please feel free to make another appointment if you have to
leave now."
"Yes. Do you and your wife analyse each other?"
He forced a laugh. "Without being aware of it, I'm sure. I don't think our relationship is any
different to anyone else's."
"Really? You're both analysts and you're not tempted to think that's a bit odd, I wonder why
she did that?"
"No. We study different disciplines. My wife's practice is more alternative."
"In what way?"
"She offers holistic therapies, acupuncture. . . ."
"And?"
He deflated. "She sometimes offers regression therapy, but we don't talk about that."
I was stood to go, but sat down again. "Why?"
"I think it's a bit lacking in scientific reasoning. But she thinks it has its place in cognitive
therapy, digs deep into parts of the psyche the patient isn't aware of. As I said I haven't seen any
rational explanation for it."
"No. I suppose you look for rationality in every system. But the universe is chaotic, Dr
Bieller, every quantum scientist will tell you that."
“I thought God didn't play dice with the universe?”
“Einstein never saw what I've seen.”
“I'm sure he'd be fascinated to know what that was.”
“That's a clever way of asking a question. Hell, Dr Bieller. Hell is all around us.” He didn't
know what was outside his office, beneath the pavement and sewers and foundations of Bamberg
and beyond Bamberg. So extraordinary it made me wonder what I was actually stepping on. A
reluctance to leave the building stopped me at the pavement.
"Is there something wrong, Frieda. I can ask Rosanna to drive you home."
"There's no need for that, thank you."
“Perhaps another session, Frieda.”
“Another? Yes, I'll be in touch.” Pacifying my mother bought me time to decide why I was
determined to cheat death: revenge or resurrection. And Jennifer's revelation had forced me to go
back to the start and ask Dr G to explain reality in all its forms.
I returned to the dour rectangular Faculty of Mathematics. Dr G's office door was ajar and a
light hearted conversation seeped through the gap. He was talking to someone about the Eurovision
Song Contest.”
I knocked on the door and peered in. “Hello.”
“You.” His visitor was a man with vivid lime green socks. “I didn't invite you here.”
“I know. I need to speak with you urgently, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
“Well, make an appointment. I'm not a tobacconist. You can't just walk in here as you
please.”
“I'm sorry. I know. I should have rung first, but you told me not to ring and if I sent a text
you might ignore it and it's very important I speak to you.”
“What are you jabbering on about. I have a guest.”
“Hello,” I said. “Interesting socks.”
“Grandchildren.”
“They're your grandchildren?”
“Ignore her, Hermann.” Dr G abandoned his chair.
“Was that artificial insemination? I don't understand.”
“Get out.”
“Is this Frieda Schoenhofer, Gert?”
“Yes, it is, unfortunately.”
“It? I'm not an it.”

“No. You're not a girl either. I remember. You're a persistent irritation.”
“I helped you.”
“You did nothing of the sort.” He tried to close the door in my face. “Kindly get out of my
office.”
“We're not even in your office. Please, thirty seconds of your time, out here in the corridor if
you prefer us not to upset Hermann. Thirty seconds, please, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
He surrendered. I don't know why. Maybe he thought a prolonged argument would last
longer than a thirty second hearing. “Thirty seconds. Count them, Hermann.” He stepped out of his
office and closed the door.
“Will he be all right on his own?”
“What do you want, Frieda?”
“An explanation about, I don't know, multiple universes, parallel dimensions, superpositions,
collapse of superpositions.”
“In thirty seconds?”
“I know it's a tall order. I've seen something and it terrified me. It still terrifies me.”
“Well visit a therapist. I can't help you.”
“I've just come from a therapist. What I saw was another world occupying the same space as
Bamberg.” Dr G raised his heels and crossed his arms. “I looked at myself and it was difficult to
comprehend, but I seemed to be extended in every direction. Remember when Virginia told me I
was a three dimensional shadow. My four dimensional form lived in that alternative world.”
“You're trying to tell me there's a four dimensional version of you in an alternative
Bamberg.”
“It wasn't Bamberg, Dr Hoenenbacker.”
“You just said it was.”
“No, I was in Bamberg, but the place I saw was hell.”
He straddled the line between exasperation and rage, giving no indication what his next
words might be. I think our thirty seconds were up.
“What do you want me to say, Frieda?”
“An explanation about dimensions, about where things exist, like Schroedinger's Cat living
in two states at the same time.”
“It doesn't. Schroedinger was trying to prove that quantum mechanics couldn't have its cake
and eat it. If something exists in two states at the same time it contradicts its own existence.
Schroedinger's error was to overlook the fact that his experiment used a quantum principle within a
classical context, which is why his thought experiment could not prove conclusively that objects at
the micro level can exists in two opposing states at the same time.”
I was happy to let him talk and the thirty seconds became a minute and then two minutes
and then five minutes and then Hermann appeared and joined in (he was a quantum physicist too),
and a flurry of new words came and went: Hermitian matrix, kinematics, state vectors, eigenvalues.
“Come in here.” He led me back into his office and to a whiteboard where he made me stand
like a disobedient student. Dr G stood to the right, Hermann to the left, each of them armed with a
very intelligent marker pen.
The equation they wrote filled the board, more legible than Levran's handwriting, but
equally opaque. Dr G used the equation to tell me about an experiment involving a Beryllium atom.
“It displayed clockwise and anti-clockwise rotation simultaneously.”
“Okay. I'm with you so far.”
“Are you? None of this means there's a vampire version of you living in another dimension.”
“Doesn't it?”
“There has to be a pure state.”
Hermann agreed.
“A pure state.”
Dr G prodded the whiteboard with his pen. “There can't be a pure state if the clockwise and
anti-clockwise current states are existing and observable. I showed you that on the board.” He

stabbed the equation again.
“Where? There?”
“There, yes.”
“Of course there's decoherence,” said Hermann.
Dr G twisted his neck. “Well, yes and no, Hermann. I always thought Everett devised that
theory to prohibit entanglement at the classical level, not allow it.”
Hermann wavered. “Others don't interpret it that way.”
“I know, but let's not make the same mistake as Copenhagen.”
“Is decoherence on the board, Dr G?”
“No.”
“Okay. This pure state, is that at the micro level?”
“Yes. At the classical level there are too many external influences on the object. You cannot
say it exists in two states because other factors may be influencing the observation. It has to be a
pure state such as,” marker on whiteboard again, “a Beryllium atom supercooled in a vacuum. . . .”
Hermann waited for me to comprehend. Like Jennifer's hidden hell, Hermann's socks were
concealed somewhere behind the lower reaches of his trousers.
“Are you happy now, Frieda?” said Dr G. How could I say no?
“Yes.”
“No, you're not.”
I fell into his chair.
“What is wrong with you?”
Hermann did the decent thing and brought me a glass of water. I gulped it down.
“I'm sorry about all this, Hermann.” Dr G escorted his colleague to the door. In a low voice
he suggested I was mad. A bad influence. Hermann understood and left.
“Dr Hoenenbacker, Virginia is working with Jennifer Enzo.”
“Yes. I know that.”
“It was Jennifer who revealed the vision of hell to me. I don't think she can influence what I
see, but I'm presuming what she created was real. There's another world, the next dimension up,
that's why we can't see it, but I'm in that dimension. The four dimensional version of me.”
“Stop there.” He settled himself behind his desk. “You wouldn't be able to see a four
dimensional version of yourself.”
“Unless it was the four dimensional version looking at myself.”
“True, true. Very well, let's assume it was you. What you're describing is some kind of
multiverse.” He rested his head on the back of his chair and groaned. “Created by Jennifer Enzo
who probably knows you're here.”
“Has she ever visited you, Dr Hoenenbacker?”
“No. I don't think so. Only you.”
“Has Virginia contacted you?”
“No. Probably for the best, I suppose. Look, Frieda, I can't explain your vision, not in
scientific terms, but I can't dismiss it either. It's on too large a scale to be plausible, but our
knowledge is limited. The fact that you are here without a train ticket, along with everything else. . .
.”
“Jennifer Enzo says hell is here, all around us. She doesn't know where heaven is, but hell is
behind the facade, behind the solidity. I'm in there, Dr Hoenenbacker, and I want to get out.”
“You want to get out of hell. Then you shouldn't have murdered people in the first place,
should you?”
“I haven't murdered anyone.”
“And how do you propose to extract yourself from the Devil's kitchen?”
“By bringing myself back to life.”
“We're back to all that, are we?”
“I'm close to understanding it.”
“Didn't Maurice help you? You seemed to have helped him. I tried some of his beer a few

weeks ago. He's finally found a way of not making it taste like wood varnish.”
“His father's recipe apparently. He thought I was mad too.”
“He thinks everyone's mad.”
“So you can't help?”
He threw his hands out. “I'm at a total loss. What am I supposed to say when you just turn
up asking for a lesson in multiverse extrapolation?”
The whiteboard suggested the conversation had been quite comprehensive, albeit futile in
the end. “Go. Just go. Let me think about it, but God knows why. Just go.” He shooed me out of his
office. “And don't knock on the door after I close it.”
I was tempted. So tempted.

17
Christmas hurtled towards us in its characteristically manic way, preoccupying my mother,
infuriating my father and presenting a trivial distraction I could do without. But it did solve one
problem for me: a joint present to my parents in the form of a revised family tree.
My own brief internet search had thrown up one curious detail: a woman executed during
the Bamberg witch trials was called Flock, my mother's maiden name. My challenge for Norbert
Grout was to trace my mother's line back from the present day, trace Flock's descendants from the
1600s and see if the two lines came close to joining up.
“It's a fascinating idea, Frieda,” said Grout leading me to a gloomy study at the back of a
sprawling ancient house. Grout's clothes matched the faded stone and timber textures of his rooms
and corridors as if the builders had dressed him. A living feature of his own décor. If he stood still
he'd make a perfect ornament. “The problem as I see it is that Frau Flock had a daughter and
daughters have a habit of disappearing in the details. Their names don't follow down the lineage. Do
you see what I mean?” His woolly hair seemed to stand on end when he asked questions.
“Patriarchy. The woman takes the husband's name.”
“Yes, so you can follow a line through births and marriages, but are we confident it's a direct
ancestral connection. Look, I'll show you.” With bony crooked fingers he pulled a collection of flat
hand-written family trees from an old map drawer. “This is my current conundrum.”
At the bottom of the sheet, underlined with a red pen, the name Franz Walther Jan Henkel.
His wife, Thomasina Helene, and three children, Jan, Paul and Dominique. “She was conceived in
Nice or something.” Grout waved the name away and ran his finger up the sheet until he arrived at
another underlined entry. Georges Franz Hubert Henkel. “A cad,” said Grout poking GFH's
surname. “God knows how many times he got married.”
“Philanderer?”
“Of the highest order. Here, take a look at this.” The sheet underneath the Henkel's family
tree contained another family tree: the Humperdincks. Grout picked out a single name towards the
top of the sheet. “George Franz Hubert Henkel.”
“How did the same man become a Humperdinck?”
“Him and her.” Several centimetres later, GFH's great great grand-daughter, Ilsa Bernadotte
married Simon Wolfgang Franz Humperdinck. “And off it went.”
“Mesmerising. Families morphing from one to the other.”
“Yes. Normally it wouldn't be a problem.” Grout placed the two sheets side by side. “But the
latest Humperdincks are trying to claim the estate left by Henkel to his three children. Florenz
Humperdinck says that George Franz Hubert's marriage that led to the Humperdincks came before
the marriage that led to the current crop of Henkels and therefore the lineage from the first marriage
should inherit the estate. I'm not so sure, but all I can do is find the evidence for who married whom
and who they begot and who the begotten went on to beget.”
“I see. Sounds like the Old Testament.”
“It's more complicated than the Old Testament. No one's trying to claim they own the
Garden of Eden. These two families are like Mafia clans with me in the middle. Mind you,” he
poked the side of his nose with his bony index finger, “it's all income for me. Their lawyers are
determined to outdo each other. This could go on for a while yet.”
“Lucky you.”
With a great flourish and noisy opening of the map drawer he moved the Henkels and
Humperdincks and stood in front of an empty table. “And you, Frieda Schoenhofer-Flock. You
think your mother's family go back to the Bamberg witch trials?”
“I don't think that. I don't know. That's what I want you to find out. Do your searching and
see if there's a connection. Unless you're too busy with this lot.”
“No, no. There's a hiatus. They've all had the latest information. I need to wait for the next
instruction which might be Herr Grout please submit your invoice. Would you like a drink, Frieda?
I have a '76 Schloss Vollrads waiting to release its fruity exuberence.”

“I'm allergic to wine, sorry.”
“Allergic to wine? What a tragedy. Tea, coffee?” He read my expressions and carried on.
“Water? An empty glass?”
“I'm fine, thank you. I'd like to know how you'd carry out the research.”
“Okay. Well, I can take you there if you have the time. The Cathedral archives is a good
place to start for the more ancient local records. They were an inquisitive lot in the 1600s.” He
ambled away mumbling. “Suppose that's why they were called the Inquisition.”
On our way out Grout pulled on a tweed jacket and snatched a bunch of car keys off a
Buddhist figurine next to his front door. Before he got to the garage door his phone rang. “Grout . . .
yes . . . fine thank you . . . I'm about to embark on a pleasing little search with a new client . . .
What?” He stepped away thinking he was out of range, but I could still hear him. “Another one?
Where have they come from?” He paced in a small circle listening to some long convoluted detail
before saying, “I'll get onto it . . . Leave that to me, it won't be a problem.”
After saying goodbye he gnawed the end of his phone. “Problem, Herr Grout?”
“Mmm. I was expecting the call. They gave me the impression there was something wrong.
Now they've confirmed my suspicions.”
“Let me guess. The Humperdincks are imposters?”
“No.”
“The Henkels are imposters?”
“No. The Jungens.”
“Jungens?”
Grout's automatic garage door crinkled open. “I'm at a loss.” He disappeared into the garage
and reappeared in a car so old I expected steam to come billowing out the back. “Jump in. I need to
make an urgent call.”
The last time I was shaken so vigorously was when I fell down a flight of stairs in a hotel in
Gelesenkirchen. I had to shout above the rattling of the engine. “How old is this car, Herr Grout?”
“It's a 1947 Panhard Dyna 100. It has an aluminium body. Not much steel around in those
days.”
“And no suspension components either.” Grout laughed and threw the car down the road,
snaking ahead of a growing line of irate drivers. “Now I know what causes all the congestion in
Bamberg.”
When we arrived at our destination, the gravelled forecourt of a small castle, I had to sit for
a moment and allow the world to stop vibrating. Grout offered his hand like a gentleman chauffeur
and I hopped off the running board, my legs still unsteady. “Does it have solid tyres?”
He dashed away to the ornamental portcullis and rang a bell. “They're in a state,” he said.
“The Jungens are very wealthy, ex-banking family, not to be messed about. And the Henkels need to
worry about taxes on the assets being inherited. They're in no mood to start taking on a second
family.” The door opened. A very tall man look relieved to see Grout and delighted to see me.
“Norbert, come in, come in. Hello.” He flattened his hair and bowed to me. “You are?”
“Jan, this is Frau Schoenhofer, a client of mine. We were off to the Cathedral, but made a
detour here. I hope you don't mind.”
“Absolutely not.” Jan took my hand and kissed the tips of my fingers. “Come in from the
cold, Frau Schoenhofer. Your delicate fingertips need warming by the fire.”
“Oh I say, real charmer, aren't you, Jan.”
“Are you English, Frau Schoenhofer?”
“No. Born in Bamberg.”
“A local girl?”
“I'm not a girl.”
The castle was older than Grout's house, probably not as old as his car, but some of the
ironwork hanging from the ceilings and extruding from the walls suggested some ancient
ironworker had been kept busy for most of his life. In the grand hall, a display of swords and other
hand held weaponry adorned the wall like an enormous metallic flower petal.

Grout gave me a running commentary as we travelled through room after room. “The
weapons you saw back there are part of one of the largest private collections of 17th Century
armoury. It's a very valuable asset and goes with the estate.”
“How much do you think it's all worth?”
“I think I once heard someone mention twenty-five to thirty million euros for the lot. There
are other properties on this estate, land all over Franconia and a property in Brittany. It might be
worth more than that. Of course none of that includes-”
The terrible howl of a woman's grief hit us when Grout entered the last room of our journey,
a long gallery with two people sat in chairs at one end. On the wall the furious portrait of a man
surrounded by dogs glared down on them both.
“Herr Grout, as if things aren't bad enough. Who are the Jungens?” The howling woman
settled back into her chair and accepted another glass of brandy.
“I don't know yet, Dominique.”
Jan Henkel stood next to a man similar in age and build and facial features. “We could shoot
them,” he said, “arrange a hit. Do you know any assassins, Frau Schoenhofer?”
I forced a smile and wanted to say something pithy, but the subject had stopped being funny
about three months ago. “Unfortunately not. But I could make enquiries.”
“Well you have the right surname, Frau Schoenhofer. We heard about that girl being killed in
Rotterdam. Not related are you?”
The smiles were getting harder to fake. “I'm sure Herr Grout could find a connection if he
looked.” We shared a strange glance and I realised the mistake my mother had made, revealing my
date of death to him. Grout must have known who I was if Jan Henkel didn't.
“Yes, well Herr Grout will have his work cut out finding out who the Jungens are.”
The man I assumed to be Paul Henkel invited us to sit down and conjured up two small
glasses of whisky. “Sorry, Frau Schoenhofer, I presumed the whisky would warm you up. You
emanated an incredible chill when you walked in. The Decembers are so unforgiving these days.”
I turned to Grout and said, “Are the Decembers claiming the estate too?”
“Who? Oh. Yes. No, Frieda, this is no laughing matter.”
“I'm sorry.”
“”No need to apologise,” said Henkel P who bowed sideways!
Grout explained his methodology and an approximate time scale. Henkel J added up the
numbers in his head, but Dominique reached a conclusion before him. “Whatever it takes, Norbert.
We can't tolerate this.”
“How did the Jungens turn up?” said Grout.
“The Humperdincks couldn't keep their mouths shut,” said Henkel P standing upright again.
“Every function, every event and gathering, they're spreading poison about us and the inheritance,
as if our father's death wasn't traumatic enough, we risk being turned out into the streets.”
“I take it the Jungens have put a team of lawyers on the case.”
“Family law specialists, land management specialists, financial inheritance specialists,
historical researchers, their own team, a team Herr Grout, of genealogists. There's even a rumour
they have connections to Merkel.”
“They pose a threat to the Humperdincks,” I said.
“How do you know about the Humperdincks?” said Dominique.
“I briefed her,” said Grout. “Frieda is interested in tracing her own family tree. She thinks,”
he stopped himself. “I'm sorry, I suppose it's private.”
“You have to stop them, Norbert,” said Dominique. “Either head off the Humperdincks or
stop the Jungens. Either way we can only take on one family at a time.”
“I can only find evidence for births, deaths and marriages, Dominique. It's up to your lawyer
to use that evidence to refute external claims.”
“Yes, yes, you've said.”
Henkel J stepped forward. “Frau Schoenhofer would you be interested in seeing a
Caravaggio?”

“A what?”
“Caravaggio. It's one of the few paintings by him in private hands.”
“Okay.” Everyone in Grout's world was a gentleman determined to help me out of chairs by
the hand. Henkel P watched us go with a jealous lick of the lips.
“Is it a long walk, Herr Henkel?”
“No. Please call me Jan. Herr Henkel is so . . . stuffy.”
True to his word Henkel J arrived at a drawing room and decelerated to allow me to
approach the Caravaggio on my own. “It's extraordinary. The way the figures are illuminated.”
Closer inspection revealed heavy layers of white paint and varnish.
“He perfected the technique, Frau Schoenhofer.”
“Frieda.”
“Frieda. His style became very important and influential.”
In the painting a woman and a man sat over a child, a baby. Three other figures standing
around them suggested the scene was a Nativity. Gliding over the lot of them an angel with light
streaming down his arm towards the infant Jesus. “It must be very old, Jan. Does it come with the
estate?”
“Of course. It's probably worth more than the rest of the estate combined.” Henkel J stroked
the lower corner of the frame. “1609, Frieda. Priceless. It must never leave this family.” Then he
spun towards me. “You and Caravaggio have a lot in common.”
“Do we?” I didn't like the sound of this.
“He was also on the run for murder.”
“Really. I'm surprised he found the time to paint.”
From the picture frame to my arm, his wandering fingers stroked the folds in my leather
jacket. “Don't worry, your secret is safe with me.”
“Yes, I know. And maybe one day I'll reveal one or two other secrets.”
We were interrupted by a polite cough and Henkel P creeping into the room. “Is this wise,
Jan?”
“What?”
“Showing the painting to strangers. My apologies, Frau Schoenhofer, but we've only known
you a few minutes.”
“Is there something wrong with it?” I said.
The brothers checked each other before answering. “No,” said Henkel J.
“No,” said his brother. “A painting as valuable as this, you don't go broadcasting it. Frau
Schoenhofer, I believe Norbert is ready to leave. He's been briefed, we'll confirm his commission by
email.”
“The Jungens?”
“Yes. Who are they? Where do they come from? How is the Jungen line connected to us?”
We returned to the long gallery, a subtle cross-examination as we went. How is Grout
helping me? What do I hope to find? Why do I want a family tree? “So many people see these
things as a novelty, Frieda,” said Henkel J, “but a family tree is a valuable historical record with the
potential to become an important legal document. They're not playthings.”
“My mother paid for one, but then tore it up following an argument.” The brothers'
eyebrows lifted in tandem. “So, this is an opportunity to replace it and extend the search to my
mother's side of the family.”
“And her name is?” said Henkel P.
“Caravaggio, would you believe.”
Their astonishment alerted Dominique in the long gallery.
“I'm only joking. It isn't Caravaggio.”
“Caravaggio,” said Dominique. “What have you done?” She aimed an accusing stare at her
brothers.
“I showed Frieda the painting-”
“You did what? And she's a descendant?”

“No, no. I was joking.”
“It's not funny.”
“Sorry.”
“What is your mother's name?” said Henkel P.
Grout and I left the castle quicker than we came in, almost dragged to the entrance by
Henkel J whose stern face only changed when he said goodbye. Before Grout's car had another
chance to shake us to bits he said, “Did you really have to tell them her name was Rumpelstiltskin?”
“A little humour never hurt anyone.”
“Frieda, in 1975 a man in England died laughing.” He expanded on the information and
during the journey back to Grout's house I discovered he was a collector of trivial facts, some of
which bordered on the unbelievable. “It's not anecdotal, it's true.” He said at the end of another
contentious fact. He swung the car into his driveway. “A man walking past a demolition site was
killed after being hit by a one kilogramme lump of flying mud.”
I had no response, no facts to counter his anecdotes and it was a relief to get back to his
study and watch him lay out the sheets on his table and interrogate the family trees. “What were you
up to, Henkel? How many bastards did you spawn? I'll have to start again.” He switched on his
computer, pulled up a chair for me and flicked through a digital collection of his research findings:
graphs waiting to be populated with names, scans of ancient records, folders with esoteric titles like
'grave deeds 1801-1901.' He zoomed in on the Henkel family tree and clicked on Franz Walther Jan.
An array of links and sources opened up on a second monitor.
“It all looks very advanced.”
“Genealogy in the 21st Century. When I first started in this game it was all paper records,
writing for permission and visiting in person districts and dioceses. It was very difficult. I still do all
that, but because I like travelling. Now, see here. George Franz Hubert would have married in the
years 1699 to 1753. He was born in 1685, so we can assume he wouldn't have been allowed to
marry until after he was fourteen years of age. He could have married younger, but that would have
been exceptional. He wasn't a royal prince. He lived in Upper Franconia all his life, so that limits
the number of sources we need to search for marriages in that time window. If he married on a
whim during a trip to Hamburg then we have a problem, but the two marriages we know about were
here in Franconia.”
The records of the marriages appeared on the two monitors side by side. 1719 to Hilda
Elzbeth. “She's the line to the current Henkels.” And then in 1722 to Oriela Bernadott. “And that is
the line to the Humperdincks. The problem is the Humperdincks say that date is wrong and are
trying to prove it, but I searched for four months and couldn't find any other dates to confirm the
marriages. If this was today there'd be the church records, social media announcements, registries,
all manner of places were the date can be corroborated, but back then it's tricky.”
“Have you come across a third marriage?” The proof seemed incontrovertible to me.
“No. Not in this part of the world. But the Jungens with their team of genealogists will have
the resources to search Germany. One record, one tiny entry in a book in Leipzig or Cologne that
says George Franz Hubert Henkel married Frieda Rumpelstiltskin in 1718 and the whole lot is up
for grabs.”
“I see. Will my family tree be this complicated?”
“You're asking to cover a large chunk of history, so it'll take a bit of time. The further we
move from the starting point, this woman in the witch trials, the wider the range of relatives . . . it
depends how many relatives you want to find.”
“Just the immediate line to my mother, I suppose.”
Grout hunched over his keyboard and typed the name Jungens into a search box. “Shouldn't
be too troublesome then,” he mumbled. He sat back and his face dropped when the search results
added up to twenty-four million entries.
“This could be a long night, Norbert.”
He groaned and checked his watch. “Yes. The Jungens can wait. I have a friend at the
Cathedral who'll make us coffee, oh, you don't drink, do you? Well, he can make me a coffee. Come

on, let's make a start on your distant relatives.”
“Are we going in your car?”
“Yes, why? What's wrong with my car? It's a bit old.”
We took his wife's car instead. A tiny new Toyota which was like a magic carpet compared
to Grout's bone shaker. His friend lived in a small house a short walk from the Cathedral and I was
surprised at how young he was, not much more than a boy. Uwe's eyes lit up when he met Grout
and couldn't wait to get us into the Cathedral. Uwe, a student of music, had access to an organ and
one or two other rooms and facilities.
“The Cathedral never really closes,” Uwe said. “God's house is available to all twenty-four
seven.”
Apparently no one had told God of this arrangement. Uwe needed a handful of keys to get
through four doors before we arrived at the archives. “I'll start the coffee machine, Norbert.”
“That's what I was waiting to hear.”
When Uwe was gone I whispered to Grout, “Can we keep my identity a secret for now?”
“Why?”
“When Jan Henkel found out my first name he knew straight away who I was. I don't want
so many people knowing.” Grout listened like a therapist, his calm silence provoking me to open
up. “What I did before things happened in Rotterdam, I'm not proud of them, Norbert. I have plans
to make amends. If the police wanted to, they could arrest me tomorrow, but the evidence won't
stand. The initiative is with me, but the time isn't right.”
“Your mother seems to think you died in Rotterdam. She became quite confused and
distressed when she was giving me the details.”
“The police in Rotterdam reported my murder, but they were wrong. It wasn't pretty,
Norbert, and it hurt, but I survived. Against the odds, I survived, but my mother and father were
called to a mortuary in Bamberg expecting to collect my body and instead they're told I've gone
missing. My father has dealt with it better than my mother. She needs more time.”
“Part of my work with clients involves absolute discretion.” Uwe came back with the
coffees. “No biscuits?”
“Oh, sorry, yes.” Off he went again.
“Don't worry about the Henkels,” said Grout leaning in. “That painting.”
“The Caravaggio?”
“Came into the family in the mid-1700s, but somehow it ended up in Palermo in Italy. It was
stolen from the Oratory of San Lorenzo in 1969 and never seen again. The Mafia were blamed,
but,” he twitched his head towards Uwe coming back with a plate full of biscuits. “One phone call
and you have them by the bazookas. Ah, good fellow. Now unlock the secrets of this machine, boy.”
“You play the organ, Uwe?” I said.
“Yes.” He settled himself at a computer and waited for it to start.
“Which one? Kidney, lung, heart?”
“Pardon?” The computer programmes opened up, blossoming with historical potential.
“What are we looking for, Norbert?”
“Flocks. Bamberg Flocks. Circa, witch trials, what dates would that be?”
“Witch trials?” Uwe looked nauseous.
“Yes, witch trials,” I said. “Hubble bubble toil and trouble, orchard fruit and harvest stubble,
get your cauldron nice and hot, then boil your brother in the pot.”
“A date please,” said Grout.
“1626 to 1631.”
“Thank you.”
Uwe dashed off a line of text. I expected him to perform a search similar to the one Grout
tried in his study, but Uwe wasn't here for that. “He's a programmer,” Grout said winking at Uwe.
“Search engines only do so much. Uwe writes little scripts that make the whole thing a lot easier.”
“Keywords,” said Uwe. “Put them in strings and the search can focus more directly on what
you want. If you're looking for something specific. Keywords, Norbert.”

“Yes, er, Bamberg, witch trials, Flock, 1626 1631.”
“Do you play the organ as quickly as you type?” I asked.
“No.”
“No, okay.”
“Man of few words, aren't you, Uwe?”
Uwe stuffed a biscuit in his mouth and smacked the enter key on his keyboard. Within a
couple of seconds several text entries lined up on his monitor. Uwe shivered when I leaned across
him. “Sorry. What does it say? Dorothea Flock, born 1608. Look at that, it has the exact day she
died. 17th of May 1630. Twenty-two years old.”
Younger than me, murdered by mass hysteria, a young woman engulfed by a social
apocalypse. She never stood a chance.
“Does it say any more?” Uwe clicked the link and turned the screen to face me. “Born in
Nuremberg. Married, George Heinrich Hoffmann. She was pregnant. They executed her when she
was pregnant. . . .” I read on. They didn't. She gave birth to a baby shortly before they took her
away. Burned alive.
“Didn't mess about, did they?” said Uwe. “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.”
“Uwe, shut up.”
“Sorry. But it is a sin against God.”
“What is?”
“Witchcraft.”
“Look at me when you say that.”
“Frieda.” Grout held up his hand to ease me back into my chair. “Please, sit down. Uwe, can
you go and adjust your organ stops or something.”
The boy took the opportunity to get away from me and my growing malevolence.
“You have to allow for his beliefs and his age.”
“He's not a child. That could be a relative of mine and even if it isn't it's still barbaric what
they did to her.”
“Yes, I'm not disputing that.”
“Look.” I pointed out another detail in the text. “The Hoffmann Friendship. Her husband set
up a group to stop more witch trials taking place. They could be connected to a coven network that
still exists.”
“I don't know about that.”
“Dying of laughter and being killed by flying mud and you don't know about the
Malandanti?”
“I've heard that name, yes.”
“That's Interpol's name for them. The covens never refer to themselves as Malandanti, but
they're still out there. This murder in 1630 is still fresh in the mind for a lot of people. It still causes
trouble today. Trust me, I know these people.”
Grout held up his hands in surrender. “Frieda, I'm not your enemy.”
“No. You're not, I'm sorry, Norbert. I have a very short temper these days.” A deep breath
helped. “Is this a start, can you make use of this information?”
“Yes. The fact that she came from a relatively wealthy background means there should be
lots of information.”
“Good.”
“Let me make some notes. Perhaps you owe Uwe an apology. He's a good kid, he helps me a
lot.”
Like one of Caravaggio's paintings Grout worked in the sharp light of his computer monitor,
noting key dates and names and other bits of supplementary trivia. I heard the sound of an organ
and followed it to a large room at the end of an unlit corridor. Uwe played several wrong notes
when I walked in.
“I've come to apologise,” I said.
“No worries. You scared me.”

“I didn't mean to.” Perhaps if I had walked a little quicker he wouldn't have stared at me
with the immense look of dread on his face. His shoulders stiffened the closer I got until he was
almost squirming when I stood next to him at the organ. “I can't play an instrument.”
“You have to practice.”
“Is that middle C?”
“Yes.” He studied my finger depressing the solitary note.
“How long have you been playing?”
After a few seconds of swallowing he said, “About ten years.”
“And how old are you now?”
“About twenty.”
“About twenty?”
“Twenty. I'll be twenty-one in February.”
“Almost the same age as Dorothea when she was burned alive for witchcraft.”
“Yes.”
“Not a nice way to go, Uwe.”
“No.”
“Especially when they torture you beforehand.”
“Yes. I mean, no.”
“They use red hot pincers to tear the flesh away from the bone.”
“Do they?”
“Are you a Catholic, Uwe?”
“Yes.”
“And do you really believe we shouldn't suffer a witch to live?”
“No, no, course not.”
“Good.” By now he must have realised the woman with the cold waxy yellow skin and
bloodshot eyes was no witch. “Witches are not the threat, Uwe.” He was an easy target, frozen to
his seat, unable to move, paralysed by terror. I bit through the throbbing vein in his neck and in
absolute silence helped myself to his blood until all anger subsided and a light-headed euphoria
forced my weight against him, pushing him back against the organ keyboard and releasing a
dissonant chord that rumbled down the corridors.
Later, when I found Grout he made his own way out and asked me about my impromptu
organ lesson. “Not very musical are you, Frieda?”
“Not really. I'm sure I'll get the hang of it with practice.”
“You'll need a lot of practice. I bet they heard that bum note in Vienna.”
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Worried by Virginia's digital omnipresence I sat in my attic one day working out how to establish a
network of safe havens, places around Germany that she would never suspect me of visiting, and
creating a matrix of bank accounts that would confuse any surveillance no matter how extensive it
might be. I found rooms owned by landlords happy to be paid in cash. Set up shell companies in
Frankfurt, Wiesbaden, Mittweida and Bielefeld and then opened basic savings accounts in small
regional banks. It wasn't the money, that all moved electronically and couldn't be hidden, it was
another facility I wanted.
Grout had made inroads to my family tree, tracing my mother's line back to 1786. “I could
go further, but from the late 1700s it gets tricky and you start to need corroboration from other
sources.”
He could have carried on, but the situation with the Henkel-Humperdinck-Jungen triangle
had turned critical. Grout had received a phone call in the middle of the night by someone claiming
to represent the Jungens. “Ten o'clock is not the middle of the night, Norbert,” I said, my voice
shaking as his prehistoric Panhard stumbled along a silky smooth autobahn.
“I try to get to bed early. I work better before breakfast. You know what I mean?”
He parked at a service station near Merkendorf, a village that would normally be a short
easy hop in a decent car. In the blare of traffic and smoky articulated lorries heading off for Plzen
Grout was invited into the service centre restaurant for a conversation with a man who introduced
himself as Leon. I tagged along in the role of Grout's paralegal. “It's all getting a little fraught,” he
explained, “when the lawyers start fighting I prefer to keep my head down.”
We were served coffee and cold cuts and I pretended to eat and drink using a simple spell to
make everything disappear once it was inside my mouth. “I need to be brought into the picture,
Norbert,” said Leon studying the curious way I ate. (I kept forgetting to swallow.) “What's all this
nonsense about a claim on the Henkel estate?”
“Nonsense. It isn't nonsense. A lot of money is at stake. The claim was made very recently.
The Jungen family think there's a marriage in the early 1700s that predates two later marriages.”
“The 1700s, that's ancient history.”
“Norbert's car comes from the same period,” I said. No one laughed.
“I've spoken to Michael Jungen, he knows nothing about a claim.”
Norbert swung a slice of salami around on his fork. “Must be someone else, another relative.
Does Michael have any brothers or sisters?”
“You're the genealogist, you tell me.”
“I haven't been researching their modern family, Leon. Dominique Henkel has only asked
me to look at George Henkel's marriages, but I've only found evidence for two in Upper Franconia.
Where do the Jungens originate from? What region?”
“I don't know.”
“Do they have any banks outside Franconia?”
“Not that I know of.”
“We can't help each other, Leon, if neither of us knows anything.”
“If Michael Jungens knew anything he would have told me. The family is quite normal, no
rifts or internal disputes. They all talk to each other.” Leon didn't have a big appetite and shoved his
filled plate in my direction. “What's really going on, Norbert?”
“Now you're worrying me.”
“This claim on the estate, why would the Henkels make it up?”
“They haven't made it up. Look, I'll pass on this conversation, find out who has made the
claim, who they made it to. Their lawyer would be the first point of contact, isn't that correct,
Frieda?”
“Yes.”
Leon waited for more.
“Yes. Their lawyer would be the first point of contact.”

Leon left us. We watched him cross the car park until another floodlit articulated lorry
passed the window and I imagined Leon pinned to the front grill of it. “Well, that was weird,” I
said. “I came all this way to hear two men say I don't know, what do you know, I don't know, what
do you know?”
“What? Sorry, Frieda, I'm trying to think.” He couldn't decide whether to finish his meal and
kept lifting and dropping the salami on his fork. “It's like Kaspar Hauser.”
“Wasn't he an imposter?”
“What? Rubbish. He was in line to become the Duke of Baden.”
“Until a lump of mud killed him.”
“He was murdered. Anyway, this gets us nowhere. I need to go back to the Henkels, find out
who exactly is making this claim.”
One of the advantages of being a vampire is that I never suffered headaches. I'm sure I
would have had a raging migraine by the time we stuttered and stopped in the castle grounds.
Henkel J had agreed to meet Grout at short notice and after a bit of a hunt we found him in an
orangery. “It's all very perverse, Norbert, very perverse.” Henkel J couldn't sit down and prowled
amongst the vines like an urban fox. “I haven't even started on the recent developments.”
“One thing at a time.” Grout persuaded Henkel J to wait until the wine had been savoured.
“It's a simple question, Jan. Who made contact from the Jungens, do you know?”
“Their lawyer.”
“But I met their lawyer.”
“You think it was their lawyer,” I said.
“It was.”
“He didn't tell you his surname.”
“Prizka.”
I glanced at Henkel J. “I didn't hear the name Prizka.”
“I spoke to him on the phone before we met, Frieda.”
“Their lawyer contacted our lawyer,” said Henkel J. “Our lawyer didn't tell us the name of
their lawyer.”
“Well it can't have been Leon Prizka, because he knows nothing about it.”
“He says to you,” said Henkel J. He ran his hand down the vine and then cleaned his palm
on a tissue.
“To be honest, Jan, it's none of my business who spoke to whom. I do the research, not the
conveyancing.”
“And have you found anything?”
“Not yet. . . .”
“What are we paying you for?”
“Germany is a big country, Jan. A man can get married in a lot of places without being
found.”
“Maybe. Please devote all your resources to this, Norbert. You know the stakes. Something
wrong, Frieda?”
“No, nothing.”
“Please get onto it, call in some favours, ask your friends and associates in other regions.
You lot must talk to each other.”
“Yes, I'll do that.”
“My apologies, Frieda, but this matter must be resolved before Norbert can deal with your
family. I can compensate you.”
“That won't be necessary.”
“No, I insist.” Henkel J descended into the wicker chair next to me. “Whatever I can do to,
to . . . make things right.”
I tried not to grin. “The family tree was a Christmas present to my parents. They'll have
nothing to unwrap.”
He threw his head back. “I'll let you know tomorrow. Let me buy you lunch tomorrow.”

“I'm allergic to sunlight.” Grout coughed. “Porphyria.”
“Ah. I'm sorry.”
He knew who I was, perhaps he was a believer. I tested him. “Some people think I'm a
vampire, but it's nothing so exotic. Being attacked by Susan Bekker has its repercussions.”
“I'm sure it does.” He jumped up again. “Still, I wouldn't mind being attacked by Susan
Bekker. Those long legs of hers and the black shiny leather boots. Eh, Norbert?”
“Did you have something else to tell me, Jan?”
“Jesus, I almost forgot.” He rushed over to a table top used for potting up seedlings. “All this
talk of long legs and leather boots, here, take a look at this.” He handed Grout an envelope. “Read
that. It'll ruin your day. This is a joke, Norbert.”
After a long pause Grout tugged off his glasses. “It must be a joke. It can't be anything else.
Is the letter genuine, have you tested it?”
“Tested it? What, ask it to add up a sum?”
“The address, the contact name.”
“Yes. This evening.”
Grout held out his hand and offered the letter to me. “The Hoff-Krugers. It makes sense to
me.”
“Does it? How?”
Grout finished his wine.
“Everyone is related.” I said. “Can't we all trace our ancestors back to Charlemagne?”
“Yes. No. What has that got to do with it?”
“The Henkels, the Humperdincks, the Jungens and now the Hoff-Krugers. Ultimately,
they're all the same family.”
“Ignore her, Jan.”
“Let me make a suggestion.” Henkel J sat next to me again, but ignored my newlydiscovered porphyritic allure. “Can you gather together all the genealogists who operate at this
level. Not the amateurs, the proper lot like you. Pool your resources, even if they're working for the
other families. Work as one. It's in their interests as much as ours.”
“I'll try.”
“Don't try, Norbert. Do it. Make it happen.” I recognised Grout's hesitation. A classic
negotiating tactic. Henkel J fell for it. “Whatever it costs, send me the bill.” And that's when Grout
agreed.
After showing us out, Henkel J shut the portcullis door behind us without saying goodbye to
me. “You're quite a sharp businessman, Norbert, I have to say.”
“But it costs a fortune, Frieda, all this time chasing ghosts, and I know for a fact Henkel only
married twice. If I can corroborate the marriage dates, we can at least head off the Jungens. Or
confirm the Jungens dates if, God forbid, it comes to that.”
Inside the car I said, “All that money you could buy a Mercedes, Norbert.”
He patted the dashboard. It remained intact. “Nothing wrong with the old girl.”
“Nothing a new engine and drivetrain and suspension and wheels and soundproofing and
seats wouldn't put right.”
“It's exhilarating, it's life affirming, it makes you appreciate the comforts of home.” When he
indicated there was no flashing light. Instead, a tiny flag popped out of the bodywork. “It's
characterful.”
“This may sound like a silly question, but do all you genealogists use the same resources or
do you have your secret contacts?”
“No, we all use the same sources. Most of the research is births, deaths and marriages. Some
census reports for addresses and workplaces. The archives are national, but what we look at is
usually kept by the regional and local dioceses. Ecclesiastical records mainly. They're the same for
us all. But occasionally you need to look elsewhere to confirm a record. That's the mistake amateurs
make. They see the name Jan Schmidt and think there he is, great-uncle Jan. But there are thousands
of Jan Schmidts. You have to find another record to make sure it's the right Jan Schmidt you're

looking for. It's searching those other records where the real skill comes in. Anyone can search the
ecclesiastical archives in Bamberg.”
“Is that where Uwe helps you?”
“Yes. The lad's been a bit strange recently. That reminds me, your little chat with him the
other evening seems to have had an effect on him. He's very chilled out now, if you'll pardon the
expression. I think he might be pining for you.”
I didn't tell Grout I met Uwe the night before, took a little more from his vein, and would see
him again when the hunger began to build. “I seem to have this effect on men.”
“Yes. I thought Jan was going to jump on you until you told him you had porphyria. Is that
true?”
“I met a biologist who came to that conclusion. Sunlight does have an effect on me, but my
therapist seems to think it's psychosomatic. Do you think I'm a psycho, Norbert?”
“You must be to put up with this car you say you hate so much.”
We continued past Grout's house and parked again at the Cathedral close to Uwe's house.
His bedroom light was on and Uwe stood at the window where I found him the night before. Grout
honked the car horn and Uwe disappeared, reappearing at the front door. His eager greeting to
Norbert vanished when he looked at me. “Good evening, mistress.”
“Mistress?” Grout led Uwe to the Cathedral. “She's your mistress now?”
Without speaking, Uwe unlocked the doors and led us to the computers.
“It's a quick search, Uwe, no need for coffee. I need to introduce your mistress to someone
else. No doubt she'll bewitch him too. Can you find information on the Hoff-Kruger family.
Something to start us off.”
“Sure.” With me outside his peripheral vision, Uwe maintained his usual swiftness with the
archives.
“I like the scarf, Uwe,” said Grout. Uwe adjusted it, pulling the edge up to his jaw. “You
coming down with something? Don't pass it on to us.”
“Here we are.” He turned the screen towards Grout and avoided my eye contact.
“Hoff-Kruger.” Grout was interested in the various dates next to the names scrolling down
the screen. “Can you focus on Hoff-Kruger and Henkel, see if the two families share a common
ancestor?”
In his vision now, my presence lulled Uwe into a slower more robotic performance. He
tapped and tinkered with the keyboard, writing a short script before pressing enter. The list of names
reduced to half a screen.
“There we are, look at that one.” Grout pointed at an entry.
Beatrice Janette Henkel m-Olaf Ludwig Tomas Rheinhard Hoff-Kruger
“Can you trace that Beatrice back, Uwe? See if she collides with our own George Franz.”
Uwe found a USB drive in his rucksack, plugged it in to the computer and copied a prewritten script. Beatrice Janette Henkel's ascendants hurtled past George Franz's line of the family by
several second cousins, or twice removed relatives, whatever they were.
“Are they related?” I said.
Grout mumbled. “Not really. There's no direct line so no inheritance would come down to
her from George Franz. She's not a blood relative.”
I leaned towards the family tree on the screen and felt Uwe's body push back against mine,
the side of his head brushing my cheek. “What about her?” A woman named Kristina married a man
named Georges within five years of George Franz marrying his first wife Hilda. “What if he was a
bigamist?”
“No. It doesn't work like that. It's another conundrum. Still, we know the two family names
have connections.”
The script Uwe used impressed me. “Can anyone use that script or is it exclusively yours,
Uwe?”

“Norbert gave it to me, mistress.”
Grout sniggered. “You give me too much credit, Uwe. Frieda, shall we go to meet my other
useful contact? We can go in my wife's car if you prefer.”
“Okay. But if it's your Henkel business you don't have to drag me around everywhere.”
“No, this is your family. He knows a lot about the witch trials. He could find that
corroborating evidence I spoke about.”
We were getting somewhere. All this confusion over the Henkel-Humperdinck-Jungen-HoffKruger business was passing out of my sphere of interest. Convinced there was something peculiar
going on behind the scenes I decided to let him get on with it on his own. Uwe watched me go with
the longing of an abandoned puppy and outside I said to Grout, “You're right, he is a bit strange,
isn't he? No one's ever called me mistress before.”
“I'm sorry about this, Frieda. I would have worked on your commission, but this has come
out of nowhere.”
My attention had been distracted by a text message. The rattle of the car, the simulated pot
holes it managed to reproduce, the constant whine of engine noise, faded when I read the words.
Given your visions of hell a lot of thought and wondered if this might explain it.
Dr G had attached an image to his message, a painting.
“What is it?” said Grout. “Not another family.”
The rocking and vibration lulled me and I had a brief memory of sitting in a car after Susan
Bekker had torn my throat out; the passing clank of a train, its rhythmic rattle sending me into a
deep unconscious state.
Grout noticed the painting. “Is that Bosch?”
“The Temptation of St. Anthony. Triptych. The bitch. The bitch tricked me.”
“Who?”
“Jennifer Enzo. That's not possible.” The painting spoke to me twice, the first time
confirming Jennifer's revelation to be a painting and not hell, but the revelation itself was a mind
game that shouldn't have been possible. Witches could not be tricked this way; it wasn't a rule, that's
how it always was. The psychology. We all knew how it was done and how to avoid it. Jennifer
Enzo had broken down another barrier.
I replied to Dr G:
Thank you, the image explains a lot. Maybe Virginia has taught Enzo how to control minds
Dr G replied straight away.
Please put a stop to these people
I was ready to reply again, but remembered the messages would be passing through
Virginia's array of filters and keyword harvesters. She'd trace the locations, but then she already
knew where Dr G's office was and mine too. She knew everything. Jennifer knew everything and
one of them had that demon follow me wherever I went. All three of them could get inside my
mind.
“Problem?” said Grout.
“Yes and no. As one puzzle is solved, three more take its place.”
More puzzles could have been added to the list, but whatever Grout and Uwe were up to was
no concern of mine. And I was weary of trying to make conversation over the sound of the
Panhard's belligerent engine and rattling aluminium panels. Grout's friend lived within the historic
core of Bamberg in a house squeezed until it was barely wide enough for a single column of
windows.
His name was Bertie, Grout didn't bother to embellish it with a surname, and he was a

historian. “He's your man for the witch trials,” said Grout.
Bertie took us through to his back garden lapped by the Reignitz and visited by a couple of
moonlight swans. “They come for supper.” Bertie threw some stale bits of croissant at the birds,
almost hitting one in the eye.
“I hope you two don't mind, but I'd like to leave you alone. Bertie can deal with the
information from here, I've briefed him on our research, Frieda. Bertie, beware. Frieda has a
beguiling effect on young men.”
“I'll be all right then.” Bertie was as old as Grout's Panhard.
“Yes, quite.”
Alone with old Bertie I asked him how long he had known Grout. “A long time. He's been in
the game for as long as I can remember. We graduated within two years of each other.”
“Same subject?”
“No. Mine was economics. His was art history.”
“From money to the witch trials, that's quite a leap.”
Bertie's cat thought about joining us, but one look at me convinced it to go outside.
“The witch trials were bad for business, unless you supplied wood for the pyres and even
those suppliers stopped supplying eventually. Everyone thought they were next. And the Swedes
were coming.”
“Swedes?”
“Thirty Years War, Frieda. The trials would have gone on for a lot longer, but greater forces
combined. The Prince-Bishop who started it all cleared off to Austria.”
“Of the two of you I would have put Norbert down as the economist. He likes his money.”
“Yes. Won't be parted from it. Look at that car he crashes around in. Most people drive
things like that at the weekend. He drives his all the time.”
“Maybe his money goes on the repair bills.”
“Who knows. Man of mystery, but a very good historian. He'll find your ancestors, Frieda.
With a little help.”
“So how can you help, Bertie?”
Bertie's kitchen joined onto his tiny office. No map drawer, but he did have an old microfilm
viewer. It hummed when he turned it on. “East German,” he said. “Never break down, East German
things.” He was prepared for my visit, whizzing through various woodcuts and imprints of
witchcraft, layouts of the Malefitz haus in Bamberg, lists of names and addresses, registers of local
deaths. “Look at that. April 1622, two died of satanic curse. They believed any old bullshit in those
days. No wonder hysteria spread so quickly.” His search ended.
“Is that it?”
“No. Without knowing what you want exactly I can't begin searching. So, what is it you
want to know?”
“A good start would be the name of Dorothea's daughter. Dorothea Flock gave birth to a
daughter a few weeks before she was murdered. If we can find that name we have a start for the
family line.”
“Okay. Norbert should be able to find that in the ecclesiastical records here in Bamberg. If
she's not there we can search the Upper Franconian archives, but I think Norbert wants me to
corroborate what he finds in the births register and for that we need to look a little further. We can
start at the Stadtarchiv here, but a lot of key records for the trials are kept in Munich. It could take a
day or two for them to respond to a request. I suggested to Norbert we could go there in person, but
he tells me you have a condition that makes you allergic to sunlight.”
“Do they only open during the day?”
“To the public, yes. I could get written permission to go after hours, but the permission
might take longer than a simple request. It's up to you.”
“Let's ask for information then. Get as much as we can in one go.”
“I suggest you ask for the transcripts of the trials. If she gave evidence under torture that
might be a little distressing for you. There were a lot of representations made by her husband to

some very high authorities. We can ask for records of those communications. Dorothea's daughter
should be mentioned somewhere.”
“Yes. Her husband fought so hard for her. She was lucky to have someone alongside her like
that.”
“Didn't help though. Makes you wonder why they were so determined to kill her.”
“Do you think there was another reason?”
“A lot of the accusations were malicious, grudges and revenge, pay backs. Someone must
have had it in for her or her husband. Maybe the records will shed some light on that, but they
seemed to go to a lot of trouble to kill her. Another possibility is that they resented outside intrusion.
The Hofrat telling them how to conduct their local trials. Still, we have a lot to begin with. I can
make an application tonight, it's all online, and I can notify you as soon as I get an answer. Is
good?”
“Is good. Good.”
“A thought has just occurred to me.”
“What?”
“Norbert has driven away. You'll need a taxi to get home now.”
“I can walk. I like to walk at night.”
“Is it safe?”
“Don't worry, Bertie. I can take care of myself.”
He walked me to the end of the street and watched me until I was out of sight. Muggers
were not the problem. (Several unsolved murders in the last six months were testament to that!) I
had other predators. Passing along Am Kranen I reassured myself that Bamberg wasn't sitting on a
portal of hell and Jennifer's trick with the painting directed me back towards the mystery of the
Caravaggio. The theft intrigued me now, and its unwitting centre of attention suggested there was
more to the clamour of families trying to get their hands on the Henkel estate. Maybe they were
trying to get their hands on the painting.
It may have been well beyond Grout's bedtime, but I was wide awake and bored. A light was
on in his hallway, suggesting some intrigue taking place. I took a detour, entered the house and
remaining unseen found Grout in his study. He was half way through an irate phone call, the voice
at the other end unfamiliar. Standing close caused Grout to shiver with such force he covered the
mouthpiece of the phone and slipped away from his table. Forcing himself into the far corner he
said, “One moment, Werner . . . I don't know, there's something not right, in the house. Werner, I
don't feel well, may I call you back in the morning?” I stood close enough to hear the other voice,
Grout detected my approaching chill and stayed several steps ahead of it.
“If you must, Norbert. Are you all right?”
“Yes, just a little nauseous, light headed, I've been on my feet all day.”
“There's no need to rush things. Perhaps you can spend some time with your other client.”
Grout's face stretched from forehead to chin, the tension drawing his mouth into a tight
narrow line. “Perhaps. I left her with Bertie earlier. I could meet up with them tomorrow.”
“What about the Lebendorfs. Do you want me to brief them-”
“No,” Grout called out. “No. It's fine. Werner, I'll go to bed now. I promise I'll ring first
thing tomorrow. I'll . . . you know what I mean.”
Werner held on, hoping for Grout's sudden illness to disappear, or waiting for more
reassurance that Grout was not about to die. He wasn't even close, but I saw his fear, I could smell it
evacuating his pores leaving a patchwork of damp stains across his shirt. He managed to put his
phone back on the hook and scurried upstairs.
Bizarre behaviour, behaviour that Uwe might have an explanation for. Once again he waited
at his window and I performed the usual dramatic entrance for him, levitating to his level and
greeting him with my widest smile. “Good Catholic boy, Uwe. The presence of demons holds no
fear for you, does it?” He shook his head. “May I come in?”
He opened the window, but it would have been an undignified struggle to get through it, so I
travelled through the walls arriving in the centre of his room in a modest flourish of eery smoke. (It

was these little details that added so much to the performance.) Uwe sat on the edge of his bed and
allowed me to push my stomach into his face. Caressing his head and twisting the long ponytail I
said to him, “A little favour for Frieda tonight.”
“Of course.”
“Your scripts. The ones you use to generate the family trees for Norbert.”
“Yes.”
“Show me. Show me now.” Tranquillised by my presence Uwe plodded to his computer
waiting on stand-by with a desktop image of Kate Beckinsale, her face framed by folders. “Is this
from Underworld, Uwe?”
“Yes.”
“It's nothing like reality.”
“How long will you stay, mistress?”
“I can't stay long tonight, but tomorrow night I'll make it up to you. I'll reward you with
something special, Uwe.”
He found the scripts and copied them to a USB stick.
“How do they work? To generate a family tree. Show me.”
The process was more simple than I expected. The hard work, the searching and compiling,
was contained in lines of the script I didn't need to edit. The parameters contained the mischief:
surnames, date ranges, locations. Uwe explained how I could generate my own family tree from a
few words and numbers. “It works with the archive database,” he said.
“At the Cathedral?”
“Yes.”
“What is Norbert up to? All these families turning up. Don't you think it's suspicious?”
“I don't know, mistress. He says if any more turn up they'll be forced to move the painting.”
“Painting? You know about the Caravaggio?”
He stared at me as if the name meant nothing. “Norbert is concerned the family will lose
everything that isn't attached to the ground. But he thinks some items can be saved.”
“Yes. Paintings, furniture.”
Uwe's face flashed with an idea. “They could hide them.”
“They could, but that would be wrong, Uwe. Good Catholic like you shouldn't entertain such
thoughts.”
“Yes, mistress. You will come back tomorrow?” He wrapped his arm around my hips and
again pushed his head into my stomach.
“Yes, yes, I said I would.” I wasn't lying. I had noticed a pattern in which my hunger levels
rose at times around a full moon. The bloodlust would come and go, increasing in intensity until I
was out every night feeding. Uwe was a convenient source, but he only had so much blood in him.
Tonight was more like a snack than a banquet and I left him dozy and satisfied, curled up on top of
the bedsheets, and his computer still turned on and vulnerable.
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When I slept during the day I would sometimes be woken by the phone ringing. Bertie wasn't aware
of my nocturnal lifestyle and I expected him to ring if any information came back from the
Stadtarchiv or Munich. Instead, Grout's voice piped up.
“Sorry to disturb you, Frieda. I've had a conversation with Jan Henkel and top and bottom of
it is he'd like to apologise to you for his abrupt behaviour when we last visited. He's asked me for
your contact details, but I said I'd have to speak to you first. Please call me or maybe we'll meet up
soon. It may be a little tricky for the next day or two. I'm sure Bertie will have enough information
to keep your research alive. I'll speak to you soon. Goodbye.”
My details. Apologise. I knew what Henkel J was up to. He wanted me as a substitute Susan
Bekker. Which wasn't entirely impossible. In fact, slumbering in the darkness gave my mind plenty
of space to hatch a little plan until someone came back to me with information into my family tree.
After the sun set, another gloomy night fell across Bamberg's rooftops and away to the west
Castle Henkel settled down. It was a modest building, hardly deserving the title castle, but one or
two castellated outlines offered the pretence of defensiveness. They needed it now, that and the
armoury hanging over creeping invaders. Miserable portrait suspects studied me with suspicion and
indignation, the phantom passing from room to room searching for one sleepy lover. Dominique
was well away, her eyes covered by an ornate mask, her nasal cavities producing a sound like two
balloons rubbing against each other.
Henkel J slept on the next floor in the largest bedroom dominated by a heavy four poster
bed. Cocooned by the sheets, he lay murmuring in a foetal position. A photograph of him and
another woman sat by the side of a clock on the bedside table. In the photo he had more hair and
was dressed for the summer of 1977. I blew across his face. He twitched and murmured a little
louder. The bedroom door opening woke him up. Unseen, I rocked it to and fro until bleary
curiosity forced him out of bed. Along the corridor I found a light switch. He stumbled towards it
and turned it off, but another light came on along the next corridor.
He followed the dancing lights down to the room with the Caravaggio and a midnight
surprise. Detecting the figure of a woman he turned on a floor lamp for a better look. The intense
light made him squint, but once he had adjusted to the brilliance found himself staring at a familiar
face.
“You?”
I had a habit of teasing Rob Wallet by transforming into Susan Bekker. It drove him mad
with desire and he wasn't the only man who coveted Susan's lean physique.
“What are you doing here? How did you get in?” He squinted at me as if he was searching
for something lost inside a hole; one careful footstep after another, head cocked to the side. When
he was close enough he reached out and prodded my shoulder. “You're real. What is this? Am I
dreaming? What a dream. It's so vivid.”
“Hello, Jan.”
He drew breath and stopped. “You know my name.”
“Of course.”
He poked me again. “This is incredible. I never had a dream like this.”
“That doesn't surprise me.”
“My God, you are more beautiful in the flesh than any image can reproduce. More beautiful,
Susan Bekker, you are unimaginably beautiful.” He stroked my face. “And so deathly cold. The
stories are correct. Oh, god please let this dream last.”
“I came to admire your painting.”
“Painting? The painting, yes. Please stay a while and look at it.”
I turned back to the Caravaggio and felt his hands outline my figure: shoulders, arms, waist,
a fingertip on each side tracing my jacket to the top of my hips. “You are magnificent, Susan.”
“Yes, I know.”
“Your long hair is so black, it has no reflection of the light and falls like a dark cascade.”

“Jan, you are such a poet.”
“Do you think so, Susan? I would love to write poetry with you. Your body is a magnificent
canvas.”
“You want to paint on it?”
“Oh yes, yes.”
“No, that was a question, not an invitation.”
“Oh, sorry. My imagination is running away with me. You are more amazing than I ever
thought.”
“You're married, aren't you?”
“Yes. But this is a dream, such things are irrelevant in dreams, Susan.”
“Does your wife know you seduce vampires in your dreams?”
“No. She doesn't believe in such things. And there are more pressing issues than my torrid
dreams.”
Without facing him I continued the conversation, grinning at each extraordinary
proclamation of lust. His heartbeat increased and the firmness of his hands on my body suggested
he was building up to something ecstatic. He needed calming down and the occasional question
stopped him exploding.
“How did you come by such an amazing painting? Is it by Rembrandt?”
“Rembrandt? No, this is Caravaggio. One of his finest works, lost for many years, but now
we have it back where it belongs. Like you, Susan, it is desired by so many.”
“Tell me about it.” I should have turned around to see what he was up to. His head slipped
down my waist, following his hands exploring my legs.
“Your legs are incredible, Susan. So long, so slender. Your hips, oh your hips.”
“How much is it worth, do you think?”
“What?”
“The painting.”
“It's priceless. Priceless, but I would give it away in a moment to spend my life with you. To
caress this waist, to stroke these hips, to travel along your legs and explore the perfect temptation of
your long leather boots.” He nuzzled the back of my calfs. I glanced over my shoulder and he was
on his knees kissing the folds of the leather, running the tip of his nose along the seam.
“If you find any dirt down there, Jan, give them a quick clean. Is it insured?”
He didn't like being interrupted and fumbled for an answer. “Insured, is what insured? The
painting?”
“Well I'm not talking about the fucking wall, am I, Jan?”
“No. Sorry, Susan. Please feel free to chastise me if I displease you.”
“Okay.” He forgot to answer the question. “The painting, Jan, is it insured?”
“No.”
“Does it go with the estate?”
“Yes, yes it does.” He stopped groping around my feet and knelt up again. “I hate this estate.
It's turning into a burden I can't stand. And now everyone in Germany is trying to get their hands on
it.”
Finally, I turned away from the painting and left him on his knees. “What do you mean?”
“All this rubbish, the Jungens, the Humperdincks, the Hoff-Krugers. Who the hell are they,
Susan? Perhaps you are here to answer my questions. What is happening, Susan?”
“I don't know. I live in Rotterdam.”
He stood up and approached again for another examination. “The genealogist admires this
painting too. So many would love to get their hands on it.”
“I know the feeling.”
“Do you? Do you really, Susan? Oh, you are so so beautiful.” His lingering hands grabbed
empty space. He came in for a second attempt, but missed again.
“Do you trust him?”
“He does what he's told. When the second family turned up he had no hesitation to help us

further. He's never away from the place.” He remembered a detail. “And he has with him the
woman you attacked in Rotterdam. She comes here, Susan.”
“I've attacked so many people, Jan, they all blur into one.”
“Schoenhofer. Frieda.”
“The name sounds familiar. What does she look like?”
“Tall, like you, a little plain perhaps, nothing like the statuesque sensuality you have, but . . .
oh, she has a big nose, but I find it quite charming. She's desirable in an unconventional kind of
way.”
“Doesn't ring any bells.” I resisted the temptation to stroke my nose.
“She doesn't want to know me, but I suppose I could put up with her if you're not here.”
“I'm sure she'd be delighted to hear that. You're distracting me, Jan. The families?”
“Families, yes. Who are they, Susan?”
“How many families are there?”
“Thousands. Hundreds. Three or four. It's like a game. It's like a dream, Susan. A peculiar
dream.”
“Expect more, Jan.”
“More?”
“Treat my visit as a portent. The Lebendorfs are coming, Jan.”
“Lebendorfs?”
At this point a bit of echo in my voice would have been a masterstroke, but I couldn't think
how to do it.
“Can't we make love, Susan?”
“Not in a dream, no. You wouldn't feel anything.” Forfeiting the echo, I backed away fading
as I went. “So nice to meet you, Jan. Perhaps I'll visit again.”
“Oh, please do, Susan.”
Almost invisible now I said, “Maybe next time I'll wear my thigh boots.”
“Oh, for the love of God. . . .”
He'd had enough. His final cry was that of a man on the verge of hysterical collapse and
before I left the room he fell face first into the oak sideboard. The impact of skull against wood
made me shiver, but the bruise would give him an excuse in the morning for his night time
wandering.
I stepped over him when I went back for one more look at the painting. It had a beauty that
could only be admired by close inspection to appreciate the brushwork and then stepping back to
see its contribution to the light and shadow, the depth built from receding colours and the intensity
of the dark background. How it was stolen from the Oratory in Palermo puzzled me. There must
have been more than one thief to pull its weight from the wall and heave it off its hooks, but when I
tried the combination of canvas and timber frame offered little resistance. . . .
The following day the phone rang itself into a frenzy. The calls started at nine in the morning
and I felt like Uwe after a long feed. “What?”
“Frieda, Norbert, I need to talk to you.”
“About what?”
“Uwe is sick. I wondered if you had met him recently, what was he like?”
“Who's Uwe?” My eyelids burned from exhaustion.
“Uwe. My friend at the Cathedral. Helps me with the archive database. Frieda are you
awake?”
“No.”
“Are you ill?”
“No. You know what's wrong with me, Norbert. I try to get things done at night. . . .” A jaw
cracking yawn stopped me.
“Sorry. I'll call you later. You obviously haven't reached REM sleep yet.” He put the phone
down without saying goodbye and I didn't care.
I rang him back at four and pretended to know little about his earlier call. “Sorry, Norbert,

you must think I'm a monster.”
“Not at all. I forgot about your condition.”
“Condition? Oh, that, yes. It's very disruptive. I've had a busy night.”
“Well, I called you about Uwe. He's actually much better now, but he's convinced he's
possessed by demons. I blame his age. However things with the Henkels have taken another turn.
They've asked me to get over there. Has Bertie been in touch yet?”
“No.” I desperately wanted to join him at the Henkels. “I needed to speak to Jan. Can I come
with you?”
Perhaps it was the cold night visit that came back to Grout and a suspicion I wasn't telling
him everything. “I don't know, Frieda, things are getting a little fraught.”
“Knowing how Jan feels about me, my presence might have a calming effect.”
“Well, you certainly had a calming effect on Uwe, but I think Jan is beyond even your
influence.”
“Is something wrong, Norbert?”
“I'll be going in the Panhard. You don't like the Panhard, Frieda.”
“True. Okay, maybe another day when things settle.”
Grout was free to sputter off in his old banger, unaware of me following him. The route
normally leapfrogged from house to city roads to country lanes and finally the long winding drive
that burst into the weed-strewn gravel of the castle forecourt, but he stopped off en route. The
Panhard rolled to a halt outside a plush looking office and Grout rushed inside. The name plaque
said Heineger Roohoff PLP Legal Associates.
Within a minute of Grout crashing through the door voices exploded from a first floor
window. Inside the room Grout and a second man faced off across a large table.
“Why didn't you warn me?”
“Keep your voice down, Norbert. I haven't taken it.”
“Well who has?”
“They must have done it. They're not stupid. Paul might be a little stupid, but Jan certainly is
not. What have you been saying?”
“I haven't been saying anything.”
They couldn't see me and the window was open allowing cold December air to circulate.
The man leaned on his knuckles. “What about her?”
“Who? Schoenhofer. I've never mentioned a thing to her.”
“The whole Schoenhofer family is crooked, you idiot. She's wanted for murder, conspiracy,
everything on the statute books. She shows up wanting her family tree and the next minute the
fucking Caravaggio is gone.”
“Wilhelm, I know where she was last night.”
“Where?”
Grout hesitated. “She was with Uwe Landeer, my researcher.”
“Are you sure?”
“Torrid sex with him that leaves him comatose for days. She was there last night.”
Wilhelm - the voice on the phone - leaned back. “So it must be them. Great minds think
alike. They've spirited it away before we could get our hands on it.” He sat down deflated. “Can
hardly blame them.”
“Is that it?”
“Short of pinching it back so that we can pinch it again, what else can we do?”
“This isn't finished, Wilhelm.” Grout stormed out. I watched him from the window. Yanking
open the car door, thrashing around with some internal starter, the car rocking on its leaf springs
until some infernal energy ignited and it shuddered into life. The leapfrogging chase began again.
I could have walked quicker. I could have flown and given them all a distraction from
Grout's incoming outrage. Instead, I gave him a ten minute start and then arrived properly.
Henkel P answered the door when I rang the bell. “Frau Schoenhofer. This is a surprise.”
“Didn't Jan tell you I was coming?”

“No, he said nothing, but . . . I suppose you should come in. Norbert Grout is here.”
Norbert Grout almost slipped off his chair when I walked into the long gallery. “Hello
Norbert. I remembered something after you put the phone down. I didn't want to call you back if
you were driving. It requires all your attention keeping the Panhard on the road.”
Henkel J didn't know whether to be surprised, shocked, delighted or terrified. The bruise
over his right eye pushed his eyebrow down into a permanent scowl. “Frau, Frieda, it's you.”
“Hello.”
Dominique hobbled in. “I suppose you've heard.”
“Heard what?”
Before she could throw herself into her usual chair Henkel J raised his hand to shut her up,
but she was unstoppable. “Everyone in the telephone book is trying to claim the estate. We're up to
the letter L. And now catastrophe.”
“But none of that matters now, Dominique.” Henkel J beckoned me to follow him. “I'll
break the news to Frieda.” He didn't break the news to me until we arrived at the room where the
Caravaggio hung. Or used to hang. It's existence lingered in the form of a light patch of wall
surrounded by a blemish, a sepia discolouration from years of cigar smoke gathering along the
frame of the priceless and absent painting.
“Oh, it's gone,” I said.
“Yes.”
“Probably for the best, Jan. If someone claims the estate at least they can't get the painting.”
“Impeccable logic, Frieda, except we haven't moved it.” Like a decorator, Jan stood
assessing the wall as if calculating how much paint he needed. “That's it. It's over. We lose the
estate, we lose the painting. We're finished. And do you know what?”
“What?”
“I was warned. I was warned. I had a dream. Last night I dreamt,” his memory seemed to
fail him, “last night I dreamt Susan Bekker was here and she warned me the Lebendorfs are
coming.”
“Have they arrived?”
“Our lawyer has developed a habit of producing names like pulling rabbits out of a hat.
Today it's the Lebendorfs making a claim on the estate.”
“Extraordinary.”
“Is it?”
“It must be. Susan Bekker says so.”
“It was a dream, Frieda. How is this possible?”
“I don't know. I'm not Sigmund Freud. It's insured isn't it?” Of course it wasn't. He didn't
need to answer so he didn't. Diverting his attention from the wall to the floorboards, the assault on
the family inheritance from wave after wave of incomers and opportunists flattened him. His bruise
looked very painful. “Don't tell me it isn't insured.”
“It's not that simple, Frieda.”
“But the inheritance. The other families still haven't been able to prove their right to the
estate. The Lebendorfs will be opportunists like the rest of them.”
He snorted, a contemptuous acknowledgement of more bad news. “Come back to the
gallery. Norbert can explain better. It's all getting too scientific for me.”
Grout's explanation had been told so many times he was on auto-pilot now and skipped large
chunks of unnecessary details. “A new claim, the Lebendorfs, I go off to the Cathedral, Uwe, dopey
Uwe in tow. We use the script and what do you know?” He pushed an A4 print into my face and
hissed, “This comes out.”
Richard Jacob Simon Hoff-Kruger - Hildebrand Kristianna Henkel m 1704
“Married.” And from this marriage the long tap root and rhizomes of Hoff-Krugers leading
to the present day. “So does this mean the Humperdincks and Jungens and, who were the others?”

“Lebendorfs.”
“Lebendorfs have no claim on the estate.”
“That is correct,” said Henkel P snatching the A4 sheet off me. “We don't need to worry
about them anymore. Instead we simply hand everything over to this lot.”
“But I thought you needed to corroborate a single detail?” I waited for Grout's answer, but
his weary body language told me he had the corroboration. Uwe's USB stick had turned into
Pandora's Box.
“We don't know why it wasn't discovered before,” said Henkel J. “It would have spared us a
lot of trouble, a lot of anguish.”
“These things take time, Jan. And besides,” he glared at me, “I can't foresee unexpected
developments.”
“Like what?”
“Nothing. Nothing.”
My phone rang. For a moment everyone in the room waited for me to answer as if the key to
the mystery was at the other end. “It's Bertie,” I said. “Some stuff has arrived for me.”
“Who is Bertie,” barked Dominique.
“He's a researcher, has connections to the Federal Archive in Munich. He's been helping me
while Norbert has been helping you.” I continued the conversation in the stair well. “You have
news, Bertie?”
“Yes. I have a name. There's not much come back from Munich, but there are a few
interesting details. But you wanted a name and I have one for you.”
“Don't tell me. I'd like to come over right away.”
“Okay. I'll see you later.”
Right away meant several seconds, which would have blown Bertie's mind, so I had time to
linger a little longer and wait to see if Grout's plot with the mysterious Wilhelm was revealed.
“Bertie has some information for me. A name.” Grout nodded. His twitchy fingers and short
sentences were those of a man on the verge of being exposed. “Is something wrong, Norbert? You
seem very nervous.”
“No. Why should I be?”
“Is your car not running properly?”
“Nothing to do with the car, Frieda.”
“Sorry. You can still contest the claim, can't you? What does your lawyer say?” Heat pulsed
out of Grout's jittery body.
“He's hopeless,” said Henkel J. “A eunuch. He can't do anything without Norbert's
information and now we know Norbert's information is prone to error. The only reassurance we had
was the painting and now even that's gone.”
I laughed, “Maybe they're working together.” No one found the remark funny, but my
intention was not to cheer people up, but to sow the seed of doubt. “Anyway, I'll go and pay a visit
to Bertie. Sorry for all the, you know, everything.”
“I'll show you out, Frieda.” Henkel J escorted me to the portcullis.
“That's a nasty bruise, Jan.”
“Yes, I stumbled in the night. Sleepwalking I think. Frieda, I do owe you an apology and I
would like to make it up to you. Let me take you out to dinner. There is a quiet restaurant not far
from here. No one would know you were there.”
“Why is that important?”
“Well, you being,” he drove his hands into his trouser pockets, “on the run, a fugitive and
what have you.”
“I'm not on the run.”
“You know what I mean.”
“No, I don't. I certainly do not. Are you suggesting I'm a wanted criminal?”
“Not in so many words.” His clumsy apology was interrupted by Dominique's voice trailing
down the stairs. Henkel J called back. “What is it?”

Like a Hollywood diva she appeared at the bannister rail. “You must come here. The
painting has turned up.”
Henkel J raced away and didn't see me follow him: foot of stairs, top of stairs, long gallery
doorway. The others huddled around Henkel P's phone. “What? Where is it?” He held his phone at
arm's length. A news feed displaying the headline: Lost Caravaggio returns home after forty-eight
years.
“What?” He mumbled the words. “The painting stolen in 1969 and thought to be lost has
turned up in the Oratory of San Lorenzo in Palermo. Curators discovered the painting when they
opened up . . . no idea how it was returned.” Grout shook his head.
I left them to it, vanishing when they weren't looking, bewitched by the fantastic journey of
their own painting, if it ever was their painting. There was no way of confirming ownership and it
was no concern of mine. The whole episode a mere distraction, an entertainment until the important
information came to light. And it would have to wait a little longer, leave a bit more time for me to
turn up at Bertie's house without invoking more suspicion on his part.
Instead, I paid one more visit to Uwe to test his religious convictions. There he was, like a
lighthouse beacon, a forlorn silhouette at his bedroom window. He jumped when I entered his room
directly and spoke his name.
“Mistress.”
“I've come to say goodbye, Uwe.”
“Mistress, no.”
“We can't go on meeting like this. It's bad for your health, but I've arranged an alternative.”
“But I only want you, mistress.”
“We have to move on in life.” He threw himself at me, collapsing onto his knees and
caressing my waist. “You're a Catholic, Uwe, you can't be having a union with a witch.”
“But you're a good witch, mistress. There are good and bad. It's not a sin.”
“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live, Uwe. But there are others.” He would see them if he
could force himself to turn around.
“I don't want anyone else.”
The alternative hovered outside his window.
“You'll soon forget about me, Uwe.”
“No, mistress.”
Her scorched face and tangled hair pushed against the glass. The stone cracked around the
window frame when she leaned against the wall.
“You must remember to resist all temptation the evil one may send your way.”
“You are not evil, mistress.”
“You don't have to call me mistress. I'm not a schoolteacher.”
“Sorry.”
“I promise, when I'm gone a whole new world of opportunity will open for you. You'll thank
me for it. Look. Look at the window.”
He twisted and howled when he saw the grinning elongated face of Liza, her jagged chin
and blazing eyes hungrily waiting for my invite. Behind her, behind the translucent membranes of
her flapping wings a second demon hovered in place, her hand secured against Liza's shoulder, and
behind the second demon a third and a fourth, a whole squadron of temptation fluttering like moths,
desperate to join Uwe and replace the pleasures of his mistress.
“They will take care of you. Be nice to them, Uwe.”
“No. I don't like her. She burns my face.”
“If things get a little rough, I'm sure your God will help. That's if he isn't too busy
somewhere else. These are terrible times we live in.”
“No. Mistress don't leave me with them again.”
Liza leaned in, smashed the window out of its frame. Uwe scuttled to the far side of his
room, pushed against the door and whimpered transfixed by Liza's enormous strength, enough to
shatter the stonework, punch a hole in the wall and pull herself through. The others squeezed in

behind her and I left Uwe alone in the thicket of sharp-fingered limbs tearing at him.
He would wake from his nightmare. I had no power to summon Liza, but the suggestion
would last as long as I was in the room with him. Now I was outside Bertie's house eager to learn if
I had a distant relative.
“I know you haven't even started on tracing Dorothea's offspring.” I followed Bertie into his
study. “Do you do genealogy? I've got a feeling Norbert will be out of action for a while.”
“What's happened?”
“The Hoff-Humperdincks or Jungendorfs, someone has a marriage to someone else. It's all a
tangle, but the Henkel inheritance is up in the air again.”
Bertie chuckled. “More money for Norbert, I suppose. He won't complain. Well, I can try,
Frieda. It's not something I usually do, but retirement can get a bit boring at times.” On his table a
collection of print-outs waited to be examined. “This is the interesting one.”
The page, still with its email header information contained the name of Dorothea Flock's
daughter. “Thomasina. Little Thomasina taken from her mother before she got to know her.”
“I suppose it will be interesting to see how she turned out. Who she married? Did she have a
family of her own? Who her descendants were?” Bertie winked at me.
“It's a long shot.”
Bertie sorted the other papers, but I couldn't take my eyes off the name and imagined the line
that could spring from it, down through the ages and the turbulent times threatening to end each
generation; the lack of a male heir, the arranged marriages, the infanticides and divorces, who
knows what obstacles lay between this Flock and my own mother's immediate relatives.
“Some details from the trial,” Bertie said. I glanced at the sheet containing a haphazard list
of items. “They planted evidence then just as they do now.”
“You conspiracy theorist, Bertie.” I wondered what Thomasina looked like and pondered the
possibility that big noses ran through the female line.
“These items would have been used as proof of guilt. Evidence of maleficius activity.”
The list contained a collection of rare wildflowers, powdered chemicals that no merchant's
wife had any business owning, a ceremonial robe used during sabbats, a ring containing a jet stone
and several grimoires including Johann Weyer's Pseudomonarchia Daemonum and a copy of The
Lesser Key of Solomon. . . .
I grabbed the sheet off the table. “Magnificus Treatise on the Fine Arte of Necromancie by
Tollenbarch. Holy fuck.”
“Pardon?”
“This . . . what is this Bertie? Magnificus Treatise on the Fine Arte of Necromancie.”
“Don't know. Never heard of it.”
“Is it real? You say they planted evidence. Would it be a real book?” I urged him to turn on
his computer. It was already on! He opened his browser and searched for the title. After scrolling
through useless variations of the words we found a solitary entry in a catalogue of the
Staatsbibliothek in Berlin.
“One copy, original, complete. 1523.”
“I need to see that book.”
“You have to reserve it in advance-”
“I don't care. I have to see that book.”
“What about your family tree? Is this connected in some way?”
My grip on the sheet had punched a hole through it. Absorbed by the computer screen I
struggled to answer Bertie's concern. “You have no idea. Everything is connected.”
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Before setting out on another wild goose chase I checked my own book collection. It was a modest
batch of battered old grimoires, turgid medieval treatises and half-baked ramblings of 18th Century
occultists. I knew I didn't own Tollenbarch's book, but the mind could play tricks, I was very aware
of that now.
Phone calls were no longer a safe means of communication. My suppliers would be
monitored by Virginia - and however much she denied it, she was still Jennifer's proxy eyes and
ears - so I travelled in person to Heidelberg where Franz Kappfel sold rare books and manuscripts.
His shop tunnelled its way inland from a side street entrance; from the outside the window was
barely big enough to display more than half a dozen books, but inside, the unwary browser could be
lost for days in the corners and cubby holes.
Kappfel occupied a work table overlooking the door. He had no means of taking payments,
preferring to carry out transactions based on trust, a nod and an informal agreement that the money
would somehow just turn up. A bit like some of his clients, I suppose. He gawped at me when I
appeared at the door without its gentle little bell announcing my arrival.
“Frieda?” He took off his glasses and put down the stitching cord he was using to repair a
heavy book. “They said you were dead. My commiserations. Is that right? Do you offer
commiserations to the corpse? I don't know.”
“Very much alive, Herr Kappfel. How are you?”
“Oh, getting by. Can't complain.”
“You haven't been put out of business by Amazon yet?”
“By what?”
The first impression on entering Kappfel's shop was not the expansive view of ancient book
spines but the smell of their leather covers. Blended with the nutty aroma of old oak flooring and
shelves and ceiling and bits of timber furniture, battered sofas, rickety step ladders, the shop was
almost edible.
“What's wrong with you, Frieda? You seem distant.”
“No, I'm fine. I'm looking for a particular book by Tollenbarch.”
“Tollenbarch?” His chair creaked when he sat back. “Very rare, Frieda. Tollenbarch's books
are hard to find and in constant demand.”
“Doesn't surprise me.”
“Anything by members of the Trestosmus School is much sought after. Not cheap.”
“I can afford it.”
Kappfel's books plundered history and covered every subject from cartography to the study
of bees. All of human knowledge was here, layered over time by new discoveries and the farther
into the shop you wandered the further back in time you travelled until you arrived at the most
obscure writings. On my last visit I was in here for five hours and bought a 13th Century book on
the study of miniature beasts that cause epilepfie and other malefices of the humane aethers.
“Does this book have a name?” Kappfel followed me into the shadows of his shop.
“Magnificus Treatise on the Fine Arte of Necromancie.”
“Ah.” He stopped walking. “May I ask why you want that particular title?”
“Why do you think? I'm not looking for a door stop, Herr Kappfel. I want to raise the dead.”
He took out a handkerchief and wiped his lips. “Well, I don't have a copy. I'm sure of that. I
can make enquiries, but I haven't heard of any changing hands recently. Memory tells me there are
two copies in Germany. Heaven knows where the original is-”
“Make the enquiries. I don't care where they are.”
“Yes, yes. Frieda, there's no need to be so abrupt.”
“I'm sorry.”
“We've done business before. Have I done something to upset you?”
“No. I'm sorry, Herr Kappfel. I've been very busy lately. I'm not getting much sleep.”
“I'm sorry to hear that, Frieda. Leave it with me. I'll make discreet enquiries. Perhaps

someone will lend you a copy.”
“Lend me a copy?”
“To learn from it or carry out the procedures. Is there someone in particular you want to
raise.” The hint of a roguish grin pinched the corners of his mouth and eyes. Kappfel wasn't a witch,
but in the past his nosiness had got the better of him. Three years ago two of us had to rescue him
from his own chimney after a flying spell went horribly wrong.
“Whatever. If you can do that I'd be very grateful. The quicker the better.”
“I'll start tonight. Feel free to continue to look round. Stock is changing all the time.”
“I think I'll get back, Herr Kappfel. I've got a lot of business dealings to catch up with.
Dying is very complicated from a legal point of view.”
“I'm sure it is. I'm sure it is.”
The bell rang when I left the shop, but didn't notice my return otherwise it would have
warned Kappfel who had scampered back to his table and was dialling a number on an old
telephone on the shelf behind his chair.
“Hello. May I speak to Constanza?” He was put on hold. “Hello, Constanza, Franz Kappfel .
. . yes, very well, thank you. Constanza, I've just had a visitor. Frieda Schoenhofer.” He trembled
when I stood alongside him, my draughty presence the only sign of me being in his shop. “Yes, as
clear as the nose on my face, solid as a rock. She's looked better, I have to admit. Her skin is like
dried bees wax.”
Bad skin, big nose, what next?
“And her eyes. Lifeless. They stare at you like a hideous doll.” A hideous doll? “She wants a
book by Tollenbarch. Magnificus Treatise on the Fine Arte of Necromancie. I told her I'll make
enquiries, but it was stolen from the Staatsbibliothek.”
The longer he talked the more he slumped over his shelf releasing a wide patch of flesh
between his shirt collar and ear lobe. One more comment on my appearance and his fate would be
sealed. But it wasn't his observations that concerned me, it was the plan being hatched on the advice
of this mysterious Constanza.
“Yes . . . yes, I'll be here tomorrow. Isn't that a little quick? Normally it would take a while
to find out about a book by Tollenbarch, she might suspect. . . . Why, what happened on the
Brocken?”
I hoped they didn't hold me responsible for the killings on the Brocken.
“She looked distracted, distant. There was obviously something on her mind. Perhaps she
wants to bring them back.” His head twitched and I heard the yell through the earpiece. “Yes, yes,
yes. I'll do that. Tomorrow evening. Pardon?” He looked through me to the door. “Salt around the
entrance?”
The clue, the giveaway that he was going to lure me into a trap. He took his instruction and
put the phone down. I followed him through the shop to a small room where he kept his kettle and a
small camping stove to cook a snack. He found a large tub of salt and read the label as if it
contained the instructions for catching vampires. He turned and walked into me.
“Too much salt is bad for you, Herr Kappfel.” He made no sound when my fingers gripped
his throat. The salt spilled and his right arm flailed for a weapon, a fork, knife, spoon, but nothing in
this dark little kitchen would stop me now. I squeezed harder until the skin burst and five bubbles of
blood oozed down his neck.
“I keep pressing until you talk. Blink your eyelids if you understand.” They blinked and
tears glazed his eyes. “Where is that book? You said it was stolen, so where is it now?” He took too
long to answer. I squeezed again and the blood flowed with more vigour. He tried to talk, but
gripping him by the throat wasn't helping either of us. I moved my fingertips over his eyeballs.
“Who has the book?”
“We were friends, Frieda.”
“Until you made that phone call. I won't ask who Constanza is. I'll let someone else follow
that up. This is between you and me.”
Kappfel surrendered to the slightest pressure on his eyelids and gave me an address. A

Nuremberg address.
“Nuremberg? Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Give me a name.”
“Neumann. That's all I know. Neumann. He travels a lot.”
“Did he belong to a coven?”
“No. He gave them a sanctuary, let them use the house and the grounds. He made a lot of
money out of them, Kickbacks, bribes. It paid for his book collection.”
“And you're sure the book is there?”
“There were rumours. Pretty sound rumours, I have to say. He ordered the theft. It must have
been him. That's where it ended up. Frieda, please. If you go I can't do anything to you.”
“Who is Constanza?” He wanted to answer, but at that moment he considered Constanza's
threat to be greater than mine. He was wrong. “One more time, I'll ask you one more time, who is
Constanza?”
“It's her or you. What difference does it make?”
“The difference is when I leave you'll be on the phone again.”
“I won't. I promise.”
“You would say that, wouldn't you.” I'd find out who Constanza was with or without
Kappfel's help, but he wouldn't be making any more phone calls. A single bite to his neck diverted
the blood flow from his throat to the kitchen walls, out of his system where it belonged and rushing
for the cellar steps.
Returning through the shop I felt a little bit of concern for all the books and where they
would go when the administrators of his estate decided to dispose of them. There was time to look
around and I found several that interested me: a map of Europe in the 9th Century illustrated with
various emblems of the ruling families; a collection of poisons; and a book of poetry written by a
Swedish witch in 1852.
Dr G would have appreciated the symmetry of the events. The address Kappfel gave me
before I drained the life out of him was the one my father had visited before he had his car attacked
by a falling demon. Standing alongside the cold grate in the entrance hall, I sniffed the air and
detected the distant aroma of an old library. The collection was upstairs, off a long corridor,
contained in a room with parquet flooring of different coloured wood. Looking from the ceiling, the
parquet colours would form a perfect pentacle.
Tollenbarch's book, if it was here, would be one of the oldest and no doubt its frequent use
would have left the spine in some distress making it easy to distinguish on the shelves. I started
looking from the door, working anti-clockwise scanning the titles from the highest shelf to ground
level. There was nothing here published after the 1800s. Every book a one off, original, first
editions, some of them annotated by hand, one or two with pages missing.
The weather was calm for the time of year, so when a disturbing crack surprised me I knew
it wasn't lightning. The casual clop of hooves approached the room along the corridor, headed by
the growing smell of sulphur. I stood with my back to the wall between two windows and waited for
the visitor to find me.
Liza appeared and framed by the doorway she resembled a panel from one of Bosch's
triptychs. She dropped her shoulders to allow her wings to avoid the top of the door frame and once
inside the room gave them a delicate twitch to remind me what she was.
“The vampire returns.” She tilted her head in that coquettish manner of curiosity. “I find you
so fascinating, like a rare orchid or a beetle from a recently explored continent. May I?” She
stepped towards me, her movement clipping the wood and forcing the floor timbers to groan. A
blackened fingernail prodded my cheek and forehead and then pushed my top lip upwards. “Well I
never. How you put these to such good use. Perhaps one day you'll inflict your special kind of
agony on me.”
“Don't we all share the same dimension, Liza. There must be lots of us where you live?”
“And where is that?” I treated the question as rhetorical. “I hope your father concluded the

repairs to his motor car. He was driving very quickly. Too fast for the stretch of road he was on.”
“I still don't think the insurance company believed his explanation.”
“You're being facetious again, Frieda. I don't like it. I'm trying to offer a civil apology. One
doesn't make a habit of damaging the property of others.”
“Sorry.”
“Why do you want to raise the dead, Frieda?” I shouldn't have been surprised by the
question. “You do want to raise the dead, don't you? Why else would you be looking for
Tollenbarch's book.”
“How do you know?”
“My mistress hears everything. I see what can't be heard.”
I pushed away from the wall and spoke to the back of her head. “Do you enjoy being
Virginia's guardian?”
“We indulge the humans. Amuse ourselves with their games and give them a sense of
reassurance. Knowing we are here and beyond their control would be the end of them.” Beneath the
heat, masked by the permanent sulphurous smell there was a second aroma, a perfume similar to
hawthorn blossom lingering softly beneath layers of infernal dirt.
“And what of vampires? Would you be my guardian?”
She backed away confused by the suggestion. “Is that what you wish?”
“Yes.” I followed her. She reversed into the shelves and the hard knuckles of her wings
dislodged several heavy books. I caught one as it fell. “You're intelligent, thoughtful, wasted on a
megalomaniac like Virginia. If she has an evocation that controls you I'm sure I could reverse it.” I
moved close to her face and her large brown eyes studied my expression. Her skin was rough like
the bark of a young tree and I traced my fingernail down the hook of her chin. “I am a much better
witch than Virginia. We could achieve so much together. Do you like opera?”
“Yes. Puccini. I adore Puccini. I met him in Rome and frightened the life out of him.”
“We could go to the opera, ballet,” Liza shuddered, “listen to Wagner in Bayreuth, Mozart in
Vienna. We could examine Bosch's paintings at the Museo del Prado. Wouldn't you love to do all
those things, Liza?” Wary of Bruck's influence on his wife, I needed to know if the theft of Liza
would have hidden complications. “What about her husband?”
“Virginia's husband?”
“Yes.”
“I quite like Earnst.” She followed the curve of the bookshelves, stroking the spines and
pushing the books together where they didn't quite line up. She took the dislodged book off me and
replaced it. “We discuss literature. He's a modernist. Has no time for the classics and only reads
German texts which denies him a universe of great writing and storytelling. His sketches of my
mistress are rudimentary, but who am I to judge?” Facing me full on, her wings extended, she
looked very much the judge of all mankind. “I am a mere functionary.”
“You look more than a functionary. You'd be more than a functionary if you worked with
me. Alongside me. Equal partners, Liza. The mischief. Think of the mischief we could unleash.”
“My full name is Eneliziel. I think we could be friends.”
“Can you help me find the book?”
She shook her head and smiled. “Subterfuge.”
“I'm not trying to trick you, Liza. My survival depends on that book.”
“The owner wouldn't want you to have it.” The merest pinch of her eyebrows suggested a
darkening of her mood.
“I'm sure he wouldn't miss it. It would bring me peace of mind.” I re-entered her cushion of
heat, a bubble of warmth in opposition to the cold air that surrounded me. “Puccini, Eneliziel.
Verdi.” I cupped her face with my hand. “La Traviata, La Boheme.” She sang to herself, reciting the
words she knew and pulling away from me she crossed the room, eased a single book from its place
on the second row of shelves and offered it to me.
“You knew it was here?”
“I know everything, Frieda.”

“My offer stands.” The book was small, without counting them there were maybe thirty
pages in total, but what pages they were. An introduction and content list, numbered collections of
items necessary for the procedure, suggested locations to prepare, illustrated diagrams of the dead
being raised. Pages filled with number charts and in the corners the illustrations of the three stages
of resurrection.
Death, a skeletal corpse asleep on a block surrounded by nine candles and a bushel of
smouldering willow branches.
Arousal, a flabbier body, the fingers stretching, mouth gasping for air. Around the block
thirteen candles and a bowl of burning pine resin.
Life, the body sitting upright, a sprig of hazel between its lips. On the block a ring of woven
hawthorn and alder and dog rose stems.
Around the block a circle within a triangle and at each point of the triangle symbols
representing fire, water and earth. On the body's face the symbol of air drawn with the wax of the
nine candles. A dot of pine resin on the forehead.
It was all here, start to finish, like an instruction manual. Liza's chin settled on my shoulder.
“Is it what you expected, little vampire?”
“It's perfect. It's . . . beyond what I thought it would be.” The spine was weak as if the book
had been flattened before to make copies. That was my first intention and then it would be taken
and hidden, moved from bank vault to bank vault, one safe deposit box after another, but only after
making more copies and littering the pages with errors and corrections to fool any later thieves,
keep them guessing. I could do that if I could get Liza off my tail.
“Are you with me, Liza? Please say yes.”
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“On what you give me in return.” For a demon she drove a hard bargain. If she didn't look
the way she did I would have offered her a job in my company, but we reached an agreement that
didn't involve my soul. Such things only existed in folklore, she told me. Nose to nose (hers bigger
than mine, I should add) we let instinct decide the matter and during that brief moment when
immortals touched I knew my life was back on course, unstoppable even.
Liza smiled the most extraordinary smile and I felt a sharp edge score four lines across the
back of my hand. Four lines in the shape of an E. She sucked the emerging blood, pushed her palm
onto the wound cauterising it and at that moment, as Liza returned to her own infernal world, I felt
invincible again.
But euphoria is incomplete unless it can be shared and the first thought that came to mind
was Luxembourg. Two besoms in hand I strolled through the village of motor-homes and caravans,
each one settled on pristine concrete foundations and surrounded by tiny gardens and timber
decking. I stood outside Astrid's caravan and alerted Mozy who barked and jumped at the inside of
the door.
“Mozy, calm down-” Astrid answered the knock on the door and her smile leapt out at me
quicker than the dog. “Frieda.” I was engulfed by arms and paws. “It's so good to see you again,
Frieda.”
“How are you?”
“I'm superb, superb.”
We babbled nonsense until she noticed the besoms. “I wondered if you fancy coming for a
fly?”
She locked the caravan, hooked Mozy's lead to her belt and guided me to a woodland
clearing a few minutes walk from the circus site. Chatting all the way there she told me of the
circus's success, the new acts and performances, all manner of digital interaction which went over
her head, and the possibility of a Scandinavian tour in the new year.
“Busy times ahead, Frieda.” We stopped at the clearing. Mozy was released. “And what
about you? Did you learn how to raise the dead?”
She tossed the question at me in such a casual fashion I almost gave her the answer. But

knowledge was dangerous. If they knew Astrid knew, everything she had achieved would find itself
in the path of a storm. “The papers I got off your mother were too vague to tell me anything. Your
father tried, but he's no necromancer.”
“He's been here twice now.”
“That's good. He must be very proud of you.”
“He is. He's good. He left the re-enactors. He says he left by himself, but I think they
chucked him out.”
“I'm glad you're back together.”
“Oh no, he lives in Belgium. He works for a DIY shop, but he's happy.”
“Nice to know he found his, er, calling.”
“You have to keep searching, Frieda.” Astrid's besom twitched and tugged at her arm. “Don't
give up. You never know who might appear out of nowhere.”
I'm certain Astrid didn't understand irony, but she roared off leaving me with the advice and
a mad dog. Mozy charged around in circles watching her disappear above the treetops. “She's
coming back, Mozy.” I followed her and we zoomed around Luxembourg, following the avenues
and street canyons, occasionally heading back over Mozy still jumping about like a canine jack-inthe-box.
Astrid dropped out of the sky, scooped him up and balanced him across her shoulders. The
dog could fly. Together we drew careful sweeping curves and circles, laughing like drains,
whooping and squealing like silly schoolgirls. And in spite of my white lie I felt a joy I hadn't
experienced for a long time. The more I tried to recall this feeling the more I realised I had never
experienced it; the feeling of close friendship, of innocent happiness, of simple shared elation. It
was a glorious moment, a beautiful conclusion to a journey I had almost given up on. Up here there
were no boundaries, no barriers, only endless sky and fresh air and as I climbed higher and all
evidence of life on the ground disappeared I began to understand Jennifer Enzo's desires. An odd
feeling to share with someone I considered to be my polar opposite.
Maybe we were opposites; maybe we weren't. Maybe the time was approaching when we
would find out.

THE FINE ART OF NECROMANCY

INTRODUCTION TO THE MILLER'S DAUGHTER
Before progressing to the next story in the TotenUniverse I felt it necessary to expand on the
character of Metze and explore her origins. I could have included it in this novel, but it would have
been an incongruous distraction and quite out of character for a contemporary paranormal story.
One alternative was to wait and include Metze in more detail in the next novel Lords of Misrule, but
the same problems would have applied to that story too. Instead the only option was to treat Metze's
story as a supplementary element and rather than shove it onto the TotenUniverse website include it
here as a small bonus feature for those of you who have taken the time to read The Fine Art of
Necromancy.

THE MILLER'S DAUGHTER
Earth
Imagine a path, a rocky path tumbling down the hillside in the same reckless manner as the stream
alongside it. Higher up the hill the stream batters against the groaning wheel of Johann Hoffmann's
mill. Next to the wheel is the door of the house where Hoffmann lives with his wife Inga and their
daughter Metze.
On a good day Metze will burst through the door and hurtle off along the path down the
hillside, avoiding the erosion where the path has collapsed under the combined weight of gravity
and an unholy rainstorm. The detour takes her through a dense gathering of pine before spitting her
back out onto the path towards the bridge.
The bridge is significant. It is the crossing point from the outside to the inside and once
across the bridge Metze is in the small village of Troklenberg, and here she seldom receives a warm
welcome. In fact, she never receives a warm welcome.
Today isn't a good day. Metze hasn't burst through the door of the house, she is reluctant to
leave and crosses the bridge and enters the village with the hood of her apron pulled as far forward
as it will go. But still she is recognised. She passes the first clutch of houses, past the pigs and
chickens, ignores the cat curling its back as it tightrope walks the hazel hurdles, does not react to the
clang of the blacksmith's hammer and turns right at the cooper's workshop and follows a narrow
flooded path to the soggy field where Volker Schiller grows his vegetables and fruit bushes and
tends to his trees and bee hives.
He knows why Metze is here and leads her to a collection of benches covered by a canvas.
On the benches are rows and rows of loose seedlings. Next to the seedlings are plugs and root
vegetables.
“They're not so big at the moment, Truffle.” He examines a small carrot no bigger than
Metze's index finger. “They'll produce a crop, tell your father not to worry.” Schiller turns and
coughs in the opposite direction of the produce.
“Are you sick-”
Schiller stops her before she can finish the sentence, but she's already finished. “It's the time
of year. Don't go talking.” Suspicious of anyone hiding in the dense thicket of raspberries, Schiller
gathers the produce he owes to Metze's father. “You'll be the first to suffer if they get wind of
anything here.”
“What do you mean?”
“In other villages they're stopping people going in and out.”
“You mean. . . .” She glances back in the direction of the bridge. “But I have to come and go
that way.”
“Don't worry, don't worry. It's all exaggerated if you ask me.”
Metze folds her apron into her belt and fills the pocket with the plugs and root vegetables.
On her way back she reaches the cooper's workshop just as the cooper is throwing out a pile of
wood shavings. He sees Metze's pocket and wonders for a moment. “How do you keep your face
clean?”
“Water.”
“I know that, but when you're grubbing for truffles how do stop your face getting dirty?”
She ignores his wheezy laughter and hopes that one day he'll suffer a terrible accident with
his tools. On the bridge she pauses to watch the water throwing itself towards the village. The water
never travels the opposite way. Nothing good comes from the village. Apart from the dog. An old
dog that takes care of itself, its owner long forgotten. Non-judgemental, as dogs are, it escorts
Metze towards the bridge, accepts a stroke and a pat on the head and makes sure she crosses the
bridge safely.
Back home she pours the plug plants and root vegetables onto her mother's bench in the
small garden behind the wheel house. “Herr Schiller says they're not very big at the moment.”

Metze's mother examines the produce between her fingers. “And you believed him.”
“Are they no good? We've grown smaller tubers.”
“No, they're fine. We need to lose weight.”
“Herr Schiller says they'll close the village to outsiders if the plague arrives here.”
“Herr Schiller loves to overplay things. If he talked to his vegetables they might grow a little
larger.”
“What will happen to us if they stop us-”
“Metze, Metze. Don't believe everything you hear.”
Air
But you see, Metze does believe everything she hears. She's gullible, has an out-of-control
imagination and believes the forests are full of sprites, the lakes full of monsters, the night time
darkness full of terrors and that creatures occasionally hide under her bed and in the large cupboard
her father made to keep Metze's clothes dry in winter.
She's not alone in being superstitious and when she heads for the village one day to collect
an overdue payment for milling a family's grain she finds two members of the local militia standing
guard on the bridge. They're both wearing masks with long protruding noses and she thinks they're
about to play a joke on her.
“How many times this week have you entered the village, Truffle? Your father agreed a limit
on the coming and going.”
“Twice. Once to collect empty sacks, the second to deliver a repaired scythe. We agreed
three visits and tomorrow is Monday so the limit is reset.”
“Scientist are you?” The man's voice is muffled by his mask which is the colour of stone and
makes him look ill. His eyes are in shadow, his mouth hidden by a hole that has been sewn up with
rough stitching that is becoming loose. The nose is the joke. Both men have mask noses like the
beaks of an ugly hummingbird.
“May I pass now?”
“You may.”
“Why are you wearing those masks?”
“You mean you haven't heard?”
“I hear it every day I come into the village.”
“Why did you ask then?” They step apart and the man who does all the talking gives Metze
a shove and chortles.
The overdue payment is waiting at a house in the middle of the village not far from the cross
where the older villagers come to sit and gossip. A stone at the base of the cross has been worn by
footsteps when people climb up to place a wreath on the top of the cross at Christmas time. Metze
prefers to believe that villagers have sat at the cross for so long it is their bottoms that have worn the
stone away.
A nervous calm hangs over the village. A calm seasoned with the smells and aromas of
burning wood and pine resin. Every time the wind gusts another smell crosses her face. Dried
hawthorn blossom, comfrey and the bark stripped from fallen birch trees. The pungency forces her
to hold her breath and when her lungs are about to collapse she covers her mouth with her apron
and takes another deep breath. And still there is no avoiding this odour of fear.
Where Metze's presence normally attracts a grin and a sly comment about testing the
bouquet of wine people are reluctant to speak more than a word or two and when a shop door opens
and a customer steps outside they rummage around their apron or bag and take out a mask or some
heavy cloth to cover their face. Now, it is their eyes that communicate scorn or simply turn away.
Metze knocks on the door of the debtor who isn't really a debtor, but Herr Grendel who had
arranged with her father to pay for the milling a month late. “Stay there,” he says when he answers
the door.
“How did you deliver the bread, Herr Grendel?” says Metze when the debtor reappears from

the gloom of his house.
“Soldiers took it. They escorted a judge to Augsburg and gave special permission to
transport it.” He hands Metze a number of coins in a tied purse made of leather. “Thank your father
for me. I know it all has an effect on his livelihood.”
“There is less grain coming to us.”
“Well, that's your problem not mine. There'll be rain again next week. I can feel it. Fields are
flooded. The cattle will starve next and then we're all done for. Still it could be worse. . . .”
Herr Grendel's attention focuses on a woman avoiding the deeper mud puddles as she slips
and tip-toes towards the cross. She is carrying a bundle of hazel twigs which she places on the
ground and using tinder sticks and a knife blade sets them alight and waves the musky smoke from
building to building.
Metze coughs when the cloud drifts her way and almost crosses the threshold into Herr
Grendel's house. He slams the door. She drops the purse and one of the coins trundles into a shallow
pool of muddy water. She finds it, cleans it and the hazel smoke passes over her. She remains
crouched and watches the various legs and feet of the villagers trudging to and fro.
If the smoke were cloud Metze would be the giant who's head touches the sky, but she can't
stay crouched all day and when she stands up she is facing a man she doesn't recognise.
“Who are you?” he says.
“Metze. My father owns the water mill up on the hillside.”
“Why aren't you covering your face?”
“I don't know.”
“You want to spread the plague or have you been spared by demonic favour?”
“Demonic favour? I don't know what you mean.”
“The plague may be here. The victim is contained at Langermeier's farm house and being
cared for. People are taking precautions.”
A small group of villagers, no more than five or six, gather around the strange man, all of
them covering their faces with cloths tied to their heads.
“I'm sorry, I didn't know. I'm only allowed to come here three times a week. The news
doesn't travel.”
“Liar.” The man has a walking stick and hits Metze across the hip. The pain is sharp. “If you
come here again cover your face or we'll suspect you have a diabolical immunity.” He stops her
from trying to run past him, aims his stick to deliver another blow, but it glances off her arm and the
stick lands in the mud. He bends to pick it up and Metze sees the chance to run past him.
She keeps on running to the bridge, pursued by the dog making sure no one else tries to beat
her up. At the bridge the two guards are waiting, unaware that she is carrying money.
“In a rush to get home?” One shouts.
“Yes. My father wants me back to help him with repairs to the wheel.”
“Well hurry up then.” The same man shoves her again and the dog barks his disapproval.
“You see that, even the dog wants you gone.”
Metze looks back across the bridge, but she can tell by the expression on the dog's bristly
face he's relieved to see her cross safely.
Half way up the hill, before she reaches the collapsed section of path, Metze stops to regain
her breath. She has a bruise below her shoulder and her hip aches. Conscious of losing the precious
coins she checks the purse in the folds of the apron and counts the money. It's all there. The relief
helps to refill her lungs and she has the chance to listen to the burbling of the stream and the noisy
fate waiting for the water where it plunges over a cascade of boulders. The pool below the path
looks inviting, the shingly ground clear as a diamond, the water serenaded by leaning ferns and
dancing iris leaves and moss-covered stony cushions.
The water's too cold for a dip and the risk of being discovered - even though she and her
parents are the only users of this path - too great, too dangerous in such times of suspicion. She sets
off for home and meets a familiar figure coming towards her.
Uncle Pieter calls across the damaged section of path. “Everything in order?”

“Yes. What are you doing here?”
“I can't get into my own village.” They meet on the mill side of the damaged path and sit on
the driest rocks. “I've been away and I come back home and they say you can't come in, you might
be infected. So there I am, no food, the only place I can turn to is your father's house. Long walk
from Fortenz.”
“Where will you sleep? There's barely room for the three of us.”
“I'll sleep in the stable.”
“The horse snores.”
“That's all right. So do I. So long as she doesn't stand on me when I'm asleep.” Pieter notices
Metze's joviality is a pretence and moves her hand from her shoulder when she rubs her arm. “Who
did this?”
“Some man in the village. He was angry I wasn't covering my face.”
“People are terrified, Metze. They're starting to call it the Black Death. Killing everyone,
rich and poor alike. But there's no excuse for hitting you.”
“They won't hit me again.”
Distracted by his brother's arrival, Johann doesn't see Metze rummaging around his shed,
picking up bits of tools and cast off fragments of metal; old tankards, hinges, saw blades. Once she
has inhaled most of the dust from the shed and the workshop and the wheel housing she has enough
pieces of metal to cover her shoulders, upper arms, wrists and hips. She looks like a knight in an
advanced state of decay and disrepair, but as winter comes she'll be able to cover her makeshift
armour with an extra apron.
Water
When he's confused, Metze's father has a habit of standing with the palms of his hands on his collar
bones. A prolonged bout of sleety rain has swept the mountain and the resulting torrent has his
wheel turning at a frightening pace. Unlike his daughter.
“Why are you walking like that?”
Her mother wants to know the same thing.
“I'm stiff. I think my bed needs re-stuffing.” She moves like a scheming courtesan, creeping
from house to path trying to suppress the tell-tale sound of metal skin.
“Keep an eye on her,” says Johann to Uncle Pieter who has agreed to accompany Metze to
the village and investigate a request to do some repair work. Her parents were unhappy to hear
about their daughter being assaulted, but with so much tension everywhere Johann doesn't want the
access agreement to be cancelled. So for the time being, Metze, secretly armoured like a warhorse,
has a bodyguard.
The two of them aren't long from the house when Uncle Pieter's curiosity overwhelms him.
“Stop, stop a minute. You're walking like you've got a rock in your boot.”
“Can you keep a secret?”
“Go on. Astonish me.”
Metze lifts the lower reaches of her apron to reveal a plate of grimy metal tied to her hip
with cord.
“What's that?”
“And I've got some more here. . . .” She exposes her shoulders beneath the outer fabric and
the hard carapace that has bulked up her profile. “And as a final surprise to anyone who tries to
attack me. . . .” Tied to a second belt hidden by her apron, a long length of metal with thick cloth
tied around the end to form a makeshift handle. “And my dagger.” And she has a dagger!
“How many men are you expecting to attack you?”
“Two or three.”
“Not while I'm here.”
Off they go again. Uncle Pieter walks behind his trundling niece because if she falls over
she'll fall away from him down the hill and not on top of him crushing his own bones or cutting his

leg off with the sword-length of metal.
At the bridge the militia are gone and in the village the air has been washed clean by the
sleet. The plague victim died but without coughing on anyone and thus the plague died with him.
No musky clouds drift across the street and instead the usual smells of manure and rotting blood
from the butcher's barrels has returned a reassuring sense of normality.
The sight of Metze, limping towards the judge's house attracts the usual attention, but the
villagers are reluctant to say anything and hold back any mention of a great future in the perfumery
business. The judge knows why she's here, eyes Uncle Pieter and momentarily tries to put Johann
Hoffmann's name to a face.
“I'm his brother,” says Uncle Pieter.
“Are you? Here's the letter,” says the judge unrolling a rolled up parchment on which he's
relaxed the access agreement and given permission for unfettered entrance and egress.
“What does egress mean?” says Metze.
“Getting out. No point letting you in if we prohibit you from getting out.” He puts the
parchment on his fine wooden table in the middle of a fine panelled room, drips a large blob of red
wax on the parchment and shoves a wooden block into it, leaving his seal of authority behind. “Ah,
I always do this.” The three of them wait for the wax to cool and harden so that the judge can roll
up the parchment and go through the whole ritual again to seal the roll. “There. Don't lose it.”
“Thank you.”
“You're not ill are you?”
“No. Why?”
“You're walking funny.”
“I think I'm a touch arthritic. Working outdoors in the rain.”
“You should get yourself a husband. Mind you. . . .” The judge half points at Metze's nose.
“Anyway, there we are. Tell your father there's work to be done. A lot of gates and hurdles have
been washed away recently. We need good craftsmen to help put things right.”
“I will. Thank you, sir.”
“Now go on then. Don't stand around here all day or you might get implicated in
something.”
“Yes. No. I see. I'll go now.” She wants to get away quickly, but metal has its disadvantages
when the wearer isn't under attack.
“You'll be all right going home on your own,” says Uncle Pieter sitting on the worn out
stone at the base of the cross. “Get that agreement back to your father. I'll see you all later.”
She leaves him to find out what the judge wants doing around the village and pulls herself
back towards the bridge where even the dog suspects her of some devious carry on, sniffing around
her feet as if the metal is giving off some dog-alerting aroma. The hillside is twice as steep now
with the extra weight and she puts aside her usual worries of forest sprites and monsters and takes a
moment to sit back against a tree.
She slips off the top layer of her clothes and unties the bigger pieces of metal around her
hips. Even sitting down she can feel the release, the new freedom granted to her legs. An idea
occurs to her; if she punches holes in the metal that would make the pieces even lighter. Better still
weave strands of metal into a fabric as hard as armour but with more flexibility. Chain mail;
someone thought of it before her.
She's about to consider other ideas when she rolls her neck and notices a figure sitting on the
horizontal bench of a fallen tree. He doesn't move and squats on his trunk like a finely dressed toad.
His hood conceals his face, but his long hands hang below his knees before the fingers tie
themselves together. Metze jumps up.
“Sorry for disturbing you,” says the figure. “You looked at peace with yourself there, I feel
guilty for forcing you to move on.”
“I need to get home.” She doesn't have time to put on the armour and grabs the metal plates
off the forest floor. “My uncle will be along in a moment.”
“Relax, please. I'm not a threat. If you allow me to introduce myself I may even be able to

help you.”
Unable to move and concerned about the letter, which is important but has no material value
to anyone other than her father, Metze can do nothing when the figure slips off his tree trunk and
steps towards her, fingers still together.
“Who are you?”
“I suppose I'm a peacemaker,” he says. His voice conveys peace by its warmth and clarity,
and when he stands close enough Metze can see his slender handsome face. “Do you have a
moment?”
Does she have a choice? She can't hear the stream, but in the intense silence she knows
Uncle Pieter's footsteps will be heard from a long way off. Eventually. God knows how long he'll
be.
“I travel from village to village, a task that grows easier by the day, although autumn has
been difficult. Times are changing,” he says.
“Good. Good. I'm very pleased for you.”
“There was a time when I would have been happy to cut your throat, and worse, steal what
little you have and leave you to the boar, but war changes some men.”
“You're a soldier?”
“I was. Not any more. My downfall, well, it's a long story I may share with you some day,
but for now I want to spread peace.”
“You're a priest?”
“No.”
“Well, what are you?”
He takes another step forward and Metze begins to feel a heat building around her. She isn't
sure whether it is her own body blushing with embarrassment, boiling with fear or the man radiating
some strange internal fire.
“You don't need to cover yourself with armour.”
“Don't I?”
“No.” He stands close enough to lower his voice and Metze's face lingers at the portal of the
stranger's hood. His hand feels for the hard reinforcement covering her shoulders. “Take off these
outer layers. You may think they protect you, but they are nothing more than a prison.”
“I feel safe wearing this protection.”
“I can show you another way to be safe. Take off these clothes and enter the water.”
Unaware of the forest, the risk of others approaching, her uncle returning, the sound of birds,
the rush of the stream, she unpacks herself, piece by piece, garment by garment, metal plate by
metal plate, untying each component until she finds herself trying to remove her bare skin. Next to
the stranger there is no winter chill and the sleet that saturated the ground evaporates under her feet,
the steam rising like a ghostly shroud.
Without taking her eyes off the stranger she slips into the pool and gasps, not because of the
cold but because of the liberation the water gives her and the freedom to thrash about until the water
bubbles. The gravel bed tickles the soles of her feet. She submerges her head, drags circling eddies
around her waist, falls face forward and floats above the gravel, imagining herself flying over a
golden desert.
“Come to me,” says the man who stands above her now, an inviting smile on his face. He
reaches for her hands and pulls Metze out of the pool with enormous grace and wraps her with her
own apron. And when he places his head next to hers she feels a transfer of heat, that same internal
fire, through the skin of her temple, down the core of her body to her toes. “Peace is achieved
through knowledge, Metze.”
“You know my name?”
“With knowledge no one will harm you, no fire will burn you, no river will drown you, no
disease will kill you. If that is what you wish for, of course.” He moves away and collects her
clothes, examining the rudimentary armour.
“How do I acquire that knowledge? All I know is what my parents have taught me.”

She takes an apron and repeats the undressing process in reverse, pausing before retying the
armour which doesn't feel quite as heavy as it did a few moments ago. Or was it an hour ago,
yesterday? When Uncle Pieter rocks her awake where she slumped into a deep sleep next to the
tree, she startles and grabs at the folds in her apron. “It's here,” says Uncle Pieter waving the rolled
up letter. “Consider yourself lucky it had fallen underneath you when you dropped off.”
“Dropped off what? Oh, I see what you mean. Where am I?” Still groggy she takes a
moment to recognise the forest and the sounds of the stream and birds and gentle disturbance of the
moaning tree tops. The forest is always dark and conceals the time of day.
“Come on, on your feet.” Uncle Pieter levers her upright and Metze immediately feels a shift
in her centre of gravity. The weight of the armour has gathered around her stomach and when her
uncle turns to head back to the path she has a sneaky look in the folds of her apron. The weight is
that of a book. Sensitive to any expression of guilt on her face she tramps after her uncle, keeping
her head bowed and her thoughts to herself.
Once she's home any unusual behaviour is lost in the relief of retrieving the rolled up letter
and confirmation that business is back to normal. Johann taps his daughter on the forehead with the
scroll, leaving a small deposit of wax above her eyebrow. The way she walks is of less concern than
Uncle Pieter's description of the work they've been asked to help with: four stable gates, all the
hurdles around Schiller's vegetable plots, the details diminishing as Metze slips into her room.
By the time she has removed the metal and hidden it on the top of her cupboard along with
the sword and dagger she needs candlelight to investigate the book. An evening meal interrupts her
investigation and then another interruption to help her mother clean the utensils and feed a bowl of
hard peelings to the pigs.
Back in her room, under the bed cloth (and the bed doesn't need re-stuffing), her face
glorified by the meagre flame of the candle, she opens the book and reads the title.
Magnificus Treatise on the Fine Arte of Necromancie
She can hardly keep her eyeballs in their sockets and although the pages are filled with
dense impenetrable instructions and methods and lists and suggestions her instincts connect to the
writing. The illustrations are even clearer. Bodies in various states of animation from horizontal
corpses to dancing men and women, each illustration accompanied by a reference to the writing on
the facing page.
The candle expires. Metze stubs her toe on the cupboard as she hunts in the blackness for a
taper.
Candle relit, the pages continue to deliver more instructions which occasionally detour into
the realms of alchemy with numbered directions to turn common rocks into precious stones and
base metals into gold.
There's too much to absorb and Metze closes the book, snuffs out the candle, lies on her
back and imagines herself entering the village wearing her golden suit of armour studded with
rubies, emeralds and jet, her favourite stone and one she hopes to find before she dies but knows she
never will. Until now. She could step out of the house and choose any humble rock on the path and
elevate it to a prized jewel, the centrepiece of her golden chest plate.
Ambitions will have to wait though, because every time her father goes into the village he's
away for the day and she has to take charge of the wheel and the milling. But it's a process that
allows her time to experiment with her new found knowledge.
Fire
The instructions for raising the dead are clear once the text has been read and re-read several times.
The illustrations help and Metze feels confident she can make a start. An initial idea is to begin with
a dead animal, a fish for example, but the ritual requires a grave and a dead fish has no grave.
There is no other option. To raise the dead Metze will have to start at the top. A human

being. The process will have to be done at night which means sneaking out of the house and
negotiating the path in the dark, hope the dog doesn't bark if he spots her crossing the bridge. She'll
have to find a grave without attracting the attention of an insomniac out for a midnight stroll. She'll
have to do all that and be back home before sunrise without smelling of earth or the stench of a
reanimated corpse.
The book says nothing about how long the process takes. Metze needs a good length of time
to be fully awake after a night's sleep; how long does a corpse need to become lucid after months or
years buried in the ground? Overcome with doubt she wonders whether the book has any value at
all. And there's always the instructions on alchemy.
One evening, over a meal of rabbit stew, the conversation turns to the Black Death and the
village's narrow escape. “One victim out of two hundred people,” her father says. “I suppose we
should be grateful they took the measures they did. We didn't suffer that much.”
“I did,” says Metze.
“A whack on the arm,” her father says. “Can't have been very pleasant, but you're still here.
Could have been worse.”
“How?”
“You could be lying next to Ferdinand Luppold.”
“Is he the man who died of plague?”
“Yes. He was old. You're more susceptible to disease when you get old. And he insisted on
travelling, put himself at risk.”
“I thought his job involved travel,” says Metze's mother. “Didn't he trade cloth?”
“Yes. But who needed cloth at a time like that. The villagers would have supported him.
Anyway, what's done is done.”
“His widow struggles without his income.”
Metze doesn't hear the follow up to her mother's observation. Whirling out of control,
Metze's imagination has summoned the spirit of the book and its ghastly potential. Not only is
Luppold's death reversible, it would also benefit his widow. Once the old man is cleaned up, shaken
out of his torpor and rubbed over to get his muscles back in action he could resume where he left off
before the Black Death came along and wiped him out. One night's work and Ferdinand Luppold
would be home for Yuletide.
The short days mean early nights and Metze can sneak away from the house knowing she
has plenty of time to carry out the deed. She can barely think about it, preferring to concentrate on
the candle flame and the tiny hazy glow of light illuminating just enough of the path to stop her
straying into the infinite darkness of the forest.
The bridge is clear, the river shimmering in the energy of a half moon, the dog resting
elsewhere. The village is also dormant and Metze can identify the wealthier households by the
narrow columns of smoke from several chimneys; fires burning throughout the night, the sleeping
occupants warm in their beds.
She passes on between the houses, disturbs a cat, unsettles a couple of ducks, provokes a
gruff mumble from a hidden dog aware of a figure prowling about. Continuing, she passes through
the other side of the village to the track that heads towards the hillside where the dead are deposited,
their gravestones sprouting like stunted trees,
Short of breath, terrified to be in the presence of ghosts, Metze maintains the candle flame
and checks the contents of her bag. It's all there: more candles, spices and herbs, twigs and leaves,
several stones and a jar of pine resin. And the book, the menacing book, which she has memorised,
or at least the important bits.
Luppold's grave is one of the few with an upright stone. A simple block supplied and carved
by the village stonemason Jacob Wohl who refused to say which church he had pinched it from.
Methodically, carefully, reluctantly, Metze lays out her paraphernalia and positioning herself
at the foot of the grave, the book in her left hand, hazel twigs in her right hand, she drops to one
knee and begins the ritual.
“Allow the ground on which I stand . . . stand,” she stands up, “upon which I stand pass on

the life of Mother Earth into this subject Ferdinand Luppold.” A wave of the hazel twigs. “Supply
the fluids for his blood, the minerals for his bones, the nourishment for his flesh and the base
elements for his spleen, liver and essential glands.” (The ritual didn't sound as ridiculous when she
rehearsed it in her mind.)
With a hint of embarrassment she continues. “I set out now the eternal patterns and call upon
the flowing energy through the points of the triangle, the edge of the circle and the centre of the
square.” Glad to get the silly bit done, Metze takes five candles and positions them around the grave
at the points of a pentagram. With the salt she outlines a circle and then with the whips of a
coppiced willow creates a square that encloses Luppold's grave.
The book continues, more words of ancient wisdom to transmit the earth's forces to the three
shapes, more bizarre incantations and demands and the instruction to walk around the grave three
times flicking black pepper at the candles. Returning to her starting point Metze examines her
handiwork. Five candles flickering from their own ignition force her to pause and check the book
again. Some external force has joined her.
She draws breath and the fidgety soil twitches. Her instinct tells her to abandon the
proceedings, but that might lead to her being pursued by an angry corpse denied the full effects of
the ritual so with shaking hands and stiffening arms she carries on, her lungs constricted and the
first pangs of a stomach ache adding to the unrest.
Another eight candles bring the total to thirteen, a bowl of pine resin is lowered onto the
grave squirming now as if all the worms and creeping insects are beginning to stir. She recites the
second stage incantation, lights up another bushel of hazel twigs and sprinkles salt onto the ground,
making sure it forms the shapes of the four elements, air, earth, water and fire.
The soil settles. An owl hoots. The clouds rush across the face of the half moon. Metze
checks the perimeter of the graveyard, but she's still alone.
Gulping for air she carries out the final stage of the ritual which calls for a woven ring of
hawthorn, rose stems and alder. Assuming Luppold has been buried with his head at the stone end
of the grave she places one of the burning hazel twigs where she guesses his mouth would be.
“I call upon the eternal consciousness captured by this circle of life and offer you the first
meal of resurrection upon your awakening. Rise now Ferdinand Luppold. Rise from your sleep
made temporary by these gifts and live again until Death calls for you.”
Metze doesn't like waiting. She thinks life's too short to hang around, but she has no choice
now. The hermetic forces of life care not for impatience and with the darkness diluting and the
threat of sunrise reaching out to the base of the clouds she double-checks the book to make sure
everything she's supposed to do has been done.
On the sound of a cock crowing she knows villagers will be climbing out of their beds.
There's no more time to wait. Luppold will have to pull himself out of the ground. The
paraphernalia is packed away. Burning bits extinguished, shapes scattered by agitating the soil to
cover the salt and the pepper; the smells will move on before anyone comes along to tend to the
grave. And Luppold is still in there showing no signs of stirring.
Metze is home and in bed by the time the sun has straddled the horizon, her bag hidden for
the time being on top of the cupboard. She sleeps fully clothed, the armour dragging against the bed
cloth and pinching her skin.
When it's time to wake up she's ready to drop off, but she drags her weary body out into the
blustery morning where the water racing across the mill wheel splashes her face. By mid-morning
she's fit to drop and when her father isn't looking she creeps back into her room and one article at a
time returns outdoors with a handful of twigs or an apron load of leaves and deposits the lot around
the scrub and bushes.
“When was the last time you ate anything?” her father says at mid-day. His daughter stuffs
her food away as if she's terrified of having it stolen off her plate.
“I'm hungry.”
“You're walking better these days.”
“I'm sleeping better.” She's sleeping the same as she ever did, but in the face of a receding

threat has decided to limit the amount of armour to the upper arms and wear trousers underneath her
apron. “Sleeping well one night seems to help me sleep well the night after.”
“Does it? I'll have to try that.”
In the afternoon the rain comes again and begins to fall heavily as the hillside catches the
cloud. Through the mist one of the local militia appears followed by another and another and soon
the mill is populated by armed men who have come searching for one person.
“What's she done?” Metze's mother is the first to be confronted. Metze and her father,
lurking in the stable concealed by the mist, listen to the conversation. The judge is amongst the
militia and speaks with a nervous tremble in his voice.
“Your daughter has been accused of sorcery.”
“Sorcery?”
“Sorcery, yes. And not surprisingly, I should add.”
“Who has accused her of sorcery?”
The judge hesitates. The real armour of the militia chinks and clinks as the men squeeze
together to avoid stepping into the stream and being washed away.
“Who has accused my daughter of sorcery?”
“It burdens me to say this, but Ferdinand Luppold.”
Metze drops to the floor. Her father lunges for her.
“Ferdinand Luppold is dead,” her mother says.
“So we all thought. He's down in the village supping water like a man who hasn't drunk a
drop in his life.”
“This is preposterous. My daughter has been subject to ridicule and assault every day she
has walked through the village and now this absurd accusation.”
“Absurd it is not, Frau Hoffmann. Where is your daughter?”
The militia move to arrest Metze's mother. A provocation that forces her father out of the
stable. Metze peeps out from the doorway and is spotted by the judge. “There she is. There is the
sorceress.”
“I'm not a sorceress.”
“Search the house.”
The commotion develops into an arrest, her father and mother powerless to stop the men
with swords who wrap a chain around Metzes body, shackle her wrists and place a leather hood
over her head. The hood is removed once she is safely locked in a cell underneath the judge's house.
Numb with fear, the sleep catches up with her and she suffers a violent shake when the
militia come to take her back before the judge. Outside the house the agitated villagers can be heard
shouting to see the sorceress, calling for her execution, accusing her of bringing the plague to the
village and murdering Ferdinand Luppold.
“My hands are tied,” says the judge with inconsiderate irony. Metze hangs her head as the
charge is put before her. “That you Metze Hoffmann, daughter of Johann Hoffmann, did go to the
graveyard and using incantations inspired by the Devil did raise from the dead Ferdinand Luppold.”
Metze's mother calls from the crowd pushing into the judge's house. “This is a wicked
falsehood.”
“Bring forward the evidence,” says the judge. Two members of the militia push through the
crowd into another room and return with a man. Ferdinand Luppold. The risen corpse. The women
shriek, the men curse, the militia struggle to hold back the wall of bodies heaving for a closer look
at the dead brought back to life.
“Now do you believe the accusation, Frau Hoffmann?” says the judge. “Herr Luppold, is the
person responsible for your condition inside this room?”
The answer is pretty obvious. The judge has made it easy for Luppold to figure out who
might be the sorceress. He lifts his skinny arm and points at Metze who refuses to look at him. “It
was she.”
“That is all,” says the judge.
Metze's father calls out, “There is a due process. If my daughter is to be accused of anything

she has a right to a fair trial.”
“The charge is more serious than that of a simple crime, Herr Hoffmann. You should know
that. Sorcery is a sin against God.”
“You can't rely on the evidence of one witness,” says Metze's father, but he doesn't know
about Metze's book which is held up by the judge.
“There is all the evidence we need, Herr Hoffmann. Your daughter has incriminated herself
by possessing occult knowledge. This book is her weapon.”
“But Herr Luppold is alive, she hasn't killed him, quite the reverse.”
“Necromancy, Herr Hoffmann, is the means by which the sorcerer controls the dead to carry
out their diabolical ambitions. Herr Luppold is lucky we have stopped his tormentor before she does
any more damage.”
On the judge's instruction Metze is dragged back to the cell where she'll be kept until the
execution pyre is prepared. Apparently she's lucky there's no need to torture a confession out of her
and because of her age and previous good behaviour they won't pull the flesh from her bones or
behead her before casting her into the fire.
Alone in the cell and leered at by a militia man thinking about taking his chance, Metze
hears a voice and recognises the arrival of the traveller. He dismisses the guard and stands at the cell
door.
“Can you get me out?” Metze says without moving.
“Yes.”
“It's only right. It's because of you I'm in here.”
“What did I say to you the first time we met? No one will harm you, no fire will burn you.
Do you remember?”
“Yes. I remember. I remember everything. No use to me now.”
“This is where it starts, Metze. This is where your work for me begins.”
“A brief task, is it?”
The traveller smiles and pulls down his hood. Metze heaves herself upright and paces to the
cell door to examine the stranger's high forehead, the healthy glow of his skin and the black hairline
that flows around two short bony protrusions she has only ever seen growing on young goats. The
heat radiates between the bars of the door and an intoxicating calm fills her body. She slumps
against the door and basks in his reassurance, trusting to the last, convinced he'll carry her away the
minute the door is opened.
But he doesn't. In the late afternoon she is unshackled, escorted to a cart and paraded
through the village, pelted with vegetables and spat at. The frame of the cart protects her from the
farm tools wielded like spears and pikes, several stones catch her head and she wishes now she had
worn her armour. Armour that would be useless against the waiting danger of the fire that will soon
leap from the pyramid of branches and brushwood, eagerly devouring her limb by limb until only
the charred remains are left to be scattered on the fields.
Metze is tied to the stake, painted with pitch and blessed by the priest. Invited to apologise
before God she closes her eyes and apologises to no one but her parents who can't be seen. And
she's relieved they're not here to witness this ghoulish spectacle.
The wood is poked and prodded with burning torches and before the flames can indulge
their victim great blooms of smoke season the main course for cooking. The crackling fire teases
Metze dreading the first stabs of agony. Through the smoke the mumbling crowd prepare to
celebrate the defeat of evil that momentarily threatened their existence.
And when the burning wood expels blackened fragments of ash Metze breathes in one last
time and remembers her father retreating from the flames of his own burning waste piled into a
heap behind the mill. The smoke would billow, blown by the breeze, and Metze would be forced to
stand downwind of it to avoid choking to death. Yet here she is in the epicentre of an angry column
of ash and still she can breathe with all the ease of walking through a summer meadow.
The fire too seems reluctant to fulfil its threat. The tongues of flame embrace her legs, lick
her waist and scurry up her pitch-stained apron, wrapping around her throat and dancing on the top

of her head, and all the while she feels the cool chill of the afternoon.
The traveller was right. The traveller, with his curious horns and reassuring voice, kind eyes
and long hands is a man of his word after all. But what is this force, this unseen shield that protects
her from the ravages of the execution pyre?
The crowd can't understand it either, glancing around for an explanation, for a reason why
the woman in the fire makes no sound, utters no cries of anguish, but instead remains calm and
graceful with a smile on her face that broadens to a wild grin and then a howl of laughter.
They clammer for action, some calling for the fire to be increased, others demanding it be
put out and the victim beheaded, but the sweating militia can't get near the flames which roar now
with demonic fury, puffing and exploding, each detonation forcing the crowd back and blinding
them with unbearable heat. They run, fearing the fire will engulf the hillside, the village, the valley
(they've heard of entire valleys exploding when heretics are burned). They run until the surrounding
forests offer a hopeful sense of protection, and they stay amongst the trees until one brave militia
man goes away and later returns with news that the fire is out.
Darkness falls. A closer examination of the pyre will have to wait until the following day,
and by the time the judge and the priest are able to approach the softly smoking mound Metze is
already observing them from a distant ledge on a northern hillside. The frantic scramble through the
ash leaves the villagers fearing the future and the prospect of more devilish mischief and revenge.
But Metze has moved on. She returns home occasionally to reassure her parents she is safe
and free, and watches over them until old age runs its final course. Her own soul, released from the
restrictions of time, travels unchecked by mountains and rivers and settles now and again in likeminded practitioners of the art she has perfected.
Villages grow into towns, the towns grow into cities, the populations unaware of Metze
looking out for those in need of help, special help, protection from the aggression that came so close
to destroying her. And when she finds one eager individual in the narrow alley of a crowded city
called Paris she recognises her own ambition, recognises the same forces of eternity and for the first
time recognises herself as if an invisible hand has held up a strange mirror. It is the beginning of a
new and fascinating journey.

AND FINALLY...
Thank you for reading The Fine Art of Necromancy (and The Miller's Daughter). That's not just a
platitude, it's a genuine thank you for investing the time and a bit of cash. I probably don't have to
tell you it's not easy being an author in the 21st century and having my novel picked from the
millions that are out there is gratifying.
Thank you.
Can I ask you for one more tiny favour (or two)? Leaving a quick review on a site of your choice
would go a long way towards spreading the word, either for this book or for me. If you can find a
few more minutes to leave an honest review I would be doubly grateful.
And if you enjoyed my storytelling and can't get enough of it (I'll pause here until you stop
laughing) there are several options for you.
The TotenUniverse can be explored here at:
TotenUniverse.com
This is my ambition to create a new mythology around the rock band Toten Herzen and the
Malandanti network of covens. You'll find more articles, features, interviews and short stories to fill
the gaps between the novels and expand on the issues and episodes contained in the stories.
To date there are five other novels in the TotenUniverse available and if you haven't already found
them they're described in the following pages:

WE ARE TOTEN HERZEN
Between 1973 and 1976 Toten Herzen sold over eight million albums and toured arenas in Europe
and the US. In 1977 all four members of the band were murdered by crazed fan Lenny Harper.
Harper was only charged with wasting police time and the bodies disappeared.
Thirty five years later, British music journalist Rob Wallet's investigation into the incidents of 1977
led him to discover the band still alive in a remote village in southern Germany.
He persuaded them to make a comeback.
The paranormal dark comedy We Are Toten Herzen is the authorised story of one music journalist's
ambition to bring Toten Herzen back from the dead. From an isolated Dutch farmhouse to the
teeming chaos of New York, via Suffolk and the Ahoy Arena in Rotterdam, fact and fiction blur as
the '70s most notorious rock band plan their return, outwitting the modern music industry and
settling old scores in the only way they know how.
But is Wallet's story a hoax or strange reality? As he uncovers more of the band's past new questions
begin to emerge. Was lead guitarist Susan Bekker hospitalised in 1974 with Rabies? Was the band's
first manager Micky Redwall killed by his own dogs in 1977? What happened to an original 'fifth
member' of the band Peter Miles? And after all this time why haven't Susan Bekker, singer Dee
Vincent, bassist Elaine Daley and drummer Rene van Voors grown old? Find out in the only official
account of Toten Herzen's long awaited reappearance.

TOTEN HERZEN MALANDANTI
After the disastrous events in the previous novel 'We Are Toten Herzen,' the band are forced to
count the costs and the repercussions of their comeback tour. The focus turns to the safety of the
recording studio and their first album in forty years. Things can't get any worse.
But this is Toten Herzen, the dead rock band: murdered in 1977, discovered alive in 2013. Guitarist
Susan Bekker wants to sing, antagonising lead singer Dee Vincent whose catastrophic interview in
Hullaballoo magazine leads to a multi-million dollar lawsuit. Rob Wallet, the band's publicist, flirts
with insanity when he isn't flirting with Lena, the seductive former terrorist and leader of a network
of covens known as the Malandanti.
The story sets down amongst the isolated mountains of the English Lake District, with excursions to
post-communist St. Petersburg and Bamberg in Germany, scene of the 17th century witch trials.
Along the way the band are assaulted by an ever growing list of mysteries. Why has a Russian voice
coach arrived uninvited at three in the morning? Why are the Malandanti searching for a book
owned by Dee Vincent? What is Susan Bekker's Big Lie? And is the valley pictured in a 14th
century painting the source and home of the first European vampires?
Blue hair, black magic, talking sheep, murderous bushes, necromancy, alchemy and leather-clad
litigation. All captured on film by a deafening Dutch director in Toten Herzen Malandanti. Book
two in the authorised account of the band's astonishing and some would say unbelievable
comeback.

WHO AMONG US...
Disowned by her family and deranged by anger, Jennifer Enzo views the world as a demonic
garden, a film script and a list of names to be assassinated. But when she finds her own name on the
list she is forced out of her insular world to counter a sinister threat to her life.
Professor Virginia Bruck’s world is divided between her research in artificial intelligence and
posing for her husband, the eccentric German artist Earnst Bruck. Suspected of being the source of
a destructive rumour she decides to do what her semi-aristocratic family have never done
throughout centuries of rumour, and fight back.
Frieda Schoenhofer, a self-made millionaire, is determined to explain the death of a local witch.
Police are equally determined to explain a baffling double murder and Frieda becomes their first
suspect after the body of a man is found hung above the north door of Bamberg Cathedral.
All three women share a common association: the Malandanti, a four hundred year old network of
covens on the brink of collapse following rumours of a plot to kill the leading members. As the
conflict intensifies and the familiar world disappears, they will be forced to reassess their own
ambitions, confront the nature of guilt and innocence, and question how their beliefs explain the
supernatural forces they each control.

THE ONE RULE OF MAGIC
Frieda Schoenhofer is dead, murdered in Rotterdam. For her grief-stricken parents the true story of
their daughter's life is about to begin.
Her father, slowly demolishing the world around him, tries to eradicate painful memories by
throwing out his lifelong collection of film memorabilia. Her mother is convinced Frieda has been
reincarnated as a new born foal.
But Frieda isn't dead. She is travelling Europe hoping to rescue her father's discarded collection. A
journey of redemption that takes her to Nice, Prague, Turin and Vienna, where she meets a crooked
dealer in antique silverware, joins a funeral party full of mourners who can't stop laughing, falls in
love with a beautiful marionette, and discovers a plan to destroy the legacy of Mozart.
The One Rule of Magic explores Frieda's attempts to make amends for the crimes of her old life,
come to terms with what she has become, and prepare her parents for the bizarre truth surrounding
their daughter's disappearance.

THERE WILL BE BLOOD
Having completed their comeback album Malandanti and butchered their Belarussian rivals
backstage at the 2016 Gwando Awards, Toten Herzen prepare to tour the world. Taking time out
between concerts Rene secretly explores the Lost Valley and the possibility of creating a permanent
home there.
But rival band There Will Be Blood refuses to die and a new line-up is created fuelled by Toten
Herzen's notoriety and funded by arms dealers. Ambitious plans to sabotage the tour collide with
events chronicled in Who Among Us... and The One Rule of Magic. (TotenUniverse books 3 and 4.)
When Interpol's Bernadette Maldini extends her investigation into Malandanti crime and the murder
of Frieda Schoenhofer in Rotterdam she begins to unpeel the layers of the Toten Herzen myth. She
discovers Susan Bekker's 'Big Lie,' the tragic truth behind the death of Lorraine Daley's father, and
a key book in Dee Vincent's private collection.
The man behind the myth, Rob Wallet, sacked but secure on his Monaco yacht, the Agnetha,
exorcises his past in the company of ghost hunters, but his past and several other surprises are about
to catch up with him.
The world burns in the wake of Toten Herzen's disastrous tour. Goblin sellers, pig hunters,
Armageddon Bells and a man called Alf join a cast of thousands and one crocodile to ensure There
Will Be Blood in the fifth book of the TotenUniverse.
Thanks for your support and I hope you can continue on this bizarre literary journey with me.
C Harrison

