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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 auto-

suggestion, 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, non-
practitioners. 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?


