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  “No sin, failure, humiliation or exclusion can diminish the profound value of a human life that God has willed and called into being.” 
- Pope Leo XIV, Magnifica Humanitas







  
  Chapter 1

From the private journal of Desiderius van der Berg.


2nd November, 1918. Providence, Rhode Island. The guest room of the Sisters of Divine Mercy. 
I have not kept a journal in thirty-one years. I begin again because the matter at hand requires a record, and because if I do not return, someone should know where I have been and what I have done. We arrived in Providence two nights ago. Bishop Harkins drove us himself. Alice endured the journey with the polite stillness she used to maintain during shellfire. Catherine wept for most of it. I did not ask her why. I did not need to. She had not been a vampire so long as I have been to become accustomed to death. She was mourning Ruth, Rebecca, Tomas, and the rest. I have long since forgotten how to mourn.
Tonight is my last in this house. There is a cargo vessel in New York harbour whose manifest, by arrangements made before the war, lists me as a crate of agricultural machinery bound for Liverpool. I have packed accordingly: a small electric torch, a sealed flask of consecrated blood the Bishop pressed on me, this notebook, and the 1743 letter I have carried for sixty years and which I now believe I will at last have occasion to use. 
I told Alice this evening. She knew before I spoke. I said the cover story I planted with Gallow, that her community had been operating under Vladislav’s oversight all along, would survive only as long as Gallow did not attempt to verify it. The lie must become the truth before he reaches for it. 
The only person who can make it the truth is the man whose name I invoked, whom I have not seen in over two centuries, and whom most of the Order believes long dead. She said: I wish you would not go. She put her hand briefly on mine, then released me. 
She did not weep. She has done her weeping for this year, and the year is not yet over. 
Catherine wept openly. She begged me not to leave. 
I told her that what I was leaving for was the effort to ensure we did not lose any more. Bishop Harkins gave me his blessing. He asked me to make a good confession when I returned. I told him I would try. He laughed and said the confessional in his cathedral would be waiting, even if it took all night. I told him I would hold him to that, though a single night might not be enough given all the sins I was sure to accumulate upon my person on this journey. I leave in three hours.
19th November, 1918. Liverpool. A boarding house near the docks.
I have been in Liverpool five days. I have done what I came to do.
The Order maintains a small administrative presence here: three rooms above a tobacconist’s shop on Castle Street, where a clerk has been receiving correspondence between the American and European branches for thirty years. He is human, has no idea what he is processing, and believes he works for an antiquarian society.
I introduced myself as a representative of the Brotherhood of St. Athanasius, a charitable foundation I established in Boston in 1889 for precisely this kind of purpose. I asked to see the correspondence ledger. He produced it without hesitation. I made notes.
Most of the Order’s European financial correspondence is unremarkable. But three transactions in the past decade route through intermediaries that answer to no named authority within the visible hierarchy. The sums are modest. The discretion is absolute. Someone has been maintaining a shadow treasury within the Order’s own books, in plain sight, for at least ten years. The transactions route through Paris. The intermediary in each case is a notary on the Rue des Archives.
She will not name her client. I will have to give her a reason to acknowledge his existence. I have such a reason, and I have carried it for sixty years. In 1858, in a hotel in Vienna which has since been demolished, I took it from a man who attempted to compel my obedience by producing it. He did not leave the hotel. I take the boat-train to Paris in the morning.
12th December, 1918. Paris. A small rented room on the Rue du Temple.
Paris in winter, after a war. There is a particular quality to the grief here. It is not the sharp grief of the recently bereaved but the flattened, exhausted grief of people who have been in pain so long they can no longer remember what its absence felt like. No one looks at anyone else directly, for fear of seeing in another face the same depletion they carry in their own.
I have identified the notary. Her name is Madame Renard. Sixty-eight years old. A notary on the Rue des Archives for forty-three years, admitted in 1875, an unusual achievement for a woman in the French legal profession, which suggests either remarkable competence or remarkable patronage. I suspect both.
I called on her last week, presenting myself as a researcher in pre-Revolutionary land transactions in the Wallachian region. When I named Wallachia she made a small, almost imperceptible change in her posture, the kind of stillness one develops over decades of receiving information one does not intend to acknowledge. She offered to make inquiries and asked me to return in a week.
She had, of course, made no inquiries. She had spent the week considering me. Today she asked questions no ordinary researcher would think to ask, concerning the Vlad family, the monastic foundations along the Argeș, the late fifteenth-century relationship between the Orthodox church and the boyar nobility. Each was constructed to allow an ordinary man, by his answer, to reveal a gap that would identify him as such. I answered them all.
When I had finished, she said: For whom do you work, monsieur.
I said: For myself. As, I believe, do you.
She did not respond. She said she would consider whether her practice might be able to assist me, and that I should return in a week.
I said: Madame, I have not yet shown you what I have come to show you.
She waited. I placed on her desk a document I had not displayed to anyone in two centuries. She looked at it for a long time. I do not believe she breathed. Her eyes, which had been the alert eyes of a woman conducting an interrogation, became, briefly, the eyes of a much younger woman who has unexpectedly encountered something from her childhood. 
The transition lasted perhaps two seconds. Then she was again the notary.
She said: How did you come to possess this. I told her, briefly. I named the man. I named the year. I did not narrate the circumstances of his death, as I sensed in my blood his death was a fiction. It was a truth only one such as I could possibly know. 
She nodded once. She said: I will need to send a message. Do not return to this office. Leave me a means of contacting you. I gave her the address of my boarding house.
14th January, 1919. Paris.
I returned this morning. There was a message at the boarding house: Mme R. will see you at four o’clock. Bring the document. 
I went. She received me herself, having dismissed her clerk. She brought me into the inner office, the one with the locked cabinet, which she unlocked while I was watching, deliberately, so that I would understand the gesture. 
She gave me an envelope.
She said: I am instructed to give you this. I am instructed to tell you that the matter is now in your hands. I am instructed to add the following. Be certain you are not followed. 
I asked: Has he seen me?
She said: He has been aware of you, monsieur, since before you walked into this office. I do not know how. I do not ask. Inside the envelope: a single sheet of paper. On it, in a hand I have not seen in two hundred and forty-three years, a hand I would recognise in any quantity of light, on any surface, is an address in the Carpathian mountains. 
Below it, one further line: When you are certain. The ink is fresh. Dried within the last several days. He has been waiting for the letter to be requested. He has known I was coming, and from where, and approximately when. 
The shadow treasury was not a hiding place. It was a thread he left dangling, knowing someone would eventually follow it. Knowing I would. I am going to need to be very careful about what I assume from this point forward.
17th March, 1919. The Carpathian mountains.
I found the house. On a ridge that does not appear on any map I have consulted. Built in the late 1840s, modest, two storeys, of local stone. Perfectly maintained. No smoke from the chimney. No lights in the windows.
I knocked. After a moment, the door opened. He had not changed.
Of course he had not changed. Neither have I. And yet there is always, when one sees a creature one has not seen in great length of time, a small interior expectation that some change should have occurred. They never do. The lack of trace remains, every time, slightly shocking.
He stood in the doorway as I had last seen him stand in 1664: small, dark-eyed, dressed in a style that ceased to be fashionable around 1870. He has the absolute stillness that belongs only to extreme age. It is not the stillness of a predator about to move, but the stillness of a thing that has stopped resisting the passage of time and has, instead, made an arrangement with it.
He said, in the Romanian of the fifteenth century, which is the language we always spoke: You are slower than I expected.
I said: I had matters to settle.
He said: I have been watching Charleston for two years.
I had not, until that moment, known he was watching Charleston. I did not know why Charleston was relevant. I had never been there. I presumed there was a reason. I made my face still. 
I said: Tell me. 
He said: Come inside. I will not record the conversation in full. He has been monitoring the Order through his shadow network for nearly forty years, since shortly after his official withdrawal. He allowed the organisation to continue functioning in his name because he was curious to see what it would do without him. He found the answer disappointing. 
He is aware of Alice. He has been aware of her since before the war. He has read every report Gallow filed on her community, and several Gallow did not file. He did not receive them from Gallow. Gallow did not know that Vladislav still walked the earth. I did not know how he had come by the reports. There were clearly more who know of his ongoing existence than I understood.
He has read accounts of her Eucharistic practice and its physiological effects, which Gallow described and refused to credit, and which Vladislav, who has no investment in the prevailing theory of vampire physiology, finds simply, in his word, interesting. 
He said: She is not what I expected. I always expect failure. The hunger winning. A theological deception that produces the same result as the absence of theological deception, only with more comfort along the way. She is producing different results. I am finding it more interesting than I expected to be wrong. 
He will not sign the documents I requested yet. I wished for something to prove my authority and mission had come from him. He did not understand why I was in a hurry, or he did not care. He said he requires time to determine his terms. 
I left. 
I have written to Alice. The letter is brief. I have not described the conversation. There is too much in it I do not yet understand.
4th June, 1919. The Carpathians.
Second visit. He has not been considering his terms during the intervening months. He has been considering me, testing my disposition toward what he intends to propose.
He asked a great many questions about Alice. How she came to be turned. What Father O’Malley said to her in the chamber beneath St. Mary’s in 1892. What discipline she has cultivated. What she does when the hunger is unbearable. What she does when she has failed.
I answered carefully. I told him also what I have observed: that she is, in some respect I cannot quite articulate, becoming something none of us have seen before. He nodded as though I were confirming a hypothesis already formed. He said: I will give you the documents. They will bear my seal. They will establish her as my agent within the Order. They will give her access to certain protocols no other vampire alive could obtain. But the documents will come with terms. I asked what they were. He said: When the time comes, I will require an audience with her. In person. She will know when. I will not specify the place or the year.
I asked, finally: Why are you doing this?
He looked at me for a long time. He said: I have spent four hundred and fifty years operating on a hypothesis about the nature of what we are. That we are corrupt, that our nature is incompatible with grace, that the most we can hope for is to determine which of us is worthy of being permitted to continue and to dispose of the rest with what mercy circumstances allow. The hypothesis has been disturbed. Alice is my null result. She is the case I was not expecting. The documents are the price I am willing to pay for the privilege of finding out. I would rather be wrong about something I have believed for four centuries than be right and never know. 
I did not know what to say. I left.
29th October, 1919. The Carpathians.
Third visit. The documents are not yet ready. He apologised for the delay, a thing I have not heard him do in two and a half centuries, and explained that preparation has required certain confirmations through the shadow network. He has identified certain operatives whose continued reliability he doubts. He will deal with them in his own way.
He did not dismiss me at once. He asked whether I have continued in my faith. I said I have. He asked whether I have made my last confession recently. I said it has been some weeks. He nodded as though this were the correct answer. He said he has, in recent years, taken an interest in certain forms of contemporary Catholic theology which he had previously dismissed, particularly the work of certain French Jesuits whose books he has had Madame Renard procure for him. He said he was not convinced. He said he was no longer not interested.
This is the closest thing to a confession of disturbance I have heard from him in any lifetime.
11th March, 1920. Venice.
I am wintering in Venice. I have an old correspondent here, a female vampire of two hundred years, who has maintained a small lending institution in this city since the time of Napoleon.
She is part of Vladislav’s shadow network. She has been part of it for forty years. She did not realise, until our conversation, that I was Vladislav’s progeny. She has been operating, all this time, with a portion of her own organisation invisible to her.
The network extends across Europe, North America, parts of South America and the Levant. Intelligence assets in approximately forty cities. Until recently, it has been used only to observe. Within the past two years, he has begun using it for purposes beyond observation. Preparing for something no one in the network can yet name.
She also confirmed an intelligence I had received but had not been able to verify. A vampire matching Gabriel’s description has been in Charleston, South Carolina, for at least three years. Living quietly. Attending Catholic Mass at a small Black parish called St. Augustine’s, under an elderly Creole priest named Cyprian Arceneaux. Working as a private tutor to a wealthy Charleston family. 
He has not, by every indication, fed on a human being since arriving in the city. He has been doing what Alice would call penance.
Alice does not know any of this. I will write to her this week.
22nd April, 1920. The Carpathians.
Fourth visit. The documents are still not ready. He has identified three operatives within the network whose loyalty he does not trust. He will deal with them before issuing the documents.
He asked, this visit, after the Diocese of Charleston. I told him the sitting bishop was William Russell, whose pastoral record I had been studying with some interest. A man who chose John 10:16 as his episcopal motto and who has, by every report, governed his diocese with the kind of attention that suggests he means what the motto says.
Vladislav was, on hearing this, briefly silent. 
Then he said: Interesting.
I asked what was interesting about it.
He said: I have known the Russell family for some time. The current bishop’s great-uncle was, in 1841, a friend of a particular intermediary I employed in Maryland during a transaction whose details no longer concern us. I have observed the family with interest since. The bishop will be useful when the time comes. Alice should approach him carefully. She should not approach him quickly. He is the kind of man who, when approached too quickly, retreats. 
Tell her his motto matters. Tell her the man means what he chose.
I said I would.
9th September, 1920. The Carpathians.
Fifth visit. The third operative has proven more difficult than the others.
He asked, this visit, whether I had begun to consider what I would do after the documents were delivered. I said I had not. He said I should.
I asked, finally, whether he had any further terms not yet stated.
He looked at me for a long time. Then he said: I have one further term. When Alice receives the documents, she will receive also a letter from me, sealed, which I composed some years ago and which Madame Renard has held in trust. 
The term is that she read it, in private, before she uses the documents for the first time. If she uses the documents without having read the letter, the documents will cease to bear my authority. They will become forgeries. How anyone might know whether she read it or not, I could not say and did not ask. I imagine something within them will give her a phrase, or perhaps some knowledge, that will assist her in presenting the sealed document to the authorities representing the Order of the Morning Dawn in Charleston. A code, of a kind, that will serve to verify that she had not come by such documents by theft or happenstance. 
I have begun to wonder what is in the letter. I do not believe he means her harm. I am also not certain what he means. I have ceased, by this point, to trust my own readings of him. He has been an enigma to me my entire existence, and this would never change. It was how he wanted it. It gave him the upper-hand. 
13th October, 1920. The Carpathians.
Sixth visit. The third operative has been dealt with. The documents are ready. I have them in my possession.
There are three. The first is a sealed letter establishing Alice’s community as operating under Vladislav’s direct oversight, bearing his personal sigil, the pre-Reformation variant of the rising sun, older than the Order itself. The second is a sealed letter, addressed to Alice personally, which Madame Renard had been holding since 1916. The third is a smaller document bearing a sigil I do not recognise, which Vladislav indicated I should give to Alice with the instruction that she keep it on her person and produce it only in an emergency he did not specify. 
He said: She will know.
He said: You will find Alice has things to do before she comes to Charleston. She is not yet ready. Her progeny, he meant Catherine, is not yet ready. There is the question of Bishop Hickey, who is becoming more inquisitive than is comfortable. There is the question of Gabriel, who is being watched in Charleston by Order operatives whose attention he has not yet noticed. 
Send the documents when she is ready. The shadow network will tell you when. 
Then he said one more thing. He said: Desiderius. The cover story you planted with Gallow has been compromised. Someone within the shadow network, or, possibly, within the Order’s official structure, has communicated to Pemberton in Charleston that Alice is alive. He has known for some months. I am still investigating. You may tell Alice. She should know before she arrives that Pemberton has been expecting her. 
He said: Go well, Desiderius. Make a good confession when you next have the opportunity. I do not yet believe in your sacraments. I respect that you do. This was the closest thing to a parting blessing he has ever offered me, in two and a half centuries.
8th February, 1921. Vienna.
I have been in Vienna nearly three months, waiting for the shadow network’s intelligence on Alice. The city is in a state I had not expected to see: an imperial capital with no empire to capital. The Hofburg is mostly empty.
Word came yesterday. Alice is at the Convent of the Good Shepherd in New York. Catherine is with her. There have been three incidents within the past several months in which Catherine nearly fed on humans in the surrounding parish. None resulted in a death. All resulted in Alice spending several days afterward in close vigil over her. Alice does not sleep. She does not require it. None of us do, but it is good for us. Without death looming, barring a tragic accident, sleep is the only thing I have ever found interrupts my existence. It breaks things up into manageable parts. She has been receiving communion daily.
Vladislav was correct. She is not ready. The documents would arrive in her hands as another burden rather than as a tool. I will continue to wait. I have had a purpose for two years. I find I am not certain I remember what I did before.
30th May, 1921. A village near the Hungarian border.
Bishop Harkins is dead. The news reached me yesterday through the Boston end of the network. He died on the twenty-fifth, in his cathedral, after a brief illness. The funeral has already been held. The diocese has been transferred to a man named William Hickey, who has been auxiliary bishop in Providence for some years and who is, by every description, an entirely different sort of man: younger, more administrative, less inclined to the kinds of unofficial accommodation Harkins built his ministry on.
I have lost a friend. I knew him for thirty-eight years. He was the second priest in my long life who took me seriously enough to argue with me, rather than dismiss me or attempt to convert me. The first was Father O’Malley, who died in 1893. There has not been a third.
Alice will be feeling this more sharply than I am. He was her principal protection in the visible Church. He was the one human alive who knew the full shape of her arrangement. His death leaves her in a position she will have to manage carefully. Hickey will not pursue her. I have made inquiries; he is not that kind of bishop. But neither will he extend the kind of cover Harkins provided.
I have written her a letter of condolence. The death of a man like Harkins is not the kind of thing one consoles. One only continues.
14th September, 1922. Trieste.
I have spent the spring and summer in slow movement through Italy, Switzerland, and the south of France, making no decisions beyond the small ones, allowing myself to be, for the first time in many years, idle. I find idleness does not suit me.
Word came this week from the Venetian contact. Pemberton’s operatives in Charleston have now confirmed Gabriel’s identity. They have been observing him for some time, but until this summer they were not certain it was him. They have not moved against him. They are, by all indications, waiting to see whether anyone comes for him. The patience of this strategy is itself information about Pemberton. He believes he has time. He believes whoever might come for Gabriel will come on terms he can anticipate. 
He is going to be wrong about that, I suspect.
I have also received the first communication from Vladislav since I left the Carpathians two years ago. It came through Madame Renard, in her usual fashion, written in his cipher. It said one thing: She will be ready next year. Prepare what you mean to send.
I have begun to prepare, though a dozen drafts have made their way into the fire. I will find the right words in time. 
11th May, 1923. Paris.
I am in Paris again, for the first time in over four years. The city has recovered some of its surface. There is jazz now, in places, but underneath the recovery the grief is still there, simply quieter. Some things do not heal.
Madame Renard received me as though our last meeting had been the previous month rather than years ago. She is older now. Her hair has gone fully white. Her composure is intact. She gave me the second of Vladislav’s sealed letters, the one for Alice, which she has held since 1916. 
The seal is unbroken. She did not ask me what I intend to do with it.
I have also received, this week, a final detailed report from the Venetian contact on the state of Alice’s circumstances. 
Catherine has stabilised, not fully, but enough that she is no longer a daily emergency. The convent has settled into a new rhythm under Hickey’s diocesan oversight, which is wary but not actively hostile. Alice has been corresponding for nearly a year with a small charitable network in the South, which still operates from the residue of Bishop Harkins’s contacts and which has confirmed Gabriel’s location in Charleston. 
She has been studying that city. She has been preparing.
She is, in other words, nearly ready. Or as ready as she will be.
I will dispatch the portfolio in August.
12th August, 1923. Location withheld. 
The portfolio is gone. I sent it this morning, through the channels Bishop Harkins established before his death, which have continued to function through the diligence of those of his network who survived him. Alice will receive it within the week. 
She will have approximately a month before she boards the train to Charleston. She is the sort of person who prepares. My letter was brief.
I told her about Gabriel: where he is, what he has been doing, how she will find him. I told her about Pemberton, that he commands the Order’s Charleston operation, that he is running a supernatural detection program through a spiritualist salon front and a feral vampire weapons program against the Gullah Catholic community. 
I told her about Vladislav, that I have secured the endorsement, that the documents bear his seal, that she should use them only when necessary, that they are a door and not a key, that doors open from both sides. I told her about Bishop Russell, that the motto matters, that he means it, that she should approach him slowly, carefully. 
I told her that there is a sealed letter from Vladislav in the portfolio which she must read in private before she uses the documents for the first time. 
I told her this plainly. I told her the documents will fail if she does not. I did not explain why. I do not know why. 
I told her that her cover has been compromised. I told her Pemberton has known she is coming for some months. I told her I do not know how. I told her I am investigating. I did not tell her the full terms of the endorsement. I have not told her about the audience Vladislav will eventually require. I have not told her about the smaller document with the unfamiliar sigil. I will tell her these things in person. 
I also wrote a longer letter, which I have not sent. It said that Vladislav has been watching her for longer than she will be comfortable knowing. That his interest in her is not predatory but is also not entirely safe. That the four-year-old letter in her portfolio was composed before I ever found him. That I do not fully understand what he intends, but that I believe he intends her no harm, and that what harm he might cause her would be incidental to a purpose I cannot yet name. 
It said also that I have come to love Alice in a manner I had not previously understood myself to be capable of. That this was the principal reason I went to find Vladislav, more than the cover story, more than any tactical necessity. That I went to make the lie true because the alternative was not bearable. That I have not told her directly because telling her would alter the terms of our friendship in a way I have not been ready to alter them. That I am now, perhaps, beginning to be ready.
I have burned that letter. It served its purpose in being written. 
She will manage. She always manages. That is the thing I most admire about her and, at present, the thing that concerns me most. —D.






  
  Chapter 2

(ALICE)


September, 1923

The gas lamp in the compartment had been turned so low it gave only a coin of light against the ceiling. The rest of the car was dark. The window showed nothing but Carolina pine sliding past in long, uneven strokes, the trees blacker than the night behind them. I could smell coal smoke through the seam of the sash, and beneath it the dry, mealy odor of old upholstery. 
Catherine lay curled on the bench opposite me, with her coat drawn up to her chin.
She was asleep. I was not. I did not require it, and I had not slept once since the war. Every time I tried, the beginnings of a lived nightmare replayed in my mind—the explosion that devoured Ruth and Rebecca at the supply depot. I forced myself alert before the vision finished. Before the moment of their final deaths. 
I had two papers in my hands.
The first was a folded sheet of common writing paper, creased so many times along the same lines that it had begun to soften at the seams. I had written four words on it in my own hand. Alias Oves Habeo. 
I had written them after some weeks of slow, careful reading on a man I had never met, Bishop William Russell of the Charleston diocese, who had chosen those words from the Gospel according to St. John as his episcopal motto.
I have other sheep. 
It was the line Christ gave to the twelve when speaking of those outside the fold, a warning and a promise: the ones you do not recognize as your own, I recognize.
Russell had chosen it for his coat of arms in 1910, in a year when the diocese had been threatened by schism and by the invisible violence of race hatred, and he had held it through every controversy since. He signed his letters with it. He worked it into homilies and public addresses until it became a kind of rally cry among the clergy who respected him and a curse among those who did not.
Alias Oves Habeo. 
I have always found it easier to love what is lost, or to love what is not permitted.
It gave me hope. By all evidence, I did not belong to the fold most within the Church recognized. I’d been a Sister, a prioress of sisters who had a nature like mine, a nature many who knew of our existence believed meant we were beyond redemption. This was what the Order thought, though they’d never hesitated to lie to our kind, to tell us that if we killed for them, we might be saved. But salvation doesn’t come through force; it cannot be earned through effort. It certainly cannot be attained through fear and hate, the very vices that the Order of the Morning Dawn mistook for virtue. 
Salvation comes through grace. Through a love, not forged by will or deed, but by our communion in Christ’s Sacred Heart. 
The second paper was Gabriel’s letter.
It was short. The address of his boarding house on Tradd Street in Ansonborough was inked at the top. I had read the letter on the train out of Penn Station, and again at the long stop in Washington, and once more at Richmond after Catherine had fallen asleep. 
Gabriel was my estranged progeny, though I did not remember turning him. His existence was the product of the murderous rampage I’d been commissioned upon by Silas, shortly after I’d become what I am. Gabriel was one of my victims, and without my knowledge, the Order of the Morning Dawn had turned him into a weapon—like me. 
Gabriel redeemed himself in the end—mostly. But he’d since gone his own way.
I hadn’t seen Gabriel in more than twenty years. I’d received the occasional update, brief notes delivered through Bishop Harkins’s charity contacts. Somehow, Desiderius had found him and confirmed to me his location in a letter in recent years. Gabriel had drifted south. He had stopped at Charleston. 
When Desiderius’s letter arrived, and indicated I should investigate the Order’s activities in Charleston, I couldn’t imagine it was a mere coincidence that Desiderius had happened to find my long-lost progeny in a place where the Order’s activity had roused concern.
I wrote Gabriel to confirm he was still there. His reply confirmed he was. 
And now I was on a train to the diocese where Desiderius had said in a letter, received three months before, that I should investigate. 
I trusted Desiderius. At least I trusted the Desiderius I’d known. Since he’d found Vladislav, it was hard to say how much the older vampire, who was Desiderius’s sire, had influenced him. A sire’s influence is profound. Was it really possible that, having found his sire, he was the same Desiderius I knew who’d been apart from his sire for most of his existence? 
I did not know what he had agreed to in the mountains above the Argeș. His tone in writing was as affectionate as ever, though my intuition suggested he was holding something back, something he’d longed to say but for whatever reason couldn’t or wouldn’t put in writing. 
I let my thoughts drift
I thought of Father O’Malley. I thought of his cane against the stone floor of the chamber beneath St. Mary’s, the careful weathered cadence of his voice. His words that first gave me hope again. That what had happened to me did not require damnation. I still remembered the first time he’d placed the Sacred Host upon my tongue, how it had burned, but satisfied my hunger, all at once. 
I thought of Bishop Harkins. I’d visited him the night before he passed. I thought of the guttering of the candle the sister had left at his bedside. His trembling hand found my head as I knelt at his beside. He gave me a final blessing. He told me to go on, that the work was not finished. He had not told me what the work was because he did not know, but insisted that the light of faith would guide me. Even if his successor did not afford me the same protections, the same guidance, he’d provided. 
Since his death, I had lived in quiet. If the new bishop knew my name, I couldn’t say. He knew nothing of who I was, or the work I’d done at his predecessor’s behest. 
Still, even in the wake of Harkins’ death, I had been sustained by the Eucharist and protected by the convent walls. I waited until something came of Desiderius’s pilgrimage to find his sire, and suspected I’d eventually have to live up to the careful fiction Desiderius and I had built together out of the wreckage of Belgium. 
The fiction was this: that I had been an operative of the Order all along, working under the direct authority of Vladislav, that my community had existed by his sanction. It was a lie meant to protect the convent and me. It had become, by Desiderius’s labor, something that wore the dress of the truth. 
How well the dress fit remained to be seen.
Vladislav’s seal gave me, for reasons I didn’t understand, enough confidence to believe that for some reason the ancient vampire was willing to endorse our tale. 
I set Gabriel’s letter on the bench beside me, face down.
There was another letter I no longer had in my possession because I had burned it in the iron stove of the convent kitchen.
It had arrived in the portfolio. Desiderius had tucked a note into the outer sleeve in his own hand. One line. 
Read his letter first.
I had read it.
The penmanship was in the style of a man who’d come from another century. The letters were elegant, perfectly formed, as if he’d learned to write at a time when paper was in short supply. 
The letter itself was four years old. He’d written it before Desiderius had found him. That fact alone would have given me goosebumps had my constitution permitted it. 
He had written it in 1916. I had burned the words into my memory. I could risk no one else reading them, which is why I destroyed the letter. 
He had been watching my community’s practice with the Eucharist through channels he did not name. That fact alone roused concern. If anyone in the convent read it, if anyone discovered it, it would cast a cloud of suspicion over everyone. They would wonder: who among the sisters, or perhaps the brothers, had been secretly communicating with Vladislav? 
Was it someone else, someone on the outside, who’d received updates through other channels? Perhaps it was someone connected to Bishop Harkins, who’d ascertained the details
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