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ONE: The Last Cards

The countess looked at the seven cards and raised a disdainful eyebrow.

“So much money for these scraps of paper? You have been cheated. Or perhaps you are trying to cheat me?”

Rollin shifted uneasily as he stood beside her chair and pushed back the twisted spectacles which were sliding down his long nose. Convincing a client to pay for his services was the most difficult part of his difficult business, but he had learned long ago that it never helped to apologize.

“It will cost you this much, Madame Countess, and a great deal more. These cards are relics, the last remaining tokens of a wizard who died three hundred years ago, and my colleagues bid wildly for the privilege of owning them. There was even an attempted robbery. But only Rollin was clever enough to see what they were worth. And only Rollin, I might add, has a patron wise and generous enough to pay the price, both for the cards and for the experiments we shall perform with them.”

The Countess de Corville smiled. “I am immune to flattery, I hope; I have had a lifetime of it, and from men whose manners are far more polished than yours. Yet it amuses me to hear your rude attempts, Rollin, and I confess that other men speak less of my wisdom than they do of my beauty. You may continue.”

“I am an old man, Madame Countess, and your beauty is not for me, however much it may delight me to find so fair a flower here in this miserable garret. But you show your wit by seeing through my stratagems. Let me be honest with you.” He shuffled around the sagging table to face the Countess and gazed intently into her luminous brown eyes. “I ask nothing for myself,” he said, “except the opportunity to perform this great work for you. Magic is an expensive business, and the world is full of those who can see nothing beyond the gleam of gold. Trust me, I implore you, and I shall show you something that no woman in Paris has ever seen.”

The flickering light of a single candle stump illuminated the face of the Countess de Corville as she sat considering Rollin’s proposal. Most of what he told her was true, but not that he was indifferent to her appearance. He was a man of sixty-seven winters (he remembered the winters more than the summers), but only a woman half his age, as he guessed his visitor to be, could believe that a man of his years was immune to feminine charm. And the Countess breathed charm, as tangible and yet elusive as the spicy perfume that filled Rollin’s cramped attic apartment.

Her hair was the color of honey, so lightly powdered that little of its natural beauty was lost, and it fell in a profusion of waves and curls over her bare shoulders. Her hat was broad-brimmed and black, adorned with ostrich plumes; it shadowed her large, dark, and liquid eyes. Her face was a painting in red and white, after the fashion of the time, and a tiny black patch highlighted her left cheek, but no amount of artifice could conceal the perfection of her delicate nose, her soft lips, and her slightly rounded chin. Wrapped tightly around her long neck was a choker of black velvet; hanging from it was a single pearl, its pale iridescence matched by the glowing flesh of an exquisite bosom only half hidden by her, black velvet bodice. The rest of her costume was hidden in the folds of a crimson cloak, from which her long white hands emerged, covered with jewels. Rollin admitted to himself that he was old enough to care more for these gems than for the glamour of the woman who wore them. Any one of her rings would pay for a dozen experiments such as the one he proposed to her.

The Countess seemed to be aware that he was devouring her with his eyes, yet she was more entertained than annoyed. She shrugged her shoulders in a manner that seemed calculated to release her high breasts from their dark confinement.

“It is too expensive,” she said. “What shall I tell my husband? It is bad enough when I have something to show him, a gown or a wig or a necklace. But I can tell him nothing of this. And he does nothing but complain about money. I think he will die if the king decides to tax the aristocracy. He tells me that the Estates-General will meet in a few days, and for no other purpose than to protest the shabby treatment that we nobles are receiving. Where shall I find the money?”

“The Countess will find a way,” said Rollin as he sat again beside her. “She is already an astute practitioner of magic, and this final effort will give her the keys to wealth and youth and power. It is a wiser investment than a few more acres of land to be neglected by ungrateful peasants.”

“I agree, Rollin, and I would gladly give you this pearl to pay your price.” Her hand caressed her throat and strayed coquettishly into the soft shadow between her breasts. “But my husband is the sort of man who counts his wife’s jewels when he has bad news from our estates in the country. Still, I suppose I shall find a way.”

“I have faith in you, Madame Countess. You can control the Count more easily than we can control the magic in these cards.”

“I suppose so. He is a fool. If he has the time to wonder where I am, he will only imagine that I am with a lover.”

“Now you flatter me, Madame Countess.”

“Indeed. But what have you been saying? Is there danger in these bits of paper?”

“Only for Raoul Rollin, who will see to it that you are safe.”

“They are only Tarot cards, not much different from the ones you have had for years. What can seven cards do except to predict a future so misty that only a charlatan like you would have the audacity to interpret it?”

Rollin’s watery gray eyes blinked behind the thick hexagonal lenses of his spectacles, and he ran his fingers through the long hair that hung sparsely from his balding skull. Then he wiped his hand absent-mindedly on a waistcoat that was already more than a little greasy.

“These cards, Madame Countess, are not for predicting the future, but for controlling it. As you say, there are only seven, and anyone who dealt them out would read the same fortune. The cards are only a blind. There is something hidden in them!”

“But what fortune do they tell?”

“Please, dear lady, listen to me. These cards were made by the hands of one of the greatest sorcerers who ever lived, a man who was powerful enough to conquer death. They were rescued from his castle in Spain after it was destroyed in 1496, almost three hundred years ago.”

“Two hundred and ninety-three years, to be exact. This is 1789. Your exaggerations will not impress me.”

“Three hundred, two hundred and ninety-three, what is the difference? The point is that this man, this Don Sebastian de Villanueva, knew more than any man alive knows, and that some of his secrets are hidden in these cards.”

Rollin’s enthusiasm pulled him up out of his chair and he began to pace around the narrow room. Each time he crossed the candle, it sent grotesque shadows flashing across the slanted ceilings of his garret. His body was lean to the point of emaciation except at the waist, where an incongruously round little belly swelled. His waistcoat and breeches were black decaying into green. His shirt, stockings, and cravat might once have been white, but there was no way of proving it. His costume was completed by oversized red slippers that flapped as he walked; his hat and coat hung on a peg in a corner. He was not dressed to receive a lady, and the Countess de Corville found it best to press a perfumed handkerchief to her delicate nostrils on those occasions when he came too close to her.

“So this Don Sebastian conquered death,” she said. “Then where is he now?”

“Who knows? There is a story that he died in Spain, and another story that he died again nine years later. Some say that he survived even that, and somehow appeared in Mexico during the Spanish Conquest. Wherever he was, now he is lost. But Rollin has found him again! Look, Madame Countess. He is hidden in the cards.”

Rollin spread the seven pieces of pasteboard across the scarred face of the table in front of his client. The Countess glanced at them without much interest; she had seen them before.

“You must examine them more closely,” Rollin said. “You will need a glass. I have one somewhere. What did I do with it?”

He began to rummage through a pile of books stacked against the low wall, but found nothing except a scrawny cat which emerged from its nest with unruffled dignity. He ran his hands along a row of dusty bottles on a shelf, pressed his fingers to his face in exasperation, and then plucked off his spectacles. “These will do,” he said. “Take a look at Death.”

The Countess peered at him sharply for a moment, then realized what he meant and turned her attention to the card bearing the picture of a. skeleton.

“Beautifully done, isn’t it?” asked her host ingratiatingly. “Of course the ink has faded a bit after all these years.”

She hardly dared to touch the antique card for fear that it would crumble to dust beneath her fingers. The skeleton walked across a field whose abundant crop consisted of human hands and heads. Some of the heads bore crowns, but the scythe the skeleton brandished swung toward them without hesitation. The sun was sinking behind the bony figure, and the sky was red, but its color had aged until it looked like dried blood.

“It is an old picture,” said Rollin as he leaned over the table. “But observe.” He placed his glasses over the ribs of the skeleton and adjusted the lenses as carefully as his weak eyes would permit. “These will magnify it for you. There is secret writing hidden in the lines of the drawing.”

The Countess leaned forward over his shaking hand and stared through the dirty glass at lines of faded ink that swam before her eyes. For a moment she thought she law letters hurried between the bones, but she could not read their message.

“What does it say, Rollin? The light is so weak.”

“It is written in Latin, which I assume you do not read. There are so few ladies of your station who can. But Rollin will translate it for you. It says: ‘Seek me among the stars.’”

“And what does that mean?”

“At first I was not sure. Even now I am not completely sure. We have only hints. Most of the cards are gone, but I believe I have enough of them to give me a key, the key that Don Sebastian left for me three hundred years ago. The first writing I saw was in another card, and I could not read them all until your generosity enabled me to buy them. The first thing I noticed was in this one. The Devil.”

“These are not the most favorable cards, Rollin.”

“But they are among the strongest. What would you have from a wizard? We are lucky to have what we do. And the Devil was what set me on the track. The message is in the chains that bind the naked woman to Satan. It says: ‘Blood and bone imprison me.’ And that sent me back to the Death card. As you know, it does not signify death in the ordinary sense, but a transformation or an upheaval. It also stands for Scorpio, which I believe to be the sign under which Don Sebastian was born. And I think there is more in that card than we have seen so far. Part of the clue was here.”

His bony finger touched another card, one representing a tower struck by lightning, with two figures falling from it toward the rocks below.

“The Tower,” said the Countess. “Another ill omen.”

“It is only Mars, the planet that rules Scorpio. It is a blessing to have three cards of such power. The other four are comparatively unimportant, all from the minor arcana. Five of Cups, Ten of Wands, Ten of Swords, and Knight of Swords. Cards of small significance. I would trade them all to have the card called the Star. ‘Seek me among the stars,’ he wrote. But we must make do with these.”

“And what do you propose to do with them, Rollin? These snatches of poetry seem to have no import. Why should I have paid so dearly for them?”

“That I hope to show you now. I waited for you to come before performing the next step. It has something to do with the message about blood.”

His eyes twinkled happily as he picked up his spectacles and put them on; then he stepped away from the table for a moment. When he returned he was holding a knife with a long, narrow blade. The color of the blade was dull, but its edge was sharp. “This should do nicely,” he said with a smile.

Instantly the Countess was up out of her chair and backing toward the door. “I have four servants waiting in the street below. The footmen were chosen for their strength, and they are armed. One cry from me will bring them at a run. Be careful with that knife, old man.”

Rollin gave a wheezing chuckle as she shifted her chair to block his path. “My dear Countess,” he said, “do not mistake me. This blade is not to draw blood, but to remove it. Still, stand where you are, if sharp steel frightens you. Stand and watch.”

He picked up one of the cards—she could not see which one—and held it over a small copper bowl, then began to scrape at the paper with his knife. He worked slowly, and despite her caution the Countess found herself drawn toward him. Small dry chips of something were dropping into the copper bowl with each stroke of the steel.

“Ah. I knew it,” said Rollin. “It was blood that painted this red sky behind the skeleton, and no doubt the blood was Don Sebastian’s. And look, Countess. See what was hidden underneath that crust of blood. More writing!”

The old magician’s feet were almost dancing with excitement, but his trembling hands went about their business methodically. “I knew this was the card,” he muttered. “So simple, really. ‘Blood and bone imprison me.’ I can almost read a bit of it now. Looks like Greek. But there’s something strange about the letters. Could it be Hebrew? No. What’s wrong? Is it a code? No. I have it, dear lady. I have it!”

He brandished the knife gleefully in the face of the Countess, but she did not even notice.

“What is it, Rollin? What have you found?”

“It’s the Tower. Did I tell you what was written on that card? It disappointed me at first. ‘As· it is above, so it is below.’ Old saying among the alchemists, you know. Reflections. Just a commonplace, I thought, but now I understand. It’s Greek, all right, but it’s been written backward. I need a mirror. Do you have one? I never use the things myself; don’t like the way I look that much. No? Never mind. The window will do. Improvise. Ah. It’s none too clean, but what are sleeves for, eh? There, that should do it. And there’s your coach in the street. Five stories down. I never look out of this window. Too busy. And I shouldn’t be looking out now, should I? Should be looking into it instead!”

He grasped the guttering candle and held it up against the pane of glass that looked out onto the streets of Paris. The night was dark, and the reflection of his face was clear in the small portion of the window he had polished. He stared at himself for a second and then turned away. “I was young once,” he said.

Rollin held the card and the candle before his improvised looking glass while the Countess leaned over his sloping shoulder. “I can’t see it,” he said. “I can’t hold it steady. Will you do it? Good. Only a few words showing. Have to work all night to get them all out into the open. Here’s something funny. That word means reflections. And this is thirteen. Thirteen reflections. Does he want mirrors? Have to get them. Thirteen! So much glass! Magnifying lens, spectacles, mirrors, and the window, too. Here’s another word. Blood. And there’s something about earth. Dirt, really. Dirt of the native land. So much to read. And so much to do! That’s enough for you tonight, dear lady. You’d better leave. Come back tomorrow. No, make it the night after. And come at midnight. Come a little before. Call me sentimental if you wish, but I think midnight will be best. And it might take me two days to gather everything we’ll need. You’ll have to leave me more money, of course. Quite a bit of it, in fact. It won’t be cheap to get all this, especially the blood. I wonder what sort of blood it will turn out to be?”

“Rollin!” said the Countess. She was almost shouting, and he started at the sound of her voice as if surprised to realize that he was not alone. “What are you talking about, you old fool? What is this?”

“Don’t you understand?” he asked in innocent amazement. “Didn’t I say? This is the formula that will enable us to summon the spirit of Don Sebastian! He left it for me. For me, Raoul Rollin! And what a meeting it will be!”

His cackle of triumph turned into a cough and he staggered against the window frame. The Countess took the candle from his hand an instant before he would have dropped it, and led him to a chair. It was the first time she had ever touched him. She dropped the Death card on the table beside the others.

“Are you sure?” she asked. Gasping for breath, Rollin answered her with an enthusiastic nod.

“You need something to drink,” she said. “Have you any wine? You must calm yourself.”

“No wine. Not tonight. Must work. Must get ready for Don Sebastian!”

“Even if you can bring him back, what makes you think he will be happy to return? Will it be safe?”

“Of course he wants to come back. Wouldn’t you? He left the instructions.”

“But that was three hundred years ago. Could he really have expected to be returned to Paris in 1789?”

Rollin slumped in his chair. “I thought you would be delighted,” he said, “but now I see you are afraid.”

“Now you are acting again,” replied the Countess. “You think to shame me into buying this Don Sebastian back from the devil. And I am afraid, at least a bit. I have wasted a fortune on you and others like you, men and women who promised me excitement and unholy knowledge but delivered nothing. And perhaps that is all I really wanted. I’m still half afraid that you will only cheat me, but I think I’m more afraid that you will do what you say. I’ve never seen you as excited as you were when you held that card up to the window, and I’m not sure I like it. Can you really do what you say? And if you can, what shall we do with a dead Spanish wizard?”

“We can only try, Madame Countess. I offer you not only my own skills, but also those of the man who made those cards, and I believe we shall succeed. As for what will happen afterward, I can only guess. I hope that Don Sebastian will be grateful to us for following his instructions, and that we shall learn much from him. And I choose to ignore your claims to womanly weakness. You have come too far with me, dear lady, and I know you well. You are not like all the others, those empty heads with full purses who swoon at the sight of manufactured ghosts and ask for nothing more. You want more than life has offered you, and you care nothing for the cost. Or the risk. Is Rollin right?”

“I suppose so, even though I suspect that you are only flattering me again.”

“One must flatter the Countess de Corville if one is to speak the truth.”

“Enough. I will send my maid Madeleine tomorrow, and you will tell her how much money you need for your materials. And on the next night, I shall be here before midnight.”

“One more thing before you go. Did you read the book I recommended to you?”

“Father Calmet’s Treatise on Vampires? That old thing? I read it when I was a girl. Half of Paris bas read it. What of it?”

“I thought you would have guessed, Madame Countess, if only from all our talk of blood and magic and mirrors. How do you suppose that Don Sebastian survived his own death? And how do you suppose he acquired his unearthly knowledge? Our visitor, if he comes, will be a vampire.”


TWO: The Countess

The gilded coach rattled through the narrow cobblestone streets, each revolution of its wooden wheels jolting the two footmen who clung precariously to the rear of the conveyance. The coachman, dressed like the others in green livery trimmed with gold, flicked his whip lightly over the backs of the matched white stallions that were among the most prized possessions of the Countess de Carville. This rush through the spring night was hardly necessary, but the coachman knew that the Countess loved speed, and it was worth his position to give her anything less.

Inside the coach was the fourth servant who bad attended the Countess on the visit to Raoul Rollin, her maid, Madeleine Benet.

“What will Madame tell the Count about this evening’s business?” she asked.

“Nothing, Madeleine. My husband’s bead is so full of other worries that he will never ask where I have been. I have no need for excuses. In fact, he would have been furious if l had been present to intrude on his conference with the gentlemen who called on him tonight. The Estates-General will convene in a few days, and my husband’s friends are working frantically to come up with a plan that will enable them to maintain their privileges. The Count worries less about me than he does about his money.”

Madeleine reflected that the affections of the Countess lay in the same direction, but of course she could not say it. Instead she nodded, and as she did a wisp of bright red hair slipped from the hood of her black traveling cloak and brushed across her forehead. Madeleine pushed the hair aside, a flicker of irritability in her pale blue eyes. Her mistress caught the look, but it only amused her, for she had long since grown accustomed to Madeleine’s sullenness. The girl was an excellent servant, far too efficient to be dismissed on a whim, and she seemed completely trustworthy, but she lacked that spirit, respectful yet convivial, which was the mark of the ideal lady’s maid. Instead, Madeleine gave the impression that she was suffering under some unnamed injustice, although the Countess could not imagine what it was and had long ago decided that it would be preposterous for her to ask. The girl was simply sulky, and the only pleasure her company provided was the opportunity to provoke her until her eyes turned cold.

“Tomorrow, Madeleine, you will have the chance to visit Rollin’s rooms yourself.”

“I, Madame? For what purpose?”

“To pay him. I could have done it myself, tonight …”

The Countess paused and watched her maid’s face. “But I have no money. I shall have to ask my husband for it.”

Madeleine relaxed slightly against the cushions of the swaying coach, her brief spasm of annoyance subsiding when she realized that her mistress had not simply postponed the payment to Rollin for the pleasure of sending her servant on an unnecessary journey. Such things had happened before.

“This will be the last money that charlatan will receive from me,” continued the Countess, “unless he delivers something more than promises. I have already given him enough to pay your wages for several hundred years.”

With this remark the Countess de Corville turned away to glance out of the small window to her right. Her surroundings told her that she had nearly reached her destination, but her thoughts were not on home or husband. Instead she was thinking of Don Sebastian de Villanueva, the undead Spanish wizard whom Rollin had sworn he could revive. She wondered what such a man would be like, assuming that he actually existed, and assuming that Rollin could actually produce him, something which the Countess was inclined to doubt. Certainly he would not be like Rollin, a small, seedy man who smelled of something sadder than the grave. Don Sebastian would be the embodiment of magnificence and mystery, something more than any man she had ever known.

He would be naked power, and he would show her secrets far beyond the world in which she had been trapped, a world in which everything was counted and nothing was measured. Her husband’s wealth had not brought her the freedom she desired, but perhaps Sebastian would.

The wheels of the coach scraped to a standstill, and the Countess was startled to see a dark figure standing in the shadows around her home. It was a tall man, dressed in a slouch hat and a long coat with overlapping capes descending from the shoulders. He dropped back into the darkness, and for a moment the Countess thought of Don Sebastian, but then she realized who it must be.

“There is that young man who has been courting you, Madeleine. What is his name again?”

“Andre Latour.”

“And does he work?”

“He is a lawyer, Madame.”

“Ah. Yes. It seems that every young fellow these days is a man of law, unless perhaps he is a man of letters. Each one of them believes that the mantle of genius is about to descend upon him, and each one thinks that he will reform the world. I doubt if there have ever been so many fools intent on expressing themselves. But sometimes I wonder if they have anything to express. Does he make any money?”

“He will,” said Madeleine, burying herself in a corner where she knew her features were all but invisible.

“No doubt,” said the Countess. “I suppose you want to· speak to him, even though you know I will need you.”

Madeleine did not reply. ·

“Very well,” said the Countess. “It is most inconvenient, but you may have an hour with him. No more. I expect you back to help prepare me for bed.”

“You are very kind, Madame,” said Madeleine as she slipped hurriedly out of the coach, almost neglecting to shut the monogrammed door behind her. A moment later she was caught up in the strong arms of her lover.

Behind them, set far back from the road, stood the Paris home of the Count de Corville. The house itself was hidden behind a high wall whose top was adorned by small pillars and decorative sculpture. Enclosed within was a spacious courtyard whose shrubbery formed a maze long enough to lose a legion of lovers. And it was rumored that the Countess had had such a legion, or at least it would have been rumored if there were anyone among her acquaintances prepared to be scandalized by her behavior.

Madeleine waited to speak until the ornate gates had closed behind the coach carrying her mistress toward the mansion beyond the maze. And when she did speak, the sound of her voice was buried in the folds of her lover’s coat.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” said Andre Latour. “I can’t hear a word you’re saying.”

“I said she is a witch! I said she is a monster! I said I would be glad to strangle her!”

“As it is, you are all but strangling me, Madeleine. Your embrace is like a death grip.”

Madeleine smiled fiercely up at him. “I am strong, aren’t I? Not like that horrible skinny creature or her fat toad of a husband. I could break them both in one hand.”

“But you won’t,” Andre replied. “Wait a few weeks, and the people will take their power away. Soon we will have them. Not just these two, but all of those damned aristocrats.” He grinned back at her. “Meanwhile, suppose you show me just how strong you are.”

His handsome face grinning even more broadly, he bent his head and busied his huge hands at her throat, undoing a clasp and pulling away the hooded black cloak that covered her from head to foot. Madeleine took a step back from him, plucked off her white mob-cap, and shook her head to free the shining strands of her red hair. She was dressed simply as befitted her station, but her small, sturdy figure required no embellishments. Her wide hips and full bosom made her look like a miniature Venus; and if her features were a shade too strong for perfect beauty, there was both a promise and a challenge in her wide lips, short nose, and bright blue eyes.

Andre, a tall, broad-shouldered young man with curly chestnut hair, stood in the dark and stared at her happily.

“You’ve looked long enough,” she said at length. “Am I a prize cow? Come here and kiss me. We have only an hour.”

The Count de Corville sat behind an ornately carved desk, his pale, puffy face lined with worry. One stubby hand wandered idly through a sheaf of documents; the other clutched a glass of brandy. There were empty chairs and empty glasses all around him. He raised his eyes distractedly when the door opened and a liveried footman ushered his wife into the stuffy room. .

“Ah, there you are, Juliette,” he said, draining his drink as the Countess made her way across the Turkish carpet and through the disordered furniture until she stood beside him. She kissed him dispassionately on the forehead and he waved her away from him.

“Must you dress the servants in green?” he asked petulantly. “It’s a very fashionable color this year, you know, and it embarrasses my guests to find that they’re dressed like our lackeys. You could be more considerate, my dear.”

The Countess laughed. “They deserve to be embarrassed, if they have no minds of their own. What is fashion that they should follow it so slavishly? Should I dress as the Queen does? Would you have me look like an English milkmaid?” She removed her broad black hat with its ostrich plumes and tossed it into a chair. “I dress to please myself. And also, of course, my husband. Would you prefer it if I draped a kerchief over my shoulders, Henri, or do you like me as I am?”

“You are a lovely creature, Juliette, and your appearance pleases me as much as it does my friends. Wear what you wish. It may not be stylish, but you have the figure for it, and a woman’s body will never be entirely out of fashion.”

The Countess smiled and made a curtsy. “I knew what you liked when you bought me.”

“Bought you? I didn’t buy you, my dear. I married you.”

“And what, pray tell, is the difference?”

The Count turned back to his papers. “It would have been cheaper to buy you,” he muttered. “And to sell you again when the sight of you wearied me.”

“You might not have tired of me if you were man enough to do more than look.”

The Count de Corville sank wearily back into his chair. “Must we have this song again? I am an old man. I was old when you married me. Old, and tired, and ill. My life was as good as gone before I inherited the title, but it seemed to me that I was at least entitled to a beautiful wife. And in exchange, I have made you one of the richest women in the kingdom.”

The Countess grimaced and dropped into a chair some distance from her husband. “You disgust me,” she said. “Your frailty is all in your imagination. You love to whine and worry, Henri. You spend your life constructing phantoms to oppress you. We both know men far older than you who are still alive, who are still men. Have you no wish for an heir?”

“Perhaps one of your lovers will provide me with one. What would you have from me? Have I made you a prisoner? Do you want for anything? Am I a jealous husband? Do I have you followed? Do I ask you where you go? Do I care where you have been tonight?”

“No!” shouted the Countess. “You do not care. You care for nothing but yourself.”
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