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 Chapter
One







The Uninvited Guest


Deptford – 1708


Caleb
stared blankly through a crack in the stained rags that served to curtain the
glassless window. He tried to stretch a little, but the movement made the old
stool he was sitting upon creak alarmingly; he could feel Lazziard’s disapproving stare boring into the
back of his neck. For an instant, he was a small boy called Daniel again,
squirming under the gaze of his father whose attention he’d inadvertently drawn
by fidgeting too much. 


He
comforted himself with the thought that his watch would be over soon; then he’d
be able to forsake his awkward perch for the luxury of a rough horse blanket
spread over the bare uneven floorboards.


The old man
who lived here was no doubt off celebrating his good fortune in some drinking ken or other, spending the good Doctor’s money
on cheap booze and cheaper whores for the duration of their venture. For three consecutive nights Caleb and the vampire
hunters had crouched in the dark watching for unexpected callers to the
ramshackle hut Judd Gusty and his mother called home. So far young Judd had
been unmolested by anything worse than the occasional rat straying in from the
rich pickings of the shit smothered lane that separated the two rows of hovels.


It was gone
midnight in Caleb’s estimation and, other than a few drunks staggering past in
search of a bed or somewhere new to embalm the remains of their brains, the
shadow filled lane was deserted. Nothing captured his attention apart from the
occasional mewling cat, distant raucous laughter or pitiful cry carried on the
gentle fetid breeze from one corner of the squalid slum or another.


It was not
what Caleb considered a fine night’s entertainment…


The city
beyond these pauper’s shacks was full of brightly lit gin palaces, packed
taverns, riotous music halls, gambling rooms, opium dens and cat houses where
he could pursue his numerous vices in comfort. What price a fine bottle of wine
and a card table surrounded by fools? Followed by a comely and giggling whore, maybe even two; all the comforts of
civilized living…


He thought
about Alyssa instead, spending a happy moment imagining her draped invitingly
across silken sheets, long fiery hair crashing over soft white pillows. She was probably curled up in her bed, perhaps
wearing just a nightgown of delicate lace
against her pale alabaster skin, which rode up as she tossed and turned in the
night to reveal the soft places that she
hid from the world.


She had
been a regular clandestine visitor to his bed over the past few weeks, and each
time she had both insisted on her tuppence and
refused to let him kiss her.


It was one
of the stranger relationships he’d had with a woman, but he did not try too
hard to fathom her behaviour for she excited him each time he saw her, whether
respectably dressed in the Doctor’s dining
room or wantonly naked in his bed.


As far as
he knew none of the other vampire hunters were aware of the clandestine affair;
after all, he usually only saw Alyssa when she snuck quietly into his room in the
small hours of the night. He had suggested moving back to his lodgings for the
sake of more privacy, but neither the Doctor nor Alyssa, for presumably
decidedly different reasons, would hear of it.


He saw
little of her during the day, and when their paths crossed in the house she was as properly behaved as any respectable Doctor’s daughter should be,
although even in company she regularly
managed to slip in a mischievous word or
a sly sideways look that would fire his lust once more.


It was
strange, Caleb thought, that in the immediate aftermath of having a woman he
usually felt an immense emptiness and not
a little loathing for himself; a feeling that typically only grew stronger with each subsequent bedding. With Alyssa, however, he felt,
if not contentment, then, at least, an ease that he found unfamiliar. He had sat wondering long and hard whether this
might be some stirring of love within his shrivelled old heart, but after
talking at length to the memory of his brother about the matter he had eventually
dismissed the idea. If Alyssa walked out of his life he would be disappointed,
he would miss both her body and her company, but he would continue on his road
without breaking stride or looking back over his shoulder and a year hence she
would be just another blurred and hazy
memory.


No,
whatever he felt for her, he could not fool himself that it was love. He could
not fool himself that it was what he had felt when Defane had drunk his blood.


They had
snuck out of the house a couple of times to drink and dance and explore the
darkest and meanest alleys they could find, which seemed to be something that
excited them both equally. It was only when he took Alyssa in this manner did
the urge to bite her become overwhelming. Perhaps it was the memory of Defane’s
teeth that had broken his own skin in an equally squalid alley, but the desire to bite her, which was usually vague
and indistinct, became irresistible as he pressed her back against a rough and filthy wall. She seemed only too eager to
indulge him too, for she swept her hair back and pulled his mouth down onto her
soft and oh so yielding flesh.


He shivered
and tried to push such things from his mind; it was strange enough having to
carry the memory of his dead brother around with him so vividly, he did not
want Defane’s bloody desires too. There
was only room for so many ghosts in his head.


He wished
Alyssa would come to him in the day for she seemed the only outlet for his
energy, but instead he had to make his own entertainment. He’d spent some time
down in the Doctor’s workshop of curiosities, but had found he only had so much
patience for the slow, methodical sifting
of Defane’s ashes that Rothery and Archie Jute seemed to spend most of their
time on. Instead, he had gone for long rambling
walks around the streets of London, reacquainting himself with the sights and noting the many new buildings
that had sprung up during his absence.


He had
walked along Duck Lane several times, and had gone so far as resting his hand on the door knob of Brindley’s Fine &
Antiquarian Books, but his courage had failed him when he made out
Harriet’s shadowy figure through the dirty glass. Her life appeared to have
returned to what it had always been, and it would do no good to upset her
further. He could offer her nothing but disappointment and hurt. So he had
hurried away from the shop before she looked up, ignoring the faint fuzzy
feeling of loss and sadness that seized him.


Despite his
reservations his fancy had also taken him to see his son several times; Danny
had welcomed him with open arms, and they had spent some considerable time
together. He had not given a moment’s thought to
his son in the twenty years since his birth, other than to regret the fact his
conception had robbed him of the only love he’d ever known. Now, however, that
he had met him, he felt both affection and pride that he had turned out to be
such an amiable and good-natured young man. 


Alyssa had
been correct about his friends however. They were largely a loud, obnoxious and
boorish collection of dandified beaux who shared a singular desire to fritter
away their allowances on wine, cards and whores. In itself, this did not particularly worry Caleb as he’d squandered
several fortunes doing pretty much the same thing. However, as his son was the
only one of the group who had yet come into his inheritance, the other young
gentleman seemed to look on Danny as a useful source of extra coin whenever
they’d blown their allowance. Caleb didn’t think he was in much of a
position to tell Danny what to do, but he had taken some degree of satisfaction
of cleaning the boys out at the poque
table.


Caleb was
dragged away from his thoughts when he noticed a figure moving along the lane.
It didn’t look like an ambling, clumsy drunk or a fretful husband hurrying home
to the scolding welcome of his wife; instead it stuck to the deepest shadows
with deliberate purpose as it strode through the filth of the slum.


The figure
appeared to be wearing a hooded cloak as black as the moonless vault of the
sky. The night coalesced around the form and Caleb could make out nothing of
the figure’s face or features, but he was sure that it was no ordinary man. He
could almost hear the figure whispering to him as if he were somehow connected
to it by Defane’s blood.


Say nothing…
let me do my work… I only need to feed… just like you… 


“Doctor…”
he hissed.


For an old man Rothery roused himself from the room’s one
sturdy chair with surprising speed to join Caleb at the window. The figure
approached the Gusty’s shack. For a moment Caleb was
sure it would pass serenely on its way, making him seem foolish and gullible in
Rothery’s eyes.


The figure
drew to a halt outside the Gusty’s ill-fitting door;
did the head tilt for a moment as if listening for something? Between the
shadows and the hood it was difficult to tell and Caleb could pick out no
features of the man’s face before he turned his back on them. The door was a
makeshift affair with only a rudimentary
latch to keep it shut; the cloaked figure worked it free and entered the house
in a matter of seconds.


After the
figure had been swallowed by the darkness inside, and the door had closed
carefully after it, Caleb glanced at the Doctor meaning to ask if he thought
the man a vampire. However, from the way the old man was grinning from ear to
ear, he decided it was a question that didn’t need asking.


*


Deptford
nestled on the south bank of the Thames where Watling Street, the old Roman
road to Dover, crossed the River Ravensbourne. Henry
VIII had established a Royal Dockyard in the town in the sixteenth century, to
build, repair and provision his navy. The dockyards provided steady labour for several hundred men and more
at busy times. In addition to the shipwrights and artisans employed in the
yards, many unskilled and itinerant workers had settled on the edge of the town
in the hope of finding work; it was amongst these poor souls that the Doctor
believed he had found his new vampire.


It was Rothery’s belief that vampires generally preyed on the poor
rather than the rich, who were more likely to succumb to illness, die young and
generally not be missed. Deptford was one of several
pitiable neighbourhoods he and his apprentice Archie Jute had regularly been visiting. Ostensibly to undertake
charitable work, they had in reality been looking for the tell-tale signs of a vampiric visitation; and in the run down shack
of Edith Gusty and her son Judd, they believed they had found it.


The Gusty’s tale was not uncommon. Mr Gusty’s husband had been a sail-maker and had earned a fair living in
the Dockyards, but he had died in an accident in the yard a few years before.
His widow had been left to bring up their son alone; thus had begun the Gusty’s
decline from relative comfort to the wretched hovel they found themselves in
now. 


A week
earlier, for reasons best known to him, Dr Rothery had insisted Caleb travelled
down the river to Deptford with him to
meet the Gustys. He had been perfectly
happy to accept the family were being targeted by a vampire and couldn’t see
what input he might usefully make. Still, the
Doctor had insisted and there was no plausible excuse for refusing. Caleb
suspected pointing out that he’d much rather stay in bed with the old man’s
daughter was unlikely to cut much ice. Therefore, he’d joined Rothery on a boat
down the Thames one cold, grey, drizzle soaked morning to talk about vampires
and think about daughters.


Deptford
was dwarfed by the Dockyards it surrounded, several great ships towered over
the town itself, including the brooding hulk of what would one day be a First-Rater; an enormous
hundred-gun ship of the line. After leaving the little boat that had
ferried them downriver from London Bridge at Deptford Steps, Caleb had followed
Dr Rothery as he’d walked briskly through the bustling town centre. The docks
were surrounded by the numerous business’ that traded with it; victuallers,
rope-makers, timber yards, ironmongers and the throngs of street vendors
selling all manner of foods and beverages, plus the taverns, cockfighting rings, dog pits and whore houses
that provided entertainment for dockers and sailors
alike. 


However,
the further south they walked from the river, the more squalid the buildings became. Bustling workers and street
merchants were replaced by limbless beggars and gin-soaked wrecks shambling
through the muddy streets.


Rothery had
finally brought him to a wretched little lane on the very edge of the town. It
was lined with ramshackle single storey huts that offered only the most basic protection from the elements and the
continual risk of collapse during the next stormy night. A few shacks beyond
and the lane petered out into muddy fields littered with steaming piles of
refuse and excrement that had been deposited by the local night-soil men.


They had
been greeted by a thin, pale-faced woman; she had the worn, haggard expression of one life had not
treated kindly. Her face was fissured with deep
lines born of worry, hardship and time, framed by thin and wispy hair tied in a
loose pony-tail. Once it may have been dark and lustrous, but now it was
predominantly grey and lifeless. Her age could have been anywhere between forty
and sixty.


She had
worn a simple smock and a neat apron
along with a nervous smile; hands continually pressed together, fingers
entwining and wriggling like a nest of small stubby white snakes. Dr Rothery
introduced her as Mrs Edith Gusty and Caleb had tried to reassure her with a
smile.


Her home
was as Spartan as he’d expected, but at least
it appeared clean. The door opened on to a single room dominated by a large
fire, a couple of cheap hardback chairs
and a rickety looking table. Two doors led off to other rooms. A bed had been
made up near the fire upon which a young man appeared to be sleeping.


“How fares
young Judd today?” Dr Rothery asked after exchanging pleasantries.


“He was
getting so much better Doctor Rothery sir, he really was,” she explained, her
voice a dry soft whisper, “then this morning... well, he was as weak as a young lamb again he was.”


“Let’s have
a little look shall we?” The Doctor smiled rand patted her arm before moving
stiffly over to the bedside, Mrs Gusty shuffling along at his side, fingers
still entwined.


Caleb
realised there was a pungent smell in the
room. His nose had been introduced to all kinds of ripe odours over the last
couple of hours, but this one wasn’t entirely unpleasant and vaguely familiar though he couldn’t quite identify it.


“What do
you make of the boy?” Dr Rothery asked quietly, once Mrs Gusty had nervously
retreated out of earshot while they examined her son. 


“He’s
asleep?” Caleb noted.


“Very astute... anything else?”


“I am not a
man of medicine, but he seems quite ashen.”


“Precisely,
precisely,” Dr Rothery nodded vigorously,
setting his jowls to work again, “quite grey in fact, you’ll also notice a
slight blue tinge to his lips. His eyes have sunken slightly, his frame is
wasted and his skin hangs loosely from his bones. Observe also around his
neck.”


Caleb bent
forward as asked, “I can’t see anything; the skin appears unblemished.”


“No, here,
on the pillow beneath...”


“Blood....”
Caleb straightened; it was only a few small droplets
though they appeared to be quite fresh. The image of Liselot’s
smiling corpse flashed before his eyes; the blood splatters were almost
identical.


“I concur,”
Dr Rothery whispered, “no apparent wound, but blood on the pillow.”


The two men
stared at each other not needing to speak to
draw the same conclusion. 


Dr Rothery
summoned Mrs Gusty with a curt wave of
his hand.


“Now Mrs
Gusty would you be so good as to tell my colleague a little about Judd’s
ailment?”


Mrs Gusty
smiled thinly at Caleb as she played with her apron, “He was always such a healthy
boy Sir, never a day’s illness. Always up early and full of energy, right from
when he was a little one. We could hardly keep up with him we could. When he
was fourteen he started at the Royal
Victuallers, down by the Dockyards, worked ever so hard he did. Gustys have always been good workers Sir; anyone round abouts here will tell you that.”


She pushed
a few strands of limp hair from her eyes and turned to stare at her son,
“Everything was starting to go right for us it was. He was beginning to earn good coin, enough for us to
move to a better place, had our eyes on rooms in Vintners Street we did. He began courting this girl from Barley Lane, Sara
her name was, sweet girl. Started thinking about grandchildren I did, silly
thing that I am.”


Caleb smiled
patiently as she recited her son’s life story, her eyes darting continually
between the two men and her stricken son.


“Six months
ago he started to complain of being tired and I noticed he’d been losing a bit
of weight, though I swear he’d been
eating fine Sirs. Each day he seemed to gets a little bit more tired, until one
day I had to wake him up, never done that, even when he was a kiddy I didn’t. Thought maybe he’d been on the bottle, but
he’s never been a drinker, besides I saw him go to bed myself, sober as a judge
I swear. When he got out of bed, he fell down, Sirs, dizzy and light head
something rotten he was. That was the start of it, he lost all
of his colour, the flesh fair started to fall
off him. Suddenly he’d seem to get better for a few weeks, then he’d be bedridden
again. Now look at my poor boy, he sleeps most all the time, got no colour in him, little more than a skeleton he is.”


Mrs Gusty
shuddered and put her hand to her mouth, her sad grey eyes glistening.


“I honestly
don’t know what to do Sirs, lost my dear husband to an accident in the docks;
my little princess Mary went to the Lord ‘cause of the dysentery. Judd’s all I got left, I can’t lose him...I can’t.” Mrs
Gusty broke down into a series of convulsive sobs that shook her entire frail
frame.


“I’m going
to do everything I can to save your boy, everything,” Dr Rothery
reassured the distraught woman, putting a fleshy
arm around her and pulling her towards him. Gently he stroked her wispy hair as
she buried her face into his broad chest. 


Caleb
turned his attention to the half-dead young man on the bed. Was this how they
did it? Stealing silently into people’s homes and feasting on the sleeping? The
familiar feelings of horror and fascination washed over him. Was Judd oblivious
to them, or when it came did the vampire make promises of pleasure to him, did
he feel joy as it drunk from him, did he want it to feast on him until he
embraced oblivion? Did he want to give himself the way Caleb had wanted to give
himself to Defane? 


Did he feel
its love?


After a few
minutes of awkward silence punctuated only by Mrs Gusty’s
strangled sobs, the distraught woman slowly regained her composure.


“I’m so
sorry,” she sighed, dabbing at her eyes, “you good Sirs are here to help my
poor boy and all I can do is feel pity for me self.”


“There’s no
need to scold yourself Mrs Gusty,” the Doctor smiled, “now have you been giving
Judd all the medicines I left last time I called?”


“Yes,
Doctor.”


“And
feeding him well, plenty of prime meat?”


Mrs Gusty
shrugged he shoulders despondently, “I’ve tried Sir, but the best cuts are so
expensive, what with Judd not working and
me not being able to do so many hours at the wash house...”


“I
understand, I understand....but I believe Judd’s malady resides in his blood
and only good red meat will strengthen
the boy’s blood. ‘tis a
vital part of his treatment.”


To Caleb’s surprise, Dr Rothery pulled out his purse and
pressed some coins into the woman’s thin bony hand, “Now it’s not too late to
catch the market, why don’t you hurry off and buy the best cuts you can find.
Mr Cade and I will watch over Judd until you return.”


“Oh, but Doctor I can’t...”


“Hurry
along Mrs Gusty,” Dr Rothery said firmly, “you must do as I say.”


“Thank
you,” she whispered in a thick voice, for a moment it seemed her sobbing would
be resumed, but without further pause she
calmed herself and gathered up her shawl before scurrying out of the house.


“Your
charity is bountiful Doctor,” Caleb commented.


“I show no charity at all Sir, this is Godly work we do,
and a few coins are the least we will have to pay in order to prevail over evil.”


Caleb
nodded and paced the creaking floorboards. The grey-faced
boy’s breathing was the only sound to be heard and his wasted visage disturbed
him profoundly. His mind was brought back into focus by his boot crushing
something on the bare wooden floor. Frowning he scooped up the source of the
room’s pungent odour.


“Garlic?”


“One of my
experiments,” the Doctor sighed, “some
folk tales claim it can ward off vampires. I prescribed it in the hope it would
offer some protection to poor Judd; I told his mother it would clean the air
and help the boy breathe.” He took the crushed clove from Caleb’s outstretched
hand, “it would appear that such claims are entirely fictitious.”


“So the boy
is an experiment?”


“He has
been a method of testing certain
hypothesis, but I have other plans...”


Caleb
arched an eyebrow, not certain he actually wanted to know the Doctor’s
intentions.


“I believe
the boy is indeed suffering visitations
and now that we have located one of their prey it
offers us a unique opportunity to study a
vampire in detail.”


“By recording the progress of his demise and experimenting with herbs?”


Rothery
smiled, “That was only our preliminary goal; our next objective is far more
ambitious. I propose to capture a vampire so
that we may study a living specimen...”


“How do...”



Rothery
patted the younger man gently on the arm, “Don’t worry yourself with such matters for now dear boy, I’ll reveal my plans
later...”


 The
chance to meet another of Defane’s kind filled Caleb with a strange and giddy mix of emotions, but he’d replied before
he had time to analyse them too closely.


“Whatever
assistance I can offer is at your disposal...”


*


The boy was
alone with his uninvited guest. Rothery had found a temporary position for
Edith Gusty in a household in London that would conveniently keep her away from
home each night; she hadn’t wanted to take the job, but the Doctor had insisted
she needed the money to buy better food for her son. He had promised her he
would look after the boy during the nights she was away and now they were about
to fulfil that promise by saving her son from the vampire that preyed upon him.



Captain Lazziard purposefully led their little band,
lantern held high in one hand, a pistol in the other; quite what protection the
weapon might provide against one of the undead Caleb
was not at all sure. 


Rothery, Rentwin and Jute followed; the Doctor strode
with new found vigour, his walking cane hitting the ground in rhythm with his
long stride, a wooden stake clasped in his free hand. Rentwin fiddled with a simple wooden cross, while the Doctor’s apprentice had armed himself with a heavy cudgel which he carried in a manner
that suggested he didn’t have the faintest idea how to use it; a canvas bag
swung from his shoulder, its contents rattling as he walked.


Caleb
discreetly positioned himself to the rear of the party, lantern swaying in his
sweaty grasp while his other hand rested on the hilt of his rarely used sword. The night air might have been cool, but it did nothing to prevent a slick
film of sweat bonding shirt to skin. A
mixture of fear and excitement made Caleb’s heart pound wildly; he should have
been utterly terrified, but all he could think of was the taste of Defane’s
blood on his lips. 


Rentwin was
repeatedly muttering the Lord’s Prayer under his breath, but otherwise, no words passed between the five men
as they hurried across the deserted street. There was no pause outside the
shack; Lazziard unceremoniously kicked open the flimsy door without breaking
stride and the vampire hunters rushed inside. 


The men stood transfixed. The interior of the shack was lit only by the
swinging beams of their lanterns and the dancing light revealed Judd laying
naked upon his bed, back arched, arms thrown back to tightly grip the headboard
as he writhed beneath the hooded figure straddling him, face buried in the
crease of his neck. A
soft low moan came from the wasted figure
of the boy. It reminded Caleb of his adventures in the whore houses of the
world, the distant guttural sounds that crept under doorways from other patrons
as he’d lain in the dark, faint noises
barely registering beneath the pounding of his heart and the ragged breathing
of the strumpet he’d just finished with.


Another
sound also came to Caleb’s ears, a wet sickly slurping as the creature fed; a
noise that Caleb found both revolting and arousing.   


“In the name
of God release the boy!” Rentwin cried, breaking the spell that had left them
transfixed.


The
vampire’s head jerked up and swivelled to focus on the five men who stumbled
into a semi-circle to trap the beast.
Though the thing’s shape was Human, there was something terribly animalistic in
the way it moved in the flickering lamplight.


Though as
Caleb steadied the lantern light upon the scene he realised that the vampire
wasn’t a man at all...


Raven curls,
long and wild, framed her face, which, like Defane’s in the moments before he
died, was strangely shifted, longer and paler than any ordinary countenance could ever be. Her skin was as white as fresh snow marbled with thin blue
lines of the veins beneath; her cheeks, however, were flushed and vivid from
the thrill of the feed. Judd’s blood smeared across her lips, thin crimson
rivulets snaked down her chin as she regarded them with dark, beautiful and impossibly large eyes. 


She slowly
straightened up, ignoring the boy’s hands as he reached out ineffectually to
keep her close to him. The vampire wiped her mouth with the back of her hand,
long elegant fingers lingering momentarily on her bloody lips, which cracked
into something halfway between a smile and a snarl that revealed long sharp
fangs.


“My my...”
she whispered in a soft voice that still managed to fill the room.   


She rose
from the bed to take a single graceful
step towards the men, so fluid were her motions that she seemed to glide across
the rough wooden floor.


Lazziard
raised his cocked pistol, hand level and steady.


“Your toys
don’t frighten me,” she breathed, “leave me to my work or I will break you
all.”


“You’re
going to come with us,” Lazziard commanded, showing neither fear nor hesitation.



“The boy
needs me…” she insisted, “…you do not know what you are interfering with.” As
she moved towards them the rough hessian robe she wore flapped open to reveal a
flowing dress of fine black satin.


Jute
fumbled with the canvas bag that hung from his shoulder, producing a set of
heavy iron manacles. The vampire’s eyebrow inched a little higher before she
held out her wrists in mock contrition.


“You want
to play games?  How naughty you are... such respectable looking men too.
However, if you enjoy tying women up, I
suggest you go find a whore. I have other work to do.” She jerked her head in
the direction of Judd Gusty, who was feebly trying to reach out to the vampire
as his lifeblood trickled down his neck.


Rothery
lifted his stake and met the creature’s enticing gaze. “We know what you are a beast, and we know how to kill you... if you
want your despicable life to continue I
suggest you do as you’re told.”


“Old men
and boys, you think you can stand against me, weak little things that you are?”
She lowered her hands, but her half smile never wavered.


“No.”
Rothery replied, as the back door of the shack crashed open and Lazziard’s men rushed in, “but my friends can.”


“Take her!”
Lazziard boomed.


When Dr
Rothery had explained they intended to capture a vampire, Caleb had assumed
they had some devious plan to trap the creature; however Captain Lazziard had
favoured a brute force and weight of numbers approach rather than anything
resembling cunning, which he dismissed as a refuge for cowards and the French.
It had seemed a rather simplistic plan, but by the time a dozen burly sailors
had poured into the little room, Caleb
felt it might work after all. Lazziard had described the men he had recruited
to capture the vampire as a mean, vicious
crew of killers and bastards. For once Caleb thought the Captain had been
uncharacteristically charitable; if he had ever walked into a tavern frequented
by this bunch of ugly, scarred, heavy-set, unwashed
thugs, he would have turned tail and
headed back out of the door without a moment’s hesitation. 


However,
for all their fearsome appearance the men
hesitated, not expecting to be confronted by this strange looking woman and in that moment she was amongst them. Caleb
was barely able to register her movement such was her speed and the first
sailor was hurled effortless across the room. If the men had any sense of
chivalry (something Caleb seriously doubted) it was dispelled in that instant
and they fell upon the woman, cudgels swinging. In the confined space of the shack,
they could hardly fail to find a target, and a fearful series of blows rained
down upon her. No mortal woman, or man for that matter, could have stood
against such an onslaught, her blood sprayed over the sailors as her face
crumpled beneath the blows, but she retained her footing and snarled at her
attackers, showing her fangs.


“What is
this!” cried one burly sailor as the vampire swiped another unfortunate man
into the air.


Lazziard
and Jute ran into the melee; Caleb, however, decided their chances of
restraining the creature would be significantly hampered if the room was
plunged into darkness, so he selflessly decided to stay away from the brawl and
keep his lantern held high. It seemed the most sensible course.


The vampire
tried to make her way towards the shack’s outside
wall; she probably had the strength to run straight through the flimsy boards
and to escape into the streets. 


“Get it on
the floor!” Lazziard bellowed, seeing the danger.


The sailors
piled into the vampire, sensing the only
way to bring her down was to act as a mob, giving her no one target to focus
on. Every time she swatted one man away another two jumped upon her, fists and
cudgels pummelling her fearfully. Despite the creature's inhuman strength, the
sheer weight of numbers slowly bore her down and she disappeared beneath a
scrum of bodies, even as one man staggered backwards, blood gushing from his
shattered nose.


Under Rothery’s instructions manacles and chains were applied
while the vampire continued to struggle, screaming a torrent of abuse so
obscene that Caleb expected the sailors would be able to impress their friends
for months with their new found curses. 


“Gag her
foul mouth!” Lazziard panted, wrapping a heavy chain around her body.


One of his
men pulled a rag from his pocket and attempted to stuff it in her mouth, a
sickening snap was followed by a scream as he staggered backward clutching his
right hand. The vampire spat two severed fingers onto the floor.


“Bitch! Bitch!” The sailor cried as blood spread over the shirt his
ruined hand was pressed against.


Lazziard
smashed his fist into the woman’s face, spraying
even more blood across her pale skin, the creature snarled back at her
assailant, revealing razor sharp fangs. Under his instructions,  Lazziard’s men muzzled the
woman, pulling her head back before cruelly gagging her with a length of chain,
carefully keeping their fingers away from her mouth.


Finally,
the woman was bound in chains and manacles, trussed up on the floor her
struggles only subsiding once Lazziard pressed his pistol harshly against her
temple. Instead, she glared balefully at her captors, her face a bloodied and
swollen mess from the beating it had taken to subdue her.


Panting and
bruised the men formed a loose circle around the vampire while the Doctor
tended the wounds of the injured, for a while the only sound in the room was
the faint and pitiful sobbing of Judd Gusty.


“What in
God’s name Cap’n?” One of the sailors gasped, running
a broad, rough hand over the stubble of his weather-beaten
face.


“We do
God’s work tonight Bosun...” Lazziard proclaimed,
“...that’s all any of you need to know, for two weeks’ pay and rum ration.”


“Aye, God’s
work pays well enough,” the Bosun nodded.


Caleb’s
found himself transfixed by the vampire’s dark eyes and wondered if the price
of their night’s labours might not prove much higher indeed.











Chapter Two


 Strange Cargo


The Sloop “Requiem”, Deptford Creek – 1708


Caleb looked out over the grey muddy waters of Deptford Creek towards the
dockyards. A persistent mist had hung about the shoreline all morning and the
outlines of the great vessels being built in the yard were so faint and
indistinct it was as if a giant shroud of gauze had been rigged between their
sloop and the rest of the world.


The sailors
were busying themselves for their voyage, and although it was to be only a
short journey they were stowing ballast
and provisions as carefully as if Requiem was about to embark on some
great circumnavigation. Caleb, however, felt as useless as he had since he’d
first come aboard. He had spent a listless and uncomfortable night aboard the
ship while it had rested at anchor awaiting the tide; he did not see why he couldn’t
have returned to London for the evening, but Dr Rothery and, more vociferously,
Captain Lazziard had forbidden it.


He hoped
Alyssa wouldn’t think he had run off and abandoned her…


Caleb paced the ship in slow frustrated circles, doing his best to avoid getting under the
feet of the sailors. The Requiem’s skipper was a cropped-haired
toothless old Cornishman called Penhaligon who was
always snarling about the “the damn fool English” on his ship and cursing them
in torrents of Cornish and spittle. Caleb had quickly decided he was a man best
avoided, even if he didn’t understand exactly how he was being sworn at.


Caleb found
Archie Jute leaning on the Requiem’s larboard rail, scratching in the
dog-eared notebook which never appeared to leave his sight.


“More
notes, Archie?” Caleb asked, folding his arms on the rail of the ship and
peering through the mist towards the nearest jetty where a small boat was
casting off.


“Just
drafting a letter,” Archie mumbled, not looking up from his notebook, “I’ll
write it out properly with my best quill,
but it’s so hard to find just the right words…”


“Are you
writing home?”


The young
man shook his head and sighed, looking up to stare across the water through the
greasy locks of hair that hung about his face, “No… my family are all dead.”


“Oh… I’m
sorry I didn’t know.”


Jute
shrugged, “No reason why you should… the
smallpox took them all, but God spared me for some reason,” he glanced
at Caleb and smiled wryly “perhaps he saved me to
hunt vampires.”


“Perhaps.”


“Do you not
think we do God’s work Mr Cade?”


“I think
men do whatever they wish Archie; God is just a useful
justification.”


“I would
not say that to Mr Rentwin, he believes we are embarked upon a great crusade
against Satan.”


“Perhaps he
is right; it would not be the first time in my life I have been wrong about
something.”


Jute smiled
politely, and they stood in silence for a while; watching the boat strike out
its oars and turn in their direction
before he said in a small and hesitant voice, “I am making notes for a most important letter I intend to send to Miss
Rothery.”


“Really?”


Jute nodded
and stared down at his notebook, “But I am in something of a quandary. If I am
writing down observations of matters concerned with natural philosophy or
medicine I am most precise; I always know exactly the correct word to
use, which phrase best conveys the thought in my head or the scene before my
eyes. I am a wordsmith of no small regard
at such times… however, I find I am utterly unable to
jot a single meaningful word when it comes to the increasingly pressing matter
of Miss Rothery.”


“The matter of Miss Rothery?”


“We are to
be married...”


“Married?”
Caleb asked straightening up suddenly. Jute was too busy staring at his
notebook to notice Caleb’s wide-eyed
expression.


“Well, that
is my intention at least,” Jute clarified, wiping hair from his eyes.


“Is Miss
Rothery aware of this intention?”


Jute
frowned, “I don’t really know, she is such a sweet and delicate creature I
doubt she could ever conceive a man might have… feelings for her.”


Caleb
coughed. “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure; women can be remarkably astute sometimes…”



Jute
managed to look both aghast and hopeful, “They can?”


Caleb
shrugged, “In my limited experience.”


“Have you
ever asked for a woman’s hand Mr Cade?”


Caleb thought
for a moment, he couldn’t actually remember exactly how many times he’d been married, which he supposed was quite dreadful, even if he had
only been marrying them for their money.


“No, I’ve
never met the right woman Archie,” Caleb eventually replied earnestly.


“Then I am
a more fortunate man, for I have no doubts at all that Miss Rothery is the love
of my life; in fact I might be so bold as
to venture that I love her quite passionately,” Jute announced, in a flat matter of fact voice.


“You intend
to propose sometime soon?”


“Well, not
exactly soon,” Archie Jute admitted, biting his lower lip thoughtfully,
“I must finish my apprenticeship first and then establish my own practice, find
clients and build my reputation, of course.”


“Of course.”


“Once I have
succeeded in those tasks I am sure both Dr Rothery and Miss Alyssa will look
upon me as a most excellent prospect.”


“It sounds
as if you have everything worked out,” Caleb noted, waving at the small boat
that was drawing closer to the Requiem. One of the figures at the rear
of the boat waved back heartily.


“Indeed, I
have constructed a schedule of matrimony; in has been of great assistance to
me.”


“A schedule?” Caleb raised an eyebrow.


The young
man flicked quickly to the back of his notebook, where columns of figures with
neat annotations in Jute’s precise hand
stretched across several pages. “Yes, you see? I have made a record of
significant dates over the next five years, correlated with my savings, which currently accrue a reasonable rate of
interest, plus projected earnings and my anticipated rising station in life. It
is a most particular document that has
helped me identify the absolute optimum
moment for a proposal of marriage.”


“Which is
when, may I ask?”


“The 15th
of May, in the year of our Lord Seventeen Hundred and Eleven,” Jute announced
confidently, snapping his notebook shut.


“Morning or afternoon?” Caleb asked, keeping a straight face.


“Oh, definitely after luncheon.”


“Well, you seem to have most of the details
worked out Archie.”


“Thank you,
I believe so, the problem is…” Jute again run
an agitated hand through his greasy locks, “…I’m not quite sure how to make my
feelings known to Miss Rothery; I wouldn’t want this to come as a complete
surprise to her.”


“Well, you
have got three years to let her know.”


“But most
of that time is set aside on my schedule for our courtship; she is a shy and modest girl Mr Cade, it will take her time to
prepare her for the important duties of a physician’s wife. It would not do at
all to simply throw her into the role
unprepared. I need to make her aware of my love, but no matter how many letters
I draft my words seem shallow and
insincere, they do not at all convey the depth and sincerity of my feelings.”


“Tricky
things love letters Archie, tricky
things. Have you thought of just… oh I
don’t know… telling her perhaps?”


“Telling
her?” Jute looked appalled, “oh that wouldn’t do at all; she is such a delicate
creature. I wouldn’t want her fainting or having some such dramatic womanly turn.
I am a very passionate man Mr Cade; I wouldn’t want to overwhelm the poor girl
with my… erm… passion.”


“I could
see that being a problem.”


Caleb thought about trying to dissuade Jute, it would, after all, be a
kindness, but he quickly dismissed the idea; really it was none of his
business. He was sure Alyssa was more than capable of dealing with her suitors
and who knew, by 1711 perhaps she would have burnt out her wantonness and would
be looking to marry a sensible and steady fellow like Archie Jute.


Stranger
things had happened.


In any
event further matrimonial advice was curtailed as the passengers from the Requiem’s
tender clambered aboard; firstly Captain Lazziard followed a moment later by
Danny Bourness.


The young
Duke pumped Caleb’s hand enthusiastically, “I came as soon as I heard the news;
who would have thought it eh, a real live
vampire!”


“Probably
best if Your Grace doesn’t mention that too loudly,” Lazziard
recommended in a low voice, leaning towards the Duke, “the Requiem has
been hired for our voyage, her skipper and crew do not know the actual nature of our cargo.”


“Sorry,”
Danny pulled a face and tapped the side of his nose with a gloved finger, “best
we keep things hush hush eh?”


“Indeed Your Grace,” Lazziard agreed.


Danny
looked about the ship, “Seems a fine
vessel Captain Lazziard?”


“It will be
sufficient; things are less disciplined than I care for, but this is a civilian
ship after all,” Lazziard sniffed; fortunately Captain Penhaligon
wasn’t within earshot.


“I just
wish I could accompany you; unfortunately,
all manner of things are going on in parliament at the moment, everybody is
getting in a lather over the general election and I am
required in Lords for the next week at least,” Danny sighed glumly, “maybe
longer.”


“Your Grace! I am so pleased you could find the time to wish
us bon voyage!” Dr Rothery scuttled across the deck, his ill-fitting wig
bobbing in time with his rapid strides.


“Wouldn’t have
missed it for the world Dr Rothery; I was just telling the chaps how sorry I am
I can’t come with you, but I look forward
to reading all the details of your findings.”


“Chapter
and verse Your Grace, chapter and verse you shall have!”


“Splendid…
now as I’m here,” Danny leaned conspiratorially towards the men clustered
around him, “perhaps I could have a little peep?”


“A peep?”


“At…” Danny
tapped his nose again and winked at the Doctor, “…the you
know what.”


“I think
His Grace is referring to our cargo,” Lazziard explained when Rothery
continued to stare blankly at the Duke.


“Oh, well I
don’t know,” Rothery muttered, “I had planned to keep the er… cargo secure until we reached
our destination. There would be an element of risk in opening it. Not to mention
prying eyes that might misinterpret out actions.”


“I can understand that Doctor,” Danny replied. His voice took on an
uncharacteristically cool tone as he removed his hat to smooth down the curls
of his great wig, “One does not wish to seem churlish, but as I am paying for
your venture, I would appreciate a small indulgence.”


“Of course Your Grace… of course.”


“Splendid!”
Danny smiled brightly once more, “let’s be
seeing this cargo of yours then.” 


*


The Requiem was a single-masted coastal sloop that had been hauling
cargo between the ports of the British Isles for the last ten years or so. The
gloomy caverns of her hold must have seen all manner of goods in thast time;
wine, wool, animal skins, dried foods, pottery, timber, furniture, bolts of
cloth, barrels of spirits, ingots of tin and iron, bags of flour and crates of
machinery. However, in all that time Caleb doubted it had ever carried so
strange a cargo as that which now sat in its otherwise empty hold.


Lazziard
had been insistent that Requiem could carry no other cargo or passengers
on this voyage; something that had markedly increased their costs for it was an
anathema to a trading skipper like Penhaligon to
leave port with an empty hold when the dockside warehouses had cargo waiting to
be shipped. As it was their departure had been delayed while Requiem
took on extra ballast to fill her keel in order
to compensate for the lack of weight in her holds.


Dr Rothery led Danny, Caleb and the others down into Requiem’s
cavernous interior. With the deck hatches sealed little light crept down into
the dark wooden vaults, the smell of damp wood, sea water and the residues of
countless old cargoes filled the air and Caleb felt a faint but urgent desire
to scuttle back up the ladder to find fresh air and daylight.


The hold
was empty apart from one large wooden box that sat squarely in the middle of
the ship, lashed down with ropes to ensure it would not slide around in bad
weather and half a dozen smaller packing cases that contained the Doctor’s
paraphernalia. Lanterns had been hung from hooks, and three of Lazziard’s men huddled around the pool of oily light they
gave out, each man was armed with a musket and a pair
of pistols in their belt.


“Cap’n, gentlemen,” Bosun Bridges
nodded a greeting as they approached; Bridges had apparently sailed several
times with Lazziard and was in charge of the motley collection of men the
Captain had hired to help them capture the vampire. Of the original group Bridges had retained the services of five
of the men to act as guards and general muscle while they transported the
vampire. Bridges himself was a short,
barrel-chested man, his powerful arms and chest contrasting with his bowed and spindly legs; testament to years of hauling
himself about the rigging of ships and the rickets
which afflicted many sailors.


“Open her
up Bridges,” Lazziard ordered, his tone suggested he didn’t like the idea one
little bit, but he wasn’t about to argue with a Duke.


Bridges
glanced at his two companions and jerked his head at the crate, “You heard the Cap’n boys.”


After a
moment's hesitation, the other two sailors laid down their muskets and
exchanged them for crowbars to work off
the lid of the crate. The box was eight feet long by four feet wide though, unlike
most cargo crates, it was made of thick seasoned oak, its corners
reinforced with iron brackets.


Danny moved
a little closer to get a better look, but Lazziard placed his hand in front of the young Duke; “Best stand
back Your Grace; there is an element of danger in opening this box. We wouldn’t
want you to come to any harm.”


“Quite so,”
Danny flashed a grin at Lazziard, before gently pushing his hand aside and
moving to stand at the foot of the crate. Lazziard rolled his eyes in
frustration before placing himself at
Danny’s shoulder, Caleb stood on the other side of his son.


It took
several minutes for the two sailors to prise off the lid, which had been sealed
with dozens of nails. Once it was free, they
gently lifted it clear to reveal nothing but rocks, however, as the sailors began
to pile the stones on the deck they exposed a smaller box nestled inside the
crate; a box which had the rough dimensions of a coffin. Unlike most
coffins, however, it was made of iron and had holes drilled into its lid to
allow its occupant to breathe. 


The slow process of clearing the rocks from the lid of the coffin was
hastened when the three remaining sailors who had been resting after their
shift answered Lazziard’s summons. They worked silently with their companions under
the eyes of the Duke, Caleb and the other vampire hunters, save for Rentwin,
who had taken to his bed with a chill.


Once the
rocks had been cleared four heavy padlocks had to be removed from the coffin,
each padlock had its own key and each key was held by one of the vampire
hunters; Caleb holding Rentwin’s key as his proxy.


Once each
lock had been removed, Lazziard ordered four of his men to retrieve their
muskets and take aim while the heavy iron lid was swung open.


“My,” the
Duke declared as he leaned forwards to peer into the dark coffin, “that seems to be an awful lot of bother for one small
girl?”


Caleb had to admit his son had a point. The vampire no longer bore the
strange ethereal face she had worn when they had found her attacking Judd
Gusty; her features now appeared entirely normal, save for the dried blood that
smeared her face and matted her hair, the result of the terrible beating it had
taken to subdue her.
The sailors had gathered around the head of the coffin each one levelling a
firearm at the vampire in case she had somehow shaken off the score of manacles
and chains that bound her body to the iron coffin. However, nothing arose from
the coffin bar the stink of stale urine and excrement; the creature had been in
the box for nearly forty-eight hours and apparently
however else vampires differed from Humans, their piss and shit smelt much the
same.


She still
wore the same black silk gown though now it was not half so fine, having been
torn during the fight and soiled with blood and excrement. Caleb thought she
might be dead, for she made no movement and her eyes remained closed. 


“You are sure
this is a vampire?” Danny asked, glancing at Dr Rothery; evidently he had been expecting something a
little more fearsome than a dark-haired woman in a torn shit-soiled dress.


“Without a doubt, Your Grace,” Dr Rothery assured him, “we
found her drinking the blood of a young man and she displayed extraordinary strength in resisting us. As I’m
sure these good gentlemen will testify,” Dr Rothery nodded in the direction of Lazziard’s men, who mumbled their agreement without taking
their eyes or guns off of the captive.


“Well, of course, I am not disputing your word Samuel, I just wouldn’t
like to think you had kidnapped some poor young girl by mistake…” Danny walked
to the head of the coffin and leaned against the upright iron lid, “…that kind
of thing can be quite detrimental to a gentleman’s reputation you know?”


“”Your
Grace,” Caleb murmured before Dr Rothery
could reply, “I know this looks like an innocent
girl, but she is a vampire. I’ve seen one before, and her countenance was very
different when we found her… it was quite inhuman.”


“I just
want to be sure,” Danny said still looking down at the motionless vampire.


“When we
put her in that crate two days ago her face was a ruin, a bloody pulp hardly
recognisable as a woman, now…” Caleb shrugged, there was a pale of water
sitting by the coffin for the guards to drink, and Caleb pulled out his
handkerchief and wet it in the bucket before leaning over the girl.


“Be careful
Cade,” Lazziard growled and waved his men closer, the muzzles of the sailor’s
guns were virtually resting on the vampire’s matted hair.


“I don’t
think she can bite me,” Caleb responded, noting the heavy iron chain that had
been forced between her teeth, wrapped around her head and secured to the
inside of the coffin, and the thick leather strap that looped under her chin to
prevent her opening her mouth.


He leaned
inside and gently begun to wash the dried blood away, “You will note Your Grace
that, beneath the blood, the skin is virtually unmarked, no human being could hav-”


His words
were cut short as the vampire’s eyes snapped open. Like Defane’s they were
captivating, not the deep blue January eyes of Jack Frost, hers instead were
like rich polished mahogany, they sparkled darkly in the shadows, so big and
consuming he giddily felt he might just
topple into them.


He felt the
sailors about him shuffle nervously and realised that currently their trigger
fingers were far more dangerous than the chained and bound vampire.


“She is
awake,” Caleb heard himself say, distantly.


“Quite remarkable eyes,” Danny whispered leaning
closer.


Caleb wondered if all vampires had such startling eyes. Perhaps when you
lived so very long the eyes became not just the mirrors to the soul, but the
canvas upon which all of their long years were painted; all the richness,
beauty and cruelty of life became parted in those strange dark prisms and were
displayed in their multihued depths for all to see.


“Mr Cade,
if you have a care, would you clean all of the creature’s face so Archie might
record the healing process it has demonstrated,” Dr Rothery asked.


“Of
course,” Caleb nodded and dragged his eyes away from the vampire’s to wring out
the handkerchief. Carefully he washed her face and wet her curls as he washed some of the matted blood from her hair.
Despite himself, he stroked her hair back from her face, his hand shaking ever
so slightly, even dirty and soiled her hair felt like silk between his fingers.


He tried to
wash around the chain and strap as best he could, all the time her eyes
followed him though she made not a sound
or other movement until some of the water dribbled down to her mouth and her
tongue darted out to lick at the moisture. The movement startled him enough for
him to jerk his hand away and all about him the sailors readied their guns.


“No!” he
cried, “everything is well.”


He glanced
about at the sweating nervous men and
realised things were not at all well; they had the look of men who would much rather
pull their triggers than not. They were not interested in natural philosophy or
the application of curiosity; they were probably equally disinterested in the vampiric essence and the prospect of eternal
youth at that precise moment. They had seen this girl toss their comrades about
like rag dolls, seen her bite off a man’s fingers as if they were made of dry
bread, they had seen her face shifted, alien and inhuman, pale as snow and
stained with blood. In their eyes, this was Devilry, pure and simple, and a
barrage of musket balls would put the worlds to rights quite nicely.


“Captain
Lazziard, your men are making me rather nervous. The vampire is quite secure,
and one zealous shot will as likely kill
me as this creature.”


“That would
be a terrible pity,” Lazziard commented dryly.


“Not to
mention killing a peer of the realm,” Caleb added nodding at Danny.


“Very
well,” Lazziard sighed, “lower your weapons gentlemen, but not your vigilance
if you please.”


Reluctantly
the sailors lowered their weapons, but only a little.


Caleb
returned his attention to the vampire, who was still regarding him with her dark, unfathomable
eyes. He rested his hands on the edge of her iron coffin before asking in a
quiet voice, “Are you thirsty?”


The vampire
held his eye, perhaps unsure of his sincerity, before nodding slowly.


Caleb
glanced at the bucket of water which was now dark with the vampire’s blood, and
raised his eyes to the nearest of Lazziard’s men, a
skinny almost unnaturally tall young man, Caleb didn’t know his real name, but
he’d heard the other sailors call him The Jack O’Legs.


“You man,
fetch some clean drinking water.”


“He’ll do
no such thing!” Lazziard boomed, his voice echoing around the cavernous hold of
the Requiem.


“’tis just water,” Caleb protested.


“This is no
passenger, Mr Cade, to be cosseted and
pampered during a pleasant little cruise! This is a monster who would slaughter
us all given half a chance. It must be kept weak and docile. No water, don’t
you agree Doctor?”


“Well, it
would be safer to keep it as weak as possible.”


“But that’s
inhuman,” Caleb protested, “you would not treat a dog
so cruelly!”


“A dog is a
far nobler manner of beast than this… thing!” Lazziard roared again, he
was a man who did not take well to being
disagreed with.


Caleb was
about to protest further, but Danny raised a hand to still him, “Doctor,” he
said reasonably, “am I not correct in thinking that all creatures require water
to live?”


“Yes Your
Grace, to varying degrees.”


“Then it is
safe to assume that these vampires require water to live.”


“That is an
assumption, but-”


“It would
seem to me Doctor that the issue of giving the creature water should not be
seen as a matter of kindness, nor withholding as a matter of keeping it weak. It would seem to me that the vampire is most securely
bound; you have gone to a great deal of trouble in this respect. It appears I
have gone to a great deal of expense too,” Danny looked down at the vampire,
“it would seem a terrible waste of both your labours and my money if you were
to open this box up once you reach your final destination only to find that the
creature has expired from a lack of water. Mr Cade tells me there are
limits placed on your enquiries when all you have to work with is a pile of
dust?”


“Your
Grace… is of course right,” the Doctor smiled, “fetch
fresh water for the vampire.”


The Jack O’Legs looked at Captain Lazziard, who nodded curtly, his
lips pressed hard together. 


Whilst the sailor
hurried away, Danny took Caleb’s arm and led him out of earshot of the others.


“You are
convinced this girl is a vampire?” Danny asked, apparently
disturbed by the sight of the chained woman.


Caleb
nodded, “Absolutely, if there were even the slightest doubt I would have no
part of this. That girl is as much a vampire as Louis Defane was.”


“Sometimes
I think these chaps are too driven,” Danny sighed, “which is why I wanted you
to be part of this, I want you to be my eyes and ears.”


“Me?”


“You’re an
outsider to all this, like me. I want the vampiric
essence refined, it will be a great triumph, but I do not wish to lose sight of
our Humanity in the process. I don’t want to see any innocents hurt in Doctor
Rothery and Captain Lazziard’s enthusiasm for their
work. You must be my voice, you must be my reason, do
you understand?”


“Yes… but why me? You must have your own men?”


“I trust
you,” Danny said earnestly.


“And I
thought you were such a good judge of character,” Caleb joked, but Danny didn’t
smile.


“I am.”


Caleb glanced
at the other men clustered around the iron coffin to ensure they were out of
earshot before asking in a low voice.


“I have
been wondering just why I was invited to join on this little adventure; I bring
no expertise, financing or resources to Rothery’s
little Vampire club. Once they had concluded recording my recollections
regarding Defane I expected to be politely shown the door, not embraced as one
of their number; particularly as Captain
Lazziard detests me. Could you shine any light on this little puzzle Danny?”


“Me?” The
young Duke asked innocently.


“Well, you
hold the purse string, which makes you singularly influential within this
peculiar little club.”


“Ah, here’s
that lanky fellow with a bucket, best be about your business or Lazziard will have
that box sealed up before our cargo gets watered.”


Caleb
peered suspiciously at Danny, but his son merely
flashed him a smile before wandering amiably back to the coffin. Jack O’Legs had dumped the second
pall by the first before retrieving his
musket and putting as much distance between himself and the vampire as he
could.


Caleb took
a ladle of water and lifted it to the vampire’s lips,
or rather as close as to her lips as the thick iron chain allowed. For a
moment, she simply stared at him her
strange dark eyes, before slowly opening her mouth. Her teeth were strong and white, but appeared otherwise normal, slowly he poured a little of the water
in the gap between her lower lip and the chain which she swallowed greedily. Caleb
studied her face as he ladled water into her mouth. Now that the blood had been
washed away, only some slight puffiness and discoloration around her eyes
evidenced the awful beating she had taken at the hands of Lazziard’s men. The
only other marks she bore were in each corner of her mouth were the chain had
chaffed her. Caleb tried to imagine what it must be like to spend
forty-eight hours chained in the darkness of a coffin.


He pushed
the thought aside for he guessed it would drive most people mad, but then she
was a vampire and how it might affect her mind he could not tell. If she were
anything like Defane she was probably
half insane anyway.


She
appeared younger now that her face had adopted its
human countenance, no more than nineteen or twenty, and she would have looked
innocent and vulnerable even if she hadn’t been chained up, only her eyes gave
some insight into her true nature. It was
lucky he had not met her on the street because he would have been captivated by
her. If he could have loved Defane, albeit momentarily, what might this beauty
have made of him?


After a few
minutes, the vampire shook her head to
indicate she’d had her fill. She did not seem to have drunk terribly much to
Caleb, perhaps vampires required less sustenance than people, or perhaps she
knew the more she drunk, the more she
would have to piss over herself in a few
hours.


“Well,”
Lazziard declared impatiently, “if we’ve quite finished pampering our guest,
perhaps we can proceed with business.”


The
vampire’s eyes widened a little and held onto Caleb’s as if imploring him to
not to return her to the darkness once more.


“I believe
so,” Caleb said, and the vampire slowly turned her head to stare at the side of
her coffin.


“This might
be an opportune moment to discuss your role with us,” Lazziard announced.


“My role?”


“Indeed”
the Captain nodded, “the Doctor is looking after the investigative side of our
venture, the application of curiosity as he might put it.”


“Quite so…”
Rothery muttered nodding his head enough to set his wig a wobbling again.


“Mr Jute is
our scribe, recording our findings and observations. Mr Rentwin cares for our
spiritual requirements and our attempts to re-unite this creature with its
immortal soul. However, Mr Cade, we lack a job for you, which will not do at
all. As you appear so concerned for the creatures well-being may I suggest that
you shall act as its gaoler, it will be your responsibility to ensure the creature does not expire, or escape, during our
voyage. Is that a reasonable proposition?”


“Excellent idea Lazziard!” Rothery enthused.


“Of
course,” Caleb said, before adding, “may I ask what
role you shall fill in our enterprise?”


“Why,”
Lazziard smiled blackly, “I shall be the
executioner of course.”


There was
something in the Captain’s eyes when he spoke that frightened Caleb far more
than anything he’d seen in either of the vampires he’d met.


Distantly
he heard the lid of the iron coffin swing shut.


*


It was a
relief to get back onto Requiem’s deck once more. The mist was beginning
to clear, and the hazy halo of the sun
could just be made out above the ship’s yardarm.


“Such a
damn shame I can’t join you,” Danny was saying, for possibly the fifth or sixth
time since he’d come aboard.


“Indeed,”
Caleb replied, surprised to realise he meant it.


“Never
really had much time for politics until Richard died; once I was expected to
attend Parliament I found I rather liked all the intriguing and back-stabbing.
This shall be the first elected Parliament of Great Britain you know, terribly
important…”


Caleb had
never had any interest in politics either, but even he was aware of the
forthcoming election, which would be the first since the Act of Union had
combined the Crowns and Parliaments of England and Scotland the previous year.


“Democracy is
all well and good,” Danny was saying as they stood together on the ship’s
larboard rail, “but I’m awfully glad we in Lords don’t have to bother with it.
Such a fuss, the whole future of the realm could depend on whether the pro or
anti-war faction wins the election.”


“And whose
side are you on?”


“Why,
whichever side wins of course! I have quickly ascertained principles don’t get
you dreadfully far in Parliament, best to be practical if you want to get on.”


There was something
about the way Danny tilted his head and grinned when he spoke that reminded
Caleb of his mother, so strong was the feeling that he felt his heart ache
terribly as if he had only lost Henrietta a few days before rather than twenty
years ago.


“How practical…”
Caleb muttered distantly, “…just like your mother.”


“Was she? Really?” Danny asked eagerly, “I’ve never heard anyone
describe her so before?”


Caleb
cursed himself inwardly, as much as he liked Danny, his mother was a subject he
constantly tip-toed around, he’d been vague enough in his answers whenever the
topic had come up over the past few weeks that Danny had almost stopped
pestering him about her. Now he’d pushed that dangerous
door ajar again.


“Oh very
practical, in my limited experience; she always did what was required, what was
best for her household, for her husband… for your father.”


For once
Caleb was grateful to see Captain Lazziard appear at his shoulder.


“I am sorry
to interrupt Your Grace, but we are ready to weigh anchor; we need to get you
ashore or we will miss the tide and I suspect Captain Penhaligon
will exhaust his supply of Cornish expletives if that happens.”


Caleb
feared Danny was going to make the ship wait while he discussed his mother, but
the young Duke eventually sighed and nodded, “Of course, I’ll be with you
shortly.”


Lazziard
waited to escort Danny to the Requiem’s tender, but the Duke dismissed
him with the kind of curt nod that only an Admiral or a Peer of the Realm could
get away with.


“Very good, Your Grace,” Lazziard managed to
force a wan smile before retreating out of earshot.


“We’ll have
to continue this conversation another time Cade; you seem to delight in feeding
me only the smallest tidbits about my
mother. If I didn’t know better, I would think you were trying to avoid the
subject.”


“Not at
all-”


“Never
mind, I must not delay you further,” Danny reached out and grasped
his hand, “good luck and please do try to be careful won’t you?”


“Oh the
vampire is well secured, there is little danger.”


Danny
smiled ruefully, before adding in a lower voice, “I didn’t only mean the vampire. Write as soon as you can, I want to be
kept informed.”


“Of course.”


With that, the Duke embraced Caleb warmly, in that curious un-English way that he appeared to
reserve solely for him and the brash young men who were continually tapping him
up for money. Caleb stood alone on the side of the ship and did not move until
Danny had been returned to the jetty on Deptford Creek and clambered into his
waiting carriage.


Once his
son’s carriage had trundled out of sight, he felt a single tear roll down his
cheek.


“Oh Hetty, what have you done to me?” He whispered, but the
only reply was the forlorn cries of the
gulls circling above.


*


Given the generally atrocious state of England’s roads, the Society for
the Investigation, Comprehension and Restraint of Vampiric Creatures and their
Demonic Behaviours, had decided it would be safer, quicker and more
comfortable to move their strange cargo by sea, despite the risk of storms,
sand banks, submerged rocks and French privateers. It had struck
Caleb as somewhat inconvenient that they could not study the vampire in London,
which not only would have alleviated the need for a tiresome sea voyage but
would also have allowed him to continue his clandestine relationship with
Alyssa Not to mention the numerous taverns and card saloons that also provided
entertaining diversions from the humdrum business of studying vampires.


However,
the gentlemen of the Society were concerned that prying eyes or ears might jump
to entirely the wrong conclusion if they were discovered to be keeping a pretty
young girl chained up in their cellar. So, instead,
the vampire was to be taken to Captain Lazziard’s
house in Dorsetshire, which was apparently
sufficiently secluded for Dr Rothery to be able to apply his curiosity without
fear of disturbance from the local magistrates.


Caleb found
ship time to be slow time, with little to
do but stare at the coastline and think; which was something he generally tried
to avoid for his thoughts rarely led him to happy places. A dull melancholy
settled upon him and being confined
aboard Requiem he was unable to find his usual solaces, for there were
no women aboard and he generally avoided gambling with sailors (or anybody else
likely to resort to violence when they lost).


Even sleep
provided few comforts for he shared a small cabin with Rentwin, whose chill had developed into a hacking cough that
usually chased sleep away whenever it begun to hover around Caleb’s mind. The
Doctor’s prescription of honey was foiled by the lack of any aboard ship.


Whenever
Caleb did finally drift off to sleep he was chased back to wakefulness by his
nightmares; most frequently the vision of Isabella and Leon silently dancing
around and around an old twisted tree, their
feet keeping rhythm to the rasping creeks of its dry, lifeless branches. That
image still hung before his eyes as he lay panting and afraid in the darkness;
the red gory mess of her once beautiful face turned towards him, the black
bloodied pits where her eyes had been staring accusingly.


His fellow
vampire hunters provided little in the way of company or diversion; Dr Rothery
locked himself away in his cabin for most of the voyage pouring over his books
and journals as he impatiently planned his studies of the vampire. Archie
Jute’s nose rarely left his own journal, whether he was still penning love
letters to Alyssa, refining his matrimonial schedule or undertaking work for
the Doctor Caleb could not bring himself to enquire. Richard Rentwin did not emerge
from his cabin for the entire voyage, conserving his strength so that he could keep the whole ship awake with his infernal coughing, Caleb had decided
uncharitably as he’d counted off the umpteenth hour of staring at the cabin’s ceiling.
However miserable he was, Caleb knew better than to try and find any
companionship in William Lazziard’s presence, he only
interrupted his nit-picking of Captain Penhaligon’s
seamanship to scowl furiously whenever Caleb went near him.


Their voyage down the Thames estuary, avoiding the great shifting
sandbanks where the Thames emptied into the North Sea, around the Kent coast,
through the Straights of Dover and along the coast of Southern England should
have lasted only a handful of days. However, during their second full day at
sea spring storms sent Requiem racing for the shelter of the nearest
harbour.


Lazziard
had impatiently urged Penhaligon to push on,
insisting it was only a squall that would blow over in a few hours, but the
Cornishman had sniffed the wind several times before spitting on the deck and
shaking his head, “Storm’s coming,” he’d declared and would brook no further
argument. 


French
privateers had operated out of Dunkirk for decades and since the war with
France had started (or more accurately a new cause had been found to resume it), they had been attacking English shipping
in force. Requiem was a shallow-bottomed sloop and Penhaligon
avoided the privateers by keeping to the inshore waters that the larger French
ships wouldn’t dare to enter, and trusting her own guns and speed to be
sufficient to deter any of the small French schooners that were operating as
privateers. Penhaligon had to rely on his charts and
his experience to avoid running aground on the numerous rocks and sandbars that
lurked in these waters, he sailed with a small margin error and wasn’t prepared
to risk his ship being blown aground in a storm no matter how much Lazziard
threatened him. He’d taken Requiem towards a safe harbour in Winchelsea rather than out into deeper waters and risk
running into the French. 


Sure enough, a few
hours later the sky was Bible black and a
fierce westerly wind was sending waves and sheets of horizontal rain lashing
against the small sloop. 


Caleb took
the opportunity to write to Danny to advise him of their (lack of) progress,
but that was only a short diversion for Caleb,
who, like the rest of the crew, was forbidden to enter the town.


Finding
little company among his fellows, he’d tried to talk to Lazziard’s
men but they had all made haste to get away from him as quickly as possible,
one of them even making the sign of the evil eye as he’d scurried away. Penhaligon’s crew were more tolerant of him, but he
suspected that was only because they were curious about Requiem’s cargo.
Lazziard had put it about that the crate contained valuable and delicate
scientific instruments, but the crew were of the opinion it was treasure of some kind. However, the muskets of Lazziard’s
men discouraged them from getting a closer look.


Strangely
it was the vampire who appeared to be the only member of the ship’s company
that seemed even vaguely pleased to see him. As her
appointed keeper he had decided the coffin should be opened once a day to allow
her water, to check her bindings were still secure and to ensure she wasn’t
about to die; which would be a considerable inconvenience to everybody given
all the trouble they were going to. 


Lazziard
had, reluctantly, agreed to this, but had insisted no fewer than four armed men
were present whenever the coffin was opened, much to the disquiet of the
sailors who clearly would prefer the
coffin remained sealed throughout the voyage, if not permanently.


During
their first night in Winchelsea harbour, the coffin was duly opened; Caleb
checked the vampire’s restraints and found everything to be in order, she had
drunk a good dozen ladles of water, her eyes never leaving him. Her quietness
disturbed Caleb, she made not a sound each time the coffin was opened; not a
cry, not a plea, not a threat, nothing at all. He
thought if someone had locked him in an iron coffin and only opened it for ten
minutes a day to dribble some water down his throat he would have been raving
at his captors by now. The vampire, however, remained still and silent, only
those dark, unreadable eyes of hers moved or showed any kind of expression,
though just what kind of expression he could not begin to fathom.


He had
recalled, during his long slow days aboard Requiem, that Defane had
eaten heartily when the pair of them had been about the town and it struck him
that perhaps vampires needed more than just blood to eat.


Once she
had finished drinking, he had leaned into
the coffin and asked her if she needed to eat. The vampire had looked up at him
almost as blankly as the two sailors who were pressing their pistols into her
dark tangled hair.


“Apart from
blood of course,” he’d added eventually.


The vampire
appeared to think about this, before
making a slight nod of her head. The fact that her mouth was filled with an
iron chain and a thick leather belt had been wrapped around her head to prevent
all but the slightest movement of her jaw limited her menu somewhat; Caleb had
been strictly forbidden from removing or even loosening any of her restraints.
As good fortune would have it, thin watery
soup appeared to be one of the Requiem’s cook’s specialities. Caleb
suspected it was only marginally more nutritious than the water, but she had
finished the entire bowl he spoon fed her and had widened her eyes a fraction
when it was gone, which had Caleb had taken as a request for more.


He’d
thought the soup pretty dire, but when you spent most of your day locked up in
an iron coffin, he guessed you couldn’t
be too fussy.


“Sorry,”
he’d said apologetically, “I’ll bring more tomorrow, I’m sure the cook isn’t in
danger of running out of it.” He thought a flicker of a smile touched her lips though Caleb supposed it could just as
easily have been a grimace.


She looked
older, he decided, nothing dramatic, but her skin seemed looser, her hair less lustrous, the bruising around her
eyes had faded away, but faint bags
seemed to have formed in their place. It was difficult to be sure in the weak light of Requiem’s hold, but each
day he opened up the coffin she seemed to have aged a
little more. 


She needs blood…


If the
storm delayed them much longer, she’d be
a bent-backed crone by the time Requiem reached Dorsetshire.


“Close her up,” he’d ordered the sailors. They jumped quickly away from
the vampire to bring the iron lid down once more; all the time he could feel
her eyes upon him and even when the lid fell into place with a dull clank he
fancied her eyes remained on him still.


“Mr Cade,”
one of the sailors called out to him as the others worked on the coffin.


“Yes?” 


The sailor was a powerfully built man in his early thirties by the name of
Cyrus Shanks. He pulled off his cap nervously as he stood before Caleb,
revealing a bald scalp pitted with scars and dotted with fibrous spots of once
burnt flesh. It looked like his face had been peppered with drops of molten
metal.


“This
business…” he said indicating the coffin with a jerk of his head, “…’tis very wrong Sir.”


“It was
only a little soup, Mr Shanks, if-”


“No, Sir,”
Shanks said agitatedly, “this whole business is wrong. Me and the boys ain’t
men of learning like you good gentlemen, we don’t have fancy names for things
like you do, but we know what she is Sir, and she should be given to the
magistrates for trial.”


“And then
hung,” a young mean looking fellow known
as Hooky, who forever seemed to be peering out at the world from behind half-closed eyes, added emphatically as he
threw rocks back on top of the coffin.


“’tis witchcraft and no good will come of all
this… curiosity.”


“The woman
is secure Mr Shanks, we are in no danger,” Caleb sighed, not bothering to point
out the difference between vampires and witches. Whilst travelling through the German states, he’d had the
misfortune of seeing several women burnt at the stake for witchcraft, so common
was it that it would be easy to mistake the habit of burning old women as some
kind of grisly Teutonic sport. As any Englishman was only too happy to point
out, England was generally a more civilised place than Europe and the mania for
persecuting women as witches was neither
so fevered nor so common; any woman who was successfully prosecuted for
witchcraft in England would usually only be hung rather than burnt alive.


“You think
a metal box and a few rocks will save us?” Shanks hissed, “Do you think she
lies asleep in that box, all quiet and peaceful like? No Sir, she is bringing
down all manner of curses and hexes upon us; we will all be afflicted by
terrible misfortune, this ship will be alive with devils and evil spirits it
will. Just look at this storm, ‘tis the baddest of omens.” Shanks paused to let Caleb
listen to the sound of the howling wind outside, which down in the gloom of the
hold sounded like the desperate cries of a wounded beast.


“We are in
no danger, Mr Shanks.”


“Should
toss this thing over the side; quicker than hanging. Less fuss,” Hooky mused aloud,
Caleb wasn’t sure if he were offering a serious suggestion or merely talking to himself.


Shanks took
a step closer to Caleb, his eyes full and
feverishly bright in the gloom, “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live…”
he hissed.


“Exodus
22:18,” Caleb replied without thinking, even after all these years he still
felt compelled to place biblical quotes, he could almost hear his father’s belt
swishing through the air. “You have been paid to do a job gentleman; if it is
no longer to your liking, I suggest you
take it up with Captain Lazziard.”


Shanks
continued to glare unhappily at him, but Caleb noticed Hooky and the other two
sailors, Tommy Nimbles and Walrus,
exchanging nervous glances.


“Easy Shanksy boy,” Walrus
growled through his thick tangled beard after a moment’s uneasy silence, “let’s
not be doing anything rash eh?”


“We didn’t
sign on for this.” Shanks insisted.


“You could
always take the Queen’s shilling when we
reach Poole,” Caleb suggested, “I would imagine
Her Highness’ ships would have great need of sailors at the moment.”


“Why do you
think we’re here,” Tommy Nimbles laughed,
a high nasal shrill that echoed around the empty hold, “we all know the Cap’n’s a mean son of a bitch, but we thought his money
would be easier than facing French cannon again.”


“Men like us don’t get to make easy money very often,” Shanks explained,
before pointing at his scarred face, “got this ten year ago fighting a French
privateer off Bermuda, been lucky since, not so much as a scratch. A man only
has so much luck though Mr Cade, we’ve all fought at sea; ever stood on deck as
two ships stand fifty yards apart blowing the shit out of each other?”


“No, I
can’t say that I have.”


“Lucky for
you, but we all have. A ship just becomes one whopping big meat grinder in a
battle; shrapnel, splinters, musket balls… not to mention the blood and bits of
your mates that are flying all about. What I’m
trying to say Mr Cade is that none of us are cowards. We’ve fought, killed,
taken our share of plunder and I guess God will judge us for our sins in His
own good time, but this,” he jerked a thumb at the coffin, “this scares us
right and proper.”


“You’re being well
paid for this, and you are in far less danger from her than from the French or,
I dare say, Captain Lazziard. Just do your jobs.”


Caleb heard
the sailors muttering unhappily as he walked away, but he thought no more of
it; sailors were notoriously superstitious, but they were being well paid and once they reached their destination there
would little for them to do but harass Lazziard’s
maids.


They had
ridden out the storm in Winchelsea harbour though it took three full days to blow
itself out sufficiently for Penhaligon to continue
the voyage along the coast to Poole.


The weather
became fine and the sea flat and calm with only the slightest of swells; Caleb spent most of each day alone on deck,
watching the coast of southern England lost in thought. He wished the memory of
his brother would come to him so that he might have someone to talk to, but
even he was keeping his own counsel throughout the voyage.


Shortly before they were due to arrive in Poole Caleb was taken by several
unexpected and quite violent sneezes. He fumbled for his handkerchief in order
to blow his nose, but when he saw it his heart quickened a little, for it was
the handkerchief he had used to wash the vampire’s blood away when they had
first opened her coffin.
He must have stuffed it back into his coat pocket and forgotten about it. 


He stared
at the dark stains which had dried stiffly onto the cotton. He felt a strange
tingling desire somewhere deep inside him; it was the same want that came over
him whenever Alyssa presented her neck and he had to fight down the urge to
bring the bloody rag to his lips.


If I wet
the handkerchief, I could squeeze it out
and maybe drink a few drops of her blood…


He
shuddered though he was not entirely sure whether it was through revulsion or
desire.


Vampiric blood…


He felt the
light wind tug at the handkerchief and curled his fist tightly around it for
fear a sudden gust might tear it from his grasp.


The
fountain of youth runs in her veins…


Clutching
it tightly he raised the handkerchief to his face and breathed deeply, but
there was no scent of her or her blood, just the damp musty smell of the cotton
that had dried out in his pocket.


We will
live for centuries and see empires born and crumble to dust, great men will
rise and fall away to nothing, cities will burn and monuments will rise; yet
our love will bind us always and none of us will ever be lonely again…


He squeezed
shut his eyes and wished he could let the bloody thing fall from his hand to be
lost to the sea below, but he knew he wouldn’t open his hands any more than he
would leap into the cold embrace of the English Channel.


Let us
dance the dance of delights…


He knew well enough it was Louis Defane who whispered to him, made him
crave the dark extraordinary gift he had offered Caleb. Even from beyond the
grave Defane was manipulating him, making him see things that were not true; a
ghost in his blood.


Defane had
lied to him, maybe he had lied to himself too; the only gift Defane would have
given him was a bed for his flesh to rot upon, a silken sheet for his bones to
collect dust upon in a dark forgotten room. But perhaps their strange cargo could offer him more?


Youth,
strength, immortality… even love?


Caleb
turned sharply from the rail; still clutching the handkerchief he hurried away
from the bright light of the setting sun.











 Chapter Three


Ghosts in the Blood


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


The cellar
was dark and chilly; the musty stink of neglected years permeated the air. A
few brick vaults near to the only staircase were stacked with bottles of wine;
the remainder seemed to have little use other than the final resting place for
the unwanted detritus of the Lazziard family.


The final
arched vault was very different.


Thick iron
bars had been vertically set in the archway, at its centre a hinged door was
secured by both lock and padlock. Inside, the vault was nothing but bare brick
and earthen floor save for a number of iron rings set securely into the back
wall.


With a few
curses, the iron coffin they had transported from London was deposited none too
gently into the cell by Bridges’ and his men. Heavily panting they shied away
from the coffin as soon as it hit the ground. Bridges looked uncertainly
through the bars at his Captain, wiping big rough hands upon the grubby front of his coarse cotton shirt.


Lazziard tossed
a ring of keys through the open cell door, “On my word,” he barked, before
turning to his fellows, “Mr Cade, Mr Jute, if you please.”


The plan of
action had been agreed long before their arrival at Lazziard Manor, though
Caleb still felt such manual endeavour
was best left to the sailors who were, frankly, much better suited to it.
However, he gave a perfunctory nod before stepping into the cell, manacles
gripped in his sweaty palm.


Caleb
quickly attached one set to the upper right-hand
ring fixed into the back wall, then crouched to attach the second to the lower
right while Jute did likewise with the two
opposite rings.


Once
satisfied they were secure he stood back. Bridges crouched over the coffin, tapping the keys against the palm of his left
hand while his compatriots stood over him. Lazziard’s
towering frame filled the doorway while
Rentwin and Dr Rothery stood at his
shoulders. Lazziard’s manservant Elijah, who had met
them at Poole harbour with a wagon and
horses, held a lantern to the left of the other men, his face impassive beneath
a white powdered wig.


“’tis time to inspect our prize, I believe,” the
Doctor announced finally, resting his bulk on the walking stick he clasped with
two hands before him.


“Open her
up Mr Bridges, with a little care if you please,” Captain Lazziard barked.


Once the
padlocks had been removed, and the bolts that held the lid secure pulled back,
Bridges nodded towards Captain Lazziard and the Doctor that the box could now
be opened.


“Take it
out and restrain it, gentlemen,” Lazziard
ordered.


Bosun
Bridges nodded again, his tongue running slowly along his upper lip as he
stared at the coffin as if the mere act
of swinging open the lid had become a puzzle worthy of consideration and
calculation before it could be attempted. The sailors shuffled as Bridges
finally bent and with a grunt pulled at the lid which opened with only the
faintest of protesting squeaks.


Caleb
inched forward to inspect the crate’s contents and he found himself staring
once more into the vampire’s dark,
mysterious eyes. 


Each time
he had opened the box she had seemed reduced, slowly evaporating into the
darkness of her coffin-like cell. Now her pale skin seemed almost grey and
sagged around her neck and eyes, her lustrous
black hair looked as flat and lifeless as burnt straw. She appeared to
have aged at least thirty years in the days it had taken to get her here. Dr
Rothery whispered something to Rentwin,
which set off a spasm of vigorous head nodding.


Waved on by
Lazziard the sailors carefully unlocked the chains that secured her to the
coffin, paying particular care to the one that had been inserted into her
mouth, but she made no move to bite them and meekly allowed herself to be
hauled to her feet. Perhaps it was only a ruse, but she seemed barely able to
stand and there was no repetition of the terrible
struggle she had given during her capture. However, the sailors were in no mood
to show her any courtesy as they dragged her unceremoniously across the hard
earthen floor to the back wall where Caleb and Jute waited. Quickly they
attached manacles to her feet and to the chains that were looped tightly around
her straight jacket; these, in turn, were attached to the rings fixed into the
back wall of the cell.


Once she
was securely fastened the men stepped away and without their support the
vampire slid down the wall and crumpled to the floor amongst the soiled and
torn skirts of her dress. She made no sound and her head lolled forward as if
she did not have the strength to raise it.


Despite
knowing what she was, Caleb felt an unfamiliar sense of shame wash over him.
Without discussing it with his fellow vampire hunters, he bent down and removed
the binding that gagged her. The corners of her mouth had been rubbed raw by
the chain that had been forced into it
and Caleb winced despite himself.


“Is there
anything you need?” Caleb asked. Her eyes flicked towards him, but she said
nothing and she closed them as if their weight were too much to suffer.


She’s dying.


“The prisoner’s
secure,” Caleb said finally to the watching men as he tossed the iron gag aside
in disgust. Lazziard glared balefully at him.


“We will
learn much from this thing,” proclaimed the Doctor, fiddling with his
spectacles as he leant forward to examine the vampire, “this is a capital opportunity for us, through
experimentation we can learn its strengths and its weaknesses; knowledge we can
apply to our fight against its foul kin.”


Jute joined
them outside of the cell, “’tis hard to believe... the beast now appears so... Human.”


“Do not be fooled by the monster’s facade, young man,” the Doctor scolded,
“it may appear to be of womanly form, comely and delicate, but we must not
allow ourselves to be so fooled. We must steel ourselves for the tasks ahead
and not succumb to the illusion of humanity these monsters hide themselves
within.”


Caleb
followed Jute out of the cell, and the Captain pulled the door shut behind them
before carefully locking it. The chained figure of the vampire huddled on the
floor; although her head remained bowed,
he noticed she had opened her eyes and was watching him through the cascade of
dark hair that hung over her face.


“Let us go
and freshen ourselves while my men set up the Doctor’s instruments,” Lazziard
said, slipping the keys into his pocket


“What
about....” Caleb nodded towards the vampire.


“Oh, do not
worry Mr Cade the thing is quite secure, Bridges and his men will keep a
watchful eye on it while they work. They may be a rough low born group of scoundrels, but they know better than to do
anything other than follow my commands.”


As Caleb
turned to follow the others out of the cold dark
cellar towards the promise of the Captain’s hospitality, the vampire spoke for
the first time since her capture, her voice so soft and low that only Caleb
heard them.


“I am not a
thing…” the vampire whispered hoarsely, “....my name is Morlaine...”


*


The full
moon that lifted itself steadily above the distant tree tops painted the small bedroom with delicate
pale light and full, rich shadows.
Beyond the window, the ancient oaks danced to the tune of a gentle spring
breeze. Caleb watched the branches sway in time, wishing their rhythms might
ease his troubled mind towards sleep rather than merely remind him of that gnarled old tree that sat atop his brother’s grave patiently waiting for
him.


He had lain in such a fashion for several hours, despite the
Captain’s full table, excellent wines and the travails of their journey sleep
was a stranger to him. He felt consumed by the restlessness that had plagued
him since Defane’s death, an energy that
he now believed was the agitated ghost of his erstwhile vampiric
friend striding through his veins.


He tried to
think of Alyssa and imagine how she might sap his energy if she were with him,
but the truth was she seemed so very much further away than London; instead it
was the vampire in the cellar that continually called to him. He whispered her
name in the darkness to see how it would feel upon his lips.


Morlaine…


After enjoying the hospitality of Captain Lazziard’s table Caleb had found
an excuse to return to the cellar at the earliest opportunity. He had
volunteered to oversee the unpacking of the Doctor’s instruments while the old
man rested. In reality he had little interest in such paraphernalia and had
soon left the task to the sailors; instead he walked slowly to the back of the
cellar where the vampire sat huddled and chained.


Bridges and
his men had hung a string of lanterns along the cellar’s low ceiling and were setting up a
reduced version of Rothery’s Workshop of Curiosities,
along with rudimentary cots and furniture to allow some comfort to those who
would be guarding the creature. They paid little attention to Caleb and less to
the vampire who they ignored entirely as
if denying her attention would in return
deny her existence.


The
majority of the lanterns had been fixed at the opposite end of the cellar where
the men worked; around the vampire’s cell the shadows were deeper, the air
colder, the smell of must and neglect more palpable.


Caleb
had watched their captive; her head lolled forward onto her chest, her legs
folded under the layers of her dress. He had noticed when he’d manacled her
ankle how expensive the cut and material of her dress was; it seemed this was a
vampire of substance.


He wondered
how she came by her money; he rather doubted she was in a position to marry it.
The notorious marriages houses around the Fleet
did a brisk trade amongst Londoners who wished to avoid the stamp duty on
marriage licenses. The clergymen who performed the ceremonies asked few
questions of those prepared to pay their fees, be they tax dodgers, bigamists,
debtors or scoundrels, but even they would baulk at giving holy vows to one of
the undead. Surely even the most befuddled of grooms would notice a bride who
never walked in sunlight and had a taste for blood.


Then again,
she was quite beautiful.


Perhaps she
stole money as well as blood, a thief like himself. 


The
Doctor and the others seemed only interested in her body, how it worked, why it
was different, how it could be destroyed and how they might harness and control
the vampiric essence; the mechanics of
the vampire. Caleb, however, was intrigued by her life. How did she exist so
successfully among the crowded streets of London? How long had she lived? How many lives had she taken? Could
she offer the same promise of love and joy that Defane had so fleetingly shown
him or was she as mad and lonely as his friend had been?


“Do
you propose to make an entertainment of me, Sir?” she asked suddenly, head
rising to stare at Caleb.


Caleb
blinked and found himself taking half a step backwards as if he had been caught
intruding in her bed chamber.


 “I...
don’t know what you mean.”


“Perhaps you will charge to allow your fellows to inspect me?
To poke and prod at me with sticks, gasping at the evil bloodsucker, the fiend
in a dress, Satan’s whore... how much would you charge? A few pennies... no, I
must be worth more; a shilling at least... am I not?”


“That
is not why you’re here,” Caleb finally managed to say.


“No...
I suppose you are too civilised for that,” she spat, before shuffling in
the confines of her chains, “this is rather uncomfortable you know; though
admittedly some small improvement to being kept in a metal box.”


Her
voice was soft, educated and articulate. It would be easy to think of her of a
young lady of breeding and means, the type Caleb so often had pursued for pleasure and gain in the past.
Well, apart from the chains of course.


“My
apologies, I’m afraid they are necessary.”


“For one small girl?”


“We
are quite aware of your strength... and even if I wished to lighten your
restraints, I don’t have the key.”


She
laughed hollowly, “So, they send the minion rather than the master to look over
me. I feel quite insulted. Tell me, is it the fat old man or the callous boor
who gives you your orders?”


The
vampire was trying to extract information from him. 


“We
are all equals here... is there anything you need, you don’t look well?”


“Do
you think you would look any better after a week and a half in a box?”


“You
look… older?”


“Quite
the gentleman you are.”


“Do
you need blood?”


She
stared at Caleb for a moment, those dark eyes seemingly evaluating him. He
thought she was going to ignore the question, but, eventually, she looked away and said in a small voice, “Yes.”


It
seemed to Caleb that she was embarrassed as if he had forced her to answer some
deeply private and hurtful question.


“Are
you dying?”


“So
many questions...”


“Are
you?”


She
shrugged, “We all die.”


“It
will not be easy to persuade my colleagues to give you human blood; if you are
not honest with me, then it will be
impossible.”


“To
recover from the beating your friends gave me…” she spoke in a faltering and
reluctant voice, still not meeting his eye, “it took a lot of my strength. I
need blood to replace it.”


“And
if you do not get it?”


“I
will be even less beautiful in a few days,” she shrugged, “and in a few more
time will have me at last, and I will be but a pile of dust.” 


It
hadn’t occurred to Caleb they might have to feed the creature at some time unless the Doctor intended to see how long
it took to starve her to death of course.


“I’ll
see what can be arranged,” Caleb said after a moment’s pause.


“Splendid!”
the vampire replied with a sudden, dazzling, smile, “I’d prefer a
child...they’re far sweeter...”


*


Caleb rose
from his bed, abandoning his futile attempts to find refuge in sleep, and walked
slowly across the room to stand by the small window, noting the way the ancient
timbers moved and creaked beneath his tread.


His room
looked out over a well-kept rose garden
and lawns to the shadowy woods beyond.
All was quiet as befitting the lateness of the hour. The occasional cry of owl
and fox the only sounds of life. The servants and guests of Lazziard Manor had
long since retired and the occasional creak of the old house’s timbers was the
only sound he’d heard from within its walls.


He had raised
the matter of feeding the vampire with his companions at dinner though he’d left out her request for a
child. He was not sure whether it had been meant literally, as a joke, an
attempt to shock him or a combination of all.


“Already
the beast needs feeding,” the Doctor declared, carving vigorously at the spring
lamb upon his plate, “it appears our endeavours are already furnishing us with
detail.”


“We knew
already they required blood...” Rentwin offered.


“Indeed,
but now we have a timescale as to how often
they feed; a start gentleman, a start! By observation, we should deduce how
long they can survive without nourishment.”


“You mean
to starve her?” Caleb inquired.


The Doctor
nodded enthusiastically, “Just one of many experiments I plan to conduct on our
subject.”


“But we do
not know for certain when she last fed
properly; she could not have drunk much from the Gusty boy and the wounds her
body healed, would they not have discharged more of her… vampiric energies?”


The Doctor
slapped the table appreciatively, “Capital, Mr Cade, capital! I do believe we
could yet make a natural philosopher of you.”


“I don’t
quite see the point...” Rentwin piped up.


“My dear
Rentwin, we need to be aware of all the circumstances pertaining to our experiments. If we don’t know exactly when it
last fed, we will not know for certain how long the thing takes to starve to
death. Therefore, we must supply it with a meal.”


“Are you
suggesting I feed it one of my servants?” Lazziard asked neutrally.


Rothery
stared thoughtfully at the dripping slab of lamb on the end of his fork. When he didn’t reply Caleb offered
tentatively.


“Could you
not bleed a little from each of us to give her?”


Lazziard
looked horrified, “I’ll not give one drop of my blood to nourish that monster!”


“There
could be dangers in giving her our blood,” Jute offered tentatively.


“How so Archie?”


Jute
shrugged and washed down a mouthful of lamb with a bigger mouthful of wine
before elaborating; “We do not know if some link is bonded between vampire and
victim, some power to influence or control its prey.”


“You mean
like a hex or a curse?” 


“Not
language I would care to use,” Rothery answered, “but I think young Archie has
a point, we all saw how the Gusty boy reacted after we had apprehended the
vampire; clearly she had some diabolical hold over him. Whether it was through
some infernal bond of blood or the type
of glamour employed by Louis Defane that Cade so eloquently described to us;
giving her our blood would be too dangerous.”


The
Doctor’s words were met by a ripple of nodding heads around the table as they
recalled the way Judd Gusty had wailed and cried as they had chained the beaten
vampire and dragged her out to their waiting wagon. One of the sailors had to
restrain him in the end, for though only a slight young man, enfeebled by the
vampire’s blood-letting, he had thrashed wildly and tried to pull the burly
sailors away from the vampire. Most of what he had shouted had been too
incoherent to make out, but Caleb was certain he had described as “His Angel”
several times. By the morning, he had lost consciousness and he died shortly
afterwards without ever regaining it.


“The servants then?” Caleb offered, “Tell them there is fever
in the area and they need to be bled as a precaution. They will not argue with
a Doctor.”


“And risk
having a household full of servants we can no longer trust?” Lazziard asked
dismissively, “for all we know she could make them slit our throats in the
night.”


“But if we
do nothing she will be dead in a few days!”


“So you
surmise.”


“You can see
the evidence with your own eyes, we put a young woman in that box and took one
out that looks in her forties.”


Lazziard
could not dispute that or the logic that
the process would continue without human blood. “So Doctor,” he sighed, leaning
back in his chair, “now you have your specimen, how long before we can afford
to kill it?”


“Experimentation
is not always a precise matter William.”


“Perhaps,
but you think there is likelihood she will die before you conclude them if we
do not give her blood?”


“I will need
two weeks at the very least if we
extrapolate her decline since we captured her; I think it unlikely she would
survive that long; especially given the rigours of the experimentations I
plan.”


“Which will
be more valid if we have a controlled starting point,” Jute added.


“You mean a
fed and healthy vampire?” Caleb translated.


Rothery and
Jute nodded in unison.


“Then it
would appear we must find an answer to this quandary before we can proceed,”
Lazziard mused over his wine, before giving his guests a black-toothed grin that suggested he knew
exactly what to do.


“I think I have a solution that will give the good Doctor the two weeks he
requires,” Lazziard announced, holding his glass out absent-mindedly for Elijah
to fill, “if we have not restored the creature’s immortal soul in that time, I
will take the greatest pleasure in killing the vampire bitch with my own
hands.”


“Amen,”
Rentwin declared solemnly raising his glass. The others followed course and echoed his words.


Even Caleb.


*


He was
unsure how long he’d been standing at the window troubled deeply by the vampire
hunter’s plans, but a faint and distant sound brought Caleb’s mind sharply back
to the present. Cocking his head he half turned away from the window to listen
to the silence of the old manor house. Perhaps it had just been the innocent noises of the house itself, he’d been
lost in his thoughts after all.


After
listening to the deep silence of the night for a few moments, he was about to
turn his attentions inwards once more when the sound came again. No louder than
before, but, despite its faintness, it was clearly a woman’s scream, stifled
and half hidden, but a scream
nevertheless.


Without
thought, he found himself quickly pulling on his shirt and britches and heading
out of the room. The scream could only have been from the vampire Morlaine, carried up from the cellars through the cavities
of the old house. He could imagine that rogue Bridges and his men, drunk on the
Captain’s rum tormenting the creature. He
told himself that, as the vampire’s appointed keeper, her well-being was his
responsibility, though he knew that was not the real reason he was hurrying
through the dark house.


The sound
did not come again as he rushed down the
cold stone staircase and through the darkened house. Fortunately, he had spent so long in his unlit room his eyes had long since adjusted to the night and he
made his way through the shadows without colliding with anything; though the
Captain’s Spartan tastes dictated there was little to collide with in the manor house’s narrow corridors.


Although
he’d spent less than a day in the house, he already knew the principal routes
through and around it. The servant’s areas were as deserted as the rest of the
building, and he let himself down into the cellar unnoticed. Lanterns still
glowed weakly and in their dim light, he could make out the rough furniture used by Bridges and his men,
the remains of a meal still cluttered the upturned packing crates they’d used
as a table while, as he’d suspected, an empty bottle of grog lay among the
cutlery.


As he moved forward, however, he could see the cots the men used in one of
the nearby alcoves and in the deep shadow the still shapes of their sleeping
forms. The faint sound of wet blubbery snoring reached his ears and he frowned;
if it had not been these rough souls that had made the vampire scream, then
who?


Quietly he
moved on through the dimly lit cellar, he made no effort to turn up the
lanterns, their wan light was sufficient for him to make his way to the cell at
the far end.


The vampire
lay as he’d left her that afternoon, huddled uncomfortably against the back
wall on her own.


As he approached, she raised her head.


“You
again?” she muttered.


“Are you
troubled?” He found himself asking, embarrassed by the question as soon as he’d
uttered it.


“I’ve never
been better.” 


“I... was only checking on you,” he retorted, “’tis just
routine.”


“Do you
perform all your routines without shoes?”


For the
first time he felt the cold earthen floor under his bare feet, he’d quite
forgotten to pull on his boots before hurrying down to the cellar.


“I think
better without them,” he replied with mock seriousness.


What could
have been a smile brushed across her face, but it was gone long before he could
be sure it was no more than a trick of the shadows.


“Your
guards haven’t troubled you then?” Caleb asked, returning to his original
point.


“They keep
their distance. For some reason I believe I make them nervous, I cannot imagine
why. Once they finished their tasks, they
sat at the other end of this miserable
cellar, swapped tales and drunk themselves to sleep.”


Caleb
nodded, “I see...”


“Any blood?”


“Tomorrow.
We are making arrangements.”


“And which
of you good gentleman intends to offer me
his neck?”


Caleb shuffled
awkwardly and ignored her question, “Is there anything else you require before
I go?”


“I need
water too, just a little. I assume now I am out of your metal box I might be
fed and watered more than once a day?”


“Indeed. I
can attend to that.”


He found a
bucket and ladle and brought it back before he realised she could not reach the
bars of the cells from her position manacled to the far wall.


“You’ll
have to bring it in,” she pointed out.


Caleb
stared at the vampire; half afraid of what she might do if he went into the
cell, half afraid of what he might do, or,
at least, what the ghost in his blood might make him do. 


“I won’t
bite,” she sighed, staring longingly at the water, before shuffling her chains
weakly to show just how securely she was restrained.


Nodding he
went back to Bridges and his men and found the keys to the door hanging on a
nail near their makeshift dinner table. He hesitated,
it would be wiser to wake at least one of the men in case the vampire attempted
some deceit in order to escape.


No, what
could she do? The vampire was trussed up so securely, weak from her ordeal and
lack of blood. Besides, they would only ask questions, it would not look good
him coming down during the night’s small hours to talk to the vampire.
Convinced he had a logical explanation as to why he wanted to be alone with Morlaine he purposefully took the keys and strode back to
the cell, trying to ignore the rush of anticipation the thought of being so
close to her induced.


Quietly he
slipped the keys into the locks and swung the door open. He almost expected her
to fly at him then; fangs bared, eyes
blazing. Instead, she remained unmoving, eyes only for the water.


He crouched
down next to her, filled the ladle with water and raised it to her lips, she
drunk greedily; water slurping down her chin and Caleb could not help but
wonder whether blood would flow the same way over her alabaster skin. 


Her thirst
must have been great, for each time he
asked if she wanted more, she nodded eagerly, which gave him time to study her
more closely. The soft contours of her face
framed by her now wildly discordant hair, the small slightly upturned nose that
added to the air of precocious haughtiness that she managed to convey despite
her squalid situation, the perfect black arcs of her eyebrows that provided a
suggestion of mild surprise, the long delicate stretch of her neck as she
craned to drink. Her lips, ruby crescents wrapped eagerly around the
ladle in a manner he found uncomfortably arousing. Even though she had aged appreciably, the skin hanging noticably around her
throat, she was still uncommonly beautiful, and he felt his lust prick
up its ears and take note of her.


Only her
eyes he avoided; beautiful dark jewels that could bewitch a man if he were not
careful.


“Thank
you,” she whispered finally.


Caleb
trusted himself to no more than a grunt of acknowledgement as he rose. He could
feel those eyes upon him, ebony moons somehow shining in the shadows of the
cell, but he would not meet her stare.


Instead, he
retreated from the cell, locking it securely after him and hoping she did not
notice the slight shaking in his hand.


“Will you
come tomorrow?” she asked as he turned to hurry away from her.


“’tis
probably expected of me,” he replied, his back still turned.


“What do they
intend to do to me?”


He
struggled to find adequate words, “I must go now.”


As he
walked away, he heard her call out, “It wasn’t I that screamed.”


No, he
thought, but it soon will be. 


*


On the
Doctor's instructions, the vampire’s straitjacket had been removed and her
manacles adjusted so that she stood, her arms outstretched and feet together,
each limb held by a double set of chains to the wall. Morlaine
held her head up, meeting the gaze of her captors imperiously.


A small
writing desk had been placed just outside the cell, and Jute sat behind the
flickering light of two good candles;
quill and ink ready to take notes on the first day’s experiments. On the
opposite side of the door, a table had been set up with the Doctor’s
instruments methodically laid out on a crisp white sheet.


“Gentlemen,
I believe we are ready to begin,” Dr Rothery announced, tapping his cane
against the bars of the cell, “Mr Jute if you will be so kind as to take
dictation.”


Jute
carefully dipped his quill into the inkpot as the Doctor portentously cleared
his throat.


“An
Investigation into the anatomy and characteristics of a vampire, beginning on
this, the eighth day of May, the year of our Lord seventeen hundred and eight. Present
at the proceedings are Dr Samuel Rothery, physician, William Lazziard, a
Captain of Her Royal Highness’ navy, Mr Richard Rentwin, a wool merchant of
London, Mr Archibald Jute, a student of Natural Philosophy and apprentice to my
good self and Mr Caleb Cade, a...” the Doctor raised his eyebrow and looked
across.


A thief, liar, gambler and sharper of hearts


“Entrepreneur and traveller.”


“Quite,
quite,” Rothery smiled and looked across at Jute before continuing.


“’tis
our intention through the careful and methodical
application of curiosity to establish the reality of these abominable creatures, separate the truth from
myth and understand the function and capabilities of the vampire...”


Caleb’s
mind wandered as the Doctor continued his preamble, his attention held by Morlaine, who stood watching proceedings with an interest that wasn’t matched by Rentwin, who only
stared down at his Bible or Lazziard who
looked, frankly, bored by Rothery’s blather. 


As if aware of his attention, her head turned towards him.
Those dark, deep eyes inspecting him, observing him as if she could understand
him by simply looking at him. Every line of his face recited a chapter of his
life and laid bare his soul for her perusal. All of his deceits and masks
seemed scant protection against those beautiful all seeing eyes. 


Entrepreneur and traveller?


A
look of almost quizzical amusement briefly played across her face.


He
remained expressionless, or, at least, he
thought he did.


“Mr
Cade,” Rothery said, snapping Caleb’s attention back from the vampire, “’tis
time to feed the beast.”


Caleb
looked miserably at Rentwin, but the older man was too busy staring at his
Bible to catch his eye. They had argued long into the night over what they were
about to do, in the end, Rothery,
Lazziard and Jute had out voted Caleb
whose dissent had been backed initially by Rentwin, but even he had eventually
swung in line with the opinion of the other vampire hunters. 


I don’t
want to see any innocents hurt in Doctor Rothery and Captain Lazziard’s enthusiasm for their work…


Danny’s
words came clearly to him as he crossed the cellar, Caleb had argued hard
against this, but he couldn’t see what
else he could do. The Duke may well have given
him instructions, but he had given him no authority and he could not think what
else to do. Danny could overrule them, but he was in London and it would take
days for a letter to reach him and for a reply to be received, and by then it
would be far too late.


He was sure
Danny would know what to do, for he had already realised his son was a far
better man than he.


“Bring him
down Mr Bridges!” Caleb called when he reached the foot of the stairs.


A few
moments later Bridges led a nervous looking young man down into the cellar. He
was probably no more than seventeen, hardly more than a boy, though it was hard
to be sure for his face was malformed, the left side slack and distorted, his
left eye wandering randomly around its socket independently of the right. His
lips were thick and fleshy, the left side of his mouth dragged down towards his
chin as if he were pulling some grotesque
face to entertain children. His nose was squashed and misshapen; unlike his
other deformities which he had been born with it appeared his nose had been
broken several times.


He stood
nervously at the bottom of the stairs, peering uncertainly around the cellar.


“This way
Douglas me boy,” Bridges said, not unkindly, as he took his arm and led him across the cellar,
Caleb trailing reluctantly in his wake. The boy’s left leg was crippled and he
had to half drag the weakened limb behind him.


“Mr
Captain Sir?” Douglas mumbled to Lazziard his head lowered, pulling off his cap
to reveal his roughly shorn head.


“Take
him to her,” Lazziard ordered.


Bridges
nodded and opened up the cell, indicating to Douglas that he should enter.


Douglas
peered uncertainly at the vampire before looking questioningly at the Captain,
“Pretty lady?”


“Yes
Douglas,” Lazziard sighed, “we’d like you to meet the pretty lady.”


When
Douglas continued to stand before him, his eyes wandering alarmingly about him,
Lazziard jerked his head and Hooky took Douglas firmly by the arm and led him
towards the open cell door where Bridges took his other arm.


Caleb
looked at the other sailors, gripping their firearms in blank-eyed silence, and knew there was little help to be had from
them. They might have been scared and revolted by Morlaine,
but they seemed darkly fascinated to see what was about to happen.


“For
God’s sake” Caleb hissed at Rothery and Lazziard, “he’s a human being; you
can’t just feed him to a vampire.”


“He
is feeble-minded,” Lazziard repeated his justification from the previous night,
“he is only on the estate because my wife is almost as feeble minded herself.
He provides no useful function other than shovelling horseshit onto my wife’s roses as far as I can see. He will not be
missed.”


“’tis
most unfortunate we need to do this,” Rothery added in a kindlier tone, “but
this will give us a unique opportunity to see a vampire feed, the knowledge we
will gain is worth the sacrifice.”


“You
saw a vampire feeding on me, but you intervened!”


“An
excellent point,” Lazziard muttered darkly, before waving away any further
protests Caleb could make.


“P-pretty
lady… tied up?” Douglas was asking curiously, head swinging between Bridges and
Hooky.


Lazziard
edged forward for a better view, “We thought you might like a meal,” he
explained.


Morlaine, who had been watching the boy curiously, turned her dark eyes towards
Lazziard, “And I thought one of you brave gentlemen might offer me your neck;
instead you send a boy in your place. How
very brave you all are.”


“Take
it or leave it.”


Douglas
had begun to struggle a little in the grip of the two sailors, “Hurtin’ m-me!” he protested. 


“You want this paper-skulled fellow or not witch?” Hooky hissed
as Douglas began to whimper and thrash his head about wildly.


“Let
him go,” Morlaine ordered, her words were softly
spoken, but there was enough force in them for both Bridges and Hooky to
release the boy instantly and for Douglas to stop struggling.


“Step
away,” she said, her eyes flicking between Bridges and Hooky. The two sailors
did as they were ordered.


“There
is no need to be afraid,” she said in a much softer voice to Douglas, turning
those dark eyes of hers on the boy, “these are not very nice men, but I will
not harm you.”


Douglas
swallowed and stared at his feet, his entire head appeared to have suddenly
gone bright red; at first, Caleb thought
it must be some vampiric glamour at work until he
realised the boy was simply blushing furiously. The image if his younger self standing before Henrietta came unbidden to
his mind.


“What
is your name young man?” 


“D-Douglas…
Miss,” he gulped, still not looking at her.


“What
a fine name for a young gentleman. My
name is Morlaine; would you like to be my friend
Douglas?”


Douglas
made a strange wet gurgling noise that Caleb did not immediately recognise as a
giggle.


“Have
you got a sweetheart Douglas?”


Douglas
gave a short guffawing laugh and shook his head vigorously from side to side,
his hands furiously worrying his cap.


“You
like girls though, don’t you Douglas;
even though some of them laugh and make fun of you, even though they lay with
the mean boys who hurt you and play tricks on you. Isn’t that so Douglas?”


“Yes, Miss…”


“Sometimes you wish the pretty girls would come and lie with
you don’t you Douglas, because although your body is broken and does not do
what you want it to, and even your mouth says things you don’t want it to,
inside you are not so very simple are you Douglas, not so very simple at all…”
her voice was barely a whisper, but it seemed to carry to everybody watching as
if her rich intoxicating words were being whispered directly into their own
ears. 


Douglas
smiled a sad broken little smile but said
nothing.


“I’m
not going to call you names, or be mean to you
Douglas, I’m your friend.”


“Miss
Morlaine is m-my
friend,” Douglas agreed with a decisive nod, raising his head to look at the
vampire, “why you tied… t-tied all up?”


“It
doesn’t matter,” she smiled, “why don’t you come a little closer Douglas, so I
can see you properly… that’s better… just a little closer now.”


Douglas
moved hesitantly forwards, following the sound of her voice until he was barely
inches away from her nose. Caleb expected her to pounce then, to reveal her true face and sink her fangs into the boy’s
neck, but instead she just continued to
smile a soft entrancing smile and let him fall hopelessly into the abyssal
depths of those dark mahogany eyes.


“Have
you ever kissed a girl Douglas?”


Douglas
looked at his feet and shook his head, “N-no one wants to kiss Douglas Miss…
Douglas is a ug-ugly boy.”


“We
are all more than we are on the outside Douglas, each and every one of us and
every young man should get to kiss a woman before he dies,” she breathed,
“would you like to kiss me, Douglas?”


Douglas
looked around at the crowd watching them outside the cell.


“Do
not worry about them Douglas, they all want to kiss me too, but I only want to
kiss you. Would you like that, just a little kiss?”


Douglas
managed to make some small strangled sound as he nodded his head. Slowly the
vampire craned her neck forward, “Kiss me,” she breathed, and after a long
hesitant pause, Douglas’ wet malformed
lips tentatively met hers.


“Abomination!” Rentwin cried though Caleb was unsure whether he was more appalled by the
fact they had sent a simpleton to his death or the fact that they were kissing
in front of them.


They
kissed for a minute or so, not passionately, but the soft, affectionate kisses of uncertain and nervous virgins.  


“I
need you to do something else Douglas, it’s just a little thing, will you help
me?” Morlaine whispered when their lips finally
parted


“Anything…”
Douglas replied thickly.


“I
want you to hold me now Douglas, hold me tightly for I am so very cold here in this horrid damp cellar.”


Douglas
awkwardly wrapped his arms around the vampire as if unsure exactly what to do,
when he had found a position he was comfortable with he
tentatively buried his face in the dark mass of her hair. He was shaking
visibly, though whether it was from lust or fear Caleb could only guess. Morlaine looked over his shoulder at her captors as she
continued to speak in Douglas’ ear; her eyes were cold and full of contempt.


“I
am going to kiss your neck now Douglas, it may hurt a little, but only a little and not for terribly long. I want you
to be strong and keep holding me tight, for I am so cold, can you feel how cold
I am Douglas?”


“So
co-co-cold…” Douglas murmured from somewhere that sounded very far away, “…cold
like sn-snowman.”


“Hold
me tight and we shall stay good friends Douglas, good, good friends. Do not fear for it is but a kiss upon your neck, just a little
caress while you make me warm again, one little kiss and then …” 


Then
she shifted, there was no process, no mechanics, one moment she was a
bedraggled woman in a soiled and stinking dress, the next she was something
else. Caleb heard gasps from some of the others around him; they had seen her vampiric countenance before, but they had never
seen the shift as he had with Defane.


Her
face was longer now, snow white skin, slightly marbled with blue from the veins
beneath. Her eyes impossibly large, dark deep wells that sucked the very light
from the room. She opened her mouth wide to reveal long sharp fangs.


“…you
shall know my love.”


She
drove her fangs deep into the boy’s neck; Douglas cried out, his body stiffening,
but he made no move to pull away, if anything he gripped her more tightly,
burying his face even deeper into her hair. Blood spurted from the corners of
the vampire’s mouth and trickled down Douglas’ neck. A wet eager slurping noise
filled the cellar, like a thirsty man sucking the juice from an orange. Other
sounds came to Caleb’s ears, the scratching of Jute’s quill as he recorded
every detail, muttered prayers and curses, hands looking for charms to ward off
the evil they saw before them.


Caleb
didn’t want to watch, he didn’t wish to
see the life sucked from Douglas’ malformed body, he didn’t want to see the truth of vampires; the price
that had to be paid for their strength, for their immortality, for their love. This was not what Defane had shown him, what he had
promised him. This was not what the ghost in his blood whispered to him, this
was not what he wanted when he had bitten and torn at Alyssa’s neck and tried
to imagine what her blood would taste like if his teeth ever broke her skin.
This was not it at all.


And
then there was silence.


Morlaine’s mouth was still attached to Douglas’ neck, but that
wet sucking noise had ceased, her lips moved over the boy's neck, slowly,
carefully as if she actually was just kissing him, then her tongue darted out,
first licking the wound and then at the blood that still trickled away from it.
For a while she stayed like that, for minutes, maybe more, then slowly she drew her lips away and no more blood
was flowing from the wounds in Douglas’ neck.


Her
eyes swivelled up to look at the men crowded together on the other side of the
bars of her cell and her face was human once more, beautiful too, the years had
fallen from her like leaves from a tree in an autumn storm. So heartbreakingly
beautiful, for once he could read her eyes and know her expression, for it was
one built from sadness and loneliness.


“Sorcery!” One of the sailors wailed.


“I
am warm now Douglas, you can let me go.”


A
murmur run through the men, like Caleb they had all assumed the boy was dead, and
although his step was unsteady as he staggered away from her and his hand
reached uncertainly for his neck he was
clearly very much alive. Two vivid wounds could be seen on his neck, but dark, bloody scabs had already formed to stem
the flow of blood.


“Beautiful
lady…” he muttered his voice as groggy as if he were half asleep.


“Thank
you, Douglas, thank you for your gift,
thank you for making me warm again,” she smiled then, a smile of such warmth
and beauty that Caleb wanted nothing more than to make her smile like that for him


Douglas
returned the smile, bright and wide and
warm and even though his mouth was malformed it was a smile that was utterly
beautiful.


“Give
him something to eat and let him sleep; he will recover afterwards,” she said, her
smile fading as she looked over Douglas’ shoulder at her captors.


Bridges
and Hooky looked at the Captain for orders, but when he remained standing in stone-faced silence, Caleb barked at them “Do
as she says!” The two sailors carefully led Douglas away, the boy kept looking
over his shoulder all the way down the cellar. 


“Why?
Why did you not kill him? You must be starving, why not take all of his blood?”
Lazziard demanded.


“Why
should I? He is the only one here who has done me no harm.” She stared at him, her lips still dark with the boy’s blood before adding
coldly, “What kind of a monster do you take me for?”


Behind him
Dr Rothery examined his pocket watch before clearing
his throat and turning to Jute, “Note the creature’s last meal of blood concluded
at 11.07am, this day,” he declared in a matter of fact voice.


*


“Clearly we
will have to kill the imbecile,” Lazziard declared,
carefully slicing a large piece of cheese off of the block for himself.


“What?”
Caleb demanded looking up from his own
plate which remained empty; he found he had no appetite for the luncheon spread
over the Captain’s dining table.


Lazziard
sighed as if Caleb was no brighter than Douglas, “The vampire let the boy live;
obviously, she has some use for him, some
diabolical plan to control his feeble mind in
order to affect an escape.”


“Or to
murder us in our beds,” Rentwin shuddered as he buttered some coarse bread.


“Or perhaps
she just has more humanity than you do,” Caleb hissed angrily.


“Do not be
so foolish Cade, ‘tis a monster and monsters do not spare lives unless there is
something else she requires more urgently than blood, such as her freedom. The
safest course is to kill the boy before he becomes one of its minions.”


“We cannot
kill this boy in cold blood, I stood by and let you feed him to the vampire
against my better nature, I will have no part in
murder!”


“You have
but one vote in this matter, one more than I would allow you, but that is
another issue, as a Society we put
contentious matters to the vote and I propose we dispose of the boy. It is the
safest and most sensible course of action.”


“The Duke
will not stand for this!” Caleb protested, feeling uncomfortable in the role of
moral guardian...


“The Duke?”
Lazziard sneered, “By what right do you speak for him?”


“Because he
will not want his money put to such despicable
purpose; he is a good man.”


“He is
barely more than a boy,” Lazziard snorted, “but I suppose your kind are overly fond of pretty boys.”


“He is The
Duke of Pevansea, his money pays for this, and if I
inform him of this deed he will not pay you another penny!”


“Even if
you are right, I’m sure such quibbles would be forgotten once we have refined
the vampiric essence.”


“Don’t
judge him by your low standards Lazziard,” Caleb hissed. He was incensed; if he
hadn’t been such a coward he would have swung for the Captain.


“Enough!”
Dr Rothery ordered, “Gentlemen, this is quite sufficient.
William though I share your concerns, we cannot just
murder this boy. It would serve no purpose.”


“He
presents a danger to us.”


“We do not
know if there is any link between vampire and prey, we cannot take life on the
basis of mere speculation.”


“But want
if he has?” Rentwin insisted unhappily, “Douglas has been befouled and
corrupted by that creature; how can we be sure he still is Human?”


“Precisely!” Lazziard insisted, slapping the table with his palm.


“I do not
know what to suggest,” Archie Jute sighed unhappily, “he is just a simpleton,
to kill him…”


“Pray! We
must pray to the good Lord for guidance,” Rentwin declared, placing his Bible on the table.


“Must we?”
Caleb said before he could stop himself.


“Mr Cade,”
Rentwin said gravely, “We must not turn
away from God’s wisdom; Thy word is a lamp to my feet, and a light to my
path.”


“Psalms
119:105.”


“Clearly
you know your Bible; therefore, you must know what comfort and
wisdom it brings in the times of our distress?”


“Clearly,”
Caleb muttered.


“Richard is
quite right, a little prayer is what we
require,” Rothery said, casting aside his wine glass to join his hands
together, the other four vampire hunters followed suit with varying degrees of
enthusiasm.


After a few
minutes of silence, Rentwin looked up at the praying men and sighed happily, “I
am reminded of Psalms 133:1 at moments such as this.”


“Behold,
how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity.”  Caleb offered when it was
clear nobody else was going to.


“It is
clear you know your Bible exceedingly well Mr Cade,” Rentwin smiled
approvingly, placing a loving hand on his
well-thumbed copy.


“My father was
very insistent.”


“’tis a kind and generous man who shares wisdom with his son.”


“I carry
his kindness with me wherever I go,” Caleb replied thinly, recalling the faint
patchwork of scars on his back and buttocks which bore testament to his biblical education.


“Yes, this
is all very well,” Lazziard sighed, unfolding his hands, “but the matter of
Douglas remains.”


“I can put
it no better than Matthew 5:21,” Caleb said carefully, “Ye have heard that
it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not kill;
and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment.”


“I did not
think you so religious a soul,” Lazziard commented dryly, “if we are to turn
this into a theological debate perhaps I can direct you to a more pertinent verse; Cursed be he who does the Lords
work remissly, cursed he who holds back his sword
from blood.”


“This is
all very fascinating,” Dr Rothery sighed, “but we are wasting time, we should
be concentrating our efforts on the investigation of the vampire and our search
for the source of the vampiric essence.
Without that, we will be unable to
reunite this accursed creature to her
immortal soul.”


“Or bottle
the fountain of youth,” Caleb muttered.


“Quite,”
Rothery replied coldly, “but as much as I admire your zealous concern for our
safety, even if the vampire has forged some link with Douglas, is it really
beyond our wit and your armed men to contain the threat posed by one harmless
simpleton.”


“With a
crippled leg,” Caleb added.


 “In
any case, in two weeks the vampire will be dead or human again and in either circumstance any control she has
over Douglas will be gone.”


“Where does
Douglas live?” Archie Jute asked.


“He has the
use of a shack in the woods.”


Caleb
shrugged, “Then tell him he is forbidden from the house. If he doesn’t enter the manor he can cause no mischief.”


“Do you
think slobbering cripples are usually
allowed into my house?”


“We have
discussed this enough,” Rothery said, holding up his hand, “we have asked God
for guidance and, after taking His wise counsel, I suggest we vote on the
matter; all those in favour of killing
the boy?”


Lazziard’s
was the only hand to be raised.


“All those in favour of banning him from the house for the
duration of our enquiries, please raise your
hand?”


The other four
vampire hunters raised their hands.


“The matter
is, therefore, decided. Archie, can you note the Society’s decision.”


“We’re
going to regret this,” Lazziard spat.


*


“Now we
must begin our examination,” the Doctor announced, shuffling forward to stand before
Morlaine, peering at the chained vampire intently
through his spectacles. “Superficially the thing has the form of a woman of
approximately 20 years; hair black, eyes dark, complexion exceedingly fair.
Teeth appear to be remarkably well preserved with no apparent sign of
rottenness.  Height is...” 


While Rothery continued his dry academic description of the vampire, Caleb
found himself transfixed by the way her hair hung loosely about her shoulders.
Since feeding on Douglas’ blood it was once more a lustrous feral mass of
curls, a riot that seemed incapable of order yet so soft and luxurious, so in
need of caressing that he could hardly believe the Doctor could find only the
word “black” to describe it.


“If you please Mr Cade?” Doctor Rothery asked.


“I’m
sorry...” he replied with a start, quite unsure how long he’d lost himself.


“Would you
be so kind as to remove the creature’s clothes, you will find a suitable knife on the table.”


He smiled
uncertainly, “Is that actually necessary, after all...”


Rothery
placed his hand gently on Caleb’s arm and led him out of the cell. “My dear boy, you must steal yourself and remember
this thing, however she may appear, is not some genteel lady to be regaled with
polite conversation, not a gentle soul devoted to the raising of children and
the performance of womanly duties, not a being whose world encompasses no more
than music, needlecraft and idle chatter. This creature is beneath even
the lowest gin-sodden harlot of
Southwark. This thing is a killer, a horror that stalks God fearing folk like
you and I in
order to drink our blood and perform the Lord alone knows
what other abominations. This is something you must remember.”


“We are all
gentlemen here, educated and refined. Good Christian men one and all, none of
us would wish the slightest unnecessary harm on any real woman, but this
thing is a monster. A comely attractive monster is still, and always will be,
foremost a monster.”


“We have
set ourselves these difficult tasks for our God, our Queen and our fellows. We
are practising natural philosophy here, not some ignorant barbarism. We must
inspect this creature fully, every inch
of her skin so that we may ascertain whether or not the vampire bears marks
that identify it as such…”


Rothery’s
old rheumy eyes stared pointedly, “…Caleb, we must know if this vile thing
carries the mark of the beast.”


Caleb knew
well enough you judged someone by appearance and words alone at your peril. Morlaine was a creature that feasted on blood, no doubt
responsible for countless deaths; just like his friend Louis Defane. He should
not allow the fact that she had spared Douglas’ life cloud him from that fact.


And yet...


Caleb
sighed and nodded, “You are right of course.”


Composing
himself he gave the Doctor a small reassuring smile and selected a long sharp
blade from the instruments on the table; it felt alien and cumbersome in his
hand, something that didn’t quite belong. He was not a man of violence and
force. He was a thief; first, last, always, never anything more. Harriet had shown
him that.


With heavy steps
he crossed the floor of the cell to stand before the vampire, the knife held
loosely at his side. He stared at Morlaine’s gown,
the rich satin, the exquisite workmanship... “’tis a costly
garment…”


“Don’t be so sentimental man,” Lazziard barked,
“She’ll have no need of such finery where she is going.” 


 The
dress was as black as her hair, cut low to emphasise
her breasts and narrow at the waist, the long skirts were crumpled and torn
from the fight and her containment. Morlaine did not
flinch as he placed the blade between her breasts, seizing the material with
his free hand he cut downwards, careful not to knick
the vampire’s skin. As he begun, he could
feel her breath on the side of his face.


It struck
him that he was presenting his neck to her, despite her chains she could have
plunged her fangs into his flesh with relative ease. However, whether through
fear of reprisal or lack of desire she did not move. Ignoring the thought he
continued to work. Vampire she might be,
but to all of Caleb’s senses, she was a
woman. Although the stink of her soiled dress was thick and sickly, beneath
that another scent came to him, the faint reminder of some musky perfume which
still clung to the vampire’s skin, which was smooth and soft against his
fingers. She was cool to the touch, cooler
than a “real” woman might be, though not unnaturally cold. Her heart pounded
powerfully, although perhaps slightly slower than normal.


Certainly slower than his was...


Once the
dress was cut to her feet, he worked on the sleeves until he could pull the
garment away to reveal her corset and
petticoats which appeared as expensive as the dress had been.


“Everything
Mr Cade,” The Doctor commanded.


Caleb tried
to smile apologetically at Morlaine, but she turned
her head to look away. He hesitated before her, knife in one hand, the ruins of
her dress in his other. She looked so vulnerable chained to the wall; half
naked, surrounded by men who she must realise intended to kill her eventually.


As hard as
he tried, he could not see an evil monster before him; just a helpless girl,
alone and abused.


“There are
times when it is unnecessary to be a gentleman,” Captain Lazziard said gruffly,
pushing past Caleb. Roughly he ripped at her corsets and petticoats, his
powerful hands tearing the flimsy silk to pieces. The whalebone corset resisted
longer; Morlaine being pulled away from the wall as
the Captain tore and twisted the constraining garment until it finally snapped,
allowing Lazziard to toss it casually aside with a satisfied grunt.


Caleb
looked away, not embarrassed by her nakedness as he’d seen many an unclothed
woman, but by their circumstances; though he saw enough to realise that she was
as close to perfection as it was possible for any human form to be; even if the
creature inside the body wasn’t human at all.


Jute stared
openly at her lithe naked figure; the curves of her hips, the fullness of her
breasts, her long shapely legs still encased in white silk stockings, and the
dark mound of her sex. His quill hovered unmoving over the parchment, leaning
forward slightly. If his eyes opened any wider, they were in danger of falling clear out
of his head. The young man bit his bottom lip and moved awkwardly in his chair.
Caleb wondered if he’d ever seen a naked woman before.


In contrast,
Rentwin had closed his eyes entirely, mouthing another of his silent prayers as
he clutched his ever-present Bible to his
chest while Lazziard wore a faint sly
smile as he openly inspected her body. Only Rothery showed no outward reaction
to her nakedness, Caleb supposed he’d seen enough naked bodies, living and
dead, for the human form to have lost its mystery for him a long time ago.


Caleb knelt
before her and carefully rolled down her stockings.
Once he realised her manacles prevented him taking them off he carefully cut
them away.


“Thank you, gentleman,” Rothery remarked, retrieving a
magnifying glass from his instrument table before continuing his examination. “Once all the garments were removed, the vampire continued
to display no obvious sign of its inhumanity...” He moved to within a few
inches of Morlaine’s skin to peer through his magnifying glass “The skin
appears to bear no blemishes, no pox marks, no sign of rancour or disease, nor
of age or childbirth. The breasts are firm and upstanding, the limbs
straight and well-formed. The sex
free of disorder and discharge. On cursory inspection, she would appear to be as perfect a specimen of
humanity as you are likely to find.”


“Too
perfect,” Rentwin stated, head ticking nervously to the left, “we are God’s children but by the nature of our mortality we
are all imperfect. This thing was created by Satan, not God. The beast conceals
his foul handiwork beneath a facade of perfection, no doubt to tempt the
righteous into sin as the Serpent did in Eden!”


“An
interesting observation, most interesting,” Rothery muttered, rising stiffly,
“a hypothesis worthy of further investigation dear Rentwin, a tell-tale sign
perhaps, the devil’s conceit pointing a way to unmask his minions.”


The vampire
snorted derisorily, “You burn ugly old women as witches, now you suggest the
same fate for the beautiful?”


“Hold your
mocking tongue or you’ll be gagged,” Lazziard warned, but Rothery restrained
him from reacting with a casual wave of his hand. Instead, he continued his
examination, measuring and noting the dimensions of Morlaine’s
body; from her height and build to the
length of her limbs and the proportions of her face in search of some anomaly
that might signal her difference. He took casts of her hands and feet, sketched
the lines of her palms, took samples of hair from her head and groin; even
kneeling to examine her vagina before declaring, with a slight sign of
disappointment that it appeared entirely normal.


“Perhaps we
should let some of my men on her to find out,” Lazziard muttered, scratching
his beard absent-mindedly.


Rothery
appeared to give the suggestion some thought before shaking his head, “It
shouldn’t be necessary for your men to have to degrade themselves so. I will be
able to discern any abnormalities with a thorough internal examination.”


Caleb found
himself growing hot and irritable. His thoughts felt cumbersome and sluggish, unable to give form to the feelings he felt
bubbling inside himself. As the Doctor removed his jacket and begun to roll up
his sleeve, he realised he had little stomach for watching such a spectacle.


His eyes
settled on Morlaine’s face, set hard and defiant.
Beneath that shield she tried to raise between herself and the vampire hunters,
the mocking tongue and the thin pressed lips, there was something else. Of all
people he could see a mask when it was worn and behind Morlaine’s
lay fear and a desperate determination not to show it. Like a child earnestly
trying not to cry while being rebuked.


Declaring
that he needed to take some air, Caleb turned and left the cellar. The others
paid him little attention as they watched the Doctor return to his work on the
vampire. 











 Chapter Four:  



 Looking for Atlantis


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


There was
an insistent throbbing deep behind his eyes and he felt faintly nauseous. 


Caleb
pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath. He assumed the headache and nausea were due to the damp musty air down in
the cellars combined with the company of lunatics. However he couldn’t shake
the feeling that the little piece of Louis Defane that he now carried within
him was actually responsible, urgently hammering upon his brain and bouncing up
and down on his stomach to grab his attention.


For twenty
years he’d followed the easier road, avoiding responsibility and effort in favour of pursuing women, cards and wine. He
should have stayed true to that simple hedonistic life. He had returned to
London looking for a man who didn’t exist
anymore, the man he might have been. Instead, he had found himself part of this
madness, with the ghost of one monster haunting his blood and the fate of
another troubling a conscience he had thought long since dead.


“I know
it is wrong Louis, just leave me alone,” he hissed, before sheepishly looking
around to make sure nobody had heard him.


The gardens
behind the house were empty save for Mrs Lazziard, who was staring intently
into a small fish pond, but she was too far away to have heard him talking to
his ghosts. It was pleasantly warm as he ambled towards the Captain’s wife with
no more intention than to pass a few moments in idle
conversation. He’d rather have sat alone, but between them he doubted the memory of his brother and the ghost in his
blood would give him any peace.


Elsabeth Lazziard
did not hear him approach. She stood as still as a garden statue, head lowered
to stare into the reed-lined pond. She wore a modest white summer dress; a broad-brimmed hat shaded her face while she held a wicker basket before her,
grasping its handle tightly with small delicate hands.


He had met Elsabeth briefly when then they had arrived at Lazziard Manor.
He’d initially thought the petite young woman had been the Captain’s daughter
until she’d been curtly introduced as his wife. Lazziard had returned her
nervous welcome with the kind of affection a man usually reserved for a wet,
mangy, stinking, flea-bitten dog that had snuck into the house and flopped onto
his favourite chair. In
the few moments before Elsabeth had
scurried away there had not been the slightest indication that either of them
had been remotely pleased to see the other.


It was the
kind of thing a man like Caleb couldn’t help but notice, especially as Elsabeth Lazziard was young and pretty. A rich man and a beautiful, neglected wife; if he hadn’t been
trying to find the man he might have been he would have been almost salivating
at the prospect.


“Have you
lost some fish?”


“Oh, my!” Elsabeth
Lazziard gave a frightened cry, looked wildly about and staggered alarmingly
towards the pond. Without thinking Caleb grabbed her arm; the Captain already
hated him and he doubted drowning his wife would improve matters much.


“I’m sorry;
I didn’t mean to startle you.”


“No… it was
me, I was too far away to hear you, Mr
Cade,” she smiled falteringly and glanced at his hand, which still gripped her
arm, “Is my husband with you?”


“No, he is
in the cellars… working,” he released her arm and hoped the Captain hadn’t
caught sight of him manhandling his wife, which he’d probably consider even
more improper than trying to drown her.


“Of course,
he must be very busy.” She looked relieved.


“I would
imagine he will be tied up for most of the day.”


“And they
do not require your assistance, Mr Cade?”


“Oh, they
don’t really need me at all. I just get under the Doctor’s feet and make a
nuisance of myself,” Caleb shrugged and then smiled, it was his special smile. The one that transformed his
face and melted hearts; he hadn’t meant to use it, but it sometimes popped out
of its own accord.


“I’m sure
that couldn’t possibly be true,” Elsabeth hesitantly
returned his smile and held his eye for a moment before returning to stare into
the pond.


Here we
go again…


Caleb just
about managed not to snap at the memory of his brother. Sometimes he had to
remind himself nobody else could actually hear him.


“You… were
asking me about the fish?” Elsabeth asked, pointedly
not looking at him.


“You were
looking so intently into the pond I thought you might be counting them… I
didn’t intend to make you jump so much you nearly went for a swim with them.”


Elsabeth
smiled and sent him a momentary glance out of the corner of her eye, “No, I was
just watching them swim about, it is just something I do; I find them quite
restful. It is silly I suppose.”


Caleb
followed her gaze towards the dark shapes of the fish moving sluggishly beneath
the surface. The afternoon sun was warm on the back of his neck and he wished
he could dive down to join them in the murky depths, surrounded by reeds and
cool water, away from the heat of the sun and the world of men. Life would be
simpler there, with no worries but swimming and feeding. No choices, no
desires, no temptations. 


“Not so silly
at all. I can see the attraction. I am sometimes
jealous of such uncomplicated creatures,
they do not share our burdens and worries, they just go about their business,
doing simply what God made them to do; a
much simpler and carefree life than ours.”


“Yes,” Elsabeth sighed, “much more carefree; until they end up on
our dinner plates anyway.”


“There is
that, of course,” Caleb conceded and wondered if vampires looked upon mortals
in much the same way.


“You say my
husband will be detained all day with his work?”


“I am
afraid so, ‘tis very… time consuming.” 


“The
Captain hasn’t told me much of why you’re all here,” Elsabeth
asked carefully, her forehead creasing into a slight frown, “or what you’re
doing in the cellars?”


“’tis
a matter of natural philosophy,” Caleb replied evenly, “an experiment of Dr Rothery’s that required a degree of seclusion.”


“How
exciting, please do tell, my husband never talks about his work.”


“’tis
honestly not very interesting...”


“I
suppose it is not for the ears of a woman then?” 


“I’ve
been asked not to discuss our work with anyone, man or woman.”


“I
don’t mean to pester you, Mr Cade, please
excuse me. The Captain always says I ask too many questions, which is unseemly
in a woman of course. I try not to, but sometimes my tongue…”


“I
don’t find it unseemly at all; in fact, I
find an inquisitive mind is rather attractive.”


“You
are a very different manner of man to
Captain Lazziard I think.”


“Do
you always refer to your husband so formally?”


“I’m
lead to believe in some London circles it has become fashionable for man and
wife to address each other by their first names, but my husband does not hold
with such innovations. He is quite a traditionalist, he believes a wife should show due deference to her husband
at all times; as is proper and correct, of course.”


“Of course.”


Elsabeth fidgeted with her basket and turned to face him
directly. In the shade of the hat she wore her eyes were a deep liquid blue,
like the ocean at dawn, “I really should not detain you any longer Mr Cade, I
am sure you have far more important things to do than to listen to my idle
tittle-tattle?”


“Oh,
you provide a perfect excuse to keep out of the cellars; I think the stale air
and dust have given me quite a headache.”


“Feel
free to enjoy the gardens, I find the quiet out here usually cures my bad
heads,” she smiled, before moving away, “I hope you feel better soon, good day Mr Cade.”


“Where
are you going?”


She
nodded towards the trees that fringed the end of the garden, “There is a
bluebell glade in the wood, ‘tis quite beautiful this time of year. I thought I
might pick a few flowers to brighten my room.”


Caleb
stared at the trees looming over the garden and tried not to shiver, “Is it
safe?”


“Safe
Mr Cade?”


“For
a woman to be alone… in the woods; there could be rogues.”


 “No
rogues come here.” 


“How
can you be so certain, in my experiences rogues do much as they please?


She
smiled thinly. “The local rogues know better than to be caught on Lazziard
lands.”


“What
would happen if they were?”


“As
I said earlier Mr Cade, my husband is a very traditional
man… in all matters.”


I just bet he is.


“Even
so, if it is not an imposition, I would like to accompany you, I’m sure the
walk would clear my head.”


Careful little brother, I’m sure the Captain has an extensive collection
of horse whips.


Caleb
flicked his hand agitatedly over his face as if waving a fly away. Not for the
first time wishing the memory of his brother would only wake up when he wanted
him to. 


“I
would not want to keep you from your work…” Elsabeth
said, looking uncertainly towards the house.


“There
is little I can do at the moment… I would only be a distraction to the Captain.
He is extremely engrossed in matters at the moment.”


“Well,
the company would be nice,” she brushed a stray lock of blonde hair that had
escaped from under her hat aside and smiled sweetly at him.


Oh, you are going to be in so much trouble.


Elsabeth
led him towards the trees at the end of the garden, her stride far brisker than
an afternoon stroll actually required. However, as soon as they had passed
through a small wooden gate and began to follow a path through the oaks she
slowed to a more leisurely pace.


They walked
in silence for a while; the path was
broad enough for two, and the afternoon sun was dappled by the trees. Birdsong and insect hum serenaded them while the earthy
aromas of the woods cleared his senses of the dank
oppression of the cellars. Despite himself,
he was reminded of the ruined cottage in the woods Henrietta and Daniel had
visited one summer so long ago and the thought both warmed and saddened him.


“You are
fortunate to live amongst such beauty,” Caleb said, not wanting to dwell too
long on the past, “far from the foul air of London.”


“A most disagreeable place,” she agreed, wrinkling her
nose, “I have relations in London, but I rarely see them, usually only when The
Captain is at sea.”


“He is
often at sea?”


“During the
first five years of our marriage, we spent less than six months together. Now
he is... around more.”


“How long
have you been married?”


“Nine
years... my that does sound such a long time, doesn’t
it?”


“I would
not have thought you old enough.”


“Mr Cade,
you flatter me. We were wed when I was but sixteen... it was considered by all
to be an exceptionally good match for me.
My family is not particularly wealthy, not compared to the Lazziards anyway, and my father was able to
provide only a modest portion for my marriage. I was very lucky really. They
say there is a significant imbalance
between the number of men and women in the country; many women who boast a much larger dowry than mine find it most
difficult to find a suitable husband. Apparently some women become quite
desperate, have you heard of such things?”


“In
passing,” Caleb said, smiling gently to himself.


They had
entered a small glade amongst the trees, the ground was so alive with bluebells
they might have been woven together to make a vibrant blue rug with which to
cover the earth. At the far end of the glade
a small stream bubbled past, its song competing with that of the woodlarks that flitted among
the surrounding trees.


“This
is my place...” she said, leading Caleb
through the bluebells to the river bank, “I brought a small luncheon for
myself, I was not expecting a companion, but you are welcome to share?”


He had
eaten nothing during his lunch with the
other vampire hunters, he had been too busy trying to
save Douglas’ life, now he was quite ravenous. 


“I’d be
delighted.”


She smiled
and for the first time since he’d met her Caleb thought she looked genuinely
happy. Once they were settled amongst the bluebells, she produced a simple meal of bread,
cheese and ham, plus two bottles of beer, one of
which she passed to Caleb. 


“I’m
just a simple country girl at heart,” Elsabeth said,
smiling at him as she swigged ungraciously from her bottle, “the Captain
wouldn’t approve of this at all.”


“Taking
a strange gentleman into the woods?”


“I
meant drinking from the bottle, the Captain likes me to be very ladylike, all
prim and proper, frills and curls... but that’s never truly been me.”


A
comfortable silence hung in the air as they regarded each other. She seemed a
decidedly different creature once removed from her husband’s presence; still
softly spoken and demure, but far more expressive, with a sparkle in her eyes
that had been quite absent when she was inside Lazziard Manor.


She
was probably lonely, wedded so young and Lazziard at sea for much of their
marriage, no company bar the servants in the house. Her husband formal and overbearing when he was present, not readily given to affection or simple kindness,
let alone love. It was the kind of ground Caleb had worked before; neglected
earth, choked with weeds and forgotten, yet soil that with a little labour,
some tilling, planting and watering could still produce a fruitful harvest for
those with the time and inclination.


Let
the Captain stay in his dark cellar tormenting the vampire, Caleb thought; this
kind of work was much more to his taste.


“Have
you been blessed with children?” Caleb asked eventually.


“Just
once...” she muttered, turning her attention to the stream, “...once
successfully anyway. I have suffered several misfortunes, but I have been
finally blessed with my precious daughter Annabel; such an angel she is...”


“I
have not seen her around the house.”


“No,  she is with her wet nurse in the village. Usually,
she stays here in the house, but the Captain finds her cries troublesome, so
she is dispatched away whilst he is in residence.” She fiddled with a handkerchief
as she spoke, continually twisting each corner into a tight little worm of
fabric before releasing it, “I would have liked to have fed her myself, but the
Captain forbade it. It is well known that whilst a
woman is with milk it is not possible to fall pregnant again and he is eager
for a son and heir after so many... misfortunes.”


“It
must be difficult for a mother to be parted from so young a child.”


“It
is, but I chose her wet nurse carefully. A good soul she is, not subject to any
form of distemper, or gout; she has no scab, itch, scald or other filth, she has a kind and godly temperament and if such virtues are passed on to my Annabel I
will be most gratified.”


“I’m
sure she must be a beautiful little girl.”


Elsabeth blushed faintly and looked about the
glade, “the bluebells are so beautiful this year, I
must pick some for Douglas.”


“Douglas?”


“A cripple boy who helps in my garden.”


“Yes, I’ve met him.”


“You
have?”


“He
was helping us with our work this morning.”


“Oh,
I hope he didn’t break anything, he can be rather clumsy? The Captain doesn’t
usually allow him in the house.”


“He
was a great help,” Caleb assured her.


“I
am glad, he is such a sweet boy really; people don’t usually see beyond his
deformity. He lived in the village until his mother died, but after she passed
away he had no money for rent and his leg prevents him doing most forms of
work. He would have been for the poor house, but I hired him to work in my
gardens. My husband thinks I am too charitable and soft-hearted, but Douglas
has an exceptional talent for growing things, I couldn’t be without him now. He
has assured me my roses will be exceptionally pretty this year, and I am sure
he will be proved correct. He loves flowers; he presses and dries them so that
he can still be surrounded by their beauty during the winter.”


“He
seems a very gentle soul,” Caleb said, guilt that they’d risked the boy’s life
by giving him to Morlaine churned inside him.


“He is…” she smiled sadly, “’tis a terrible thing that he
should have to suffer such an affliction. His father was too fond of his gin
and his fists; they say he beat his wife when she was carrying Douglas, his
drunken rage was so great one day he kicked the poor woman in the stomach; when
she gave birth the baby was so terribly deformed no one thought he would live.


“What
happened to his father?”


“Oh,
the usual fate of those who spend all their hours drinking gin; the barrel
fever took him away to face judgement for his sins while Douglas was just a
babe.”


Caleb
could sympathise with the boy; his own father had been a cruel and heartless
man, though the Bible had been his
poison, rather than gin.


“I
often wonder why God acts so strangely, placing such terrible burdens on a sweet, gentle soul like Douglas while allowing the mean and the unkind to live their lives
untroubled by such hardships.”


“Like
Douglas’ father?”


“Yes…”
Elsa said after a moment, her eyes darting away, “…like Douglas’ father.”


Carefully,
Elsa rose to her feet, “Will you excuse me for a moment while I pick some
flowers?”


“Of
course,” Caleb smiled. Resting on one arm,
he picked at the remains of the food and watched Elsabeth
as she strolled along the stream bank, stooping
occasionally to pick a particular flower. She was lonely and pretty, it would
be easy to seduce her, Caleb thought, and perhaps he should. While the vampire hunters toiled in the cellar
tormenting Morlaine, he could enjoy himself in the
Captain’s bedchamber. She would have a full jewellery case,
and the Captain no doubt had a box stuffed with coins hidden away somewhere. He
could leave this madness behind, travel far enough away that he would not hear
the ghost whispering in his blood, whispering sweet promises of love and eternal
youth.


“Stop
it,” a voice said.


He
looked over to see the hazy image of his
brother sitting on a moss covered rock by the stream.


“Stop
what?”


“Trying to seduce lonely women.”


“’tis better for my soul than dreaming of vampires, though.”


“Her
blood could keep you young, you could have another life. Not many men get such
an opportunity.”


Caleb
snorted, “How do you know that is what I want?”


“Of course, I know what you want? I know your
deepest desires, I always have. You cannot lie to me, little brother.”


“So
you think I should seduce Morlaine and steal her
blood, rather than little Elsa and her jewellery?”


“You’ve
spent twenty years breaking hearts in the hope of mending your own; how much
longer do you intend to keep wasting your life so? Henrietta is dead, and you
will never find another love like you had with her.”


“If
I took the vampire’s blood as you say, I
could stay young for another twenty years, maybe more. Who knows what I might
find?”


The
memory of his brother sighed deeply and shook his head, “You cannot feel that
way again because you are no longer a nineteen-year-old
boy moonstruck by his first love. To hope to find such a feeling again is
pointless, you are searching for something that no longer exists, something the
tides of time have washed away. You have spent your adult life looking for
Atlantis.”


“I
felt it with Defane,” Caleb muttered.


“That
was a lie, but the fact his blood has shaved five years off your appearance
isn’t; Morlaine’s blood could do the same and you
could start again. Just because you cannot find a love like you had with
Henrietta does not mean you cannot find love. Her blood can make you young
again and you could live a better life the second time around; a good life, with a good woman, raise a family,
make amends for the wrongs you’ve done. You came back to England to find the
man you could have been; with Morlaine’s blood, you actually could be that man.”


“Are
you talking to yourself?” Elsa asked, clutching a large bunch of bluebells in
her hands.


“A
habit I’ve had since childhood; my thoughts have always been restless,” he
glanced at the moss covered rock, but it was empty now.


Elsa
smiled and presented him with her bluebells, “Are they not beautiful? I think
Douglas will be well pleased with me?”


“Quite
beautiful,” Caleb agreed, openly staring at Elsabeth
Lazziard.


*


They spent
several hours together by the stream, talking of mostly inconsequential things,
laughing, eating and drinking. Caleb didn’t know whether it was the beer, the
surroundings or the company, but by the time they decided to return he found
his mood was brighter than it had been in a long time.


Elsabeth
was bright, witty and very good company. Beguiling and attractive he
found he liked her a lot. Of course, it
wouldn’t prevent him robbing her if opportunity or necessity dictated, but as
with all the women who’d crossed his path in the past, it was never personal.


“I’m glad
you are visiting us,” she declared brightly as they walked back along the
woodland path.


“I’m
pleased to be here too.”


They drew
to a halt at the edge of the trees and looked out across the deserted gardens
of Lazziard Manor.


“It perhaps
would be better if we made our way back to the House separately,” Elsa declared
quietly, “although we have done nothing improper, the Captain can be quite
possessive at times... I wouldn’t want there to be any misunderstandings.”


“Of
course,” Caleb replied with a smile and a slight bow of his head. For a moment
he thought she was going to stretch up and kiss him, but instead, she simply
flashed him a quick little smile and bid him good
day.


After a
couple of steps, however, she stopped and looked back over her shoulder, “I
often go to the glade by the stream when the weather is fine...”


“’tis particularly
pleasant in the afternoon,” Caleb conceded thoughtfully.


“Quite!”
Elsa agreed brightly, before turning her back on Caleb and continuing down the
path towards the Manor. He leaned against a tree and watched her from the
shadows.


Don’t do
it.


Caleb
ignored the familiar voice whispering in his ear and continued to stare at Elsa
instead; a salacious grin covered his face as his gaze lingered on the
accentuated curves of her waist, hips and behind. 


*


The
lightness of mood Caleb had enjoyed in Elsa’s presence, dissipated as soon as
he returned to the stale oppressive air
of the cellar. The light of the lanterns and flickering tallow candles gave a wan and unsatisfying
light after the warm glow of the spring sunshine outside.


Doctor
Rothery appeared to have only just completed his infernal measurements despite the hours Caleb had spent with Elsabeth Lazziard; he’d never realised there were so many
different ways to calculate and record the dimensions of a body. 


None
of his companions commented on Caleb’s absence, and he wasn’t certain any of
them had even noticed he’d been gone. The Doctor was far too engrossed in his
work while Rentwin sat outside the cell scanning the pages of his Bible with furious
intent and Jute’s staring at the naked vampire was only intermittently
interrupted by scratching his quill on parchment. Lazziard remained within the confines of the cell alongside
Rothery, leaning his considerable frame
against the brickwork of the arch, his head stooped slightly by the low
ceiling; his left hand ceaselessly rolling a sharpened stake against his thigh.



Morlaine herself remained as he had left
her; arms spread wide and chained to the wall, naked, vulnerable and looking so
unlike the creature he knew her to be.


“A
good day’s work eh?” the Doctor announced finally,
emerging from the cell to clap Jute upon the back.


“Very...”
the younger man managed to croak.


“Let
us pack our instruments away and retire for refreshment and discourse on our
findings.”


“Splendid,
splendid,” Rentwin piped up, snapping shut his Bible
and rising eagerly to his feet.


“I
feel I’ve contributed little today,” Caleb announced. “Please allow me to see
to the equipment while you gentlemen retire?”


Rothery
clapped him on the back, “Very generous of you Sir, I know these preliminary
investigations seem bland and tiresome, but they are of enormous value. Tomorrow, however, will be more rewarding for
us all.” Rothery tapped his cane on the floor, “Come,
gentleman, let us take advantage of Mr Cade’s kindness and avail ourselves of
the Captain’s excellent wine.”


“What
about her?” Caleb asked, nodding towards the vampire’s naked form.


“Oh,
she is quite secure,” Rothery assured him.


“I’ll
send that scoundrel Bridges down to make sure she doesn’t try to give you a nip,”
Lazziard boomed.


“I
meant her nakedness and....”


“No,
we wouldn’t want her to catch her death from the cold, would we?” Lazziard
chuckled.


“Do
whatever you feel is appropriate,” Rothery sighed and looked sternly into his
eyes, “your sense of the humane does you
credit, but it really is not necessary here.”


“I
know what she is;” Caleb reassured the old man, “but even the lowest of beasts
does not deserve unnecessary cruelty.”


“But
this thing is beneath even the lowest of beasts
and you still wish to show it kindness,” Rothery replied, irritation
momentarily crossing his bloated face.


“The
fact that we can still show kindness, even to monsters, demonstrates our
superiority, gives evidence to our faith, to our Christian values.”


“If
it comforts your soul, so be it, but God can see into all of our hearts and
needs no such demonstrations to know our superiority for we are His creatures,
made in His image. It,” he gestured towards Morlaine,
“is most certainly not.” 


With
his point made, Rothery departed with Rentwin and Lazziard in his wake. The
Captain gave him such a dark, humourless
smile as he passed that Caleb wanted to cuckold him even more. Jute remained
seated, shuffling papers and rearranging his writing materials for little apparent reason. 


“Are
you unwell?” Caleb asked him, “You appear at somewhat flushed.”


“A
little warm... the air down here is poor...
I find,” he managed to reply, still shuffling and rearranging.


“Perhaps
you’ll breathe easier if you loosen your trousers,” Morlaine
mocked, “they seem unusually tight...”


Archie
Jute’s eyes widened and his colour flushed several shades deeper. “Your
opinions aren’t required,” he finally managed to spit at Morlaine,
before rising rapidly and hurrying stiffly out of the cellar, his papers
clutched firmly before him and the vampire’s hollow laughter ringing in his
ears.


“Do
I not excite you too?” Morlaine asked, turning her dark eyes on Caleb once they were alone.


“Unlike
young Master Jute, I’ve seen naked women before,” Caleb smiled ruefully, “once or
twice.”


“But
I’m not a woman I’m a monster… aren’t I?”


Caleb
chose not to answer; instead, he adjusted
each of the double sets of manacles on the vampire’s limbs to allow her the
freedom to sit on the cold earthen ground and move a little; he could feel her
eyes upon him and the slow rhythmic movement of her breathing.


“Why
do you show me kindness?” She asked as he
worked, “I don’t believe what you told the fat
old man.”


“This
isn’t kindness,” Caleb murmured.


“What
is it then, courtesy?”


“Sometimes
you do things because they feel right... not because you have an intellectual
argument for doing it.”


“And
do you always do what is right?”


“No,”
Caleb admitted, stepping back as he finished the last restraint.


“The
others are easy to read...” Morlaine said, slumping
wearily to the ground where she sat, her back resting against the wall, “...you
I don’t understand.”


“You
might want this; the night is cold down here. I will find a blanket for you
later,” Caleb said as he recovered the remnants of her dress and passed them to
her. The vampire wrapped it around herself as best she could, raising her knees
to her chest and clutching them tightly, her chin resting upon the soft fabric.


“The
Doctor covers his ignorance in shallow understanding,” she continued, “he claims
to want to comprehend, but he only looks for signs to convince himself of the
righteousness of his bigotry. The little man with the Bible wraps himself
unquestioningly in his beliefs; my very existence challenges his perception of
his world and his God. If God made humanity in his own image, then what am I and what of those fables he cradles and reads
incessantly?”


“Whatever
the boy’s reasons and motives are for being here, they are overwhelmed by lust,
a lust he cannot acknowledge and does all
he can to repress. I am evil, a creature of Satan, so how can he want me so
badly? Then we have the Captain; he enjoys seeing me in chains, enjoys the
power, he desires control above all
things. The fact that I am a vampire is almost an irrelevance, that I look entirely
human makes the task all the sweeter for him. He delights in death and pain.
You, however, I cannot fathom. I do not know why you are here at all.”


“You
don’t need to understand me.”


“Maybe
not, but I know you are drawn to me.”


“You
intrigue me,” Caleb admitted carefully.


“You
want to know more about us?”


Her
eyes looked up at him unblinking, unmoving and once more Caleb had the uncanny
impression she was trying to look into his very soul. She smiled softly, a sweet, gentle smile that he could not reconcile
for a moment with a creature that brought death and pain.


“Your
mind is more open than your friends,” she whispered, “I don’t think you share
their bigotry?”


“You
presume much, on little evidence.”


“You
didn’t care to stay and watch them work on me, did you?” Her smile took on a
rueful quality and she closed her eyes, nostrils flaring slightly as she lifted
her head from her knees. “You were with a woman, her scent is on you, the faint
musky smell of latent desire and lavender water... not sexually, but you both
wanted each other. Other smells too, the beer and animal flesh you consumed
and... bluebells.”


“Nonsense!” 


“A
meal with a pretty woman, surrounded by bluebells; I would imagine that was a much more
enjoyable way to spend an afternoon than being stuck in a dank, dark cellar with a monster.”


“You
are mistaken,” Caleb tried to sound calm and unshaken as he retreated from the
cell and locked the door.


“Your
left boot says otherwise,” she gestured as best she could with her manacled
hand. Poking out from the sole of his boot was the crushed and mangled head of
a bluebell.


Caleb
could hear Bridges and his men at the far end of the cellar and he covered the
Doctor’s instruments with a dust sheet, turning his back on the vampire.


“They’ll
drink themselves into a stupor again tonight, it helps them mask their fear of me,” she whispered.
“If you want to talk again later we won’t be disturbed.”


“Why
should I want to talk to you?” Caleb asked sharply, not looking back at her.


“Because the night is long and lonely when you cannot
sleep.”


He
glanced at her, unsure whether she was referring to him or herself. In the end, he said nothing and left the
cellar, once again more troubled than when he’d entered it.


*


Dinner that
evening consisted of a large crusty pie filled with oysters, lemons and
barberries, served with a rich white wine
and butter liquor, accompanied by all manner of vegetables prepared in the
English style; boiled and served with butter. Caleb had asked Lazziard, as
innocently as he could, whether his wife would be joining them, but the Captain
had only replied curtly that this was no business for women. The vampire
hunters were gathered in Lazziard’s austere dining room, the chairs were high
backed and without upholstery. The plain wainscoted walls were unadorned,
without pictures or even simple tapestry hangings, let alone the crimson damask
ones that were so fashionable in the houses of the well to do back in London.
The windows were narrow and without curtains, allowing the night to press hard
against the glass.


A large fireplace dominated one side of the room, but a
row of cheap and pungent tallow candles
were the only objects decorating the mantle, with no expensive looking-glass to
reflect the light the room was gloomy and uninviting, it’s corners lost in deep
shadow. Despite the fires that had been lit to ward off the chill of the spring
night, there was still a cold, inhospitable air about the room.


After a
long and tedious summary, the Doctor had
concluded, while puffing vigorously upon his pipe, “There is no evident, external
difference between this creature and any other young woman in the realm,”


“Other than
her lack of fault,” Rentwin added.


“Physically
perfect...” Jute agreed, almost wistfully.


“The
vampire’s demonic nature is demonstrated
by her appearance,” Rentwin continued, “her foulness is concealed within. It is
clearly unnatural for a woman to be so free of any apparent inadequacy. The comely nature designed to ensnare men into
temptation and lust, a condition that the good Doctor will confirm, is well
known to bring madness, desperation, ruination and disgrace.”


“Indeed,”
Rothery nodded from behind pall of blue-grey smoke, “though we do not know
whether this creature just lures men to feed on them or compounds her degeneracy by
indulging in wanton fornication; a most sinful condition I’m sure we can all
agree. It is a proven fact that intercourse, other than for procreation, dulls
the sight, decays the memory and induces many filthy,
loathsome distempers.”


Caleb
arched an eyebrow and pondered if he’d
actually passed away and been condemned to some form of purgatory, as clearly he must have died horribly many years
ago judging by the Doctor’s words.


“There are
many women in our sorry times touched by
the Devil in such ways, tempting the weak into such sinful behaviour,” Rentwin
added, “I give thanks to the Lord every day my own dear Cecilia is so godly a
woman that she shuns such wickedness.”


“Amen,”
Caleb said before he could stop himself. Having met the virtuous lady, he could only agree it was most fortunate for
Rentwin that his wife wasn’t interested in sex. Few men deserved such a cruel
fate.


“These may
well be the end days,” Lazziard announced portentously, “sin and wickedness
make our society sick, a malady of which these vampires are but one sign. The
forces of popery abound across Europe, a weight we English have toiled so
tirelessly to free ourselves from, but against which we must remain ever
vigilant less the papist yoke be re-imposed on free men like ourselves. God
sends pestilence and plague to punish us for our immorality, yet you cannot
walk through the streets of London without falling over powdered fops dressing
like French dogs, eager to follow whatever absurd fashion is spawned on the
decadent streets of Paris!” The Captain punctuated his words with large gulps
from his glass that the hovering Elijah had to refill continually.


“’tis
fortunate that there are men such as ourselves to ensure God’s work is done,”
Rentwin added, sipping from his own glass.


“And what
of you Sir,” Lazziard barked, peering almost curiously at Caleb, “you generally
have little to say for yourself on these matters, what do you make of the
French eh?”  


“In my experience, they’re not to be trusted to Sir,
little better than vampires in fact.”


Lazziard
slapped his hand upon the table in delight, rattling the cutlery from their
meal, “Little better than vampires eh? Damn right Sir, should be staking a few of them buggers too I say!”


Elijah once
more re-filled the Captain’s glass, finishing the bottle in the process, “Get
more wine you dog...” Lazziard shouted at him as the servant remained at his
shoulder, “...else my friends will die of thirst due to your slovenliness.”


“Yes Sir,”
Elijah announced and hurried away to do his master’s bidding. 


“I used to
beat the fool for his incompetence,” Lazziard apologised, “but it did no good
I‘m sorry to say, these savages have little in the way of feelings, the only tangible result was to make me damn arm ache.”


“’tis
encouraging to see a savage so
enlightened by living in a good Christian home,” Rentwin commented, “adopting
the manners and clothing of civilised men, you should be congratulated for such
charity, Captain.”


Lazziard
waved away the compliment airily. “I bought a pair of em
in the West Indies; I thought a couple of blackamoors might amuse Mrs Lazziard.
The plantation owner assured me they were house broken
and hard workers; you know how difficult it is to get decent servants these days. Sadly the woman died on the journey home.
Heart-breaking really; having to toss good
money into the sea. I curse my soft heart for bringing them to England...”


“He appears
diligent enough,” Rothery smiled as Elijah returned with a fresh bottle.


“He has no
brains to speak of and, like most of his kind, is indolent by nature; but
better than most of the locals who are just as likely steal your silver as
polish it.”


“Things are
even worse in London,” Rentwin sighed, “’tis almost impossible to find an
honest servant, and when you do they expect to do half the work for twice the
pay than was the norm but a few years ago.”


“Country’s
going to Hell; mark my words gentlemen,
going to Hell. There was a time when the
peasants knew their place,” Lazziard bemoaned, urging Elijah to keep
everybody’s glass full with a wave of his hand. “Now you can barely tell
a  servant from his master! Every mean working fellow has the impudence to
dress himself like a tradesman of substance, every shopkeeper aspires to dress
and live like a merchant, the merchant’s wives cannot stand to see the
shopkeeper’s wives dressed in the same manner as them, so attempt to emulate
the ladies of quality who in turn attempt to create new fashions to distinguish
themselves from their lowly imitators. All madness! Papists and Jews pollute our society, yet all people
have a care for is the cloth on their back.”


“And where
do these scoundrels find the money for such finery?” Rentwin bemoaned.


“London
crawls with thieves,” Rothery sighed sadly, “make the mistake of leaving a window
open and some rascal will hop through and help himself
to your clothes, the Old Bailey daily
bursts to the seams with thieves, shoplifters, pickpockets and ruffians.”


“Can’t hang
the buggers fast enough,” Lazziard complained.


“Common
thievery,” Caleb sighed, “quite despicable.”


Little
was spoken of vampires again that night as the conversation descended into a
series of diatribes about the ills of the world, all of which Lazziard was
happy to attribute to the evil machinations of Catholics, Jews or the French.


The
wine flowed in an unending torrent and as much as Caleb enjoyed his drink, he
sipped only moderately. He didn’t want to be drunk tonight. His companions,
however, had no such qualms, Jute who had
said little all night was the first to falter and stagger off to his bed
despite Lazziard’s mockery at the boy’s greenish hue
and the retching sounds that followed his departure from the table.


While
Dr Rothery and Rentwin’s consumption was
not as prodigious as the Captain’s, they were not so far behind, Rentwin
excusing himself some time later in little better condition than Jute while the
Doctor eventually just folded his arms on
the table and collapsed head first into a
deep snoring slumber.


Lazziard
had begun to recount another of his inimitable naval stories as he swayed in
the corner of the room, trying to relieve himself in a chamber pot which Elijah
held for him. Caleb was looking for his own escape, but the Captain was a hard
man to stop once he had the bluster in his sails.


“Came across this Frenchie privateer... during the last
war... off the Windward’s, just a sloop, no match for us... not that the French
ever put on much of a show of course... not in a fair fight anyway...” He
staggered back to the table leaving the pot with Elijah and slumped into his
chair, “...tried to surrender as soon as she saw our flag, but I was having
none of it...no Sir, not at all...” A dark,
unpleasant smile crossed the Captain’s flushed face as he recounted the tale, his
slurred words losing their veneer of learning to adopt the rough edges of a
sailor.


“Didn’t
want to damage my prize... so came alongside and boarded her myself... Frenchie Captain was a big pompous bird... strutting
arrogant bastard, you know the way those people are... expected me to waste
water and rations on him and his kind. I was having none of it... strung every
man jack of em up from the yardarm, from cabin boy to Captain. I tell you,
for all his airs and affectations he still pissed himself like a common thief dangling from a Tyburn rope.”


Lazziard laughed, wine glass poised on his lips. 


“Found his wife and daughter below decks, all puffed up
an perfumed like all those Frenchie women are full of their vain idolatry; got
a real shock to see their old man swinging in the rigging, like a rotten,
bloated piece of fruit hanging from a tree. Gave em
to my men in the end, a crew can get
restless too long at sea, scoundrels and rogues the lot of them you see, always
good to give them something to take their mind off things for a while. The wife
was past her best, still good enough for
my men mind, but the daughter, she was young and fresh. Have to confess I had
to have a little piece of her myself, they’re always best when they‘re new and
unused, eh Cade? No chance of the pox
from em then,” he chuckled, a sound so deep in his
throat it might have been a growl. 


All
of the candles on the mantelpiece had burned out, leaving only the few on the table to keep the darkness at
bay, beyond that small circle of light the night seemed to have stolen into the
room. Elijah was a dim peripheral figure at his master’s shoulder while the
Captain leaned forward conspiratorially; through the tallow fumes and tobacco
smoke that hung around the candle flame,
Caleb watched the Captain pull the wig from
his head to reveal the coarsely shaved scalp below. 


“Don’t
think I’m proud of myself, I’m as weak as the next man... lust is a terrible
thing, but sometimes it cannot be overcome. However much you pray for strength
the Devil still comes and makes you his own... takes you and fills you with
filthy desires that cannot be denied. Man
is weak, and women are harlots, sent by God to test us. And this one oh was she
a test, such a wanton little thing. Fifteen she may have been, but she had the
wickedness of any Covent Garden whore in her. But I sorted her; I made sure she
would never tempt any God-fearing man again.”


“I
passed her around the officers once the
Devil had left me, then the men had their go, made
every man jack of em do her at least
once, even the ones that didn’t want to. One hundred and twenty-three men were on my ship. They’d worn
the old girl out by then, wanted something a bit juicier. Two days the mother
lasted, threw herself overboard in the end, but no one complained, she’d been
well done by then, and we still had the daughter to play with.”


“That
young girl, my she had some riding in her, two weeks we kept her, twenty-four hours a day near enough the men
kept hammering her. Became quite the ship’s pet she did. Didn’t look so fine by the time they’d finished with her though, oh no. Dear say
she enjoyed it though, papists are all
whores underneath after all.”


The
Captain constantly drunk from his glass;
the dark wine dribbled down his chin to fall in fat bloody droplets onto the
table. Each word was spat out like a thick,
viscous glob of treacle that was sticking his lips together. 


“In the end, even the foulest rogue on board
wouldn’t touch her; threw the bitch to
the sharks when we’d done. The men placed bets on how long she’d last in the
water, gave us some excellent
entertainment did that girl, right to the very end. Ever seen a shark feeding?
Suppose not, no creature on God’s Earth can have more teeth than a shark, that
big old mouth of theirs is full of em, go into a frenzy when they get some meat to chomp on…” Lazziard
raised an unsteady hand and wiggled his fingers “…turns the sea all red and
frothy.”


He
leaned closer to Caleb, hands flat on the table and face directly above the
candle. The fumes seemed to flow around the sharp
outline of his shaved head; his face lit
from below took on an inhuman aspect, the contrast between light and dark
distorting his features to the extent that he was barely recognisable.


“Know
what I always remember about sharks? Not their teeth, they’re fearsome enough,
but no, ‘tis their eyes; black, soulless eyes, cold eyes, no emotion in those
eyes, no memories. Dead eyes.”


His
face cracked into a broad smile,
revealing the rotten remains of his own
teeth, blackened and broken.


“That
little Frenchie girl, her eyes were just like that in
the end. You looked into them and there was just nothing to see anymore... and
that’s how it’s going to be with our little vampire...”


Lazziard
rose unsteadily to his feet, “Thing is Mr Cade, that’s what you need to do to
your enemies. Destroy them, utterly and ruthlessly. Show them no mercy at all,
be they French, be they vampires or be they the Devil’s temptations. Show them
no kindness, for they will surely show none to you.”


Adjusting
his jacket and replacing his wig he headed unsteadily for the door, “Come on
Elijah, let’s find that little wife of mine... thinking about the good old days
has quite got my blood up.”


Despite
having had little to drink Caleb retched violently as soon as the Captain and Elijah
had left the room...


*


The water
was cold, making his skin tingle as he splashed it over his face and chest. He
washed with a cloth; scrubbing roughly to remove the smell of vomit, tobacco
smoke and tallow from his skin. He wished his precious French soap could as
easily remove Lazziard’s words from his mind as it
could the noxious smells of the Captain’s gloomy
dining room. 


When he
realised he was shivering with the cold, he
dried himself off and found a new shirt to replace the one he’d soiled. Once
warm he took out his toothbrush and went
to work on his teeth. He’d picked up the habit whilst
in Paris where the custom was commonplace;
though it seemed the fashion had still not crossed the Channel.


He was
proud to still have most of his own teeth, unlike the majority of his
contemporaries who could sport only gums or blackened ruins. His mother has
always blamed sugar for the rotting of teeth, whether or not Doctor Rothery
would agree with such fancies he didn’t know, but it had always stuck with him
and he’d avoided the stuff as much as possible.


He sat on
the edge of the bed staring at the room’s single candle, afraid if he blew it
out he would spend the night peering into
the darkness and see the flat dead eyes of a young girl he’d never known staring
back at him. 


“That was a
cheery little tale. Do you think he is insane?”


Caleb's eyes
flickered away from the candle towards the indistinct
figure of a boy sitting in the corner of the room.


“He scares
me far more than Morlaine does.”


“What they plan
to do to her is wrong, you know that don’t you little brother?”


“She is a
monster.”


“Perhaps,
but they are going to cut her into little
pieces to find out what makes her tick.”


“I doubt it
will be worse than traitors face in the Tower.”


“She isn’t
a traitor.”


Caleb
sighed and shook his head, “No, she is a killer, a soulless monster, a-”


“Whore of Satan?”


Caleb
shrugged.


“Your son
asked you to be his eyes and ears, perhaps you should do as he instructed and
go and ask the vampire the questions your friends won’t, find out the truth of
the matter.”


“You said I
should take her blood that it will make me young again, give me a second
chance?”


“You don’t
have to torture and kill her to take a little of her blood.”


“I don’t
know…”


When he
looked up again, the room was empty and
he headed for the cellars in the hope of finding some sanity in the company of
a vampire.


*


She seemed
not to have moved a muscle since he’d left her that afternoon, and as she’d
predicted Bridges and his men slept the heavy
undisturbed sleep of the drunk as far away from the vampire as the cellars
allowed. Caleb had helped himself to the keys and opened the cell before
entering and sitting cross-legged before Morlaine,
his back against the cold metal bars. Most of the candles had burned out and he
lit a fresh one which he placed between them.


“You have
become bold,” she noted from the shadows, “aren’t you afraid I’ll bite you
anymore?”


“No,” he
replied.


She smiled,
“Am I losing my mystique?”


“Quite the
opposite,” he said, staring at her beautiful,
expressive eyes.


“My... you have
become bold.” 


“Tell me
about yourself?”


“I’m a
vampire,” she said simply.


“How many
people have you killed?” Caleb asked, not shifting his gaze.


“If I said thousands
you would believe me to be the monster your friends paint me as, if I said none
then you would think I was lying to save my evil
skin.”


Caleb
shrugged, “Maybe... tell me and let me judge your words.”


“Are you
jury and executioner too?” She asked, running long delicate fingers through the
tangled mess of her long dark hair, the chains rattling disconcertingly with
each movement.


“Tell me.”


She sighed
deeply and looked up at the dark vault of the arch above, “I have never
counted, some certainly, but none for a long time and never many. When I was young my powers were weak, but my arrogance
great, I couldn’t control my desires fully.
It is only as the years passed and the true
realisation of just how short a Human life is
did I begin to appreciate what a precious thing it is. It is the way of my kind, our longevity makes us
either value your brief existence, makes us want to cherish and nurture it as
best we can. Or else we see it as a trivial, meaningless thing, so short as to
be worthless, to be used and snuffed out without care or conscience.”


“Did you
the enjoy killing?”


“No... I
regretted every life I took, even then. It was never intentional. Most of us
are the same; we have no desire to kill. We take blood because it is what we
need to survive, but we don’t need to kill. We only require a little in order to live.” 


“But there
are others that do?”


“We were
all born Human... with all the faults and blessings that condition entails.
What’s inside us doesn’t alter with the
change, only our bodies. If you take a flawed, weak man and make him a vampire, you will have created a flawed, weak
vampire, open to the temptations our
powers offer. Yes, there are killers out there who butcher for fun; they have
the bloodlust upon them and they revel in their savagery. I am not one of
them.”


“The boy we
caught you with... he was dying.”


“Yes... but
not at my hand. I was trying to save him, not kill him.”


“’tis a strange medicine you practice?”


“I never
grow old,” she said steadily, “I never get sick, I can recover from injuries
that would kill a man in minutes... my medicine may be strange, but my blood is
powerful. I
was taking his diseased blood in order to replace it with mine. The power in my
blood was healing the cancer eating him away,” she insisted, the chains
rattling as she moved her arms to emphasise the point. “It is a difficult thing
to do, if I give too little the disease will triumph, give too much and it
could kill him and possibly make him a vampire.”


“Is that
how your kind are made?” 


“Most do
not survive the ordeal... and the reward is a curse that does not merit the
risk.”


“Why would
you care whether some wretched pauper from the Deptford slums lives or dies?”


She
shook her head slowly, a sad smile crossing her face, “Because no one else ever
will...”


“So
you are a veritable angel of mercy then?”


“I’m
no angel.... but I’m no devil either. You like to see things in absolutes, it
is the Christian way; everything must either be good
or evil. Your God teaches you such things, but the truth is more complicated,
we are all capable of good, we are all capable of evil. Usually, we fall between those two absolutes and live our lives
swathed in shades of grey; you and I both.”  She stared intently at him
from the shadows. “I have saved lives, I’ve taken lives. My ledger balances...”


“It
could be argued that the taking of a single life will always leave you in
debt...” 


“Your
kind have no right to appraise me,” she snorted, “you wrap yourselves in the
beautifully meaningless words of your God while sitting back in your
comfortable houses, blind to the squalor that surrounds you, the lives wasted
in poverty and despair. You fight senseless wars, sending thousands to brutal, pointless oblivion in arguments over
who worships the right deity, or the
correct way to worship the same one. You enslave your brothers and cast him
down in chains, partly because his skin is darker than yours, but mainly
because there is money to be made from such misery. You dress your kings and
queens in jewels, silks, furs and finery while the streets are choked with
those who cannot find enough even to eat; yet if you strip both and stand them
side by side are they not the same? You are all just flesh, bone and sweet, sweet
blood, sewn together with muscle and stuffed with pride, ambition, hope, fear,
jealousy, belief, greed, love…”


“The
world is not of my making... don’t judge me by
it.” 


“You
live in that world, yet you don’t question it or attempt to change it, you
don’t take your Christian values and try to improve the lot of those less fortunate than you. You see misery and
despair at every turn of your short,
precarious lives, yet you do nothing and I shall judge you accordingly because you know nothing of me but what your prejudices
tell you, your fear whispers to you in the dark because I am different to you.
Like the Jew and the Moor and the Negro and the Catholic. I am different to
you, so I must be judged by you, found wanting by you and punished by you for
no other reason than I am not you.”


“That
is quite a seditious view of the world.”


The
anger faded from the vampire’s eyes and she smiled once more, “Do you intend to
burn me for treason once you’ve finished torturing me in the name of science?”


“No...”
he sighed, “...in truth I can’t argue with much of what you say. Most of my
life I have been too intent in the pursuit of my own pleasures to care much for
the world around me.”


“Then
you are honest at least.”


I’m
not even that, Caleb thought sourly, “For one who claims to use her gifts to save lives you seem to hold humanity in
some contempt.”


“It
is society I hold in contempt, not
humanity. I don’t understand how a species that can individually achieve
wonders, is capable of acts of utter selflessness, can create breathtaking works of beauty and love so completely, invariably establishes societies that are built around greed, ignorance, inequality and
injustice.”


“Humanity
is imperfect,” Caleb smiled faintly, “I think it says something to that effect
in the Bible.”


“You
don’t sound as much of a believer as your friends?”


“Religion
is a dangerous thing, I’ll mouth the words, but my concerns are usually more earthly...”


“That
is why you can sit in the dark and talk to a vampire, your mind is free of the blind,
cloying constraints of a faith that insists it has the answer to every question and
that answer is always the same.”


“Trust
in God.” 


She
nodded, “Do you trust in God? Or do you
trust yourself?”


“Most
of the time neither,” Caleb sighed, “but, at least,
I am answerable to myself, God tends to be less accountable.”


“Then
trust in yourself and let me go.... please,” there was a note of
desperation in her voice he hadn’t heard before and he returned his eyes to the
neutrality of the candle flame.  Part of him wanted to do exactly what she
asked, but it was a road he was afraid to follow. What if he was just under her
spell, in the way he had been under Defane’s? What if she really was a cold
hearted killer, despite all her fine
words? He would be responsible for every life she took from this day forward. 


“I...
can’t do that,” he finally managed to say, so quietly that in any other
environment than the still of the cellar his words would almost certainly have
been unheard.


Morlaine leaned back and closed her eyes,
“They intend to kill me, eventually, don’t they?”


“Yes,”
Caleb replied, not meeting her eye, “in two weeks.” 


“Then
I have that long to change your mind,” he felt her dark eyes levelled intently
upon him, “I have lived for such a long time, a length of time a mortal could
not even comprehend; I have lived my life a thousand times over. I have done
some good, I have done some wrong. Mostly I have simply lived. Perhaps I should be tired of life by now, perhaps I am
tired of it, but I lost my faith in Gods and idols a long, long time ago. I
have no blanket of doctrine to comfort me, no dogmatic
light to blind me. If death comes to me, it will lead me to the same oblivion
as any human. I don’t want to die and certainly not like this...”


“I
don’t know what you are...”


“The
very fact that you are here, the fact that you are prepared to listen to me
rather than treat me like some strange and savage beast, means, at least, part of you wants to help me.
Knows what is being done to me is wrong. All I ask is that you listen to that
voice inside you and trust your instincts...” 


Caleb
said nothing. He didn’t want to admit it was his instincts he feared most of
all.


 


 


 











Chapter Five


 The Test of Faith


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Caleb awoke
from dark, oppressive dreams that had
already dissipated by the time his eyes sluggishly opened. The insistent
tapping of rain on glass and a wind that
howled like a distant beast told him the weather was as troubled as his
spirits. He’d found sleep a reluctant visitor when he’d returned from the
cellars, but the storm that now lashed the old manor house must have arisen
during the few hours of rest he’d succumbed to.


He sat up
in bed and blinked at the grey morning that seeped into the room, dull and
unwelcome. Sleep had delivered no revelations and he was still unable to decide
what he should do; in the past his
judgements had all been based on gain and the attainment of pleasure, straightforward choices made on route to an obvious goal. Now he was unsure of anything,
least of all what he should do next. 


Do what
you always do.


Caleb drew
himself up into a ball and screwed his eyes shut. He had no care to see the
memory of his brother, no desire to be lectured; however, his voice was
something he could not shut out even if he’d clamped his hands to his ears.


 Elsa Lazziard is a comely and tempting wench, her
loneliness is obvious little brother. While her brute of a husband plays his
games in the cellars you know you could seduce her. Once you’ve gained access
to her chambers, it would be easy enough to locate her jewellery and wait for
an opportunity to help yourself, shortly followed by one of the Captain’s fine
horses and the open road once more.


There was
scorn in his brother’s voice, he’d never approved of the things Caleb had done
along the road, but he understood Caleb’s black heart well enough to know the
idea had bubbled up the moment he’d laid eyes on Elsa.


“I’d be
free of the madness of vampires…” 


…and
with a handsome reward for your troubles to boot!


He had
returned to London to put such things behind him, to start afresh, but as he
had found with Harriet, it was so much
harder to do the right thing or even to
work out what the right thing was. 


“I don’t
want to be that man anymore… you know that?”


Yet you
took Brindley’s gold easily enough.


The voice
in his head was as stern and disapproving as a sixteen-year-old
boy’s could be. When he had nothing to
say the voice came again though its tone
became softer.


Then
continue to play the part you currently act, see these events through to their
end. After all Dr Rothery did save our life. God knows you’ve walked out on
plenty of debts in the past, but this would be a heavy one to discard. These
monsters drink human blood; surely they have no place in the world of men?
Lazziard may be a base animal, but that doesn’t mean the vampire hunters are
wrong. 


“What they
are doing to her… ‘tis wrong.”


Would
you be so sure of that if she were a bent-backed
crone or wart-faced fat man?


“I don’t
know. I suppose men have been making fools of themselves over beautiful women
since the dawn of time.”


And beautiful monsters?


“Those
too…”


If you
are so sure of Morlaine than do as she asks. The
vampire hunters have placed considerable faith in their chains and cell, but
they haven’t considered the possibility of someone simply unlocking them. If
you’re so sure, set her free little brother, set her free… and see what happens
when the chains come off. 


The memory
of his brother was right of course. He’d seen how she’d moved in the Gusty’s shack, how strong
and fast she was. If she was the evil creature the Doctor believed her to be,
one fuelled by murderous bloodlust, what happened then? Would she not take revenge
on her tormentors, even if she spared him, how would he feel if she slaughtered
the others. In truth,
he believed such a fate was probably deserved by Captain Lazziard, but the
Doctor, Rentwin and Jute? Whatever faults may lie in their souls he still believed them to be decent men; and who was to
say the vampire would stop there? What about Bridges and the other sailors,
Elsa, Elijah and the rest of the household? Releasing the vampire would be a
monumental gamble, with all their lives as the stake.


Even if she
just disappeared into the night, what
then? He could stay and brass it out, but the finger of suspicion would surely
point first at him as the only member of the group to have expressed even the
slightest sympathy for Morlaine. They would have no
recourse in law obviously, but Lazziard would be a bad man to be around if
you’d made an enemy of him, and he might
just start asking the kind of questions Caleb didn’t want to hear.


Just who
is Caleb Cade anyway?


He’d
committed enough crimes to earn a ticket to the Never-Green Tree at Tyburn more times than he cared to think about; enough
never to want to attract undue attention to himself or his past misdeeds
certainly.


So, if he
did let her go then he must then flee into the night with the vampire.


He closed
his eyes and sighed, deeply and slowly.
It was more complicated than that. 


You want
her, don’t you?


“You know I
do.”


You want
her close to you, you want to be able to look at her, touch her, feel her. Expose all of your senses to the wonder of her.
Just sitting in that forlorn cell with
her, talking, alone in the dark, excites you in a way you’ve never experienced
before. You want to know how it feels to make her smile, if you made her throw
back her head and laugh out loud would the sound fill your soul?
How would her fingers feel on your skin, her nails gently drawn across your
cheek? How would she look in the moonlight? Would her pale skin glow in that
ethereal light? If she looked up into the heavens would all of creation be reflected in the black, fathomless depths of her eyes?


You want
her more than you can admit little brother, you
can lie to everyone, even yourself, but you can never lie to me.


“I… don’t
know… honestly, I don’t know how I feel
about her…”


Don’t
lie to me, you want to experience it all, every sensation it is possible to
share. You don’t want to be sitting here
alone talking to me, you want to be outside with her right now, barefoot in the wet grass, letting the cold
spring rain lash your bodies till your clothes are sodden and your hair lays
about your faces like rats tails.


“I don’t
know.”


You want
to protect her, don’t you? Even though you know
it is absurd because she is faster, stronger, more agile than you can ever be.
She is wiser, shrewder, more perceptive and more intelligent than you could
even imagine. Yet you delude yourself you can offer her protection from an
insane world where vampires are more humane than men by simply putting your
arms around her. 


“Stop it!”
Caleb hissed, pushing his nails into his scalp


Most of all, though, more than anything else, you want
her to make you feel the way Defane did in that one brief moment that you only
truly remember in your dreams. 


“Stop it!”


There’s more, though, isn’t there? Deep down inside the
darkness of you, another thought is growing. I can feel it, even if you can’t,
I can feel it clawing its way up towards the daylight. Do you know what it is yet little brother? Do you know what it is?


“There’s
nothing else, nothing!”


That little
voice is whispering, isn’t it? The other voice, the one that’s not you or me; perhaps it’s the one you call your
fancy, the one that you blame for all the rotten selfish things you’ve ever done, perhaps it's Louis Defane haunting your blood. Either way, it keeps asking, “What if she made you like her?” That is what
you want really, isn’t it? It’s the thing that’s keeping you awake, the thing
that stalking your dreams and soaking them in blood, the thing that brought you
here and keeps you here. Ever since you stared
into Defane’s distant eyes, it has been there, the promise of the vampiric essence…


“You think
I want to be a vampire?”


I just
suggested you take some of her blood, to drink it as you did Defane’s, drink
her blood until you have stripped enough
years away to start afresh, to have a second chance, but you want more, don’t you? 


“I’m sick
of following that damned road; if I
become young again won’t I just carry on looking for Atlantis?” 


So you
think if you exchange your blood for hers then you
will know no more pain, you think time will no longer haunt you? You think you
will be strong and beautiful for eternity and Morlaine
can show you happiness, joy, ecstasy and, above all else, love.


“Perhaps
the thing I’ve never been able to find truly
in life, I could, at last, achieve by
dying,” Caleb whispered, frightened by the words as soon as he’d uttered them.


Fool! Is
love so important you’re prepared to become a monster to find it?


Caleb’s
eyes snapped open and he stared into the shadowy corners of the room but found he was entirely alone.


“I really
wish you didn’t find it so necessary to keep telling me things I don’t want to
hear,” Caleb sighed before falling back onto the bed to stare vacantly at the
ceiling.


*


In a sombre
and troubled mood Caleb ate a simple breakfast of bread and a mug of
chocolate. The cook and maids had been talking animatedly by the warmth of the
hearth when he’d entered the large flagstone floored kitchen, but the chatter
had abruptly stopped the moment they saw him. The cook had provided breakfast
readily enough but had eyed him
suspiciously when he’d sat down to eat at
the long stout table that dominated the room. Caleb wasn’t sure whether he was
breaking house etiquette by eating in the kitchen, or whether the furtive glances
he received from the servants was due to gossip and rumour spreading about
their activities in the cellars. 


He usually
made an effort to talk to the servants of the fancy houses he’d robbed over the
years; servants often knew enough about the intimacies of a house to horrify
their unsuspecting masters and many bore useful grudges to be exploited in
return for a few coins. This morning, however, Caleb found he had little civility in him, so ate his
breakfast in silence before retreating from their uncertain stares as quickly
as possible. 


Resisting
the urge to return to Morlaine he made his way to the
library; the Captain didn’t strike him as a man of letters, but the shelves of
the room were heavily laden with books.
The room boasted a crackling fire and large modern windows had been fitted to
give a splendid view of the garden and, in an uncharacteristic concession to
comfort, a large upholstered seat had been mounted
in the bay.


Caleb had
intended to sit and wash his melancholy mood in the grey rain that pounded down
outside; instead, he found Elsa Lazziard
in the window seat, staring vacantly out into the gardens. Her face was half
turned away from him, but even in profile,
he could see there was sadness etched into
her features.


“Excuse me, Ma’am,” Caleb muttered apologetically as
she turned towards the door with a start, “I thought the room was empty.”


“No,” Elsa
called as Caleb began to back out of the
room, her voice rising to a nervous
laugh, “please join me Mr Cade; I was just watching the awful weather.” She
wore a loose cream mantua dress over a pale yellow embroidered corset, her
hands were crossed on her lap, fingers continually entwining.


Caleb
entered the room and closed the door after him.


“I was so
hoping to go for a walk in the woods today,” she said sadly, “but it looks like
the elements have conspired against my pleasures.”


“Perhaps
things will brighten later,” Caleb offered hopefully.


“Perhaps...”
she replied, not sounding particularly convinced.


She patted
the seat next to her and he joined the Captain’s wife sitting by the window.
Elsa looked at him; her eyes were puffy and red. 


“Is the
Captain about?” 


“No...” she
laughed shakily, “you gentlemen were up drinking so late you must have drunk
the cellars dry... the Captain passed to sleep the moment he laid head to pillow and snored happily all night long.”


Her fingers
moved in ever more frantic combinations,
and her eyes darted nervously between Caleb and the window. He didn’t entirely
believe the Captain had fallen asleep quite as quickly as his wife joked.


“He’ll
probably sleep the morning away...” she added, before glancing at the door.


“How are
you Mrs Lazziard?” He asked softly.


“Why...I’m
quite fine thank you,” she replied hesitantly
as if it was a question she rarely heard.


“You
seem... tired.”


She brushed
her fingers lightly along the edge of her face, “I didn’t sleep so well... the
Captain... his snoring is quite disturbing... really.”


Gently he
leant over and took her hand in his and realised she was shaking, her eyes
flashed wide in alarm at his touch, but she made no move to pull away.


“Is there
anything troubling you... anything you’d like to talk about?”


She said
nothing for a moment, lips half parted as is if frozen in mid-speech, before
shaking her head vigorously, “Why no! Nothing’s wrong... nothing at all.”


They both
knew her words were a lie, but neither said anything. She pulled her hand
gently away from his but allowed the tips
of her fingers to remain touching his as they sat and watched the rain.


*


It was with
a reluctant heart that Caleb joined his companions in the cellars later that
day. He had sat with Elsa for some time; few words passing between them, her light, airy
mood of the previous day had not returned. Instead,
she’d intently watched the rain; the mere
touch of his hand the only comfort she would allow. Each distant noise of the
house, every footstep on a loose board, slam
of a door, voice and creak made her start and pull away her hand, each time she
realised they remained undisturbed she sought Caleb’s touch once more; her eyes
never leaving the rain-smeared window.


He’d tried
no words of comfort, partly because he was unsure exactly what he needed to comfort,
but mainly because he realised he would
be just using them to manipulate and use the girl. It was not an issue that
usually caused him any concern; it was what he did, after all. 


Instead, he
simply sat, enjoying the warm, gentle
intimacy of her hand and the solace that sometimes only silence can bring. He studied her face openly; its gentleness, the
tenderness behind her troubled eyes, the delicate hues of her skin; drawn in
muted pastels by the most flattering of hands, unsullied by powder or garish
paint, the barest of rose petal flushes that coloured her cheeks. The downy
ringlets of hair that framed Elsa’s delicate
features. The slight pout of her lips which demanded to be kissed, the warm,
graceful arc of her throat which cried out for...


“You
look at me quite boldly, Sir,” she whispered suddenly, breaking the train of
Caleb’s thoughts, her eyes not moving
from the sheets of rain that danced across the gardens.


“I
cannot help myself,” Caleb replied, truthfully for once, “you are quite
captivating.”


She
laughed for the first time that day; a heartfelt, rich sound that momentarily
warmed the cold, austere room, “I suspect you may have made a career out of
flattering women?”


“Not
a career...” he said, once more returning to the familiar ground of deceit.


“Maybe
not, but I suspect I am not the first lady to be charmed by your easy words: nor the first married lady either.”


“You
are quite astute,” he admitted.


“Quite
astute for a simple country wife, you mean?” Her eyes left the rain washed
world to find his; they lacked the strange
penetrative quality of Morlaine’s though
Caleb suspected her intent was similar.


“I
don’t find you simple...” 


“Then
what do you find me?”


“Beautiful
and intelligent,” Caleb’s lips pursed, “lonely and... a little sad inside.”


Her
eyes fell to stare at the hand that Caleb’s fingers still touched; “Now it is
you who tries to be astute; even if you coat your words rather sweetly.”


“Am
I being astute?”


“Don’t
toy with me... please,” she said hesitantly, moving uncomfortably on the
seat.


“I
simply want to make you smile.”


“You
do... but soon enough you will be gone and I will remain, bound to this house,
and this life,” she looked once more through the window, “Don’t you find the
rain is so much harder to bear when the sun shines for a few moments between
the showers?”


He
had answers he could give, her loneliness made her ripe to be plucked and eaten
as he had so often before; but something stayed his lying tongue, despite
knowing that the eating would be sweet.
Perhaps his reticence had something to do with the vampire chained in the
cellars, and the realisation that she was not the old house’s only
prisoner.   


“I
must go...” he’d said eventually when
nothing else would come “...the others will be waiting.”


She
nodded, smiling wanly, “Of course.”


He
rose and walked to the door, wanting to say something that would make the world
seem better than it was, “The sun will come out eventually...” was all he could
manage though his words sounded lame and
trite even to him. He’d always found it was much harder to say such things when
he actually meant them.


“Perhaps...”
she whispered, already staring forlornly
at the rain once more.


Caleb
had shrugged and left her there; more troubled than he had ever been when
fleeing into the night with a deceived woman’s jewels stuffed into his pockets.


*


Caleb had
half hoped the previous night’s excesses would have delayed the day’s work
until the afternoon at least, but he found his companions already gathered in the
cellar preparing for the day’s experiments. Both Jute and Rentwin seemed paler
than usual, but Rothery and the Captain appeared in fine fettle. Lazziard
positively beamed as he joined the group.


“Mr Cade!”
he boomed, “We’d feared you’d confined yourself to your rooms for the day. I
hope you’re not suffering any ill effects from my wine?”


“Never
better,” Caleb smiled back thinly. 


“Splendid,
I’ve always preferred a man who can take
his grog,” Lazziard cast a brief and
baleful eye in Jute’s direction, but said no more as Dr Rothery brought
proceedings to order.


“Gentleman,
gentleman,” he declared, tapping his cane
lightly against the bars of the cell, “the hour grows late; I propose we return
our attentions fully to the matter at hand.”


“Indeed!”
Lazziard agreed loudly, glancing purposefully at the huddled form of the
vampire, who sat with her head bowed in the shadows of the unlit cell.


“Yesterday,
we examined the physical appearance and measurements of the creature, today I
intend we should direct our attentions to the many myths we have identified
about these abominations, with the intention of confirming which are true and
which are no more than fairy tales.”


The group
nodded their agreement and Jute noted the Doctor’s words, albeit with a
slightly shaky hand.


Once more Morlaine was forced to stand naked before them. Her dark
eyes inspected each of her tormentors in
turn, lingering momentarily longer on Caleb than the others; or so it felt to
him at least.


“Firstly,”
the Doctor announced after clearing his voice, “we shall test the assumption
that these creatures cast no reflection or shadow on God’s Earth.” The Doctor
collected a small looking-glass from his instrument table, which he held before
the vampire.


The Doctor
angled the looking-glass so he could see, before confirming that her reflection
appeared in the glass, no different from any mortal creature. The test was then
repeated with Rentwin, who also could see Morlaine,
“The reflection appears to be entirely normal,”
the Doctor concluded, “we may, therefore, conclude
this aspect of vampire lore is pure myth.” 


At the
Doctor’s instruction a candle was brought close to the vampire’s hand, and the
shadow her fingers cast upon the chipped brickwork of the cellar wall was duly
noted.


Next garlic
was placed before her, held under her nose, rubbed into her skin. Whole bulbs,
unpeeled, peeled and crushed cloves were all used to no apparent effect.
Lazziard suggested forcing it into her mouth, but the Doctor waved the idea
away, perhaps recalling the unfortunate sailor who had lost fingers while
trying to gag her in the Gusty shack.


“Are you attempting to prove I am undead
or do you simply suspect that I might be
French?” Morlaine ventured finally, after watching
the proceedings with apparent amusement. Caleb managed to stifle a smile while
Lazziard glared ominously at her.


“As
supported by my findings at the Gusty’s,” the Doctor
nodded finally, using a rag to wipe the crushed garlic from his hands, “the
vampire shows no apparent distress when exposed to garlic in any form.”


They moved on to test the effectiveness of religious items on the vampire.
Rentwin first held his Bible before her eyes and then placed it against the
bare skin of her arm, but it produced no more reaction than her right eyebrow
raising a notch; which clearly wasn’t the effect the disappointed Rentwin had
been expecting. He
tried reading excerpts from both the Old
and New Testaments with equally dispiriting
results.


Holy water
was tried next, again without noticeable
effect. After flicking the water over her,
Rentwin slammed the small bottle down onto
the instrument table with evident frustration, while staring accusingly at the
vampire as if it were her fault she hadn’t burst into holy flame or been
reduced to screams of righteous torment.


“Most
disappointing,” Rentwin muttered.


“They would
have been useful weapons indeed...” Rothery commiserated with his friends. 


“Let us try
the crucifix,” Lazziard growled from the doorway of the cell.


“Indeed!”
Rentwin replied, the tone of his voice indicating his conviction that this
would have some effect on the vampire.


He took an
unadorned wooden cross from the table; clutching it with two hands to his chest
he slowly approached the naked woman. A yard or so from her he drew to a halt
and lifted the cross before him with one outstretched
and slightly shaking hand.


Swallowing
hard, he gradually moved forward until the crucifix was pushed hard against the
noticeably unflinching vampire.


Rentwin
stood like that for several minutes, what little colour he’d begun the day with
draining from his thin bird-like face, his lips pressed together so tightly
they became just a colourless line.


Eventually,
Caleb stepped forward and gently pulled the older man’s hand away. There was
not the slightest mark on Morlaine’s skin.


“I do not
understand,” Rentwin said shakily, “why this spawn of the Devil can stand
unmoved before the symbols of God?”


“Such
reasons can be debated later,” Rothery said, placing a comforting hand on
Rentwin’s shoulder and leading him to the cell’s door.


“Do you
want to know why they don’t work?” Morlaine asked
quietly.


“Why? Why
do you not cower before God?” Rentwin
demanded indignantly, spinning around to face the vampire before Rothery could
dissuade him.


“It’s
simple,” she smiled, as an affectionate scholar might before a less than bright
student, “you have to believe in it for it to work... you have to have faith...
and you don’t, do you?”


“Of course, I have faith!” he hissed, taking a
step back as if she had slapped him across the face.


“Your words
are as empty as your heart... you can read your precious Bible a thousand
times, you look for all the answers you want... but that isn’t faith.”


“Lying whore!!” Rentwin spat, his face suddenly flushed with uncharacteristic rage. It
was the first time Caleb had heard him speak in much more than a whisper, and
the stunned expressions of the others suggested they hadn’t either.


“You know
in your Godless heart what I say is true,” she replied, eyes locked with
Rentwin, both apparently oblivious to everything but each other.


“I have my
faith! I’ve always had my faith!” Rentwin shouted, his voice rising to a
high-pitched shriek, “God does not abandon me, and I have not abandoned him!”


“You
call... but he never answers; does he?” her voice was soft, melodic,
reasonable, enchanting...


“He
hears me... He answers me; if I do not hear Him, then that is my failing
alone!” Rentwin shouted, pulling away from Rothery to stand before the vampire,
his eyes bulging, the cords of his neck throbbing palpably as his head twitched manically from
side to side.


“No... he
only hears those who believe in him...” her features wore a mask of pity as she
softly added, “...looks like you’ll be joining me in Hell, I’ll tell Beelzebub
to be expecting you when I get there...”


“No!!”
Rentwin screamed, bringing the cross down hard across Morlaine’s
temple, her head snapping back to strike the brickwork behind her. Twice more
Rentwin managed to land blows on her
before Rothery and Caleb could pull the small man away. Lazziard arrived a
moment later and tugged the cross out of Rentwin’s hand as he flailed wildly;
still attempting to hit the vampire, but equally likely to land a blow on one
of his companions instead.


As suddenly
as the frenzy had gripped him, it passed and Caleb felt Rentwin slump into his
arms, he could almost physically feel the man shrinking and diminishing. 


“There’s a
good fellow,” the Doctor was comforting, “we’ll get you upstairs, fresh air
will do you a world of good, a little brandy perhaps...” his words trailed away
as he stared at the vampire. Caleb followed his gaze and saw Morlaine trying to back into the very wall itself, eyes
wide and fearful; a slick sheen of sweat had suddenly covered her now ashen skin. A thin trickle of blood ran from
her temple where she’d been struck, but it was not Rentwin’s attack that made
her act in such a fashion.


Her wide
dark eyes were fixed firmly on the cross that Lazziard now held in his hand.
She hissed softly, “Get that thing away from me...”


Rentwin
moaned pitifully as Lazziard raised the cross and held it before Morlaine’s eyes. She squirmed, the chains that bound her
rattling noisily in the confines of the cell, her fingernails clawed at the wall behind her, scratching at the
brickwork, her head tossed wildly from side to side as a low guttural, almost feral, sound escaped her lips.


Lazziard
cocked his head slightly to one side like
a child fascinated by some new bright insect they had found in the garden. A cold, harsh
smile crossed his face, revealing the blackened ruins of his teeth as he
lowered the crucifix to her breast.


“No,” she
pleaded.


Lazziard’s
smile turned to a mocking sneer as he pressed the wooden cross against the exposed
flesh. Caleb’s eyes widened as a faint but audible hissing sound filled the
cell followed by wisps of smoke rising from the vampire’s skin and the stink of
charred meat. 


Morlaine
threw back her head; eyes screwed shut, nostrils flaring wildly, mouth nothing
but a tight line of pain.


The Captain
laughed quietly to himself as if amused by some insignificance, before pulling
away the cross to reveal its image burnt into her breast, vivid and red. Slowly
he moved the crucifix across to the other breast, eyes fixed on Morlaine’s pain filled face.


“That’s
enough!” Rothery barked. Lazziard cocked his head to the other side as if hearing something he recognised, but
couldn’t quite understand because it was coming from so terribly far away.


“Of
course,” The Captain said eventually, slowly turning to look at his companions,
“how rude of me,” he smiled, “does anybody else want a go?”


Rentwin
struggled free of the Doctor and Caleb before scurrying out of the cell and
stumbling into the instrument table, sending it crashing to the floor; he
paused only to pick up his Bible. Without
a word, he scampered across the cellar,
eyes fixed blankly before him.


“Was it
something I said?” Captain Lazziard asked quizzically.


The Doctor
sighed deeply while straightening his wig and jacket, but said nothing.


“I think he
was... umm upset,” Jute offered hesitantly, “the cross didn’t work for him.”


“I would
imagine his faith was not sufficient then,” Lazziard smiled, once more offering
the cross “does anybody else want to test their own?”


“Perhaps
this would be an opportune moment to adjourn... collect our thoughts perhaps?”
The Doctor offered, wiping his brow with a handkerchief.


Jute nodded
enthusiastically and begun collecting his papers immediately. Lazziard shrugged
his ascent, “Just as things were becoming interesting, very well, perhaps a
little wine would not go amiss... but I’ll hang on to this,” he said, slipping
the cross into his pocket.


“Let us
take an early luncheon after we have
cleaned this mess,” the Doctor said, gazing at his scattered instruments.


“Go and see
to Mr Rentwin, I’ll clear this up,” Caleb offered, “I don’t think anything is
broken.”


 “Very
well,” the Doctor nodded, “Thank you, my boy, that’s probably for the best; poor
Mr Rentwin did seem most distraught.”


Rothery
made his way laboriously out of the cellar, Jute fussing in his wake. Lazziard,
arched an eyebrow at Caleb, “Rentwin is weak, no stomach for the job at hand. I
hope the same isn’t true of you Cade?”


Caleb met the
older man’s cold, dispassionate eyes and wanted to shiver at the emptiness he
saw there, “I can do whatever is asked of me,” he replied, his voice steadier
than his legs.


“Good,”
Lazziard nodded, “there’ll be wine waiting in the dining room when you’re done...
I’ll send Bridges down to give you a hand, best not to be alone with that
thing, eh?” He gestured at Morlaine with a dismissive jerk of the thumb, but she paid no
heed to his words; her head was slumped over her
chest, a constant shiver racked her body, making her chains rattle
slightly. Lazziard made his way through the dank shadows of the cellar, looking
quite pleased with the morning’s work.


“That was
quite a show,” Caleb whispered, once the
Captain was out of earshot, folding his arms as he rested his shoulder against
the frame of the cell door.


Morlaine
slowly raised her head, the shivers subsiding as she did so. She tossed long
raven locks from her eyes, “You have no pity for my suffering? Do you not
believe in the power of the cross?”


“I don’t
believe Lazziard is a man of God, I certainly don’t believe his faith is
greater than Rentwin’s.”


“That isn’t
the point,” she smiled softly, “he believes in his faith, even if he performs
not a single Christian act in his
entire life. He can kill, maim, torture and rape... in his eyes he still
believes he does God’s work, his faith is,
therefore, strong and
unchallenged.”


“And that
is enough for a wooden cross to burn your skin?”


“It would
appear so...” she smiled mischievously at him.


“You’re a
player of games, aren’t you?”


“Do you not
believe the evidence of your own eyes? Why don’t you take that symbol of faith,
and see if your belief is enough to
scorch my wicked, sinful flesh?”


“I suspect
it would only burn you if you wanted it to... the cross means nothing to you.”
Caleb heard the sound of Bosun Bridges heavy feet on
the stairs and he turned towards the toppled instrument table, “You deceived
them somehow, are you deceiving me too?”


“I’ll do to
them whatever I can, it may save my life, it may end it more swiftly, I will take that chance. You I would not try to fool; for you I cannot read. You wear too many masks...”


Caleb
nodded slightly, stooping to collect some
of the Doctor’s instruments from the earthen floor, “You’re a far stranger
creature than any of them realise, aren’t you?”


Morlaine merely looked at him through the tangled knots
of hair that hung about her face.


“Go back to
playing your games then,” Caleb sighed, “we’ll talk again soon.”


“The Cap’n said you needed some help,” the Bosun
asked as he lumbered towards the cell.


“Just help
me right this table, I can manage the rest; stay and keep an eye on the
creature while I clear up this mess. I don’t like turning my back on it.”


Bridges
glanced at Morlaine, once more her head had lolled
forward and shivers racked her naked
body, “Don’t mind running my eye over her Sir,” he grinned, “but she don’t look
like she’ll be causing much mischief today.”


I don’t
know about that, Caleb thought to himself. I don’t know about that at all.


*


The heavy
rain of the morning had abated; leaving the world smelling fresher, richer and
cleaner in its wake. Fat droplets of water still clung to the long grass along
the path while puddles had yet to drain from its many ruts and divots. 


The track
was little used; Caleb had picked it up at the far-side of the woods that
marked the southern edge of Lazziard’s land, winding
lazily through rough pasture towards the sea. Quite where the track led Caleb
didn’t know, it didn’t seem well trod
enough to lead to anywhere of significance,
perhaps it was only used by smugglers or poachers. He could ask Elsa if he had
a care. In truth, he was content to
follow his feet. The air was crisp and
fresh, still vibrant with the energy of the earlier rain.  


His boots
were slick from the wet grass and mud splattered the heels. An obstinate breeze pulled at his long jacket and hair. The
clouds above were a dark and pregnant
grey, but he wasn’t worried about another downpour, he’d almost welcome one in
fact; the chance to cleanse body and soul in cold English spring rain. If only it were potent enough to launder
his worries and fears as well.


He’d left
the confines of the cellars to find Lazziard alone in the dining room, his big
hand already curled around a glass of wine. When he’d enquired after Rentwin
the Captain had simply shrugged his broad shoulders, “He left the house
apparently.”


“Where did
he go?” Caleb had asked, declining Lazziard’s offer
to join him at the table.


Again
Lazziard shrugged, “To grapple with his faith I assume...”


“We should
find him.”


“Why?”
Lazziard asked, bemusement flickering over his features, “I imagine he wants to
be alone.”


“He was
upset.”


“The poor
soul...”


“I’ll go
and look for him,” Caleb managed to say weakly, discomforted by being alone
with the Captain.


Lazziard
waved his hand dismissively, “The boy Jute has already gone; hopefully, the rain will not return, it might
wash them both away.”


“I’m sure
we’ll find him quicker together.”


“Whatever
you wish... I suppose the Doctor and I can manage without you.”


Caleb had
left him to drink alone. He cared little about actually finding Rentwin, but
the search gave him the opportunity to escape the confines of the house and
whatever was planned in the cellars. He’d asked the servants if they’d seen
Rentwin leave and been pointed in the direction of the woods where he’d spent
the previous afternoon with Elsa.


He’d hoped
she might have returned to her little glade despite the weather, but he found
the spot deserted. Without the bright sunlight filtering through the leaves, it seemed a more sullen and miserable place than he remembered. The trees
were silent and brooding, the undergrowth wet and clinging as he passed
through. The stream still babbled pleasantly enough, and the rain had brought
up the scent of the bluebells to mix with the rich musty odour of damp
vegetation.


He thought
of Elsa for a while as he followed the path which continued alongside the
stream, hugging the bottom of the shallow valley it had carved; her quiet
charm, her sad innocence and the desire she sparked in him to both protect and
defile her.  Other women pushed into his mind too, the ghosts of Henrietta
and Isabella and the guilt, remorse and sadness that inevitably accompanied
them. Poor innocent Harriet and how for once trying to be honest and truthful
had left a woman hating him as much as those he had lied and stolen from. He
thought of Alyssa Rothery and her deceits, her wild abandonment, her dark, feral nature hidden from the world almost as completely as he obscured his own. It was Morlaine, however, that pushed most insistently into his
mind; strange, mysterious and inhuman Morlaine...


The path
had eventually led him out of the woods to intersect a track that cut across
the pastures he now found himself in. Of Rentwin and Jute, there was no sign; he shared the land with only a few
disinterested sheep who feasted on the wet grass, in the distance came the disconsolate cry of a gull signalling his proximity
to the sea.


Onward he walked,
feet unconsciously following the faint path that was no more than a wandering
line where the land was shorn of grass and the wet earth below was exposed to
the elements. Slowly it rose until it reached a crest from where Caleb could
look out upon the sea; grey and constant,
speckled by the froth of wind-tossed waves. The path continued down to run
along the cliff tops that dropped precipitously to the rocks below. In the distance, he could make out a few rough
buildings huddled together near the cliff edge. Even from where he stood he
could see they were derelict, simple stone shells, roofs broken by the wind and
open to nature. Only the tower of what once had been a small church stood
out,  the crude square belfry still
standing defiantly against the wind and the sea.


Caleb
walked until he was as near to the edge as he cared to be; fissures run through
the soil back from the cliff edge; the land promising to collapse and surrender
more territory before the ceaseless onslaught of the sea some hundred feet
below. 


The wind
was stronger here and he removed his hat for fear of it being whipped from his
head, the smell of the sea was potent and despite the elevation, he could feel its moisture in the air, taste the salt on
his lips. The constant roar of waves hurling themselves against rock made him
take an involuntary step backwards as if afraid their call was a siren’s song,
tempting him to come closer to the edge, urging him to decipher words that were
carefully concealed within the rhythm and rhyme of sea and wind and stone.


Instead, he looked
out across the English Channel to where the dark clouds had broken; the sun
played bright upon the waves in a thin line that run perfectly along the horizon, turning that thin sliver of the sea from gun metal grey to a vibrant dancing
silver. It felt to Caleb that he had been granted a view from his vantage point
to the very edge of the world; revealing
the sacred thread God had used to stitch the complex fabric of nature together
into one glorious creation.     


He’d always
felt his soul was a bitter, shrivelled
thing, as untouched by beauty and wonder as it was unmoved by love, but for a moment, the world seemed transparent and obvious. How could such splendour have come
into being in any way other than from the hand of the creator? Morlaine’s godless world
that had appeared so plausible in the dark confines of her man-made cell seemed
like folly here; surrounded by the constant power of the sea, the unrelenting energy of the wind, the resilience
of stone and the promise of the distant
sunlight cavorting upon the waves. 


If he
accepted that this could only have come from the labours of the Almighty, then
surely everything else was true? All the conventions he ignored, the sermons he
quietly despised, the morals he’d abandoned. He did not pray or worship, not
before God at least. Only at the altar of pleasure did he pay homage, only his
own vices did he consider sacred. Was he really the Devil’s creature, indulging
in sin, basking in evil? Was that why he felt so drawn to Morlaine?
Was that why he felt empathy for her and contempt for his fellows? Were they
both just disciples of Satan, doing his dreadful
work in different ways?


The dancing
light on the horizon slowly faded, leaving the sky an unbroken canopy of
troubled cloud. 


*


The rain began to fall again as Caleb approached the broken
ruins of what once must have been a small village. Simple stone houses huddled
around the remnants of the church, as if in a futile effort to seek some form
of sanctuary in its shadow. 


No roof was left intact, letting the elements have their way
with each structure; the corrosive salt air
rotting away the ill-fitting wooden shutters and doors that would once have
sealed the entrances and windows of the cottages. Now the windows were just
dark eyeless sockets staring blindly out at the world, the doors but gaping
toothless maws. 


Weeds and creepers grew over
the leeward side of each structure, protected from the wind that whipped in
from the sea. Choking and consuming what had once been small vegetable patches.
A few gulls rested on broken walls and sagging eaves
that appeared to be only a strong gust away from collapse. Piles of rubble
scattered through the ruins indicated other buildings that had already conceded
defeat and returned to the earth.


Fresh cool rain fell
from the leaden sky, urgent fat droplets
that stung Caleb’s face.


His early disregard for the prospect of a drenching was
washed away as his clothes quickly became sodden. The afternoon was becoming
noticeably cooler as the rain fell and Caleb had no desire to catch a chill.
Lazziard Manor seemed a singularly uncomfortable and undesirable place to fall
ill.


Only the church offered hope of finding somewhere to escape
the downpour and he broke into a run as the rain fell ever more violently about
him. The church was nearer to the cliff than most of the village, its small
graveyard extending to the very edge; mossy gravestones jutted skywards at all
possible angles, some broken and scattered amongst the weeds, others still
upright; their inscriptions long since lost between abrasive wind and clinging moss.


Caleb ignored the graveyard and run through what would once
have been the main door of the church and into the ruined nave beyond. Though
the walls were thick and sturdy, seemingly still strong enough to withstand the
elements, the roof was gone; the lead probably taken years ago, leaving the
wooden beams to rot and fall into the nave.


The church, however, did not appear to have been completely
unused as the floor of the nave was relatively clear of debris, other than for
the southern end where rotten wood and broken tiles had been crudely piled. The
flagstone floor, now slick with rain, was scattered with discarded bottles,
broken clay pipes, old barrels and crates, upturned, empty or shattered, but
clearly far newer than the abandonment of the
village. 


Caleb paused, the arch of the gaping door providing some respite from the rain, if not from the
wind that had picked up and was now whistling through the narrow glass-less
windows of the nave. His breath was hot and wet, the
steam rising from his mouth as he rested, indicating how much the temperature
had fallen since the rain had swept in again.


Above the roofless nave the old stone tower loomed, it still
offered some prospect of shelter, and it was hopefully unlikely to choose the
next few hours to collapse.


His boots echoed on the flagstones, damp hollow slaps as he ran.
The altar was still in place in the chancellery, cold and cracked, a few empty
bottles sitting atop it now instead of the trappings of God. A small doorway
led into the tower, it was dark and unwelcoming, the damp smell of decay
greeted him, but the roof appeared sound enough
though he did not trust the stairs that climbed up to the belfry.


In the gloom he could make out a
table and some chairs scattered around the room, and what appeared to be a pile
of tarpaulins in one corner. The stubs of candles were fitted into the necks of
several bottles, Caleb considered lighting one, but decided against it. They
would offer only a few hours light and he did not know how long he’d be trapped
here. Best to save them if should be unfortunate enough to have to share a
night here with the bats and the storm.  


The wind groaned eerily above him,
no doubt finding access in the ancient towers upper levels. On the ground,
however, it seemed secure enough. The floor was covered with the same rough
flagstones as the nave though scoured
with the dirt and grime of decades they were dry enough. The walls were rough
unadorned stone, the only decoration being the generally illiterate scrawl that
previous inhabitants of the tower had scratched into the ancient stonework to
relieve the boredom. Caleb could make out nothing bar a few meaningless
initials.


Judging that he had plenty of time
to fill he explored the room as thoroughly as possible, though he found little.
The tarpaulins were relatively recent additions to the tower’s scant treasures, beneath them he found some
coils of good strong rope. Other than
that the room held nothing that might occupy his time.


At the far side of the room was
another door, lit palely from beyond he could make out the first few steps of
the stone stairs that would circle up until reaching the belfry above. A little
light was obviously filtering through from somewhere,
Caleb risked poking his head through to see how sturdy the staircase
appeared.   


“Oh, ‘tis you...” Richard Rentwin
said disinterestedly from his perch on one of the cold, dirty steps.


Caleb jumped back with a start and
bit down on the first profanity that tried to force its way from his mouth, “Mr Rentwin!” he finally managed to exclaim innocently
enough.


He smiled wanly back at Caleb, his
Bible was still clasped in his hand
though there was barely enough light to read by. His coarse grey wig was discarded on the floor while his clothes were
crumpled and splattered with mud. 


“I’ve... been looking for you,”
Caleb said, regaining his composure.


“You appear to have succeeded,” he
sighed, his long narrow face bobbing up and down in the gloom. Bereft of his
wig he looked more like a corpse than a bird.


“We were worried... are you well?”


Rentwin laughed thinly, “You all
worry over your precious vampire... not me... even I do not worry about me.”


“It was a strange morning... upsetting I’m sure.”


He turned the unopened Bible around in his thin hands, twig-like
fingers running along the pages as if he no longer knew how to open the book
and searched blindly for a secret release.


“I just wanted some time alone,”
Rentwin sighed, eyes lowered to contemplate his feet, “I thought I might feel
closer to God here...”


“I don’t think anyone has
worshipped here in many a year,” Caleb murmured,
settling himself down uncomfortably on the narrow
step next Rentwin. Despite his companion’s slight
frame it was still a squeeze.


“No,” Rentwin agreed, “the village
was abandoned long before you and I were born Mr
Cade, the cliff has been eroded by storms over the centuries, the people moved
away before the place toppled into the sea. Most of it has already gone you
know.”


“There is something sad about the
place,” Caleb noted, not quite sure what he should say to the troubled man by
his side.


“Our friend the Captain told me
about this place years ago though I’ve
never had the opportunity to see it before myself. They say smugglers and
wreckers use it now, filling the crypt with their booty; ‘tis said they place
lanterns in the tower to draw ships onto the rocks and help themselves to
whatever cargo is washed ashore.”


Caleb thought of the candles and
empty bottles of rum he’d seen, “Let us hope they don’t plan to work tonight
while we shelter here eh?”


“I think such rascals would make
short work of us... though I fancy the Captain may have been teasing me a
little. It seems to me as likely that shepherds find shelter from the rain here
as wreckers.”


“And vampire hunters,” Caleb
added.


“A more fanciful suggestion still,” Rentwin chuckled
though there was no amusement in his voice.


An uneasy silence sat with them as
they listened to the wind lash the rain against the old stone tower. 


“The vampire plays games with us,
you should not-”


Rentwin waved away Caleb’s words,
“Perhaps, but she is perceptive nevertheless. I have doubted my faith for a
long time. My failure with the cross only confirmed my darkest fears. I have
abandoned my God, and he has evidently abandoned me.” 


The Bible slipped from his fingers
to fall heavily on the cold stone of the step below.


“Have you any children?” Rentwin
asked suddenly.


Caleb guessed he might well have quite
a few besides Danny scattered around Europe, but he shook his head all the
same.


“They are the greatest gift any
man can have; I have no shortage of money, comforts, material possessions, but
all these I would give for a child. Three times we were blessed, and each one
died before their second birthday. Innocent and pure, they had no chance to
sin, no opportunity to be corrupted, but each one died; two from the
consumption, one from the smallpox.
Horrible painful deaths undeserved by a
wicked man let alone a small child. Each time I blamed myself, I was being
punished for my own failings, my wickedness. I cared more for money than I did
for God, so I donated money to the church, to charities, to hospitals. I cared
more for my own comforts than for God, so I gave away my luxuries and led a
simpler life. I cared more for women than I did for God, so I turned my back on
carnal pleasures. I cared more for drinking and gambling than I did for God, so
I spent my time in church at prayer instead. I cared more for my own safety than I did for God, so I
hunted vampires to save the souls of innocents...”


He raised his hands to cover his
face, muffling the sob that welled up from inside him.


“All to no avail, all I do is
unrewarded; I am continually punished no
matter how hard I try. How can I believe in a God that does not believe in me?
I looked for answers, I searched for meaning, but I find nothing. All that I
love and cherish is broken and dead. Have you ever held the tiny hand of a
child and felt the life slip out of it? Have you ever seen eyes that once
sparkled with life and joy turn flat and cold and dead? All
for what? They tell me he works in mysterious ways, that my children are
in heaven, they are in paradise while I remain bereft in this purgatory. I can’t believe there is any purpose to this anymore.”
He picked up the Bible and shook it in his hand, his eyes misted with tears,
“There are no answers here... nothing but lies...” He tossed the book down the
stairs, staring at where it fell, a droplet of snot hanging precariously from
the tip of his beak-like nose.


“I don’t have any answers,” Caleb
muttered awkwardly, “I’ve never been much of a theological man, I don’t know if
God has some grand plan for us all,
whether the good are rewarded and the wicked punished. Nobody can. I believe
you must live your life how you see fit and take your chances when you meet St
Peter.”


“A worldly view Mr Cade... I wonder if I had spent my time drinking and
whoring and gambling, cheating and stealing,
if I had allowed myself to be consumed by lust and greed. Would my poor sweet
children be any less dead?”


“I don’t know... but you would be
a lesser man than you are now if you had. That road doesn’t take you to
happiness; I can assure you of that.”


“How can I be less of a man than I
already am?” Rentwin snorted, snot bubbling derisively from his flaring
nostrils, “my life has been for nothing, all wasted on a fool’s promise wrapped
in pretty words.” He lifted his hands
before him; bulging veins, liver spots, frail knotted hands that seemed to
belong to an older man entirely.


“I have wasted my time on this
earth, wasted it on a mute, deaf God who does not care for me or
anybody else,” he hissed, “and now time wastes me...”


The older man rose and hurried
from the church without a further word. Caleb raced after him, pleading with
him to sit out the storm in the church, but the only response he got were a few
bitter words spat into the wind. 


“I’m finished with such places!”


Caleb followed him for a few
strides beyond the shelter of the ruined church, the rain on the cold wind
whipping into him, before retreating back
inside. There was nothing he could say or do to help Rentwin; he couldn’t cure
his own demons, so he didn’t see how he could restore the poor man’s faith. He
comforted himself with the fact he’d been heading back towards the woods and
the house rather than the cliffs before returning to the stairwell to recover Rentwin’s discarded wig
and bible, even though he was unsure whether the man would ever want either
again. 


 


 


 











 Chapter Six


Wounds


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Caleb
snaked a hand out across the bed in the sleep-fuddled hope there might be somebody
there; warm and soft and willing. Instead, he found only crumpled sheets and
unoccupied pillows. He stretched lazily
as he recalled where he was; of course, he slept alone here. Alyssa was far
away in London and he doubted either Elsa or Morlaine
would sneak into his bed, however much he might wish it; both were far too
firmly bound for that.


He peeled
his eyes open and was surprised to see the day bright and eager at the window. He’d slept well for the
first time in weeks, no worries and fears had clouded his mind, no nightmares
had sent him scuttling away from sleep’s embrace to wake drenched with sweat
and unnamed terror. Nothing had changed,
of course, this time, he’d simply been
too exhausted to resist.


The rain
had trapped him in the old tower for several hours, and he’d begun to fear he
might have to spend the night in the deserted church, using tarpaulins for
warmth while keeping one ear out for dark-hearted wreckers embarking on another
night’s dishonest work.


Instead, the rain
had gradually subsided to a fine drizzle, and within half an hour the late
afternoon sun had broken unexpectedly through the clouds; colouring the world
anew. Caleb hadn’t lingered to admire the broad sweep of the sea as it threw
off its drab grey cloak in favour of more brilliant garb; he didn’t
want to risk the rain closing in again.


He’d set
off at a fair pace, not once inclined to look back at the ruined village; it
was a melancholy place of unsettled
ghosts and he had enough of those himself. Whether or not wreckers actually did
use the tower he didn’t know, but he would shed no tears for the place if he’d
turned and watched it finally crumble into the sea for good.


Of Rentwin
there was no sign and he soon pushed the troubled man from his mind; he had
enough burdens of his own without wanting to share the merchant’s. 


Despite his
pace and disregard for the sodden path’s
muddy puddles, it was early evening
before he returned to the relative comfort of Lazziard Manor. He’d found Dr
Rothery and Archie Jute in the kitchen, the younger man huddled over a bowl of
soup, a blanket drawn across his shoulders.


“You look
almost as bedraggled as young Master
Jute,” Rothery noted, puffing on his pipe as he sat by his assistant.


“The
weather was most inclement,” Caleb sighed, removing his coat before warming his
hands at the hearth and briefly
recounting the afternoon’s events.


“Poor
Rentwin...” the Doctor commented sadly once Caleb had finished, “I knew he was
troubled, forever finding refuge in that Bible of his. The good book can be a
great comfort in times of loss, but you cannot use it to retreat from the
world; ’tis many years since the last of his children passed away. I did not
realise he still carried such pain.”


“’tis not
your fault Doctor...” Jute sniffed, “you could not be expected to know.”


“I am both
Mr Rentwin’s physician and his friend,” Rothery tapped the stem of his pipe
against his teeth, “I have therefore failed him doubly.”


“Perhaps a
good night’s sleep will help,” Caleb ventured, “things may seem less bleak for
him in the morning.”


“Indeed,”
Rothery nodded, “sleep is nature’s most powerful medicine; though how restful
his sleep will be depends if he returns
to the house or not.”


Caleb
looked up from the fire, “He has not returned? He left me several hours ago...”


“Nobody has
seen him since he left the cellars... save your good
self.” No accusation hung on the Doctor’s words, but nevertheless, Caleb felt it was expected he should have done more
to steer Rentwin home.


“I assumed
he’d be here by now... he was heading towards the House.”


“The
village by the cliffs is a good few miles from here... easy to lose your way if
you don’t know the area,” the Doctor waved his pipe vaguely in the direction of
Jute, “just ask our young friend here.”


“My travels
were more extensive than I’d envisaged,” Jute admitted sheepishly, “and sadly I
found neither Mr Rentwin nor shelter from the rain.”  


“What are
we to do?” Caleb inquired, “We can hardly
leave the man to wander the woods all night.”


“Matters
are at hand, Captain Lazziard has dispatched several of his men. I’m sure they
will find our friend, especially as you say he was heading in the general
direction of the manor but a few hours ago. We should have news soon as I doubt
they will continue their search after dark and the sun is nearly set.”


They had
talked further, but Caleb had contributed little. He had the servants draw him
a bath, their manner suggested they were less than happy to heat the numerous large kettles required to
fill the big tin bath, but he was still cold and decided the hot water would
thaw out his bones. He’d eaten a simple
dinner alone before retiring as early as was polite to his room, where sleep had claimed him quickly and held him fast until
the sun was well risen in the sky the following morning. 


He arose
for breakfast to find Rentwin had still not returned.


*


Captain
Lazziard had dispatched Bridges and his men at first light, in addition to
Elijah and as many of the estate’s men he could spare; the household was
already light as he’d sent
most of the servants away for the duration of their experiments. He quickly
dismissed the notion that any of the remaining vampire hunters should join in
the search.


“We have
other duties to attend to... more pressing
ones than chasing a fool over hill and vale,” he’d said coldly.


“You appear
singularly dismissive of Mr Rentwin’s plight,” Caleb had commented.


The Captain
had shrugged, “The man has lost his faith. If he stays away long enough he’ll
find his way back to God again; one way or another...” 


With most
of the household out searching the surrounding countryside, the remaining
vampire hunters returned once more to the cellars and the task that had brought
them together. Caleb felt his usual lack of enthusiasm for the work, while Jute
dabbed his nose incessantly, a cold the only reward for his own search the
previous day. Even the usually ebullient
Dr Rothery seemed withdrawn and sombre as they made their way to the cellars.
Only Lazziard appeared unconcerned. If
anything his manner was more buoyant than
usual.


Morlaine
eyed them balefully as her tormentors gathered around and her chains were once
more adjusted, forcing her to stand naked before them.


“No Bible man today?” she asked innocently.


The vampire hunters ignored her words as Dr Rothery signalled his
companions to gather around.


“Most extraordinary,” he muttered, drawing their attention to Morlaine’s
breast; where yesterday the vivid image of the cross had scarred her flesh,
today only the faintest hazy outline could be seen; a soft pink blush against
the frost of her skin. 


The Doctor
and Lazziard were discussing the vampire’s healing powers while Jute remained oblivious to everything save Morlaine; his eyes fixed unblinkingly on her breasts, nose twitching in an incessant series of sniffs.


“You can
touch them if you want...” Morlaine whispered to him,
her voice low and almost melodious. Too quiet for Rothery and Lazziard to hear
as they retreated to the instrument table to continue their debate, but Caleb
heard it clearly enough; as did Jute.


The young
man bit his lower lip, seemingly unaware of anything but the slow rhythmic
movement of the vampire’s chest. Her gaze was fixed upon him, dark and intent;
scheming mischievous eyes. Tempting him
and taunting him from behind the wild curtain of dark curls that hung about her
face.


Jute’s
prominent Adam’s apple bobbed up and down alarmingly as jewels of perspiration
crowned his forehead, the fingers of his right hand caressing his own palm
ceaselessly as if imagining how Morlaine’s skin might
feel.


“You want
to...” her lilting voice came again, “...I want you to,” her chains jangled lightly as she moved, slowly rubbing one leg
against the other, thigh against thigh.
Her lips parted a fraction as her breathing increased. Jute let out a low pitiful moan as he raised his shaking hand,
long bony fingers stretching out towards the promise of the vampire’s
flesh.  


Caleb’s own
hand shot out and grabbed the younger man harshly by the wrist, pulling him
away from the vampire. Jute’s head snapped round, eyes wide and nostrils
flaring. Caleb shook his head and whispered, “Don’t be a fool, she’s playing
games with you.”


Morlaine
laughed; a faint and mocking sound that welled up from the back of her throat.


Jute pulled
himself free of Caleb’s grasp, turning his back on them both he retreated from
the cell to take refuge at his writing desk outside.


“You are in
no position to torment people,” Caleb hissed at Morlaine,
leaning close towards her.


“I have
precious little else to amuse myself with; time does drag so when you’re
chained up alone in the dark.” the vampire shrugged, “how is the reedy Bible man anyway?”


“Games
won’t get you out of here,” Caleb replied, ignoring her question.


“Everybody
here is playing a game; it’s just that you’re all playing by different rules.”


“Very
profound,” Caleb mocked, “just leave the boy alone.”


“What do
you care? He does want me you know?”


“If I
recall correctly, at that age you want anybody with breath in their body.”


“As I
said,” her dark eyes fixed on him once more as her mouth curled into a
half-smile, “there’s not much to do down here, perhaps his hot eager young cock
could relieve the boredom.”


Caleb
slapped her hard across the face before he even realised what he was doing,
snapping her head to one side as the blow cracked like a pistol shot in the
confines of the cellar. Morlaine tossed her hair
proudly and smiled back him, saying nothing as she held his gaze.


What do
you care?


“Cade?”
Lazziard questioned from outside the cell, the sound of the blow interrupting
his conversation with Dr Rothery.


“This thing
has a whore’s mouth on it,” he said, by way of
explanation.


“Best way
to deal with a whore,” the Captain nodded
approvingly, slapping the back of one hand into the palm of the other, “be they mortal or diabolical.” Caleb thought it was the
first time Lazziard had indicated any kind of approval for his actions. It
hardly gave him a warm glow of satisfaction.


Caleb
retreated from the cell, seeking sanctuary in the shadows of the cellar proper,
though wherever he went he felt the vampire’s eyes upon him. Every time he
looked in her direction, however, her
head was lowered, gaze fixed pointedly at her feet. He was a fool of course;
she was playing him just as she was playing Rentwin and Jute. She would do
whatever it required to survive.


But why had
he hit her?


He’d done
no end of shameful things in his time, he’d hurt women time and again, but only
emotional hurt, material hurt; never
physical hurt. Why, for the briefest of
moments, had he become so enraged he’d used his hands on a woman; albeit a
woman who was far stronger than he was? He was not a violent man; he didn’t
take joy in the pain and suffering of others. He didn’t feel particularly protective
of young Jute either


No, it was
the image that her words had provoked, of her naked with Jute; the younger man
entering her, having her, touching, tasting, kissing every part of her, of her
moaning and writhing beneath him, wanting him, needing him.


Feeding
from him... 


Fangs breaking skin, his blood as hot in her mouth as his cock had been
moments before; the joy and pain of his life being sucked from him and not
caring; of wanting her to have it in return for that single perfect moment when
every ditch, barrier and defence he’d ever constructed to protect his cold
desiccated heart was breached; when every hurt and despair of the world melted
away in the searing all-consuming heat of his total momentary love for her.


He’d hit
her because he couldn’t bear the thought of another being offered such a
priceless gift.


His
thoughts were interrupted by the Doctor clearing his throat to bring the day’s
work to a start, “Yesterday’s experiments into the creature’s reaction to the
symbols and word of the almighty proved most interesting, today I propose to
investigate the accelerated healing the creature
has demonstrated. The burn inflicted by the cross yesterday has all but healed,
we need to discover whether this remarkable
attribute is limited to particular wounds,
or whether all injuries are subject to the same restorative power.”


“How do you
intend to demonstrate this Doctor?” Caleb asked from the cell doorway.


“Oh, it
should be easy enough,” Lazziard smiled, producing a scalpel, which he tossed
spinning into the air before deftly catching the grip as it spun towards the floor, “Allow me to show you.”


Tightly
gripping Morlaine’s right arm, he cut a deep slow
incision into her forearm; the vampire grimaced but made no other sign of pain.
The Doctor stood at Lazziard’s shoulder, adjusting
his spectacles as he peered at the cut, “You have the steady hand of a surgeon
William,” Rothery chuckled approvingly as he inspected the wound. 


“A new
vocation if I ever tire of the sea perhaps,” the Captain replied, eyes sparkling.


“The blood
flow appears less than would be expected in my experience... already it starts
to coagulate... quite fascinating... the healing process appears to be the same as in a mortal, but
accelerated to the power of ten, at the very least.”


“I wonder
if this type of wound will heal at a different rate,” Lazziard speculated,
cutting two incisions into her upper arm, making the shape of a bloody scarlet cross on her pale skin. The two men
watched intently, apparently enjoying themselves as two young boys might while
they played a new and exciting game.  


Jute
diligently recorded when and where each wound was made, measurements were taken
and sketches made. Lazziard, under the Doctor’s instruction made numerous
wounds of differing sizes and shapes on her body, some mere scratches, others
almost down to the bone. All the time Caleb studied her face, how it grew even
paler save for the black fire that danced in her eyes. A sweat had broken out
on her flesh as the soft features of her face had hardened with the pain. Her
teeth were ground together while her full,
rich lips were pressed firmly together to
form a tight thin line. No screams escaped her, but with each new incision, she sucked air raggedly through her
nostrils, breathing it out again through clenched teeth.


You
can’t look away can you?


Caleb
wanted to flee, his stomach turning at the sight of the blood that run from the
many wounds that now covered her arms, legs and torso, but his brother was
right, he couldn’t look away. His eyes followed the streams of blood trickle
down Morlaine’s pale skin until they fell in fat heavy droplets onto the dirty cellar floor.


I wonder
if her blood tastes like Defane’s? Sweet and powerful.


Caleb tried
to ignore the voice in his head, but he could not pull his eyes from the blood
that was now pooling at Morlaine’s feet. It could
make him young and strong again. The vampiric essence that Rothery claimed to be
searching for was soiling the old man’s boots. How many years of extra life
were now smeared over his shoe leather?


Come
back later and drink her blood little
brother, drink her blood and we can start our life again!


Finally,
the Doctor declared they had enough wounds, noted and catalogued, which they
would check on an hourly basis to record the healing process. Morlaine slumped forward slightly, head hanging down,
letting the chains on her outstretched arms take her weight.


“Once these
have healed we will test other types of wounds to ascertain whether they heal at the same rate,” the Doctor concluded.


“What other
types?” Caleb asked coolly, shaking the voice in his head away...


“Crushing,
breaking, burning...” Lazziard said slowly, still clutching the bloody scalpel
in his big hand, “...amputation.”


Morlaine
raised her head from her chest; blood smeared her face and knotted her long
untamed hair, “And you call me a monster?”


“Perhaps we
should take out its tongue as well,” Lazziard said evenly.


The vampire
raised her bloodied face to the ceiling, her weight stillborn on her chained and outstretched arms, “Forgive them, Father,” she whispered, eyes looking
upwards “they know not what they do...”


A dark and
murderous look overcame Lazziard and Caleb feared he might perform even worse
acts than he already had done with the scalpel when the sound of running feet
on the cellar stairs diverted their attention. One of Bridges’ men came
hurrying across the cellar. 


“Cap’n! Cap’n!”


Lazziard’s
thunderous gaze turned from the vampire to Jack O’Legs,
“What is the meaning of this!” Lazziard roared, “You blaggards
aren’t allowed down here while we work!”


The sailor
pulled up short, eyes flitting between the equally unsettling sights of his
enraged Captain and the bloody naked woman behind him.


“It’s Mr -
Mr Rentwin Sir, we found him,” he managed eventually.


“That’s no
reason to interrupt our Godly work,” Lazziard bellowed, looking like he might
turn the scalpel on the sailor given half a chance.


“No, Sir,
most sorry Sir, but you really need to come and see him Sir, very sorry Sir.”


“What’s the
matter with him, man?” Rothery asked, stepping forward 


Jack turned
gratefully to the less imposing figure of the Doctor, wringing his hands
apologetically, “Sorry Sir, but... probably better you come and see him
yourself... really.”


Lazziard
sucked in a deep calming breath and tossed his scalpel back onto the instrument
table with the air of a disappointed and petulant child, “Very well... but this
had better be worth it.”


Caleb had
the sick sinking feeling that none of Lazziard’s men would ever dream of disturbing their Captain
unless it was absolutely necessary...


*


Despite the
hazy sunshine that had replaced the rain of the previous day the ruined village
seemed just as gloomy. Encased in its own shroud of despondency, it appeared
impervious to the mood of the surrounding world. Were the fresh spring breeze
to rustle long grass anywhere else Caleb doubted that gentle whispering would
unnerve him enough to make him think of lost souls crying out somewhere not
quite distant enough to be unheard. The creepers and weeds that choked the lee side of the ruined buildings would not
appear so dark and poisonous, the tentacles of some awful subterranean
monstrosity attempting to pull the last edifices of man’s presence back to the
earth, crushing brick and stone to dust.


There was a
distinct smell of decay in the air, a fug that not even the constant wind that
whipped in from the sea could dispel. The rest might be the product of his
overworked mind, but the stink of rot was unmistakable.  


The journey
from the manor house had been much swifter today with the benefit of the fine
grey gelding the Captain had provided for him from his stables. The beast had
afforded a placid ride out to the
abandoned village, but as they fell under the shadow of the ruined buildings it
had become skittish and uncomfortable, ears pricked and nervous, Caleb had to
work hard on the reins to get the creature to follow his commands.


Lazziard
and Rothery rode slightly ahead, though if they shared Caleb’s sense of foreboding they concealed it well enough. They
still did not know quite what to expect; despite the Captain’s dire threats
Jack had been unable to tell them anymore as he was only carrying a message from Bosun
Bridges. 


“Did he not
say why our presence is so urgently required?” Lazziard had demanded, but Jack
had simply wrung his hands by way of an apology and said he hadn’t. “The Bosun just told me to get you with all haste... he seemed
quite beside himself...” was all the sailor could provide by way of elaboration.


Despite Lazziard’s exasperation and muttered threats to lash
Bridges to damnation and back, the three men had set off at once, leaving Jute
to watch over Morlaine and keep an hourly note of the
state of the wounds that crisscrossed her
naked body.


As Caleb
urged his jittery mount through the jumbled collection of collapsed cottages, they spied Bridges sitting outside
the church where Caleb had last seen Rentwin the day before. The man had his
back to the cold wall of the old building, arms resting on his drawn up knees.
On seeing the horses approaching he rose to his feet and hurried to meet them.


“This had
better be good,” Lazziard growled at Bridges, dismounting from his horse in one
smooth, fluid movement.  


Caleb
gratefully followed suit, before helping Rothery down. The old man was more
nimble than he sometimes appeared, but horse riding was clearly a chore for
him. He planted his feet gratefully, if unsteadily, into the long grass after a
less than graceful descent from the back of the chestnut mare that had the
unfortunate task of bearing his ample
weight.


“I fear my
old bones are becoming too frail for such exertions,” he panted unhappily,
resting upon his cane and removing his hat; dabbing a handkerchief at the sweat
that mottled his brow. The travails of the ride had left his ill-fitting wig sitting perfectly atop his head for once.


“So,
where is the old fool?” Lazziard demanded once they’d hobbled the horses to a
hawthorn bush that tumbled over the crumbling stones of what had once marked
the boundary of the churchyard.


“’tis
a terrible business Sir... it really is,”
Bridges said, at last, pulling his hat from his head and turning it over in his rough
hands. His sun-leathered face seemed strangely pale, despite the tan burnt into
it by countless days toiling under tropical suns.


“Stop
blathering man and take us to him,” Lazziard demanded.


Bridges shuffled uncomfortably from one foot to the other. He
was a powerful man who must have seen many terrible things in his years serving
under Captain Lazziard, but from the tremor in his voice to the way he rolled
his eyes from one man to the next it was clear he’d seen something that had
troubled him deeply. Fear wasn’t something Caleb thought the Bosun
particularly prone to, but the man seemed terrified.


They
stood awkwardly for a moment; Caleb noticed a crow flap down and settle in the
ruined eaves of the church, it’s cawing
the only sound to be heard apart from the murmuring wind. The bird fixed its soulless black eyes on them intently as if it
knew something was about to happen that was worth its undivided attention.


“Where
is Mr Rentwin?” Lazziard insisted as his Bosun moved
uncomfortably from foot to foot.


“Inside...”
Bridges finally muttered, the single word barely heard above the gentle but
insistent wind. The sailor glanced nervously over his shoulder at the church’s
gaping doorway. Despite the sunshine Caleb knew must be illuminating the inside
of the building through its gaping roof,
the interior still seemed as dark and foreboding as if they’d stood before it
at midnight rather than midday.


Caleb
really didn’t want to go inside.


The
sense of unease that had been building within him ever since he’d returned to
the manor house the previous evening had tightened to a hard fist in the bottom
of his gut. The very sight of Bridges, a seasoned
sailor who’d probably seen things even Caleb’s newly emboldened nightmares had
yet to conjure, pale and nervous, brought the
harsh acidic taste of bile rising in
Caleb’s throat. He looked out at the blue strip of sea beyond the cliff edge, the white seahorses dancing merrily over
its ever-shifting surface, and drank deep from the salty air.


Rothery
coughed finally, fiddling with his wig until it had returned to its regular cockeyed perch upon his head, “Lead on
then, my good man, I’m sure Mr Rentwin is eager to see his friends again after
what must have been an uncomfortable night away from his bed...”


Bridges
moved his mouth as if trying to speak, but no words escaped him; instead he
simply stood aside and waved his hand towards the church. Lazziard glowered at
him, but in what Caleb assumed was an uncharacteristic display, Bridges refused to follow his orders and instead averted
his eyes to inspect the hat he still grasped firmly before him. 


Doing little to conceal his annoyance Lazziard brushed past
Bridges and strode purposefully towards the church, his frock coat billowing
out behind him. Dr Rothery followed more gingerly, prodding the undergrowth
uncertainly with his cane while his free hand clamped hat and wig to his head
against the pull of the wind which had picked up noticeably in the last few
minutes as if their presence was unsettling some malevolent spirit.   


Reluctantly
Caleb made to follow his companions; as he walked past Bridges the sailor
grabbed his elbow; stubby calloused fingers digging into flesh even through his
thick coat.  The Bosun’s eyes were wide and
fearful as he pulled Caleb close enough to smell his breath; ripe with decay
and perfumed with stale tobacco.


“This
is her doing...” he hissed.


“Who?” Caleb asked
though he knew well enough who Bridges meant.


“Her,”
the Bosun tightened his grip on Caleb’s arm further,
“her in the cellars... dunno how she did it,
but I knows ‘tis her doings. Never
thought I’d meet someone who’d scare me
more than the Cap’n... but this ain’t
natural, ain’t right. I dunno what you
gentlemen is thinking, but no good is coming of it, the Devil always looks after his
own. Everybody knows that Mr Cade. Everybody.
We gotta put a stop to this business, before...
before...”


“Before what man?” Caleb demanded.


“Go
see for yourself,” Bridges sneered.


A
cry, muffled by ancient broken stone, emanated from inside the old
church.        


Caleb
shrugged off Bridges grasp and turned towards the church; he’d never paid much heed
to such high-minded ideals as responsibility and he had to fight hard to
overcome his natural inclination to flee. As much as he didn’t want to know what had unnerved Bridges
so, he found part of him really needed
to know. Needed to know what had happened to Rentwin after he’d allowed him to
run off into the rain.


His
stride broke into a run. The grass and weeds in the lee of the church’s shadow were still slick from the rain, his boots slipping on the
wet surface as he stumbled through the door, sliding to a halt on the damp
flagstones within.


His
footsteps seemed unnaturally loud as his heels clipped the worn stone floor; he
walked slowly through the detritus of the
church’s interior, not wanting to trip. Not wanting to arrive. The air was still
and strangely heavy inside as if
compressed by some giant unseen hand that spanned the open roof. He took one
slow stride after another along what was once the aisle, each step more
laboured than the last, each breath more strained. Despite the noon sun that
had been so warm outside, Caleb shivered for no warmth seemed to penetrate the
broken shell of the old building.


Rothery
and Lazziard stood transfixed at the far end of the building, staring up at the
back wall of the church. Halfway up the wall
Rentwin’s naked body was fixed, arms outstretched and head slumped forward onto his chest. Heavy bolts had somehow been
driven through his wrists and ankles into the crumbling stonework 


He’d
been crucified.


His
face and torso were caked in blood which
had run from numerous wounds, forming a bloody
delta of twisting knotted rivulets across his sallow skin. Robbed of his plain dark
clothes he seemed emaciated, a shrunken doll of a man. A toy that had been bent
and broken until it formed a cruel caricature of the death of Christ; even a
makeshift crown of thorns had been forced upon
his head.  


“Mr
Rentwin,” Lazziard said slowly, “appears to have found his way back to God...”


“Who
could have done such a thing?” Caleb murmured, unable to pull his eyes away
from the tortured figure.


“Some
dark creature,” Lazziard replied, “like the one in my cellar...”


“She
couldn’t be responsible for this,” Caleb said shaking his head, “Rentwin said
wreckers and smugglers use this place... perhaps he returned here to shelter
from the storm last night and they foun-”


“Wreckers
might very well cut your throat and steal your purse, but they’re never...
“Lazziard waved a hand towards Rentwin’s body, “...so inventive; nor so
blasphemous.”


“Speculation
can wait...” Rothery muttered, tapping
his cane against the stone floor, “...we must get poor Richard down... we
must...” the Doctor lowered his eyes to the ground and let out a long
shuddering sigh.


Caleb
moved to stand directly below the body; Rentwin’s feet were marginally higher
than Caleb’s head. A dark crimson stain decorated the worn, cracked flagstones
beneath the man’s broken body. He reached out and placed a hand against the cold, rough stonework, he felt queasy, the coppery smell of blood
fouled the still close air around
the shattered altar. He stared at the corpse for longer than he cared, unable
to look away from Rentwin’s blind gaze.
It struck him after a while it was probably the first time he’d ever seen the
man still and unmoving; not twitching, fiddling, constantly unsettled.
Death had finally seen off whatever torments had kept the man from peace in
life.


Looking
up he could see more wounds cut along the underside of Rentwin’s scrawny arms,
in his sides, his legs, even the soles of his feet had been cut, veins and
arteries had been deliberately opened with almost medical precision. Once more
Caleb’s eyes returned to the floor and the splattered stains on the stonework.


There
wasn’t enough blood.


Rentwin
had been cut dozens of times, blood stained virtually every part of his body,
but surely more than a few drops would have reached the ground? Caleb looked
more carefully at the wounds, deep, precise slashes that would have sent
blood spurting out into the air. He’d seen enough knives pulled in tavern
brawls to know the effect a blade drawn
across an artery could have. The blood that caked Rentwin’s body had dried in
thin trickles; like the last dregs of beer to leak from a cracked keg.


A
few drops were splattered on the wall itself. At
first, they seemed random, but as Caleb looked more closely he could see a pattern, his already dry
throat cracked like autumn leaves as he
swallowed. Five smeared blobs spread over a piece of stone that jutted out
slightly from the irregular wall,
surrounding a larger fainter smear. The kind of mark a blood-stained hand
looking for purchase on the wall might make...


Caleb
walked slowly backwards, seeing other
marks that could have been left by hand or foot, fingers and toes scrambling
across the wall around Rentwin’s crucified form. The wall was rough and broken,
but surely the purchases were too slight to allow someone to climb up it... let
alone carry a man and nail him into the stonework.


But
then he had once thought it impossible for Louis Defane to have been hanging
outside Harriet’s window too.


“Dear
God...” He imagined Rentwin alive, screaming
with pain and absolute terror as someone... something... clambered
around him, fingers and toes finding impossible purchase on the wall like some
bloated, oversized insect; tormenting him, cutting him, making him bleed from
wound after wound. Something drinking deep from the blood that gushed from each
one, sucking and licking greedily, twisting its head, mouth agape, to catch
each crimson drop that fell towards the earth on to its eager tongue.


Caleb
felt the eyes of the other two men set upon him; recognising the horror in his
expression, seeing the realisation dawn upon
his face, seeing him grope towards the same conclusion they had already
reached.


“Do
you see what they are capable of now?”
Lazziard asked, “Feel no more pity for them, for this is their true nature, no
matter how cleverly they hide it beneath beautiful
skin and beguiling eyes.”


“But
she is chained in a cellar... she couldn’t have done this!” Caleb insisted.


“Do
you not see the joke, Mr Cade? The bitch
alludes to the crucifixion; naked and
spread against the wall... several times she asked us how Rentwin was; now we
find him tormented in a similar, but far worse, manner...” Lazziard insisted,
looming over Caleb as oppressively as Rentwin’s corpse “...do you really think
her innocent of this obscenity?”


“It
wasn’t her,” Rothery murmured before Caleb could reply.


“How
can you be sure?” Lazziard snarled, turning on the older man, “she plays games
with us, how do you know she cannot slip out of those chains as easily as I
might remove my shirt. We don’t fully understand their power; only their
vileness!”


“Indeed...
but why stay if she can slip out of chains, walk through locked doors and leave
buildings unseen... and more precisely why would she return if she could? No,
this is the work of another...”


“Another?”
Caleb asked nervously.


“We
have not been as clever or as careful as
we thought... another has followed us here and intends to wreak revenge upon
us.”


“What
other?”


“Perhaps
she has a mate, a sire... some Hell-born relative... I don’t know...” the
Doctor shrugged, his words trailing off as his eyes returned to the corpse of
his friend.


“Then
we should kill the one we have... a life for an unlife,”
Lazziard said, following the Doctor’s gaze.


Rothery
shook his head, “Rentwin’s death is my fault, I was
too conceited, too vainglorious. I should have taken more precautions... but I
still believe what we have embarked upon is too important to squander through
fear. We must conclude our experiments and guard ourselves against this new
threat. Knowledge sometimes comes with a high price.”


“I’m
sure Rentwin will agree his sacrifice was worth making... in the name of
knowledge,” Lazziard taunted.


Anger flashed over the old man’s face, but it passed before
it could give birth to a retort. Instead, he merely shook his head, “Let us
decide our actions later, there will be time aplenty for bitter words; for now,
let us please give this poor soul a little dignity in death.”


 “Of
course... you are right,” Lazziard said, his tone becoming uncharacteristically
gentle, “I’ll get Bridges to ride back to the house, I fear we’ll need ladders
and tools to get him down.”


“Are
your other men still out looking for Rentwin?” Caleb asked suddenly.


“I
would imagine so,” Lazziard agreed.


“So
only Jute and Jack are guarding the vampire?”


Rothery
nodded, “I doubt this other creature would be able to strike in daylight, but I
see your point; go and warn them Mr Cade and arrange for the search to be
called off. The Captain and I will stand vigil over our friend until Bridges
returns with help.”


Caleb
nodded, eager to
be away from this miserable place. With a
final glance at Rentwin’s tortured form he turned and strode back across the
church. A grey unsettling gloom had descended on the place; looking up through
the church’s broken roof he could see
dark clouds had blown in to obscure the sun
though their silver-bright edges hinted that the sunshine would soon return. 


Outside
he took a deep shuddering breath, but it would take far more to wash the acrid
taste of death from his mouth. He wanted to rip off his clothes, which he was sure were now fouled beyond redress, and
run towards the sea, diving from the cliffs and into its cleansing embrace. Instead, he cast his eyes across the graveyard
and the broken headstones that jutted out of the ground at every angle; like
the fingertips of huge skeletal hands;
buried giants woken from their slumber to claw through rock and soil towards
the beckoning light of the living world.


He
felt Bridges presence at his shoulder but didn’t acknowledge him.


“I’ve
seen men die in some hard ways... but never like that,” the sailor said
finally, “the Devil himself came and took Mr Rentwin, and there ain’t no harder way than that...”


“We
need to go back to the house and fetch tools to get him down,” Caleb replied
quietly, eyes never moving from the sanctuary of the sea.


“Aye,”
Bridges agreed, “then what do we do Sir?”


“I
don’t know.”


The Bosun placed his hand on Caleb’s shoulder and drew him
near. His mouth so close he could feel the coarseness of the man’s stubble on
his skin, fat wet droplets of spittle showered his ear “I suggest you worthy
gentlemen decide right quick; the Devil ain’t known for his patience, won’t be
long afore he comes calling again. Who knows what games will take his fancy next time...
or who he’ll take a shine to playing em with?”


“It
wasn’t the Devil who did this,” was all Caleb could say.


“Weren’t
no man neither,” Bridges hissed back, “that bitch caused this, dunno how, don’t much care to know either. We have to kill
it, you’re a man of reason, I can see that. You ain’t happy about this state of affairs... let’s end it
now, ride back to the house and be done with it afore our betters can stop us.”


“I
don’t think the Captain is a man to cross Mr Bridges,” Caleb said carefully.


“That
he ain’t... but my fear of God is greater than my
fear of him. What’s going on in that cellar is just plain wrong Sir, that thing
is Devil spawned... making mischief with it will be the death of us all, just
like poor Mr Rentwin.”


“You
forget yourself Mr Bridges; you’re paid to do a job, nothing more. Keep your
council to yourself and make sure you do only as you’re instructed to,” Caleb
shrugged the stocky sailor off and made
towards his horse, “the Captain wants you to fetch tools to retrieve Mr
Rentwin’s body and get the rest of the men back to the house. You’ll do nothing
else.”


The
only response came from the mocking laughter of a crow.


 


 











 Chapter
Seven


The Witch of the Woods


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


The ride back
to Lazziard Manor was as wild and reckless as any of Caleb’s escapes from
outraged fathers or cuckolded husbands. His mount seemed as eager as it’s rider
to put the village behind them and Caleb gave the beast its head, savouring the
feel of the wind and the tang of the sea as it galloped along the cliffs.


He rode
only for the thrill of the ride, he had no yearning to hurry back to the house;
it wouldn’t make poor Rentwin any less dead. He wished the wind that tugged at
his clothes could blow the thoughts and memories that clouded his mind away,
but he knew he could ride until he faced his final judgement and it would not
be long enough.


The horse
appeared to know its way home, for,
despite his carelessness and disregard for their progress, they made it back to
the Manor safely enough; regardless of the breakneck
pace the beast had not once stumbled or caught a hoof in a rut. By the time he’d dismounted Caleb found he was panting
almost as hard as his ride from the exertion. 


There
was no sign of Jack O’Legs in the kitchens where the
sailors usually loitered. He assumed he must be with Jute, but he found himself uneasy after the events of the
morning; no matter how often he told
himself Rentwin’s slaughter could not have been Morlaine’s
doing, a nagging voice whispered that he would find Jute and Jack nailed to the
walls of that cold dank cellar.


He
hesitated, feeling the edge of one worn stone step with the sole of his boot,
rubbing it slowly as if it might be some lucky talisman. What would he do if
they were dead? What would he do if Morlaine
was still feasting upon them? Would he flee back towards the sanctuary of the
daylight or would he be rooted to the cellar’s earthen floor as she bore down
on him, smiling that dark and knowing smile of hers; a smile now dressed in
blood? Would he beg for his life or would he offer it to her to do with as she
pleased? Was his brother right? Would he ask her to make him like her? Would
she give him her gifts, her immortality, her youth, her strength and her power?



Her love?


He
thought of Rentwin; tortured and abused. There was no evidence of love in his
passing, just pain and degradation. They were surely the real gifts of the vampire. They were monsters.
Defane had been a monster, Morlaine was a monster.
Love was just an illusion, and the love of these monsters was a greater
illusion still.


He
put out a hand to steady himself, fingers caressing the cold stone before he
continued into the cellar with his fears and desires contained within him, but
their pressure growing inside him all the same.


The
cellar was darker than usual, the candles around the sailor’s makeshift beds
had been extinguished or burnt out, the lanterns
strung from the ceiling had been turned down to save oil and gave out no more
than a wan half-hearted light. Only at
the far end of the cellar around the vampire’s makeshift cell did the light
push the shadows back to any significant degree, illuminating the scene against
a dark background. No corpses littered the floor, no gruesome scenes of mutilation were revealed; save those already
inflicted upon the vampire.


Caleb
walked slowly and quietly through the shadows, eyes fixed upon the far end of
the cellar where Jute sat at his desk outside the cell and Morlaine
remained slumped forward and chained to the wall. He watched from the anonymity
of the darkness; all that he could see was the cell; all else was obscure, all
else was silent.


The
young man was unmoving at his desk; his head was lowered but the quill poised
between his fingers was not scratching the paper. He was either intently
reading or asleep; or dead of course. He remembered Rentwin’s flat vacant eyes
and the certainty came to Caleb that the boy had been slaughtered too. Except
of course Rentwin’s dead eyes had not been entirely empty of expression;
accusation had hung in them. If he hadn’t let the troubled man flee into the storm,
perhaps he would still be alive.


Another
ghost for him to carry alongside the others: his brother, Isabella, Leon Foscari, Henrietta, Liselot and Louis Defane.


He
hesitated, standing still in the darkness, savouring the safety of the shadows,
secure in its embrace. He didn’t want to find Jute dead, he didn’t want to feel responsible for Rentwin’s death or
be haunted by the fear that he might be next.


It
was easier to run. It always had been easier
to run; the sanctuary of the road, the armour of distance, the protection of
anonymity. Rothery and Lazziard were at the church; he could gather his things
in minutes and be gone. Forget about stealing jewels and coins, the horse would
fetch a decent enough price. 


He
felt the tug of the road, the call of the card and the bottle as he had done
countless times before when danger had
been no more than the stalking boredom of a
plain and tedious spinster with money that deserved a more appreciative master. Why was he still here? Now
Rentwin was dead then surely it was time to leave, whoever had butchered him
was still at large, and whatever motives fired its black heart he doubted it
was only a fleeting visit.


As
indecision held him fast, he felt a palpable tingling across his skin and he
looked at Morlaine; her eyes were fixed upon him
despite the darkness that enclosed the cell. A bittersweet
half-smile flickered across her face and Caleb knew the road ahead would remain
untraveled for a while yet.  


Ignoring
the summons of her gaze, Caleb continued on towards the cell, desperately
wanting his mind to be free of the flat
accusation of Rentwin’s dead eyes and the damned promises of Morlaine’s undead ones.


Jute
had still not moved by the time Caleb stood behind him, he remained utterly
still, hunched over the writing desk, head lowered, no sign or sound to
indicate he still lived. Though he was focused solely on the young man sitting
before him, he could feel the attention of Morlaine’s
eyes clearly enough, sensing her dark amusement.


Was
Lazziard right? Was this no more than a game she played; a diversion to ease
the passage of all those unimaginable years? Were her powers so great she could
come and go as she pleased, to kill and torment in the pursuit of whatever foul pastimes a vampire found its delights. Once more the image of Rentwin came
to him unbidden from the shadows; nailed up high on the broken church’s wall, except this time it was Morlaine that crawled across his dying flesh, drinking deep from the blood that gushed from the poor
man’s wounds. Her own body shorn of clothes, lithe and inhumanely strong,
clinging to the wall at impossible angles, Rentwin’s lifeblood smeared across
her frost-white skin.


With
a trembling hand he reached out towards
Jute, his fingers gripped the young man’s shoulder and shook him.


Jute
gave a startled cry, rising quickly and unsteadily to his feet; Caleb took an
involuntary step backwards as the young man swung round. In his right hand, he held his quill in a clenched fist like
a dagger while his eyes were wild and wide with fear. 


“Mr
Cade!” 


“I’m
sorry,” Caleb sighed, “I thought you were...asleep.”


“No-no,
not at all,” Jute replied, carefully replacing his quill on the table, “I was
just deep in thought.”


“Of
course,” Caleb nodded; the young man appeared uncomfortable, brushing down the
front of his waistcoat and jacket in the manner of some foppish society dandy,
“we need to talk.”


He
gently placed his hand on Jute’s elbow and led him away from the cell; he gave
Caleb a questioning look but said nothing until they were at the far end of the
cellar, “What’s wrong?”


“I
didn’t want to speak in front of her,” Caleb said, nodding back towards the
cell.


“Is
it Mr Rentwin? Has something happened?” Jute’s voice was troubled, his eyes
bulging more than normal from his thin face.


“I’m
afraid he’s dead.”


What
little colour the boy drained from his skin in the dim light of the cellar,
“How?”


“He
was crucified; nailed to the wall of the abandoned church on the cliffs. It
looks like the work of a vampire.”


“Her?”


Caleb
shook his head uncertainly, “I don’t see how, but the Captain wants her dead
anyway. How has she been while we were away?”


“Quiet,”
Juke replied directly.


“Quiet?
She didn’t say or do anything… odd?”


“No.”


Jute’s
gaze fell to his feet, any further questions he might have had he kept to
himself. 


Caleb
tried to place a comforting hand on his shoulder, but the gesture felt
graceless and he removed it after an awkward moment’s silence had passed
between the two men. “I’m sorry for the loss of your friend,” he added, the
words feeling as hollow and pointless as the gesture.


Jute
shrugged his shoulders, “He was aware of the risks...” his eyes moved
listlessly across the shadows before fixing on Caleb again, “What now?”


“Go
and find Jack, get him to gather the other men. Bridges will be back soon to
collect tools and a waggon to recover the
body.”


Juke nodded unquestioningly and headed for the stairs; Caleb hadn’t been
sure what kind of reaction to expect, but the boy seemed strangely emotionless.
Halfway towards the stairs he paused and looked back at Caleb “The Captain’s
right you know,” he said coldly.


“About what?”


“We
should kill the bitch,” the words were spat with a distaste and hatred he
hadn’t heard from the young man before; it was as if the Captain’s malevolent
spirit had entered the boy and mouthed the words for him. Jute didn’t wait for
a reply and hurried out of the cellar with the air of a man eager to be far
away.


Caleb
wandered back towards the cell, Morlaine’s eyes upon him the whole way until he stood by the locked door of her cell. He gripped a bar
in each hand and lowered his forehead until the cold,
rough metal pressed against his brow.


“You
stink of death,” the vampire said.


“Is
that a smell you’re familiar with?”


“I’m
a vampire... we’re attracted to blood, and you’ve been near it recently.”


“Do
you know what happened?”


 “My
senses are better than yours, but I can no more read minds than you can.”


Caleb
wasn’t so sure about that, but he didn’t press her. “Rentwin’s dead... nailed
to a church wall and drained of blood,” he raised his eyes to meet hers, “Did
you do it?”


“No.”


“Because you’re chained so securely?”


Morlaine shook her head, “Because I am no
killer. Even of those who torment me; and if I were and I could slip these
bonds I would not return here afterwards. Do you think I desire a stake through
my heart?”


“I
would not presume to know what you desire.”


“I
desire my freedom; nothing more.”


Caleb
turned and recovered the keys Juke had left upon his desk, opening the cell
door but not entering, “And those chains are too hard for you to break?”


She
rattled the heavy iron chains, “Given several bodies to drain of blood I could summon the strength to free myself, but I am
not currently strong enough.”


“Whatever
killed Rentwin climbed a vertical wall and nailed him to it, before cutting him
open time and again... if you have the strength to do that, a few chains should
not be insurmountable?”


“As
I said, my strength is related to blood. The more I drink, the stronger I am. Give me
three stout young men to drain and I could snap these chains as if they were
made of paper, but I have no wish to drain anyone. I take only a little, enough
to live, no more, as I did with Douglas,” she looked at him intently, “others
of my kind are more selfish. Whoever did this to your friend has left a
trail of corpses in their wake in order to perform such a feat. I have not.”


“So
this is some friend of yours, come to save its kind from our experiments?”


“I
have no friends. If a vampire is here, it intends to feast upon your bodies;
not to rescue me. I don’t doubt it would take the greatest pleasure in abusing
me once the larder is bare and I can assure you a vampire’s torments will
always be far worse than anything your friends can dream up.”


“Why
wouldn’t a vampire aid you; you’re kith and kin after all?”


“To
slay your friend so foully, this creature
must have the bloodlust upon it, human, vampire or common beast of the field, the pain and terror it can inflict are
even more nourishing to it than the blood it constantly craves.”


“What
do you suggest we do?”


Once
more Morlaine’s rich,
velvety laughter filled the cell, “I am
the one in chains; my advice is surely a worthless
thing to you, my master.” 


“Humour
me; just this once.”


“Run away, as far and as fast as you can. A vampire this strong and this insane isn’t something you can
stand against. Your fists and cudgels will not be enough to subdue such a
monster.”


“So
I should run… and take you with me?”


Morlaine only
nodded, gently biting her bottom lip as she did so.


“And
leave the occupants of this house to be slaughtered?”


“That
is their choice. Do you think you staying here will save them? Are you so skilful a warrior you could dispatch a
blood crazed vampire? Is your blade fast enough, your eye sure enough, your heart brave enough?”


“No,”
Caleb whispered, wanting so much to be washed away by her words, to run from
the storm that was coming, but fearing he would be merely mimicking Rentwin by fleeing one storm only to be consumed
in the jaws of a worse one.


He
opened the door and entered the cell to stand before
her outstretched arms. The image of the cross that had been so vivid the
previous day and but a faint blush by the morning was now gone. Dry scabs had
formed over the scalpel wounds as if they had been cut a week before rather
than just a few hours. Dried blood from the wounds still stained her naked
body; he retrieved a bucket and a cloth from the cellar and carefully cleaned
her abused flesh.


“You
are quite gentle,” she murmured, her
breath cool upon his face as he worked.


Caleb
said nothing in reply; he found the task somehow soothing, the simple act of
wiping the cloth across her skin, washing not only the blood away but the sweat and grime that sullied her
perfect body as well. Despite the blood, dirt and dried sweat his nostrils
still filled with the faint smell of cinnamon and musk that always seemed to
hang about her body like an invisible shroud.


“I’m
sorry I hit you,” he said eventually as he washed down her arms, careful not to
break the scabs that had sealed over her injuries.


“You
apologise for one hot tempered blow, but not for all the indignities and
tortures that have been so calmly inflicted upon me?” she asked evenly.


“I
am not yet wholly convinced my companions are wrong,” he sighed, wringing out
the cloth with fresh water before moving to her other arm.


“I
am no monster... I don’t want to die here. I don’t want you to die here either.
In a few hours it will be dark and this
other vampire will come again. Please, let us escape together!”


“You
ask me to abandon my friends and risk releasing another killer into the world.”


“What
more can I do to prove I am no butcher; is it so impossible to have faith in
me?”


Caleb
gently swept the hair from her eyes as he washed her face, “You mock people for
their faith in God, yet you expect me to show faith in you? Perhaps God has
done nothing to earn humanity’s faith, but have you done any more to earn mine?”


She
leant forward until he could feel her
hair brushing his skin, “The difference between God and I is that I can repay
the faith that is shown in me; God is but a hollow vessel that has nothing to
give in return. I am not hollow...” He moved away sharply to rinse his cloth
again, unnerved by her proximity and her words; as well as the desires that swelled
and rolled ceaselessly within him.


He
had no reply; instead, he washed her
chest, hands more unsteady than before. It was only as he worked that he
realised that, between Lazziard’s numerous cuts and
the blood that had flowed from them, there were other marks on her breasts.
Livid bruises around her nipples and the soft flesh of her chest, marks that
could only have been made very recently given her prodigious healing powers.


The
kind of bruises teeth might leave.


“What
was one more indignity...” she whispered.


“The boy?”


Morlaine nodded, “Perhaps you were right;
maybe I shouldn’t have teased him so.”


“What
did he do?”


“Whatever he wanted to. Lust and curiosity make beasts of men
just as readily as the need for blood can corrupt my kind...” she shrugged and
looked away. “That’s the thing, you say I have done nothing to demonstrate why
you should believe me, but I could have sunk my fangs into you so many times if
I’d wanted to. You come so close to me I sometimes think it’s what you actually
desire. While
the boy violated me I could have ripped
his throat out, left him dead on the floor. Your chains hold me fast, but you
sometimes seem to forget what I truly am. I yearn for blood, I yearn for my
liberty and to be free of the pain and humiliation you inflict on me. Yet still
I did not harm him even though he defiled me.” 


She
looked at him steadily; her dark eyes for once cold and bleak, “Don’t you dare
tell me I do nothing to earn your faith.”


“I’m
sorry, he shouldn’t have done that,” Caleb said feeling both disgusted and
enraged by Jute’s actions.


“Why not? Perhaps it was just another
experiment the good Doctor asked him to perform...”


“No.”


“Why not? You stick your knives in me to see
how I bleed. Why not stick your cocks in me too?”


“This
is to learn... for science.”


“You
are no man of science. No more than the boy or the Captain. Why are you here?”


“To learn.”


“To
learn what?” she insisted.


“To
learn what you are.” He threw away the cloth and took the key ring from his
belt. He slid one hand behind her waist and pulled her close to him, the other
forced the keys into her hand.


“What
are you doing?” 


She
was so close his senses could barely cope, he felt consumed; her naked skin
against his clothes, her hair in his eyes, the slow,
steady beat of her heart competing with his own, the ragged sound of her breathing, her eyes like dark moons rising over
the rim of his world. Lips so close he could almost feel their pressure upon
his own and he knew without a doubt that
the kiss he yearned for would taste of cinnamon and damnation. 


“Take
the keys if you want your freedom,” he hissed, turning his head to expose his
neck to her, “but only after you take my
blood and my strength to free yourself.”


He
felt her lips against his skin and closed his eyes; part wanting to feel her
teeth break his skin, part wanting to run as far from her as he could. He
didn’t understand what he was doing, but he was in her hands now. 


“Do
it! Drink me dry and let me be free of you...”


She
kissed his neck, so softly he wasn’t sure what she was doing at first, he felt her nuzzle him, her tongue running over his
skin, then her nose, sniffing his scent. Finally,
she was still and Caleb expected the end to come. Instead, her mouth moved to his ear and she whispered, “No.”


Morlaine flung the keys to the ground and
wriggled free of his embrace; Caleb stepped away from her, confusion plain on his face.


“Why?”


“You
have no idea how much I want and need your blood, but your life is too high a price for my freedom. Whatever demons
torment you, I will not free you from
them. Release me and we can flee together otherwise
we both stay here and die together.”


Caleb
retrieved the keys from the floor with a faltering hand.


“I
don’t want to die,” he whispered, “ever...”


“Is that
what you really desire?” Morlaine asked softly, “to be as cursed a creature as I?”


“I don’t
know...” Caleb muttered, he cast his eyes over her naked and abused body and
felt a deep shame wash over him. He adjusted her chains to allow her to slump
to the floor before handing her the remains of her dress and the blanket.


“Thank
you.”


“You owe me
no thanks.”


She
shrugged as she pulled the tattered rags over herself as best she could, “Even
the smallest acts of kindness are welcome at the moment.”


He settled down
beside her with his back against the wall, sharing Morlaine’s
view of the cellar’s deep shadows beyond
the confines of the makeshift cell. They sat in silence, before the vampire
asked her question again.


“You want
my dark gift; is that what lies behind your kindness?”


Caleb
focussed upon the earthen floor on which he sat and the rich, intoxicating texture of Morlaine’s
voice.


“I am not a
good man,” he said finally, hesitantly, “I have done many shameful things; for
money, pleasure, comfort and ease, lust and greed. The usual human failings,
though perhaps pursued with more single-mindedness than most. I had no care for
tomorrow, only the moment. I had no care for others, only myself. I was a child
living within a man, forever wanting
nought but the sweet things. Wanting the joys of life, but never its
responsibilities...”


“I know the
type,” Morlaine murmured.


“I have
lived a life without meaning, or purpose. I will leave nothing behind me but
the bitter memories and broken hearts of those I have used for lust and money.
Most of all I have lived a life without love. I have never felt it or
experienced it, needed or wanted it; when I was a young man I loved a woman,
but she did not love me, worse than that she used me. It is the closest I have
ever come to love and it was a complete and utter lie. I thought it an emotion
that I would never feel again, that a life of lust and excess had burnt away
that part of my soul. Now I am not so sure...”


He glanced
at the vampire and tried to find solace in the expressive eyes that watched him
intently from behind her fringe of wild raven curls.


“I chanced
upon a vampire a time ago, in London. That is how I met Dr Rothery and the
others; I only knew what he was for a moment, but
in that moment, I felt what it was
like to love. I wanted to give myself to him, utterly and completely. Perhaps
the first time I have yearned to act entirely selflessly in my whole life. I do
not know if it was a mere enchantment or
something more profound, but ever since I have been haunted by the experience,
first him and then you. Part of me is repelled, but an ever greater part of me
wants to feel that way again. If it were to be for just an instant before I died, then it would be a small price to pay for
such contentment, to be free of the emptiness I have inside me. If I could be
young forever and feel such love, then it
would be a prize worth more than all the gold that has ever passed through my
grubby hands.”


“What was
his name, this vampire you loved?”


“Defane,
Louis Defane.”


 “I do
not know him though I have heard of
him... some of my kind have a glamour about them, an ability to ensnare
and infatuate; a useful tool when hunting prey. The love you felt was not real Caleb...”


“I
suspected as much, but it doesn’t change the way I felt. Even if it was an
illusion, it was one that opened a window to the dark places of my soul and let
the sun shine in.”


“Not the
most appropriate choice of words for a vampire...”


Caleb
smiled weakly, “And what of you Morlaine? Do you cast
a spell upon me too?”


“Not
intentionally. It is a power I have never developed,” she shrugged, “some find
me beautiful, though, and that is often
enough to befuddle some men.”


“Only some?”


“One or
two…” Morlaine smiled, almost coyly, “...over the
years.” 


They stared
openly at one another and without knowing it Caleb found his fingers entwined
with hers and like his soul the gloomy
cellar seemed to momentarily fill with the softest light at her touch.


“The vampire, Defane... you killed him?” she asked
finally.


“No, I
could have denied him nothing. The Doctor slew him as he fed from me and
in that moment it was as if his
stake had pierced my heart too.”


“You are
lucky... Defane was a broken and troubled man.”


Caleb
raised an enquiring eyebrow.


“He was the opposite of you; a man who fell in love too easily; all he
ever wanted was to be in love for eternity, but he could not pass on the gift.
He was barren yet he kept trying and kept killing, he was not really evil, but
his loneliness made him insane. It is not uncommon.”


“I figured
out that much...” Caleb sighed, “we found the body of a woman he had killed
decades before; he still slept with her corpse.”


“Quite
mad,” Morlaine said, before gently squeezing his
hand, “I cannot do this thing you ask Caleb.”


“Would it
be so terrible?”


“You say
you have wasted your life in the pursuit of pleasure; why should eternity be
any different for you? If you cannot live a good
life in the decades given you, why should you do better with centuries? I have
seen good men corrupted by this power. The pleasures that rule your life are as nothing to those available to a vampire;
constant temptation surrounds us, the power to kill at ease and the lust for
human blood are what we carry in place of a soul. We are called the damned for
a reason.”


“Could I
have a little water please?” she asked after a moment. Caleb did as she
requested; yearning for the touch of her skin from the instant their fingers
parted. He fetched clean water from the kitchen that was deserted of servants and Lazziard’s
men alike. He wondered if they’d all fallen foul of the new vampire, but as the
sunlight would hold the darkness at bay for a good few hours yet, he guessed
they were all safe enough for the time being.


Morlaine
drank deeply when he returned; it must have been some time since she’d drunk
anything. When she finished, she closed
her eyes and rested her head against the wall once more. Caleb was unsure what
to say or think, let alone do, so he just
stood awkwardly before her until she spoke again.


“There was
a man I loved,” she said suddenly, not opening her eyes, “some countless time ago... it was something I tried
to avoid, but the centuries are tiresome companions; they offer no warmth, no
comfort.” 


“His name
was Tom. He wasn’t tall or strong, he wasn’t rich or a great intellect; but he was a kind and gentle man, he made me
smile even when he wasn’t trying to, there was laughter in his eyes whenever he spoke
though he was no man of words. He sang
all time, a powerful booming voice. A beautiful voice that made you feel glad to be alive...”


“He loved
me, completely. He knew what I was and did not care. He saw no monster or witch
or vampire; just a woman. We lived deep in the forest away from those who
shunned me and whispered darkly that I was some manner of abomination. It was a
simple life, but a good one. I earned a reputation over the years as a healer
and a cunning woman; sometimes the sick
would come to our cottage and I would heal them in exchange for blood. They
feared me of course, but when they walked away with their ailments cured they
tolerated me, they didn’t ask too many questions, didn’t ask why the years left
no mark upon me; at least not too loudly anyway.”


“I
sheltered in our cottage by day and by night we explored the forest, barefooted
and wild we would run; with fox and owl, badger and boar through the dark
trees, knowing no fear, for none could harm us. I was immortal and I could cure
my love of any injury or sickness. We bathed under icy waterfalls and clothed
ourselves in animal skins; we made love in thick,
soft heather and stared at the stars through the interlocking fingers of the
trees that hid us from the world.”


“We wanted
for nothing but the children I could not give him, for I can birth no mortal child. It was his only regret, but he
said he could love no other and if God had chosen this strange love for him it
was not his place to argue, for he said no lord or prince could be richer or
happier than he.”


“I spent a
long time in that forest, even now I can still smell the heather and the moss,
the wet wood after the rain, the flowers in the spring that we curled into
garlands, the taste of fresh winter snow burning on my tongue. I gave him
health and long life, in mortal terms,
but there is one sickness I cannot cure. His mortality ate at him, it didn’t mind taking a little longer with him than
with other men, death is patient; it has all the time in the world to chip
away, to slowly weather a man in order to
find his faults and crack him open. I watched as it took away his youth,
vigour, vitality. My blood slowed the process, but could not stop it unless I
made him like me. He never once asked me, even
when he was just a frail old shell of a man, too weak to move, every action a
torment, every breath a battle, too consumed by pain to do anything but look at
me with those eyes of his. The one thing that time could not corrupt, they were
still laughing blue. Always laughing blue...”  


“I begged
Tom to let me change him; I could not bear the thought of living without him. I
wanted him to be young again so we could run through the night forever, strong and immortal. With his dying breath he
still refused, he’d had his time and he wanted to go to God, go to paradise. His words made me angry, the first and only time in his
life. I didn’t understand why he would choose this empty God, this corrupting,
unquestioning faith that would see me dead for not being part of their domain,
this phantom paradise of which he dreamt; what we had was as close to heaven as
anyone was ever going to find. He was choosing oblivion over me; all in
the name of something I knew didn’t exist.”


“I drank
from him then, in my anger and selfishness, I took his tired old blood and drained what life there was left in him. I
cradled his lifeless body and bathed his old dry
skin with my tears; with a knife I opened my wrist and forced it against those lips I had spent a lifetime kissing; now I made him kiss the vein.
My blood wetting his tongue as I buried my tear-stained face in his brittle
grey hair that had once been as dark and thick as my own...” 


“It is not
an easy thing to make a vampire, most die in the process and I thought him too
weak. I lay down beside him and held him close, feeling his body become as cool
as mine, then colder still. I sobbed and cried and wished upon gods I hadn’t
believed in for a thousand years to bring my sweet man back to me. I had become
used to happiness, to contentment, even at the end when there was nothing more
to do than hold his withered hand and talk about the life we’d had together I
still knew a kind of happiness. I was not ready to be alone again.”


“Perhaps I
am wrong and gods do play some part in our fates
because he didn’t die. Perhaps some dark being heard my cries and sent my Tom
back to me. When I felt the breath shudder back into him, I cried with joy as
he moved beside me free of pain and
anguish. I was as happy as it is possible to be. We would be together.”


Morlaine
sat silently again; playing images behind her closed eyes that had been acted
out centuries before.


“But it
didn’t happen like that?” Caleb asked gently.


“No...” she
said, in little more than a whisper, “...I watched the years fall from him in
hours, the strength flowed into him like water into a cup. The old man I’d nursed
was gone and the young man of decades before had been returned to me. He knew what had happened and cursed me for what I’d
done, but I forgave him his harsh words. To be born a second time into the
world is no easy thing, he was just confused, he would grow into this new life
and it would be as good as the old one, except this time death would not be
able to cheat us of our love...”


“He was
stronger than he’d ever been and like any new vampire
he thirsted for blood. We hunted by night, chasing down deer and boar, killing
them with our bare hands and feasting on their fresh
hot blood. He seemed to accept his new life; he seemed more surly and
restless than before, but I didn’t dwell upon it or the occasional harsh word.
It wasn’t important; it was still Tom, my kind sweet Tom. It took time to adapt to the change, I remembered what
it was like and with my help we would overcome it and live in our quiet forest
forever.”


“And so it
seemed to be, he didn’t talk about his little God anymore, or the church’s lies
about the paradise to come. He was better than that now. We made love
constantly and ferociously, now he had the strength and stamina to match mine.
I had been happy before, but I was ecstatic now. Afterwards, we would lay in
the dark, surrounded by the sounds of the night and drink from each other,
taking our strength from our lover’s body and giving back our own in return.”


“People
still came to see me; when they asked where Tom had gone, I told them he’d died and the young man that now shared the
cottage was called Saul, a distant cousin. No one suspected Saul and Tom were
the same man for no one still lived who
remembered Tom when he’d been young. As long as I healed their sickness they
did not ask too many questions, I did what I
always had done; laid them down and bid them drink a concoction I made from forest herbs that sent them to
sleep, I took a little of their blood and gave back a little of mine. They were
poor people; they left food and wine as payment, or simple utensils, pots and
jars.”


“After a
while he wanted to feed from the
villagers too, but I wouldn’t let him. A young vampire can find it hard to
control their blood lust; it was one thing to let him feed on a deer with abandoned frenzy, or even from me, but it was
too dangerous to let him drink human blood, you are such fragile things. You
die all too easily.”


“He became
agitated and angry, he said I had given him this desire for human blood, but I
tortured him by not letting him sate it. Animal blood can keep us alive, but it
does not satisfy our need, a vampire’s blood is rich and powerfully strong, but
it lacks the vitality of human blood; there is no life force in it, you see. If we were to drink only our own blood, it would not sustain us for long. I
tried to explain, that as he got older,
he would have more control, but he was so
insistent, so pleading I feared he might just go and find someone to feed on alone,
and that would be far too dangerous. Eventually, I relented, but dared
not let him feed direct, so I bled the next villager
into a cup and once she left I let him
drink from it.”


“He was so
excited by the taste of it, we made love all night, and he had a passion even
greater than before. His lust for blood became overwhelming and I started to
take more and more blood from those that came to see me, always drinking less
so he could drink more. I should have seen the signs, I should have known he
could not control the blood lust, but I was a fool. No matter how old you are
or how wise you think you are; love can still blind you...”


“What
happened?” Caleb asked after she lapsed into silence.


“We found a
young girl in the woods one night, it was winter and she was lost. Half frozen,
just a slip of a child really, all skin and bone, she looked no more than ten
or eleven though it was hard to tell
under all the dirt. She was barely alive when we found her and would not have
lived the night. We took her back to our cottage and made her a bed by the fire; I made her soup from
vegetables that had been left for me. I’m not much of a cook, but it was food
and it was hot. I mixed a little of my blood with it to help her get strong.”


“She came
around two days later and told us her name was Polly. She’d been travelling
with her parents and elder sister to visit family in a village to the north of
the forest when brigands had attacked them. She’d managed to escape and hide in
the woods, but not before she’d seen them cut her father’s throat and rape her
mother and sister before dispatching them the same way. No doubt she’d have
suffered the same fate if they’d caught her. She’d been too scared to follow
the road and had wandered into the woods, it had snowed heavily that night and
she had lost her bearings.”


“It wasn’t
uncommon for outlaws to hide out in the woods and harass passers-by, but ones so
vicious were unusual. Saul decided to travel to the nearest village to warn
them that the road was unsafe. It seemed the right thing to do; besides Polly
was a sweet child. I could never have one of my own, so I always enjoyed the
chance to take care of a child; my concerns were only for her at that moment.
Saul was able to look after himself.”


“I don’t
know exactly what happened; he never told me whether he went in search of them
or they found him. It doesn’t matter. As well as his vampire’s strength, speed
and senses he had a lifetime’s experience as a woodsman;
he knew every tree, bough, shrub, rock and stream in that forest. They never
stood a chance. One lone man in the night must have seemed easy pickings for
the brigands, but Saul slaughtered them. The ones he didn’t kill immediately he
hunted down like the wild animals we usually fed from.”


“They were
evil men, I don’t doubt, but human still and what Saul did appalled me. He didn’t understand of course, he returned with the dawn as I taught him. It
wasn’t the wounds that covered his body that shocked me, or the blood that
smeared his clothes, hands and face. These things I’d seen before, blood holds no horrors for me obviously; it was
the look in his eyes. A look of triumph and childish glee in what he’d done. He
was elated, the thrill of the hunt, the kill, the feast, coursed through him.
Like an excited child expecting praise,
he rattled out how he’d killed six men and fed off of all of them. He threw the
gold and jewellery they’d stolen from poor souls like Polly’s family onto the
table in triumph. We could live like kings now, he’d cried, almost dancing
around the table, though, in truth, it was a paltry
hoard for people to have killed for.”


““What had
we ever needed gold for?” I’d demanded. We who had everything we needed here in
the quiet of our forest, at peace, tolerated by the local folk like few of our
kind have ever been. We who raced the deer under
the moon’s full light. We who could effortlessly climb the highest tree in the
forest and look out upon an endless canopy rolling under the wind’s gentle
touch like some verdant sea. We who made our crowns from spring flowers and
sceptres from ancient oak, we who wanted for nothing. Why did we need
gold?”


““Perhaps
it’s time to live like Lords instead of beasts,” he’d said, licking the dried
blood from his fingers. That was the first time I realised there was no
laughter in his blue eyes anymore...”


“He had a
taste for the kill now, but again I convinced myself it was still my Tom inside
that young healthy body I had created for
him. Given time, his true nature would assert itself over Saul the vampire. He was
angry with me for not sharing his excitement and angrier still that I would not
share his bed that day. So much human blood had
given him a terrible energy. He could have felled trees with his bare hands,
yet he was trapped in the cottage by the daylight. Too exhilarated and full of
life to rest, he paced the room like a trapped beast, a dark scowl etched on
his face while I tended to Polly, who had thankfully been asleep when he’d
returned and not seen him dripping with the blood of her family’s killers.”


“He let me
clean his wounds and wash away the blood; several were deep enough to have killed him were he still mortal, but to Saul they were little more than irritations. He
tried to bed me, but I pulled away despite the tremendous
strength in his swollen muscles. For a moment,
I thought he would take me anyway, for I would not have been able to resist him
had he tried. Instead, he just looked
confused and hurt, and spent the day alone in our windowless bedroom.”


“When the
sun set I left him still sleeping, the exertions of the previous night finally
catching up with him and went in search of his victims. He had told me where
he’d found them; feeling no shame in his actions he’d left them where he’d
slain them. It was unlikely they’d be found, but I could not take the risk. I
was tolerated by the locals who lived in the villages scattered along the forest’s edge, but not loved. They
didn’t exactly know what I was, but they knew I wasn’t like them. Some just called me the Healer, others the Witch of
the Woods, to a few I was Satan’s Whore, a godless creature to be reviled and
feared. None could doubt my powers of healing and the cures I bestowed upon the
people, so enough felt it made sense to turn a blind eye to what I might be.
The local priests were less tolerant, they would need
little excuse to see me burn. Half a dozen mutilated corpses would do, even if
they were brigands and cut-throats.”


“I
knew the woods almost as well as Tom had, and it took but a few hours travel to
find the small clearing he’d described. In the spring
it was carpeted with wildflowers, Tom and
I had often come here in years gone by to
lie amongst them, letting their evening scent intoxicate us as we watched the
stars circle the sky and talked about the
woods and the world and things too insignificant to recall. It was a barren unwelcoming place that night, even without the
bodies that littered the frozen ground.”


“The
moon was nearly full, its light was unflinching, almost dazzling for my
sensitive eyes, reflected as it was by
the snow that still carpeted the glade. The brigands had made some rough camp
here, the remains of a fire and the broken remnants of their crude tents lay
scattered all about, along with their provisions and meagre belongings, which
had been scattered carelessly as if someone had been searching for something.
Amongst the debris lay four bodies as broken and thoughtlessly cast aside as
the pots, blankets and bottles they had owned, or more likely stolen.”


“Each
man’s throat had been torn open, the snow was smeared red where arteries had
been severed and blood had gushed like fountains; no discrete fang marks here
that would have healed even in death, these wounds were too traumatic for the
vampire’s disguise. Saul had no care to hide his tracks. The bodies bore other
wounds inflicted in the fight; smashed
noses, snapped limbs, shattered ribs that jutted claw-like from beneath one
man’s shirt. Knives and swords lay about the
dead, they had fought, but Saul was too quick and strong for such weapons. Only
a strike through the heart or one that removed his head would have killed him,
an instant kill, otherwise his vampire’s body would survive long enough to
heal. Of course, those cursed souls hadn’t known that.”


“The
ground was frozen too hard for even me to dig graves, so I carried each of the
men deeper into the forest and covered them with stones and branches as best I
could. Some animals had already come to gnaw at this unexpected winter feast, by the time spring came they would be just
bone and might pass for any of the poor unfortunates who occasionally fell foul of the outlaws that shared the forest with them. Their
belongings I gathered and hid; come the
spring thaw I would return and bury them properly. After a few hours’ work, the glade was empty again though I knew that when spring returned I would not want to lie upon the
flowers there again.”


“All
that was left was the blood stained snow, I scooped up a handful to eat; the
taste of cold, dead, watery blood excited and sickened me in equal measures.
There are times I feel no better than an animal, driven only by the urge to
feed.”


“I knew there were two more bodies to find and I pulled
myself away from my cold banquet wanting the job done well before the dawn. The
first I found a few hundred yards away, his scuffling, wild footsteps were as
easy to read in the snow as his terror. Desperate scrambling strides away from
this beast with the face of a man, feet losing purchase time and again to fall
to the icy ground, all the time the relentless purposeful strides of the
vampire closing the distance. Saul had been able to take more time with this one,
not needing to waste precious blood in a quick kill; he’d drunk deeply from the
man.”


“The
brigand had a hard, ugly face, not softened in the slightest by
death, but the terror in his features was clear to see. The snow around him was
stained yellow as well as red, where his bladder had opened before he’d died.”


“I
hid his body too, and then searched for the last of them; he was harder to
find. He must have fled as soon as the fight had begun; perhaps he was smarter
than the others, or just more cowardly. Either way, he’d got some distance away
from the clearing before Saul had caught him. His strides had become smaller as
he’d slowed to a walking pace, he must have thought he was safe.”


“His
corpse wasn’t lying on the ground like
the others, I found him lashed to a tree, naked and broken like some strange bruised fruit that had hung too long on
the branch. Saul had taken his time with this one, not content with feeding
he’d toyed with his food first. He’d done terrible things to the brigand; far
worse than your friends did to me this morning...”


Her
voice was hoarse from telling her tale, and Caleb gave her some more water
which she sipped slowly before continuing.


“I looked at the dead man’s face, or what was left of it at
least, and realised I knew him. He’d been brought to me when he’d been a boy of
fourteen or so, he’d broken his arm badly and a fever had set in, by the time
his father had carried him through the woods he was raving and close to death. He stayed with us for a
week while I healed him with my blood and my care. Tom had been old then, but
not yet infirm and had held the boy’s hand and mopped his brow as if he were
his own son. His father had wept when he returned and found his eldest sitting
by the fire, tired and weak, but entirely
cured of the fever and his arm knitting perfectly.”


“He
told us if there was anything he could ever do for us...”


“I
can’t remember the boy’s name, it might have been Will, but I cannot quite
recall for sure. I wonder if he recognised this monster as the kind old man who
had nursed him back to health all those years before; this creature who slashed
him time and again and drunk from the blood that flowed onto his cold bare
skin? Until Saul took his eyes at least... Better his
father had not brought him to us, better he’d died a poor farmer’s son than a
brigand tortured and mutilated in a snow-frosted forest.”


“What
did you do?” Caleb prompted.


“I
left him there, or rather what was left of him. There was nothing to hide, my
life there was over. If Saul could do this, then he would do it again. This was
not a momentary aberration, not a hunger
that would abate, not a mistake caused by a power he couldn’t yet control; instead, the power had consumed him and I had
been too blind to see it. My Tom hadn’t died the night I made him a vampire,
but slowly over the following months, in front of eyes that had refused to see,
he’d become corrupted and debased by it, the lust had been too powerful for him to resist. Now there was
nothing left, Tom was gone and Saul had taken his place.”


“I
ran through the woods, as fast as I had ever run, because I had made one final
mistake. I had left him with Polly. I would go back to the cottage and take her
away, find some cave to shelter through the day and travel on the next night.
She must have some relatives who could take her in, but it wasn’t safe for her
to be around Saul. It wasn’t safe for me either. The area was sparsely
populated; I doubted Saul would content himself with the blood of brigands and
outlaws. Now he had the taste, anyone would do. It wouldn’t be long before the
priests came with their crosses and torches and a righteous mob to send us back
to Hell.”


“It
was around midnight when I got back to our cottage, our simple little home
where we had lived so happily for decades. For the first time in all those long
years I felt fear in the place, I didn’t
want to go inside. All those years of happiness and contentment had been
erased; something dark and cruel curled around the wood and thatch now.
Something new had made its home here...”


“With
shaking hands, I pushed the door open; where I had always been greeted with warmth, laughter, the smell of herbs and
flowers, the sound of singing; now all was still, harsh, cold, there was no
welcome for me here. Death had taken residence in my home.”


“Saul
sat by the dying embers of the fire, no candles were alight, but our eyes need
only the faintest of lights to see; even when we wish to see nothing at all. He
cradled Polly’s body in his arms, her blood stained his face and naked body,
splattered the wall and pooled on the floor. From the way her clothes had been
ripped from her he’d done more than just drink from the poor girl. His coarse woodsman’s fingers continually stroked the dead girl’s hair.
Slowly he looked up and I could see tears ran down his cheeks to mingle with
Polly’s blood. I just couldn’t tell whether they were from joy or sorrow.”


““What
have you done?” I’d cried, unable to move.”


“He
looked at me with dark alien eyes and said, “What have you done? I never
asked for this... but now I have it you expect me to deny what I am.””


““I
gave you life,”
I sobbed, unable to take my eyes from Polly’s pale,
dead face.”


““You gave me only a taste for death,” he spat back at me,
“but you tried to hide my nature from me... all those years together you lied
to me, you never told me about the joy of the blood, the joy of the kill... and
you never told me just how sweet the young ones taste.””


“I
wished I’d brought one of the brigand’s swords with me to strike him down though I
knew in my heart I could never do that;
my Tom was gone, but this creature still wore his face. Instead, I turned to
go. “Don’t leave me,” he called, “we can live here like gods and these peasants
will worship us and fear us. We can use them however we see fit because they
are puny and weak next to us. We can feast every night on human blood and none
will be able to stand before us.””


“I
stood with my back to him and shook my head, “No Saul, they’ll simply kill us;
and they’d be right to do it,” I said and walked off into the snow. I never saw
him again...”


“What
became of him?” Caleb asked gently.


Morlaine shrugged, “I don’t know, I
travelled as far and as fast as I could from those woods and never returned.
Perhaps the villagers killed him; perhaps he escaped and roams the world still.
I don’t know; I just wish I’d let Tom die
as he’d wanted and if not that then that I’d had the strength to kill Saul. For
every person I heal, for every life I
save, I wonder how many have died because
of the monster I created. To this day,
that question keeps returning to haunt me along with Polly’s face, so innocent
and trusting. I left her with a monster to be violated and murdered because all
I could think about was covering our tracks, hiding the brigands’ bodies; all
the time I was simply hiding the truth
that my happy years as the Witch of the Woods were over. I should have taken
Polly away from him straight away, but I was a fool.”


“We
all make mistakes,” Caleb said.


“They
don’t usually end up with people losing their lives,
though.”


“When
did this happen?”


“Five
hundred years ago... give or take a few decades,” she replied with a wry smile.


“And
it stays with you still?”


“Always
has...” she whispered, “...always will.”


They sat in
silence for a while, their thoughts their own, until Morlaine
turned to look at Caleb directly for the first time since she began recounting
her tale. “I have sired no one since I created Saul; it’s too dangerous, the
temptations too powerful. I want no more lives lost on my account.”


“Death
scares me and I have no great faith to comfort me,” Caleb whispered.


“There are
worse things than death.”


“That is
easy for you to say,” Caleb replied, “I understand the dangers. I am a weak
man, easy to fall to temptation; but I am
not a violent one, I have no love of brutality, I wish death on no one. Maybe
what Defane showed me was an illusion, but I want to feel it again. I’m tired
of my loveless world. I want more. I want
you...”


Morlaine
studied him carefully, “My, you are a man
of surprises.”


“Perhaps
you enchant me despite your protestations of innocence; perhaps you play games
with my mind. I do not know, but I am prepared to take that chance. That is my
deal, my condition, to release you. Do not disappear into the night, stay with
me, know me. Let me show you who I really am. Though
it has been so long since I saw him myself, I do not know if I would even
recognise him anymore...”


“I cannot
love a mortal man again, the pain of watching them die is too much to bear, and I will not risk creating another
Saul.”


“Are we
both doomed then, to live without love? Alone and apart from
all others?”


“We make
our choices as best we can...”


Caleb leant towards the vampire, she didn’t flinch as
his fingers brushed first against her soft cheek and then the tangled strands
of her hair, “I want you...” he murmured.


“I am no
man’s possession,” she breathed, dark eyes never leaving his, “mortal or
otherwise.”


“I will
come tonight when the others sleep... please think about what I’ve said.”


“And if I
refuse these things you ask of me?”


“I will
still set you free.”


Morlaine
closed her eyes and mouthed a silent thank you. 


“I need to
make preparations,” Caleb said finally, reluctant to leave the captive woman,
“I’ll come for you as soon after dark as
it is safe though I doubt it will be
before midnight.” He wanted to take her in his arms, kiss her and tell her that
she would be safe, no matter what, but he feared if they shared any more
intimacy he simply would not be able to leave her. Instead, he let the strands
of her hair run through his fingers and left her alone in the cellar once more.


 


 











Chapter Eight


Darkness Comes


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Rentwin lay
on his bed once more; someone had closed
his dead, accusing eyes, but the pain of
his death was not so easily hidden and it remained etched upon his face; a mask
of horror stretched tight across his skull.


“Oh, Richard....” Dr Rothery sighed; his plump hand stroking down his friend’s thin, wiry hair before he gently replaced the
wig that had been discarded in the church the previous night. In his hands he
placed Rentwin’s Bible; Caleb said nothing, but the image of the troubled man
tossing it aside came unbidden to his mind and he couldn’t help but wonder if
his soul would thank the Doctor for the gesture. Finally, the Doctor covered
the body with a blanket, concealing his battered and mutilated form.


“We have a
long night ahead of us,” Rothery said, not looking away from Rentwin’s shrouded
form, “I suggest we take a moment to pray, both for our friend and ourselves.”


Caleb bowed
his head along with the Doctor, Captain Lazziard and Jute, but his mind didn’t
linger on God; instead he thought of Rentwin running into the storm, and the
damnation that awaited him. And he thought of the vampire Morlaine. His emotions blended into a heady
concoction of regret, guilt, desire and hope; all laced with a generous measure
of fear for what the next few hours and days might bring.


The light
beyond the window was already softening before the approaching twilight, and he
wondered whether he would see the dawn. A murderous vampire apparently stalked
them, while he planned to free another and even if neither vampire harmed him
he had few illusions that Lazziard’s revenge would be
no less awful than a vampire’s should their escape be thwarted.


He wanted to sit and think. He was being propelled by his emotions, the
strange, unnerving feelings that coursed through his veins, the quickening of
his heart whenever he even thought of Morlaine. She was never far from his
mind; a shadow that hovered nearby, forever whispering, forever promising...


“We have
much to do,” Lazziard growled, jolting Caleb back to the room, “they’ll be time
enough for prayers tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow?
You think they’ll be a tomorrow?” Jute asked nervously, his bulging eyes
darting from one man to the next.


“There will
always be a tomorrow; all we have to do is ensure we are alive to witness it.”


“That’s
reassuring,” Caleb commented, pulling out a chair and slumping into it.


“We have
decisions to make,” Lazziard said, ignoring Caleb’s words as he paced to stare
out of the room’s small window.


“Certainly!” Jute piped up, “we kill the vampire and leave, ‘tis the only sensible
course!”


“I don’t
run,” Lazziard snapped, “not before the French, the papists, corsairs or
vampires; if there’s one thing I’ve learned as a fightin’
man, ‘tis never show your back to the
enemy. It makes far too tempting a target.”


“We don’t
know who our enemy is or even if we have an enemy,” Caleb pointed out,
“what happened to Rentwin may have no connection to what we do here.”


Jute
snorted derisively, “Just some strange coincidence then that Mr Rentwin should
die so horribly, that he should be cut time and again in such ways that let his blood flow so freely?”


“Vampires
have no need for knives,” Caleb pointed out, “even on those that torment them.”


“No,” Jute
agreed, “they might simply enjoy using
them.”   


Caleb
thought of the young man abusing Morlaine and he felt
his fingers curl involuntarily into fists, no matter how hard he tried he could not help but picture him, couldn’t
help but imagine what exactly he’d done to her. Caleb found himself glaring at Jute, who shifted uneasily from one foot to
another under the weight of his attention.


“Your cold
has gone, hasn’t it?” Caleb asked suddenly.


“What?”
Jute frowned at the question.


“You had a
cold this morning; now you seem a picture of health.”


“It passed.
I think we have more pressing concerns than a brief cold, Mr Cade.”


“Have you
taken strong medicine, perhaps?” Caleb thought
of the boy alone with Morlaine, biting and licking her blood-stained breasts,
taking the vampiric essence into him without even realising it. Just a little,
but enough to cure him of his chill far faster than normal; she hadn’t lied to
him, her blood really did have the ability to heal.


“The day’s
events seem to have clouded your mind; perhaps you have a more serious malady
than a trifling cold. Perhaps Dr Rothery
should examine you...” Jute babbled away, but Caleb felt his fists unclench, he
would soon be gone and the madness of these men would be behind him.


“We need to
sit with Richard,” Rothery said suddenly, his attention still more focussed on
his dead companion than the living ones.


“I’m sorry,
Sir?” Jute asked, seemingly relieved to be drawn away from Caleb’s strange
questions. 


“In case he
was turned,” Lazziard answered when the Doctor remained silent, “if it was a
vampire that killed him, then Mr Rentwin’s soul may have been damned by the
creature and he will rise as one of the undead.”


“Is that
likely?” Caleb asked.


“Who can
comprehend the minds of monsters...” 


“Precisely,”
Lazziard boomed, “we must take turns to sit through the night with the corpse and
do what is necessary should he rise.” The Captain took a stake from his pocket
and mimicked the act of driving it into Rentwin’s chest, the makeshift weapon
seemed ludicrously small and inadequate when gripped in Lazziard’s
large rough hand, but Caleb guessed it would suffice. Though from what Morlaine had said he doubted Rentwin’s killer would have
had any reason to sire him.


“I’ll
arrange for my boys to guard the house during the night; we must be prepared if
this other vampire comes,” the Captain continued.


“Oh, it
will come,” Rothery sighed sadly, “it will most definitely come.”


“And what
will we do if it does?” Caleb asked, “It was strong enough to climb a wall and
carry a grown man at the same time, before doing God knows what to him. How
will a couple of sailors protect us from such a monster?”


“All things
die; the trick is to know just how to kill them,” Lazziard smiled his broken-toothed smile, “there are only a couple
of entrances to the house, they will be easy to guard, the windows are generally
small and inaccessible. Those that are not can be shuttered and watched, we
will be secure enough.”


“This thing
can climb vertical walls; do you really think a few bolts and wooden panels
will keep it away from us?” Jute muttered, unconvinced.


“Show a little
faith in me, boy,” Lazziard answered
coldly.


“Doctor,
what do you think?” Jute asked.


“I will sit
with Richard tonight... the Captain is more than capable of guarding his home.”


“Matters
are already at hand,” Lazziard nodded, “Bridges and the servants are making preparations. If this thing returns, we will have retribution for Mr
Rentwin’s death. The creature in the cellar was captured easily enough, perhaps by morning we will have another specimen for the
good Doctor.”


Caleb was
less than convinced. If Morlaine was to be believed her own strength was only a
fraction of what it could have been had she drunk more blood, and she had still
been capable of hurling burly sailors across the room as if they were made of
straw. This vampire had drained at least one man of his blood in the last
twenty-four hours. He thought of Morlaine’s
description of Saul and how he could have felled trees with his bare hands
after feeding on the brigands in the woods.


It was
definitely time to go.


“What of
the women?” Caleb found himself asking.


“What of
them,” Lazziard sighed, returning his attention to the view beyond the room’s
narrow window.


“’tis
hardly safe here; your wife, the female servants, would it not be better to
send them away to-”


“My wife is
my concern Mr Cade, not yours,” Lazziard snarled, “My servants have jobs to do,
just because battle looms it does not mean daily duty can be forgotten.”


“We are not
talking about French sloops here;” Caleb snapped back, “this enemy has teeth.”


“Nobody runs,” Lazziard said. His tone suggested it was not a matter for debate.


An uneasy silence hung about the four men. Rothery pulled a chair across
to the bed and sat by the corpse of his friend. The Captain continued to stare
out of the window, requiring no words or actions to convey his anger. Jute
fidgeted and shuffled nervously, eyes darting from one man to the next. Caleb
sat and tried not to think of Morlaine, frightened his very thoughts might
betray his intentions.


“So...” Caleb said finally, “We just sit and wait, and hope
this thing has no taste for women?”


“Your
chivalry may seem commendable, but ‘tis just weakness. If something is out
there, then sending the women away just reduces us. Whether here or elsewhere
my wife requires protection, being beyond these walls did not save Mr
Rentwin... besides the night is coming and they will get nowhere before
darkness falls,” Lazziard looked over his shoulder at Caleb, “do you wish to venture into those woods in the dark?”


“No...”
Caleb replied though that was exactly
where he planned to be.


“Of course,
it might be safer out there,” Lazziard mused.


“What do
you mean?”


“We still
don’t know for sure who killed Rentwin; perhaps the killer is within, rather
than without.”


“The she-vampire?” Jute asked, “How could that be?”


Lazziard
shrugged, “I do not know, but we must be prepared to face any enemy; from
whatever direction it strikes.”


Caleb shook
his head emphatically, “She is chained in the cellar, weak and harmless; she
could not have killed Rentwin.”


“That is
what you see Mr Cade,” Lazziard said, moving away from the window to loom over
him, “but perhaps that is simply what it wants you to see...” 


“We are not
talking about perception,” Caleb insisted, trying not to appear discomforted by
Lazziard’s towering
form, “we are talking about fact. She has not left her cell since we brought
her here. She did not, could not, have killed Rentwin.”


“You are so
sure the vampire is innocent even though you are quite aware of its satanic nature, its love of our blood. Why is that
Mr Cade?” Lazziard, bent down, his hands gripping the arms of Caleb’s chair,
the old sailor’s face close enough for Caleb to map the broken veins and
blackheads that clustered around his nose.


“’tis
purely common sense, I don’t doubt she would kill us all given the
opportunity,” Caleb replied carefully, “but she lies in chains. I don’t believe
her powers are so great she can slip them at will, to consider that an option
is to divert our attention from the real threat; the one that waits for us out
there.”


“You are so
sure that what your eye sees is all there is... are you willing to risk our
lives on such certainties?”


“If she were able to free herself by some magic as you
suggest, we would all be dead by now, slaughtered in our beds. She is no
threat.”


“I believe
it is!”


“Then we
should kill it,” Jute interrupted, “as I said before.”


Lazziard’s
lips curled into a crooked discomforting smile at the young man’s words, though
his eyes never left Caleb, “Quite.”


Caleb said
nothing for a moment; he wasn’t playing them well he knew. He’d spent a lifetime lying and manipulating people, but his
lies sounded hollow and unconvincing here. All his words had needed to hide
before were his lust and greed, now he needed to conceal other feelings
entirely.


“We can’t
throw away this opportunity,” he said eventually, “We may never get another
chance to study one of these... things. We have barely begun to study it; if we run from every danger then we
will never defeat the Devil and his spawn...”


“Perhaps,”
Lazziard looked unimpressed.


“Doctor,
what do you say?” Caleb asked, looking for support from the old man.


“Doctor?”
Lazziard repeated when the old man
remained silent.


“I’m
sorry,” Rothery said, looking up from Rentwin’s body for the first time.


“We were
discussing whether we should kill our vampire now or continue to study it,
despite our loss,” Lazziard pressed.


“Act in
haste,” Rothery muttered, “repent at leisure.”


Lazziard
left Caleb and moved to stand behind the Doctor, “Are you saying we should not
kill the vampire now?” he asked with uncharacteristic gentleness.


“No,” he
whispered, “I can’t kill her.”


“I agree
with the Doctor,” Caleb announced, rising to his feet, “and we are wasting time
discussing it.”


“The Doctor
is not thinking clearly, it is too dangerous...” Jute insisted, throwing out
his arms in frustration.


“Impudence
is not required from you, boy,” Lazziard growled his scowling features enough
to make Jute take a step backwards.


“I meant no
disrespect, but...”


“What you
intended is not important... you should know your place here!”


“We are
wasting time!” Caleb shouted, pointing at the window, “the sun is setting and
we are standing here bickering. We should be overseeing the security of this
house else we may not live to see it rise in the morning.”


Fo Caleb
thought the Captain was going to turn on him, but the murderous look passed
swiftly, and he sighed deeply before nodding his agreement, “You are correct...
if we argue amongst ourselves, then our
adversary’s task will be all the easier.”


Lazziard
returned to look out of the narrow window as if to confirm the coming night, “May I propose, since we are
split on the issue, we put the matter of what to do with our vampire in the
cellar aside until tomorrow. Tonight we will concentrate solely on securing the
manor house.”


“Agreed,”
Caleb replied, trying hard to keep the relief from his voice.


“Agreed,”
Jute concurred. The Doctor moved his head a fraction to signal his assent.


“You are
the military man here,” Jute simpered, “we will,
of course, follow whatever course of action you propose.”


“I had
assumed that went without saying,” Lazziard said coldly.


“How many
people are there in the house?” Caleb asked as Jute’s smile faltered.


“In
addition to the four of us, there is Bridges and the five men we brought from
London. Most of the household servants were sent away prior to our arrival, but
I retained the minimum required for our comfort; Pughes and Waller, two of my less incompetent footmen, three
scullery maids and Mrs Bob the cook; in addition to Elijah of course.”


“That makes
eighteen - including Mrs Lazziard.”


“Not much
of an army, but enough to deal with one vampire,” Lazziard exuded the easy
confidence of a man used to getting his own way, whatever it took. “The house
has only two entrances, the main door opening into the hall and the door from
the kitchen. Both are made of thick English oak and can be quickly barred. The windows are too narrow for
all but a child to squeeze through, other than those in the library that look
out over the gardens; an unfortunate
modification made by my father. Otherwise, the building is still as secure as
it was originally intended to be. It was, after all, built in more perilous
times than these.”


“So, three realistic entry points to guard,” Caleb
concluded.


“The
library windows are being shuttered as we speak,” Lazziard nodded, “I intend to
post two armed men at each point, they will have bells to be rung if our
uninvited guest should make an entrance. We will not be taken unawares. Candles
and lamps will burn throughout the night
while those not guarding the access points will patrol the house. Furthermore,
I will station a lookout on the roof to ensure fair warning should this vile
creature make an approach towards us.  It will be a long and tiring night
gentleman, and there will be little time for rest, but we will have time
aplenty to sleep tomorrow. Hopefully, it
will also prove to be uneventful.”


It was only
then that Caleb realised with sudden dismay that not only would Lazziard’s plans make it difficult for anyone to enter the
house unannounced, but it was also going
to be even harder to get out of it...


“Do we have
enough bodies for your plan?” Caleb asked, keeping his voice even and
non-committal, “we must watch over Mr Rentwin too.”


“Not to
mention the she-vampire,” Jute added unhelpfully.


“I will
watch over Richard,” the Doctor said, looking up from his friend’s body for the first time, “sleep will have no hold
on me this night.”


Lazziard nodded his agreement, “Bridges and his men will secure the access
points, my footmen can act as lookouts. I don’t trust the stupid buggers to
stay awake if I left but one of them up there, that will leave our good
selves and my blackamoor to walk the house and guard our guest.”


“Should we
split into pairs for the task?” Jute asked.


“No...”
Lazziard said, “I don’t want to spread our forces too thinly; the cellar can be
accessed only via the trap door in the kitchen, a few
well-placed barrels should ensure she stays put. Even if she can slip her chains, I doubt she could move such a weight.”


Caleb’s
heart sank a little further and he cursed his ill fortune, any other night
would have been easy for them to slip away; now it was going to be much more
difficult. He frantically thought of a reason to
dissuade Lazziard from blocking off the cellar, but inspiration deserted him.
Not wanting to say something rash that would raise the man’s suspicions he just
nodded his agreement along with Jute and hoped some new plan would present
itself to him, for his original one now lay in tatters. Lazziard was
prepared to leave Morlaine alone tonight, but he knew, sure enough, the longer Morlaine remained in the cellar, the less likely it was she
would ever leave it as anything other than dust.


*


Caleb
rested his hand uneasily on the pommel of his sword; he’d never liked the
thing, it felt unnatural and awkward at his side and provided scant comfort. If he ever came face to face with whatever had
slaughtered poor Rentwin he doubted it would provide much more protection than
the silk shirt upon his back. However, Lazziard had insisted all the men should
be armed and Caleb saw no need to let him know he could handle a sword with
less threat than the Captain’s portly old cook could wield her rolling pin.


A few
cracks of dying sunlight crept through the crude
shutters that had been hastily erected over the library windows. Caleb feared
they would be of as little use as his sword, but he kept his own counsel on the
matter.


“But why
is it necessary?” Elsa insisted, her eyes darting between Caleb and her
husband, her confusion painfully apparent.


“Don’t
question me woman, just accept my word that it is,” Lazziard growled, the
irritation evident in his voice. Elsa bit
her lip nervously, confused and unhappy by the activity that surrounded her,
but unable to challenge the domineering presence of the Captain, “Take a book
and go to your room, ‘tis best you stay there until morning,” he ordered. 


Elsa began
to say something, but her husband had already turned his back on her and strode
from the room before she had a chance to get the words out. Instinctively she did what she was told and picked up a book that had been resting open on a side table. She
closed it and brushed past Caleb, her head bowed in her husband’s wake.


Caleb
placed his hand on her arm, causing Elsa’s eyes to flare in alarm at such
intimacy. Lazziard had already left the room and Caleb smiled reassuringly at
her; even under normal circumstances he
doubted the Captain gave much thought to his wife when she was not in his
presence.


“’tis
important you do as he says.”


“I’m
his wife,” she replied flatly, her eyes returning to the floor, “That is what I
always do.”


“Bad
things are happening; you should lock your door and stay there until morning,
no matter what you hear.”


She
smiled faintly as if she was being
addressed by someone who didn’t quite understand
how the world worked, “I have no lock on my door; Captain Lazziard had it
removed some time ago...”


“Put
a chair against the door then, please.”


“That
would be a bad idea.”


“Please,
this is important... we are all in danger here. You must try and protect
yourself as best you can.”


“This
is about what you’re doing in the cellars, isn’t it?” 


Caleb
nodded.


“So
I am in some danger, but you cannot tell me why?”


“It
would take too long to explain, you must trust me. I don’t want to see you come
to any harm.”


Elsa
swept a stray ringlet of soft blonde hair from her face as she looked about the
shadowy library, “This is one of my places, one of my few places. He has no time
for books you see. I find a little peace here; I don’t suppose he’ll see the
need to take those shutters down for a long time. I think he quite likes the
dark.”


“This
isn’t about you, you’re not being punished.”


“I
know it’s not about me,” she laughed mockingly, “it’s never about me.”
Still clutching her book she slowly walked to a chair in the far corner of the
room and sat in the shadows, “I’m not a fool you know, despite appearances.”


“I’ve
never thought you were.”


“Maybe,
maybe not,” she sighed, “the servants gossip, not to me of course, but I hear
them all the same. Sometimes I think I am invisible, my husband certainly
doesn’t see me except for when he wants... things. His indifference
seems to have rubbed off on the rest of the household; they even talk about me
when I’m in the room sometimes. Still, it can be useful. I know there’s someone
down there, in the cellar. A devil they say, a devil in chains. Is that what
you do down in the dark Mr Cade? Are you and my husband drinking with the
devil? Or just pulling his tail?”


“Servants
can be superstitious; their words should only be taken with salt.”


“Then
what are you doing?”


Caleb
knelt before her and took Elsa’s hands in his, “Please... trust me. I will do all I can to make this go away, but for now
‘tis dangerous to be here and I want you to be as safe as possible.” His words
felt hollow and cheap, maybe by taking Morlaine away then the other vampire
would leave the house alone, but he had no idea whether his action would save
lives or just abandon them all to the same fate Richard Rentwin had suffered.
That was what he’d always done of course; flee into the night to save his skin
and follow his pleasures. 


Why
was this any different?


“Tell
me?” she insisted, squeezing his hands tightly.


“We
do God’s work....”


“Is
Mr Rentwin dead?” she asked.


“Yes.”


“God
does not pay those who do his work very well, does he?” she closed her eyes and
sighed deeply, “I heard some of the sailors talking... he was always extremely
kind to me, the few times I met him.”


“He
was a good man... I’m sorry, but you should go
to your room; something might be coming that will-” Caleb’s words trailed off
as the sound of a bell ringing from the front door reached their ears, coupled
with an urgent, insistent hammering against the heavy oak doors that echoed
through the old house.


“It
sounds as if something might already be here,” Elsa whispered, eyes widening in
alarm.


Caleb
pulled Elsa roughly to her feet, she gave a gasp of surprise and stumbled into
him as she rose, her book tumbling to the floor as her fingers dug into his
arm.


“You
must go now!” he insisted, but she made no move to leave; instead she simply
stood and held onto him, her eyes large and fearful as she looked up at him.


“I’m
scared... what’s happening?”


He
had an insane urge to keep her close, to kiss her and let his hands run over
the folds of her dress and beyond. The same old Caleb a distant voice
whispered, still wanting the next pretty
girl to fall into your arms.


You always lie, even to
yourself...


Desire
had always been something he’d been unable to fight, and he lowered his head to
kiss her softly upon the lips; she didn’t
resist or cry out. Instead, she returned the kiss, not with passion or lust,
but with the same gentleness, their lips no more than brushing each other’s as
their fingers entwined.


Beyond
the library Caleb could hear the sound of shouting and feet running over the
bare wooden floors, reluctantly he pulled away from Elsa and looked into her
large melancholy eyes that were wet with tears.


“I’ve
never been kissed so sweetly,” she breathed, her voice breaking as she tried
not to cry. There was such sadness in her words that Caleb thought if he had
anything resembling a heart left it would surely have broken at the sound of
them.


“I
will keep you safe, I promise,” Caleb heard himself say.


“I
know,” she swallowed, “I trust you.”


Taking
her hand he hurried her out of the room and pushed her down the corridor
towards the back stairs, “Go to your room and put a chair to the door, I will
come when it is safe.”


She
nodded, lifted up her skirts and ran, her footsteps echoing hollowly, all the
time looking back at him. Caleb smiled as reassuringly as he could before
turning in the opposite direction and running towards the main hall and the
Manor’s entrance. He had no time to think or feel about his words and actions,
or what he was heading towards. He simply needed to know what was happening.


The
Captain was already in the hall with Bridges, Jack O’Legs
and Hooky. All had weapons drawn and were staring uncertainly at the barred
door; Caleb clumsily drew his own blade and felt an absurd and inappropriate
sense of pride that he hadn’t stabbed any of his companions in the process. 


“Were
you expecting guests?” Caleb asked. The taste of Lazziard’s wife’s lips still
upon his own.


“No
invited ones,” Lazziard muttered, cocking his pistol.


Jute
arrived with Tommy Nimbles; eyes bulging
and Adam’s apple working furiously in his throat, “So soon!” he gasped, “the
sun is barely set!”


“The
Devil keeps to his own time,” Bridges muttered nervously.


The
bell rang again, making several of the men jump while the thudding continued on
the other side of the door.


“It
seems to be a singularly polite Devil,” Caleb commented uncertainly, glancing
at Lazziard, he took a few steps towards the door, frowning as he went for he
could hear a faint voice calling from the other side of the thick door.


“Be
careful man!” Jute exclaimed.


He
stood and listened before the tension
drained from his shoulders, and he sheathed his sword in relief, “’tis no
monster...” he sighed, before moving to lift the wooden bar that secured the
door.


“What
are you doing?” Jute screeched, but Lazziard waved him down.


Caleb
pulled the bar across, followed by the heavy metal bolts before opening the
doors to reveal the sobbing and dishevelled form of Alyssa Rothery, who
stumbled gratefully into his arms.


“Thank
God!” she cried, hugging him most inappropriately. Even Caleb was unused to
women grabbing hold of him quite so frequently.


Alyssa’s
bright red hair tumbled madly across her shoulders; her crimson mantua was creased and grubby while her face
was neither painted nor powdered.


“I
thought nobody was here,” she sobbed, before looking past Caleb to see the
semi-circle of armed men around her. “Oh my!” she exclaimed, still clutching
Caleb as the assorted weapons were sheathed and made safe, “were you expecting
someone else?”


“What
are you doing here?” Caleb asked gently.


“Something
terrible has happened,” she sniffed and Jute stepped forward to offer her his
handkerchief to dab the tears away from her eyes, “Thank you, Archie,” she
smiled gratefully, stepping back from Caleb’s embrace and brushing down her
crumpled dress.


“You’re
most welcome Miss Rothery,” Jute gushed, before shooting a dark look at Caleb
that suggested he thought the intimacy he was displaying with his intended wife was entirely inappropriate.


“Well,”
Lazziard cleared his throat, “let’s get the door closed and take Miss Rothery
through to the dining room... you look like you’ve suffered quite an ordeal.”


“Yes,
a most awful one Captain, thank you.”


Caleb
looked out of the open door, “Your bags?”


“I
left London in such a hurry I had no time but to bring the clothes on my back
and money for the journey,” she said, clutching hold of a small purse in her
hands.


“What
happened?” Caleb asked, but Jute shushed Alyssa away.


“Let
Miss Rothery rest and regain her composure,” Jute snapped back at him.


“The
rest of you return to your duties...” Lazziard growled.


Caleb
glanced at the door as Hooky slammed it shut and wondered if there would be any
more callers before the night was out. 


*


Alyssa sat at the dining table, cradling a glass of brandy that Captain
Lazziard had pressed into her hands. Jute sat at her side while Lazziard
occupied the head of the table; Caleb stood with his arms folded by one of the
rooms narrow windows; he could almost feel the night on the other side of the
pane.


Elijah had
been sent to fetch her father from his vigil, and an uneasy silence hung about the room while they awaited his arrival.
Jute fawned over the girl, patting her hand and comforting her with assurances
that everything would be alright now and she was quite safe in the manor house;
words Caleb knew the young man did not believe himself for one moment.


In return,
Alyssa merely nodded and forced an unconvincing smile upon her lips while she
sipped her drink. She displayed none of the enthusiasm for hard liquor she’d
shown Caleb during their wild nights together in London.


Caleb turned
his back upon the scene to stare out of the narrow slit of a window, only
blackness could be seen beyond the hazy
reflection of his own face and the dancing pinpoints
of light from the candles that sat upon
the table behind him.


His face seemed
uncommonly harsh in the dark glass as if somehow the reflection had stripped
all his masks away to reveal the cold,
selfish bastard who hid behind them. He should not have said what he had to
Elsa, she deserved better than empty promises he
knew he would not keep. He had no reason to hurt her, deceive her. There was no
harm in the girl, only sadness and vulnerability. Lying and deceiving was how he lived, how he pursued
money, but he did not want anything from the girl. Yet still he told lies that
would eventually hurt; because it was easier than the truth because it was easier than even saying nothing at all.


He would
flee with Morlaine if he could and leave that poor
child alone in her room; frightened and confused by the events that unfurled
around her that nobody would explain. At best he would leave her to a life tied
to a man who was little more than a monster himself, at worse she would end up
being slaughtered by something that was very much a monster.


The thing
that made it harder to bear was the fact he liked her; he liked her a lot in
fact. She didn’t move him the way Morlaine did, she
couldn’t haunt him and torment him the way that impossible creature could, but
she was a fine woman nevertheless. Of
course, that was not the point, he was going to betray Elsa just as had
betrayed every other woman he’d ever offered a kind word.


He wished
he could take her away from here too; give her a chance to find a better life
with a better man than William Lazziard. That was not going to happen though,
there was no way he could rescue both of them. It was one or the other, and Morlaine could give him so much more...


He screwed
shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose; he had never been so
concerned about the consequences of his actions before. In fact, he’d never been at all concerned about the
consequences of actions before.


Now, of course, there was Alyssa as well, which made
things, even more, complicated.


Caleb
turned as the door opened and the Doctor entered the dining room followed by
Elijah, who immediately went to take his place at Lazziard’s
shoulder.


“Alyssa...”
Doctor Rothery said simply, his usual
cheery red complexion had faded to ashen grey.


“Father!”
she cried and run to the old man,
flinging her arms about him, “I’m so sorry... I had to come... I had to...”


The Doctor
could do no more than put his arms around
her, whispering comforts into her ear as he patted her back with his chubby
hands. Jute hovered nervously at their side, selflessly ready to comfort her in
a similar fashion if required.


“Perhaps it
is time you told us why you are here Miss
Rothery?” Lazziard asked with typical compassion as he ordered Elijah to fill
glasses with brandy for all.


“Of
course,” Alyssa sniffed, “you must be wondering what is wrong with me, I look such a state.”


“You look
as beautiful as always,” Jute reassured her, eagerly pulling out her chair as
she returned to the table. Caleb wondered if the boy had any idea what a wild
cat the girl was beneath her respectable
exterior.


“You always
flatter me so,” she smiled at him. 


Jute almost
swooned.


Alyssa
returned to her seat while Jute helped
the Doctor to sit down beside her before he positioned himself on the other
side.  She reached over and clutched her father’s hand while Jute leant in as close as decency allowed; ready to
hang on her every word.


“I’m sorry
father,” Alyssa said hesitantly, “’tis Mr Scaife...”


“What about
him?” Rothery asked, his voice seemed strange and
distant to Caleb’s ears.


“He’s dead....” She clutched Jute’s handkerchief to her mouth with her
free hand as she sobbed, “I came  home after spending the night with
Martha Nasby and her parents, you know how much I hate being alone in the house
Father, and I found poor Mr Scaife in the kitchen....”


“What had
happened to him?” Lazziard pressed, his glass poised on his lips.


“He’d been
cut to pieces... it was so horrible,” she sobbed, “there were b-bits of him
everywhere!”


“What exactly
had happened to him?” Lazziard asked before slowly draining his glass with
unseemly relish.


“I don’t
know,” she managed to say through her
sobs, “but bits of him had been thrown on the fire and his head was cut clean
off, it was just lying on the chopping board... w-with an apple in his
m-mouth!”


“Dear God,”
Jute exclaimed, “what a thing for you to see, it must have been terrible for
you to walk in on such a sight.”


“I don’t
suppose it was too pleasant for Mr Scaife either,”
Lazziard mused, holding out his glass for Elijah to refresh.


“I didn’t know
what to do, so I took some money and came here... I was too scared to stay in
the house... even in London... I had to come for you, Daddy...”


“Of course, you did my dear... of course… you did,” Rothery managed to say
blankly as he took his sobbing daughter in his arms.


Lazziard
ordered Elijah to get one of the maids to make a room up for Alyssa; he left
the girl with her father and Jute to join Caleb at the window. “A second monstrous death... too much for coincidence I
suspect.”


Caleb shook
his head, “At least we now know how this creature found us now, it must have gotten it out of Scaife.”


“No easy
task, he was a hard man Scaife, wouldn’t have blabbed
easy. Particularly given he didn‘t have a tongue.”


Caleb
sighed, “So we definitely have a second vampire then? There is no way our guest
could have been in London killing poor Mr Scaife.”


“No,”
Lazziard admitted reluctantly, “the vampire bitch may not have killed Mr
Rentwin or the Doctor’s man, but there must be some connection between the
two.”


“Not necessarily,”
Caleb insisted, “another vampire could have heard about us and decided to put
an end to our work quite independently, it might not even know we have one of
its kind here.”


“Possible,”
Lazziard shrugged and looked unconvinced.


“What do
you think is out there?” Caleb asked looking out into the night.


“Something
that wants us dead,” Lazziard smiled grimly before patting Caleb’s arm, “don’t worry Mr Cade, ‘tis not a wholly new
experience for me and no one’s managed it yet...”


*


Caleb took
the first chance that presented itself to get out of the dining room and as he
watched the Doctor comfort the distraught Alyssa it dawned on him that no one
was guarding Rentwin; Caleb was only too eager to offer to stand in for him.
Jute was too busy fawning over Alyssa, and the Captain had settled down to
drink the night away, so he was encouraged to take over the task for a few
hours.


“I will watch over Richard later,” the Doctor had said emptily, “when
Alyssa is calmer.”


Instead of
heading up the stairs to Rentwin’s room, once the door to the dining room was
closed behind him, he turned and hurried towards the kitchen. His heart sank as
soon as he entered and saw the heavy
barrels that had been stacked upon the trap door that led down to the cellars
and Morlaine’s cell. Mrs Bob, the house’s cook, stood
with her back to him cutting cold meats, while two of Lazziard’s
men, Jack O’Legs and Tommy Nimbles,
sat at a smaller table near the door playing cards; pistols, cudgels and stakes
all lay within easy reach. Rosie, a young scrawny scullery maid, was talking and giggling with Jack.


None of
them noticed Caleb standing in the doorway, but there was not a chance he could
move even one of the barrels that weighed down the trap door without being
seen. Perhaps later he would have the opportunity, but he couldn’t imagine how
he might move those barrels without disturbing the guards even if they did risk
the Captain’s wrath by falling asleep.


He could
make some excuse about needing to fetch the Doctor’s instruments to get them to
move the barrels, but there seemed no point taking such risks just to talk to Morlaine. It was too early to try an escape, the household
was too alert, and he wanted them to slip away unnoticed to give them a few
hours head start. 


If only
they’d been able to leave during daylight when the house had been empty...


Caleb
slipped back into the corridor before he was noticed and slowly walked up the
stairs towards Rentwin’s room. He didn’t much care for the chore of sharing the
first few hours of this long night in the company of a corpse, but, at least, the solitude would give him time
to think and scheme. The room was as it had been left and Rentwin still
appeared resolutely dead. Caleb had no wish to
stare upon that poor soul’s tormented face again. Instead, he looked out of the
narrow window, but the view was as unhelpful as the one from the dining room;
frankly, an army of vampires could be circling the Manor House and he’d see
precious little sign of them from here.    


He rested his
forehead on the cool bare stone of the wall; he’d made an art of disappearing
from other people’s houses over the years, but he’d never had to take somebody
with him, or do it from so well guarded a site. He’d promised he’d see Morlaine tonight and that they would leave together, he’d never been much for keeping his promises,
even the ones he made to himself, but he honestly didn’t want to break the ones he
made to her.


She could
give him a new life, a different one, a better one than he’d ever known. She
could show him happiness and more besides. He knew in her gift was a contentment he’d never before known; not a
vampire’s glamour like Defane or a manipulative deceit like Henrietta, with Morlaine he could
feel what he had shared with them, except this time it would be for real. 


All he had
to do was make her love him in return.    


He shook
such thoughts aside; such daydreams would
not help either of them get out of here. All he could do was wait
for the night to draw on and hope that either inspiration or luck would present
an opportunity. Caleb paced the room, stared out of the window, sat down and
stood up again. He examined the sparsely furnished room in every detail. Like
every other room in the house, it was a cold, cheerless place; the fact that the only
adornment was Rentwin’s corpse did little for either his concentration or his
mood. Several times distant noises filtered through the old house made him look
up with a start and a flutter of his heart, but the sounds were all far away
and seemingly innocent. Rentwin remained as quiet and still as you could expect
of a man in his condition.


Creeping
draughts caused the room’s candles to flicker continuously,
sometimes wildly, their pale light sending shadows dancing alarmingly across
the walls. Caleb was grateful the room was so small, as no corner was too
distant for the darkness to hide comfortably in. Still, a few more candles
would not have been unwelcome.


Time
crawled by with its usual sloth when you
counted its passing, and it seemed an interminable
age before the door creaked open. Caleb’s head shot round and he hoped he had
not appeared too startled as Jute let himself into the room.


“There is
food in the kitchen,” he announced, “I’ll sit with Rentwin for a while.”


“Very
well,” Caleb sighed, relieved to have the opportunity to forsake his creepy
duty, “How is Alyssa?”


“Miss
Rothery is resting,” he said coolly, “she is most tired.”


“A terrible
ordeal,” Caleb agreed, rising from his chair, “but she has the spirit to
recover.”


“I would have
thought you didn’t know her well enough to say.”


Caleb
smiled knowingly, “Oh, you’d be surprised.”


“What do
you mean?” Jute’s eyes narrowed, unsure whether or not Caleb was implying
anything.


Caleb
rested his hand on the doorknob and
looked back at the younger man, “Though I met her only briefly in London, I got
to know her rather well. She’s quite remarkable really...”


“She’s
very remarkable... and it is my
intention to marry her one day,” he reminded Caleb pointedly.


The image
of Jute abusing Morlaine flashed into Caleb’s mind,
he knew he should walk away, but the temptation to goad the boy was simply too strong, “And you think she will have you?”


“My station
is lowly I grant you,” Jute said, folding
his arms across his narrow chest, “but I have ambitions to make something of
myself; I believe the Doctor has regard for me... it would be a good match.”


“I think
you’ll find she prefers men with a little more... experience.”


“What do
you mean?”


“Let’s say,
she has more of a taste for life than you might expect.”


“Are you
questioning Miss Rothery’s reputation?” Jute demanded
incredulously. 


 “Of course not.” 


“She is a
good Christian woman,” Jute insisted, almost shrilly.


“I never
said she wasn’t. We all have desires Archie, nothing wrong with that. Never seen much wrong with acting on them either. Within reason. Do you have desires?”


“What are
you talking about?” 


“I saw the
marks on the vampire this afternoon.”


“There were lots of marks on it... that’s what we were doing,” Jute
said carefully, his brow creased into a frown.


“I’m
talking about bite marks.”


Jute shook
his head, “The Captain cut her with a scalpel; he didn’t use his teeth for
God’s sake!”


“No, he
didn’t, but somebody did for they were plain to see, all over her breasts. So
what did you get up to while we were finding poor Rentwin nailed to a wall?”
Caleb’s voice had taken on a dark edge that even he didn’t recognise.


“I watched
the vampire’s wounds and recorded my findings. Nothing else!”
Jute insisted indignantly.


“Was her
teasing too much for you? She is quite beautiful after all, chained up and
alone; I can understand the temptation?”


Jute’s eyes
blazed angrily, his usually ashen cheeks
flared red and he took a half step towards Caleb, “I don’t like what you’re
implying Sir. I didn’t touch that thing. All the time you were away, she was talking to me, saying the foulest
things. Degenerate things. All the ways I could use
her, how she wouldn’t tell. Perhaps I was tempted; I am only a man after all,
but I’m not a fool. I know she only wanted me to get close so she could... do
whatever she wanted. Feed from me, kill me, try to
escape. I don’t know what,” he sucked in his lips and shook his head with
exasperation, “I don’t particularly care if you believe me or not, but I’ve put
no mark on that creature. Today or ever.”


He turned and walked to the small narrow window to stare out into the
night, much as Caleb had done earlier. “I have no desire for anyone but Miss
Rothery; be they the finest dressed lady strolling in St James’ Park, a Southwark whore or a naked vampire; not that it is any
business of yours of course.” 


“You
love her then?” Caleb asked.


“From
the moment I met her... I have no great experience with women, but every man
knows the woman he wants to spend his life with when he meets her. She is so
kind and gentle, her warmth and beauty dazzle me, every moment I spend with her
my head spins and my heart pounds, every word that falls from her lips I
remember, I cherish. Every kindness she honours me with, every smile, touch, laugh she has ever graced me with I collect and
stow away inside me. When I am alone, I take them out one by one, examining and
polishing them, holding them up to the light to be dazzled by them once more.
Like some old miser playing with his hoard of gold and precious stones. They
keep me sane and drive me mad at the same time.”


Jute
shook his head and sighed sadly before continuing, “My words seem so hollow and
mawkish when spoken aloud; strange, when I say them to myself they sound like
poetry...”


“Love
can do that to a man...” Caleb said distantly, Jute’s words reminding him of
how young Daniel Plunkett had once felt about his employer.


“Have
you ever loved a woman completely?”


“Once or twice.” 


“I suppose every man thinks he is unique. That no other has
ever felt the same emotions as he, that the woman they love is so different
from other women, but no matter how often I tell myself so, I still can’t
believe anyone else has loved a woman so deeply and purely as I love Miss
Rothery. She is so pure and virtuous, yet so full of life and joy. I thank God for every
second he grants me in her presence. That is why I can touch no other...”


Caleb
thought of Alyssa pressed against the wall in that dark alley; urgently crying
into his ear as he took her. He closed his eyes, unsure whether he felt shame
or embarrassment or nothing at all.


“It
can be dangerous to give yourself so completely to another,” Caleb eventually
said.


“What’s
life without a little danger, eh Mr Cade?”


“Longer,”
Caleb replied and let himself from the room. 


He
stood outside in the shadowy corridor for a moment. Caleb cursed himself
softly, why taunt the boy? What purpose had it served? Did it make him feel
more of a man to make Jute proclaim his misplaced love? Did it provide some
kind of retribution for his violation of Morlaine?


Had he violated Morlaine at all?


Jute
seemed so earnest, so sincere. No man’s word alone could be trusted
unconditionally of course; perhaps the callow youth was as consummate a liar as
he was himself though he had no reason to
believe Jute’s proclaimed love for Alyssa was anything other than heartfelt.
Caleb shook his head, no the boy was lying about Morlaine,
he’d seen the bite marks with his own eyes, not to mention the disappearance of
his cold. Why should he do anything but lie? He had nothing to gain from the
truth.


Caleb
strolled down the corridor; he’d leave
Jute to his misplaced emotions. When the fool eventually discovered Alyssa’s true nature that would
be punishment enough for his crime. If he
ended up feeling the same way Daniel had
when he had been confronted with the truth about his relationship with
Henrietta that would be punishment enough for almost any crime. 


However
much he wanted to believe in Morlaine he couldn’t
entirely shake the feeling that Morlaine was
manipulating them all. She’d used Rentwin’s crisis of faith and Jute’s callow lust to unnerve both men. She’d seen the
faults in both of them and worked them for her own ends. Had she seen through him too? Had she seen his loneliness
and the desperate need that he had not
even been able to admit even to himself? Despite his masks had she seen the boy
Henrietta had broken all those years ago and was using him to win her freedom?
The way she had spared Douglas and the stories she told about herself, were
they all just a trick to make him unlock the chains that bound her? And if it
was, what would she do when she was free?


Rather
than heading down to the kitchen Caleb slowly walked up to the next floor where
the Lazziard’s own rooms were. The corridor was as
deserted as the one below though it was
easy enough to imagine any number of phantoms lurking beyond the fingers of
flickering candlelight that lit the way.
He felt the oh so familiar thrill of wrong-doing as he
walked quietly past the blind eyes of the occasional family portrait
that appeared to be the Captain’s only concession to decor.


How
many times had he snuck through the night to visit some woman’s bedchamber over the years?  Far too many
to recall; strange how it still caused his heart to beat faster than even the
thought of the monster that lurked beyond the walls could manage. This
was a fear he knew well, however; an old
and welcome friend, a bearer of illicit
delights that had always managed to excite and amuse him. He embraced it
eagerly, for it was the only thing he had that could push thoughts of monsters
from his mind.


The
first two doors he tried opened into unoccupied rooms, more comfortably
furnished than those the house’s current guests enjoyed. Perhaps they were
reserved for family members or more worthy
guests than Lazziard’s vampire hunting friends. The
third door, however, was barred, not by a lock but by something being wedged
against it on the inside.


“Who’s
there?” A small and fearful voice asked.


“’tis
Caleb,” he replied, eyes darting up and down the corridor.


There
was a scraping sound as a chair was pulled away followed momentarily by the
door opening a fraction to allow Elsa to peek out, “What happened?”


Caleb
tried to smile as reassuringly as possible, “An unexpected guest, not one to fear though.”


“Thank
you for letting me know, but you should go. My husband
would kill you if he found you here,” the tone of
Elsa’s voice suggested she was not exaggerating in the slightest.


Caleb
had always found it odd that he was a coward in all matters other than women
and gold; for them, he could be as brave
as any hero, and as stupid as any fool. “I’m not afraid of him.”


Elsa’s
eyes widened in alarm, “You should be! He can...” her words faltered and she
looked down at the floor, “...he can be quite short tempered...”


“I
know...” Caleb whispered, reaching out to caress her cheek.


“Please...
don’t,” she tilted her head but made no effort to pull away.


“Let
me in.”


Without
a word she stepped back into the room and Caleb followed her, carefully closing
the door behind him. Without asking he moved the simple high backed chair that
had been wedged against the handle back into position, before turning to Elsa.
She stood before him, her hands pressed together as if in prayer and raised to
her lips. It seemed every part of her body was shaking as if racked by cold or
terrible fear. It didn’t seem cold in the room at all.


“He w-will kill us,”
she said, unable to keep the tremor from her voice.


“If
you let fear rule your life, then you will have no life at all,” Caleb said,
the line was a familiar one, a well-worn
tool that had helped pick more than one lock before. Without even realising
what he was doing he stepped forward and put his arms around her, drawing her
close. She resisted for just a moment, before returning the embrace, her face
buried in his chest. Even through the corset that bound her, he could feel her heart beating so strongly that Caleb was
reminded of a small bird, trapped and terrified, its heart pumping so hard its
whole body pulsated with its frenzied rhythm.


Don’t do this, you bastard!


She
began to weep quietly and he gently stroked the nape of her neck. He ignored the
voice in his head as he held her and examined the room with an experienced eye.
The bedchamber was not large, but it was
comfortably furnished, certainly by the
standards of the rest of the manor. The ceiling was plastered and painted
white, making it a brighter room than most in the house; damask hangings
adorned the walls and a large looking glass was fixed above the fireplace,
reflecting the light of the numerous candles that sat on the mantle. Two narrow windows looked out onto the night and
beneath them, a small and comfortable
upholstered sofa sat.


A closed door occupied the left-hand corner of the room. A
doorway opened on the right to the garderobe, the dressing room where
Elsa’s clothes hung. There was also a table upon which sat her toilette; a
looking glass and two silver candlesticks as well her hair brushes, cosmetics
and what looked very much like a large jewellery box if Caleb’s well-trained
eye was not mistaken. Whatever else was in the room Caleb couldn’t see from his
current angle. 


“No
man has ever touched me bar my husband,” she said finally, “I have often
wondered what it might be like.”


Caleb
placed a finger on her chin and raised her face till she was looking up him,
her beautiful soft face filling his
vision. He didn’t know whether he’d changed or
not, whether the company of vampires had made him see the world differently, to
want a different life, to desire companionship and love where before had been
only solitude and lust. However, if he was changing it was certainly a work in
progress, for as he stood with Lazziard’s exquisite young wife in his arms, he
felt only the desires that had been such familiar fellows to him during his
adult life.


Even you can’t be this much of a fool?


He
ignored his brother’s remark, he knew the answer well enough; he could worry about what manner of a man he
was another time. This was what he knew, this was sane and familiar, and he
contented himself by kissing Elsa and
wondering if her jewellery box was as generously decorated as her bed chamber.


He
let his hands slide down her body and gently squeezed her behind through the
woven cream silk of her skirt and the petticoat beneath; as his tongue pushed
into her mouth, she moaned softly and
returned the kiss with increasing passion. He pulled her tight towards him, her
body held hard against his swollen cock.


“This
is madness,” she breathed in his ear as he moved to kiss her neck.


“Your
husband does not deserve you.” 


“Please...
do not mention him.” 


“Your
wish...” Caleb said, smiling and pulling slightly away from her to look into
her expressive blue eyes.  He placed his hands on her waist, resting them
on the wide leather belt the clinched her
waist to turn her gently around. She giggled, almost girlishly, letting him
first spin her around and then pull her tight against him once more as he
slowly kissed her neck.


His hands moved slowly up from her waist and inside her open
fronted mantua dress. His fingers traced the narrow strips of whalebone that
rigidly shaped the corset and the embroidery that had been sewn into the fabric
until he reached her breasts which he cupped and squeezed through the stiffened
linen of her corset. She gasped as his hands moved up further, gently stoking
the cleavage exposed by the top of the corset and the cut of her dress. It was quite modest
compared to many, but it was more than enough to excite him. He had wanted to
run his fingers over the soft bared skin of her breasts from the moment he’d
laid eyes on her.


Elsa
reached back with her left hand and stroked the side of his face, the deep
ruffles of her sleeve playing across his cheek as he whispered sweet words in
her ear. He had often had to tell the plainest of maids or the driest of old
shrews of their extraordinary beauty, and he’d always made them sound
believable enough, but with Elsa he
needed to tell no lies, flatter her with deceits or play upon her vanity. She
really was beautiful; a soft, vulnerable beauty that seemed all too fragile
for the harsh realities of the world. In
that moment, he really did want her, and
not just sexually. He wanted to hold her close, make her happy, keep her safe. 


Even if it would only be for one night.


His
right hand moved up over her chest, running over the long elegant arc of her neck, his fingers seemed almost unbearably coarse and vulgar when
drawn across her perfect taut skin, so smooth and flawless it could have been
carved by only by the very hand of God himself. His fingers ran along her throat and followed the line of
her jaw before caressing her cheek; he could feel the heat of her flush under his touch. He sketched the path of
her lips with his forefinger, tracing its slight enticing pout, feeling her
warm breath escaping her partially open mouth…


“Mrs
Lazziard!” A booming voice called from outside as the door rattled the chair
braced against it.


Elsa
leapt away from Caleb as if the voice were a pistol shot, “The Captain!”
she mouthed in silent horror, wrapping her arms around her chest as if she’d
been discovered naked.


Caleb
moved towards her dressing room, but Elsa grabbed his arm and shook her head
violently as she pushed him towards the other door.


“Open
this damn door!” the cry came again, the door shaking
under the blows of what could only have been Lazziard’s
fists.


“Go,”
she implored, her voice almost hoarse with terror as she pushed him towards the
door, “go into the study, the door on the left will take you back to the
corridor.” 


“I’m
coming darling!” she called as she pushed Caleb out of the room. Standing in
the open doorway, he caught hold of her
hand and raised it to his lips. She managed to smile, a broad and madly happy smile despite her fear, for just an instant
before she closed the door.


Caleb
examined the room he found himself in. He was clearly out of Elsa’s domain now
for it lacked the bedchamber’s softness or light. A large writing desk occupied
the wall under a narrow window, a few bookcases held a handful of weighty
nautical looking tomes, while charts and maps were stacked haphazardly in the
remaining space. A single portrait of an old
man who appeared so stern and unfriendly that he could only be a close relative
of the Captain adorned the otherwise bare walls. Once they would have been
painted with white lead, but it had been discoloured to a sickly yellow-brown colour by the countless cheap
tallow candles that had been burned in the room since it had been decorated.
Otherwise, the only decoration was a model of a ship that sat astride a simple
table. 


As
Elsa had said, a door stood on the left of the room that would take him back to
the corridor, while a second door faced him directly across the room; leading
to the Captain’s bed
chamber perhaps. He spent a moment wondering if the
old rogue kept anything of value here, but he didn’t have the time to check; he
could come storming through the door behind him at any moment.


He
quietly made his way across the room; he could hear the muffled sound of voices
from the bedroom and knew Elsa must have
let the Captain in. Why for once could he not have sat downstairs and drunk his cellar dry like he had done every other night? Things had just started to get
interesting.


Caleb’s
hand was resting on the door handle when he heard Elsa cry out, followed by a
dull thump. He knew he should go; it was no business of his, really. What
happened between a man and his wife was pretty much the Captain’s business
alone. The door was unlocked, but he felt no urge to go through it; instead he
found his attention drawn back to the bedroom door. Almost without realising
what he was doing, he walked back and
pressed his ear to the wood.


Get out of here now! If he comes through that door, he’ll kill us!


“What’s
the matter with you?” he heard Lazziard shout, “You know you’re never to lock
the door. You must be available to me
whenever I want you! I was coming up her to chastise you for your insolence
downstairs and I find you locked in your bedchamber. How many times do I have
to beat you before you understand the basic
rules of my house?”  


“I-I’m
sorry sir,” Elsa wailed, “I was scared! I know something’s going on, but nobody
would tell me!”


“That’s
because you don’t need to fucking know; you truly are a dumb bitch aren’t you.
Aren’t you?”


“Yes, Sir.”


“What
are you?”


“A dumb bitch Sir.”


“Get
the crop.”


“Please...”


“Don’t
make things worse than they already are, God help
me I’ve tried woman, but the only way you learn anything is through a beating.
You’re just too stupid for anything else to work. I suppose you think because
I’m busy you can get away with your lazy,
rude ways.”


“No
Sir-”


“Don’t
you think I take my duties as your husband seriously, heaven knows ‘tis hard
enough, but I’m a God-fearing man and I’ll do whatever it takes to make you
behave in a fitting and seemly manner. We both know
what a low-born worthless slut you are, but I’m going to make a wife and a lady out
of you; even if it means beating you half to death in the process. Now stop
that damnable whimpering of yours and
fetch me that crop girl!”


There
was silence for a while, then the sound of grunting and tearing followed by
another thud and a cry from Elsa; for a few seconds there was silence, then the
unmistakable sound of a crop swishing through the air before it connected with
soft flesh.


Elsa
screamed as it bit into her flesh and Caleb winced with the blow, for it
sounded like Lazziard had put all of his considerable strength into the blow,
“What do you say?” he boomed.


“T-thank
you sir... I promise I’ll be a good girl. I promise...”


Lazziard
hit her again, “You don’t know how to be good... you’ve been nothing but a
waste since I married you. Look at you, you useless, scrawny, ugly bitch!”
Again the crop hit the prostrate woman,
“you can’t give me a son, you’re dull and witless to talk to, an embarrassment
to me and my family, you dress like a pile of shit, you have the
manners of a pig! And you’re the worse fuck I’ve ever had; the lowest, pox
ridden whore on the Spanish Main is more appealing than you!”


“I’m
sorry sir!” Elsa sobbed, “I’ll try harder... I’ll do anything to please you!”


“Oh you will,” Caleb could hear the sneer in Lazziard’s
voice, “I’ve got more important things to do tonight than bed you, but you need
a lesson, my girl! I’m going to use every filthy hole God gave you and if you
don’t please me I’m going to beat you so bad you won’t walk for a month! By God, you bring the Devil out in me girl!” There was another thump and then
he begun to beat her even more savagely. 


With
Elsa’s screams drowning out the one inside his head he pulled his sword
awkwardly from its sheath. He reached for the door handle, shaking with an unfamiliar rage and a desire to kill a man for
the first time in his life.


As
he grasped the doorknob, a powerful hand fixed firmly upon his shoulder
and pulled him away...


 


 











 Chapter Nine


Marietta-Anna


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Caleb
shrugged off the grip and turned around wildly, sword raised to strike; his
rage evaporating to fear. He lashed out clumsily with the blade, but his wrist
was caught in a strong, unforgiving grip
before it could connect with the tall,
dark figure that loomed over him.


Elijah held
his wrist and shook his head, before he released Caleb and stepped back further
into the study were the candle light was stronger. 


Swallowing
his surprise and fear, Caleb glanced uncertainly back at the door and the
muffled screams coming from the bedroom.


“He would
kill you,” the slave hissed, “and Miss Elsabeth
too.”


Caleb
lowered the sword, of course, Elijah was
right, he barely knew which end of the weapon to hold and he really would have to have killed the man the
moment he stormed through the door; otherwise Lazziard would just tear him to pieces.


“I can’t
just leave her in there.” 


“He will
not hurt her too much,” Elijah insisted, walking across the room and beckoning Caleb
to follow him.


“Not hurt
her? He’s killing her!”


“No, he
enjoys the hurting too much for that,” Elijah beckoned him more urgently as he opened the door, “but he kill
you real easy.”


Caleb slid
his sword back into its sheath and followed Elijah out of the room; not for the
first time in his life cursing his cowardice. The slave ushered him along the
corridor and down the back stairs. On the landing of the floor below, he turned to face Caleb.


“The Cap’n is a bad man, very bad
man Sir. Miss Elsabeth is very kind to me, it
break my heart to hear her scream, to know what he do to her; but that man is a
demon Sir. He is far worse than that girl you got in the cellar,” Elijah
adjusted his frock coat and sighed deeply, “you go along now Sir, you just
making things worse for the lady.”


“You’re not
going to ask what I was doing there?” 


“I knows well enough... Miss Elsabeth,
she is a pretty lady, she deserve some
kindness that lady does, but unless you going to take her away from this, you
best leave her alone. It will only make her sadness worser, an
she got all the sadness she needs as it is. An
if you are a planning on taking
her, you better be planning to take her a long longs way from the Cap’n,” Elijah gave him a lopsided smile, “but I don’t
reckons you that kinda man...”


“You’re
pretty opinionated for a slave?”


“After you
live with the Cap’n, you find you ain’t
scared of much else; there’s only so much room in your soul for scared-ness,”
Elijah flicked some dust from his sleeve and turned to go.


“What if I were
to take her?” Caleb said suddenly, “would you help me?”


Elijah
looked at him boldly; insolently Caleb might have said under other
circumstances, “You’re not man enough for it.”


Caleb
blinked at the slave’s words, then smiled, “But if I were man
enough?”


Elijah shrugged, “Miss Elsabeth deserve better than that devil... and so
do I.” With that he turned and walked up the stairs, “now I’m going to tell him
I saw someone in the gardens and he better come see; hopefully, he ain’t hurt
that sweet lady too much while I been wasting time a saving your skin; an he
won’t beat me too much for spoiling his entertainments either...” 


*


“There was
someone out there Sir, most certainly,” Elijah insisted as the Captain pressed
his hooked nose against the glass.


“Can’t see
nothing but trees and my wife’s damnable rose bushes...” Lazziard growled.


Caleb stood
behind the two men as they looked out of the window slit on the landing, his
eyes fixed on the back of Lazziard’s head and wishing it had been the Captain rather
than poor Rentwin that had been nailed to the Mawsby church wall.


“Sorry
to fetch you Sir, but I thought you should know,” Elijah said meekly, Caleb
noticed the boldness with which he’d addressed him was entirely absent from his
voice now.


“We’d
better check the house,” Lazziard ordered sourly, “these niggers aren’t much
good for anything, but they got sharp eyes, I’ll give them that. Need em in the jungle I guess,” he confided to Caleb.


“Yes
Sir, my eyes is very good Sir,” Elijah
agreed, nodding vigorously.


Lazziard
slapped Caleb on the back, “Let’s do the rounds eh?”


Caleb
couldn’t help but wonder how many times those hands had beaten Elsa, he doubted
tonight had been a unique experience. Perhaps Rentwin’s death and the uneasy air that hung about the house had made
the man more vicious than usual, but it seemed a poor excuse to Caleb. For all
his wrong doings he’d never laid a hand on a woman, until he’d slapped Morlaine that morning anyway (but he didn’t consider that
to be the same thing at all). 


It
was not uncommon for a man to beat his wife, just as a wife might beat a
servant or a servant beat a dog, and many saw no wrong in it, a wife was her
husband’s chattel under the law after all. Caleb, however, had never seen the
need nor shared the desire; he’d always been of the view that if a woman
angered you enough to make you want to strike her,
you should just go and find yourself another.



Jute
was still looking over Rentwin while the Doctor was attending to his daughter,
so the three of them toured the house together; Elijah always a pace or two
behind. Caleb rested his hand on the pommel of his sword as he walked, even
though he knew Elijah had seen no one there was still a palpable tension in
their work. Rentwin’s ghost seemed close by and his killer might very well be
watching the house from the gardens. 


Despite
the candles that had been lit in every room and corridor, the house remained
dark and foreboding, the night creeping in through every crack and hole to
press down on the weak tallow light. The
oil lanterns in the cellar would have done a far better job, but nobody had
thought to retrieve them.


They
visited each of the entry points to the house and found Lazziard’s
men undisturbed; each time they approached the men’s low voices faded away as
they rose to their feet to listen to the Captain’s thunderous questions. No,
they’d heard nothing; no, they’d seen nothing; yes, they’d remain alert
throughout the night.


They
climbed to the top of the building and inspected the roof, where Lazziard’s two servants were pacing nervously around the
battlements. Caleb got the impression they had no real idea as to why they must
spend the night looking out over the darkened gardens; but why was a question
Lazziard seemed to take a particular dislike too, so it remained unasked.


The
footmen had shaken their heads vigorously; they’d seen no one come near the
house other than Miss Rothery.


“My
little castle appears to remain secure,” Lazziard had finally announced when
they’d completed their circuit. He glanced at Elijah, his eyes narrowed in
apparent suspicion, but if he did suspect the slave of interrupting his
amusement in order to save Elsa from her torment, then he kept it to himself. 


“We’ll
need to remain vigilant of course,” Caleb noted.


“Of
course,” Lazziard agreed, gripping the hilt of his sheathed sword, “but, for now, I should check on my wife; I
fear she’s become a little unsettled by the day’s events.”


“I
hope nothing ails her?” Caleb asked evenly.


Lazziard
shrugged, having little care to hide his indifference, “She is well enough; you
know how trying women and their little ways can be.”


Caleb
feigned a smile, “I am a bachelor, such things are a mystery to me.”


“Married
or not, not man can fail to notice how bothersome women are capable of being.”


“Indeed,
quite tiring at times; perhaps a glass of wine would be more to your taste,
just to fortify ourselves against this night of course. Forgive me if I sound
bold, but perhaps we have more serious matters to attend to than the pernicious
whims of women?”


Lazziard
smiled, close enough in the confines of the narrow corridor for Caleb to catch
a whiff of decay from the remnants of his teeth, “Some men rise to face
adversity Mr Cade; perhaps I have misjudged you a little, for you speak perfect
sense. When facing an enemy, a man’s
place is with his comrades, not hanging upon
apron strings.”


Once
more the Captain gave him a brotherly slap on the back and led him towards the
dining room. Caleb glanced at Elijah, but the slave’s face was impassive
beneath his immaculately powdered wig.


The
dining room was empty, and fumes from the tallow candles in the unventilated
room were pungent enough to make Caleb’s eyes water. He didn’t much care for
either Lazziard’s drink or his company, but at least, it kept him away from his wife. Hopefully his anger would abate enough
for her to escape any more abuse that night. He wasn’t sure drinking was a good
idea, a clear head seemed more sensible, but Lazziard was of the belief that
drink gave a man strength and courage in the face of the enemy.


“The Dutch
gave their sailor’s a goodly ration of gin before battle, and they always fought like
beasts; I’m happy to do the same.”


“To
Dutch courage then,” Caleb said raising his glass once Elijah had filled it.


“I’ll
drink to that,” Lazziard clinked his glass against
Caleb’s. He sent Elijah away to help guard the house. In times of adversity
sacrifices had to be made and the Captain made his
by pouring his own wine for the evening. 


The
Captain was rarely short of words, and Caleb’s presence was barely required for
the purposes of conversation; Lazziard was too taken with the sound of his own
voice ever to have much need of anybody else’s. The usual ribald tales of
distant seas and strange lands poured forth and Caleb managed to maintain an
air of interest despite his mind being elsewhere.


He
wanted to be alone, to think about Morlaine, Alyssa
and Elsa and how he could possibly save all of them from the various monsters
that stalked the house. He did not know what he could do about the killer
outside, but, at least, he could keep
Lazziard away from his wife for the night
though it was debatable whether encouraging him to pour wine down his throat
would improve his temper. In his experience,
bad men were rarely improved by hard
drinking. Of course, he might drink
himself into a stupor, but that wasn’t
going to make any of them safer if the killer came calling again.


Making
him talk more and drink less was probably the answer, but for the Captain, the two activities were hard to
separate.


“I’ve
never asked you,” Caleb prompted as Lazziard fell into a momentary silence
while reaching for the rapidly emptying bottle, “how did you become a vampire
hunter, was your life not dangerous enough already?”


Lazziard
smiled grimly, “You’ve got a point... most men would consider fighting Frenchies, pirates and savages hard enough. Not to mention
the swine that serve on
the Queen’s ships,” he carefully filled his glass
again, his expression uncharacteristically thoughtful as he stared into the
murky depths of his glass.


“Things
happen,” he continued eventually, “things
that change you, shape you, make you the man you are.
We never stay the same, most people don’t see it, they look at themselves in
the mirror; the reflection might be older, fatter, thinner,
you might get more lines and the odd wart, less hair and teeth, but you think
inside you’re the same man you always were. Life ain’t
like that, though, we get shaped and
altered by the things we see and do. Usually slowly, sometimes overnight, but then you look back at the man
you was twenty years ago and it’s like looking at a ghost. The man you were is
dead and the man you will be ain’t been born yet; all
you see is the man you are, and he ain’t like the
other two at all.”


Caleb
wondered if the wine was stronger than it tasted, but contented himself with
nodding slowly in agreement.


Lazziard
reached inside his jacket and brought out a battered leather-bound pocket book, he tapped it lightly against the palm of
his hand, the distant look in his eye suggested he was seeing events far removed in time and place from his sombre dining room. He flicked through the
pages of the book before snapping it shut with a long drawn out sigh.


“No
man has ever read this book,” he explained, “even to those who would believe
the tale I have kept it secret.” He placed it on the table and slid it towards
Caleb. “I had intended it to be the basis of my report to the Board of Inquiry,
but the one I submitted was a decidedly
different account indeed. In the end, it
was simply for the sake of my own sanity that I wrote down what happened on
that accursed ship.”


Caleb
picked up the book, it was dog-eared, the leather cover was cracked and the
word “Journal” had all but faded from the cover. It had the air of a book that
had been read over and over again for a very long time. 


“I
went to sea young though there was no call for me to do so,” Lazziard
explained, “My father was wealthy and moved in powerful circles; with his
patronage and that of his friends I could have done anything I wanted. My father was close to Lord Sandwich, he served
under him on The Naseby, Cromwell’s flagship, and reaped the benefits
when Sandwich abandoned the Commonwealth and helped to restore Charles II to
the throne. Plenty of rich pickings to be had in government, a nice cushy
little job in the Admiralty was mine if I wanted it, lots of opportunity for
nest building there. I was the eldest son, if working weren't to my fancy I could have paraded myself around the brothels
and gaming houses of London until my Father died and left me the estate if I
wanted; but no, I was headstrong and
stuffed full of a young man’s daftness. I wanted to go to sea; sail to the ends
of the world, then see if I could go a little further. I wanted treasure and
adventure. I dreamed of seeing things no man had ever seen before; new lands, strange savages, cities of gold, dragons and
sea serpents. Once I’d seen everything there was to see, I’d come home with
some dusky maiden as a bride, an exotic
princess maybe, a pirate’s hoard of gold, the loot of lost cities, all the arcane knowledge of the East, the fountain
of Eternal Youth. Every damn fool thing a boy could think of...”


Lazziard
sipped his wine, his eyes wandering to the night beyond the windows, “My Father
was dead against it of course, but I was a stubborn cur; that ain’t changed none of course. In the end,
he gave in, probably thought I’d do some damn fool thing like run away to sea
on my own otherwise. No doubt he hoped it was a just some boyish exuberance I’d
grow out of so he bought me a commission and off I went. Third Lieutenant on
board His Royal Highness’ Ship Harbinger;
as proud as a peacock and twice as vain. A year later the Navy Board brought an
end to commissions by patronage, you would require three years of service and
be able to pass examinations in seamanship and navigation before becoming a
lieutenant. I often wonder what would have happened if those changes had come
in a year earlier. Where I would be now...”


“We
were stationed in Port Royal, Jamaica; with orders to hunt down pirates and
freelancers from the Caribbean to the St Lawrence. Exciting, Godly work I
thought, ridding the high seas of killers
and rogues, making the world a safer place for decent people. It all seemed so
simple, so black and white. That’s the problem with being seventeen; you don’t
see the grey in the world, nor any other colour for that matter.”


“Never
forget my first sea battle; we’d been chasing down this scoundrel called Cyril
Rochelle. He’d been terrorising the merchantmen crossing the Atlantic; started
out attacking Spanish ships bringing gold and silver back from Peru,
nothing wrong in that of course, but he got lazy, started going after any flag,
softer the better. Plenty of pickings for those who liked an easy life back
then. 


“All the time we chased him down I dreamed of bringing him to
justice. William Lazziard standing in the witness box in Port Royal, recounting
his heroic tale of daring do, how he boarded the pirate ship, pistols blazing,
cutlass flashing in the sun, all about him black-hearted villains were
dispatched to hell as he led the charge until he faced the notorious dog Cyril
Rochelle, six feet of wickedness in the shape of a man, the blood of his
countless victims staining his skin. It would be a glorious battle, for Rochelle would be
a master swordsman, but I would best him, eventually flicking his cutlass
nonchalantly from his grasp and he would say something like, “I swore never to
surrender, but you are the first man to ever best with the cutlass. I am in awe
of your skill and fall upon your mercy,” and with that the cheers would ring up
from the Harbinger’s company as the
remaining pirates threw down the weapons and the celebrating would go on long
into the night as every man jack on the ship sang the name of William Lazziard!
My fame would spread across Jamaica and beyond, I would be recognised by my
superiors, adored by my fellow officers, respected by the crew, loved by women
in every port...” 


He
chuckled faintly, “Loved by women...”


“I
take it didn’t go quite like that?” Caleb asked.


“Do
the dreams of children ever come true Mr Cade?”


Caleb
thought of his own childhood and shook his head, “Not often.”


“You
dream of glory, but it isn’t until you taste battle that you realise there is
no glory in it at all. Afterwards maybe, but not during; and battle does have a taste you know, a very special taste. The
air becomes thick, you can almost chew it. The gunpowder, hot metal, blood, of
course, the piss and shit of the dying too, but most of all the fear, the
terror becomes real, it has form and substance, it fills you through your
mouth, nostrils, ears, the very pores of your skin. All you thought you
were becomes nothing and the terror fills you, becomes you. Some men use it to
do things they could never ordinarily do, others are consumed by it... I was.”


“We
outgunned and outrun Rochelle’s ship, Marietta-Anna, he didn’t have much
of a chance in truth, but he could still hurt us. Ever seen what cannon shot
can do to a man? Hope you never have to, I saw men taken apart, limbs blown
off, decapitated, broken and twisted into shapes you wouldn’t have thought
possible.  When a cannonball hits a
ship, the wood explodes into a hail of splinters, from the size of tinder up to six or seven feet long; each one
as sharp as daggers. Saw men ripped to pieces by it, reduced to blood and meat;
all around me, some just boys, younger even than me. Rank and standing awarded
no favours, God took whoever he wanted, and no doubt the Devil helped himself
to the ones he didn’t.”


Lazziard
leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table, his chin resting upon steepled fingers, “The words I wrote as a seventeen-year-old with shaking hands are far
more eloquent than this jaded soul can
utter Mr Cade. Read the book and listen to him...”


Caleb
opened the journal, aware of Lazziard’s unwavering
gaze upon him, and looked down at the
faded words the Captain had written thirty-one years before... 


 


Being a True and Accurate Account of
the Fate of His Royal Highness’ Prize Ship Marietta-Anna.


The events
here described are a true and precise account of the events which began with the pursuit of the notorious buccaneer
Captain Cyril Rochelle by HRS Harbinger. Three days hence a Board of Inquiry will sit in Port Royal, Jamaica in order to ascertain the facts of the matter.
The truth I record here; for the sake of posterity as well as my sanity. What tale I shall recount to my superiors I
have yet to decide, though I do not doubt the truth would at best see me
branded a fool and at worst a lunatic.  


As well as an
account of events, I have also recorded my observations, emotions and state of
mind, as best as I recollect them. Although aspects of this report may appear fantastical or even absurd, I
will swear upon the Holy Bible that sits beside me as I write that everything
which follows actually occurred. 


I have not
recited events prior to the engagement of
the Marietta-Anna by HRS Harbinger as they are a matter of undisputed fact and can be verified by Admiralty
records and the Harbinger’s log, as maintained by Captain Charles Charde.


We had sighted
the brigantine Marietta-Anna on the morning of June 12th, the year of our Lord sixteen
hundred and seventy-seven, a vessel known to fly the black flag of piracy that
had been recently preying upon honest merchantmen in the Caribee.
The wind was to our backs and against the Marietta-Anna allowing us to close rapidly. On
recognising us as a ship of His Royal Highness rather than some unfortunate trader the pirate turned tail and unfurled sail
in an attempt to flee. However, we had gained much on the ship and she was too
sluggish to out run us. By early afternoon,
we engaged the enemy. 


As we closed I
stood on the quarter-deck, the knot in my stomach becoming ever tighter, I had
dreamed most of my boyhood away waiting this moment, the chance for glory, for
danger, to win renown and reward. Now the Marietta-Anna hove into view such thoughts were
being dissolved in the tide of my own fears.


The pirate sat
low in the water, we surmised her holds must be fully laden with booty,
although she was showing full sail, she could not throw our dogged pursuit. Harbinger had been careened but recently and
her sleek lines cut through the waves at a fine
pace. The buccaneer had only half our
guns and a much broader beam, her lines were old and there was an air of age
about her: old, but still dangerous. Like an elderly
fox still canny enough to find her way into the chicken house. We were faster
and stronger, yet still I felt uneasy, I masked my fear and put it down to
inexperience. There would only be one outcome to the coming battle.


A sailor stood
next to me for a moment; an old dog of a man, his skin burnt to the colour and
texture of old leather by countless years under unforgiving
suns; I recall his hair was incongruously
white against his burnished skin. He screwed his eyes against the glare and
viewed the Marietta-Anna
through dark hooded slits.


“That’s a
black devil of a ship...” he said, spitting on the deck to ward off bad luck,
“...you watch yourself on that bitch Mr Lazziard Sir.”


“She’s no
match for us, Ramsey” I had replied, projecting a boyish confidence I in no way
felt.


“Aye, right
you are Sir... best be safe an send her
straight to the bottom, though.”


Harbinger took
some damage as we closed, but the pirate was no equal. Against lightly armed
slavers and merchantmen she might be a fearsome foe, but matched against a
modern English warship it proved a one-sided
encounter.  Though several of her shots found us and sent deckhands
scurrying for refuge our first broadside of eighteen pounders tore through her
gun deck and as we came about our Master Gunner sent shot tearing through her
rigging, bringing burning sails and yard arms down onto her weather deck. 


Unlike old Ramsey, the Captain wanted the ship taken
in one piece, she would make an excellent
prize and we closed and boarded in good order, grappling hooks pulling the two
ships together. The Harbinger’s company of Marines leading the way; Captain Charde had done me the honour of giving me command of the
second wave, I had begged him to let me go in first with the Marines, fool that I was, but he would hear
none of it. If he had done what I asked, maybe
I would not be sitting here today. Not all of me anyway. I believe he would rather have kept me safe aboard Harbinger far away from the perils of
buccaneers. Getting Sir Edward Lazziard’s little boy killed is probably
something that keeps my good Captain awake at night, but I had no desire to be
swaddled like a babe in arms, such was my hot headed desire for danger. 


Somehow
I managed to clamber across to the Marietta-Anna. Quite how I managed the
feat, I cannot say, for my limbs were
like lead and my hands shook uncontrollably, as they had been from the moment
the first shots were fired. I could barely lift my weapons, let alone use them.
The reality of warfare was brought home to me in the starkest, most brutal
fashion. The cannon shot and musket balls ripped apart men around me, though,
by the grace of God, I was left unscathed in body.
However, now I look back, it is plain to see that my innocence was another
casualty of the engagement, I had dreamed of the glory of war, but there was no
glory here; only death and pain. 


It
is with immense shame that I must record that my first taste of combat begun in
farce for as soon as my boots landed upon
the deck of the Marietta-Anna I slipped and fell heavily upon my arse; there was blood everywhere, blood
and worse...


I
could see little; thick choking smoke from the guns and burning rigging swirled
around me, obscuring the battle and smarting
my wide, terrified eyes. Dimly I saw the
ghost-like forms of men moving through the haze, sometimes joining and merging
together as sword met sword, before the smoke thickened again to consume them.
It was all but impossible for me to tell friend from foe. Pistols and muskets
flared in the gloom, and a stray shot splintered the railing above my head. I
considered the possibility that I had been delivered directly to the very furnaces
of Hell; Old Nick himself surely could
not have mustered more fire and brimstone.


 The
sensible thing would have been to keep moving, but I was beyond thought. I just
sat there like some variety of idiot; listening to the sharp retort of pistols, metal clanging against metal
or thudding wetly against flesh; shouts,
screams, curses filled the air as thickly as the billowing smoke. All I could
do was sit and think about that safe,
comfortable desk my Father had said was waiting for me back in the Admiralty
when I tired of all my foolishness.


How
long I sat there I cannot say; it seemed like hours, but, in reality, was probably only seconds. Time becomes a
meaningless concept in battle, a trivial
invention of more civilised men. I was aware only of the moment and nothing
else; thinking of a future, even one a few minutes hence, became a futility as
there was a more than a fair chance that I would not have one. Eventually, I started to move, not charging
forward like the intrepid hero I thought
myself to be, but on all fours, scurrying like a baby across the nursery floor. I recall no real plan, just the thought
that there had to be a safer place than this.


That
was when someone kicked me, or at least I
thought someone they had. I screamed and rolled over on the deck expecting to
see a pirate’s cutlass sweeping through the murk towards my skull. Instead, my
fuddled brain noticed the sprawled figure of a buccaneer near me, desperately
trying to get to his feet. Running blindly through the smoke and confusion he
had clearly not expected to encounter one
of His Majesty’s officers crawling across the deck and had tripped over me. His
sword had escaped his grasp and he was struggling to regain his feet; I do not
know whether it was because of all the blood or merely
his fear, but he kept slipping on the gore-slickened deck. He looked up and saw
me, eyes widening as I raised my pistol. I remember him mouthing the word
“Please!” 


As
I pulled the trigger, I felt my bladder loosen and my groin became hot and wet.



He
was barely three feet away. I could hardly miss. Looking back at my memories I
find I cannot remember what he looked like before I shot him, but I will never forget his dreadful aspect afterwards. The ball must have gone through his
mouth and into his brain; there were teeth, blood, bone and grey matter,
everywhere. He slumped to the deck, his ruined face towards me; his eyes full
of pain, accusation and no little surprise.


I
am sorry to say the sight of him made me throw up all over my uniform. I had
killed my first man, but neither the butchery nor the vomit left me feeling
particularly heroic.


Even
though I knew he must have died instantly, as he lay there on the deck his eyes
seemed to lock onto mine. He had large
black eyes I recall; a woman’s eyes, almost. I thought of all the things those
eyes must have seen, and the last was of me, William Lazziard, a terrified seventeen-year-old with piss stained britches,
scrabbling around on the blood-soaked
deck of a pirate ship wildly waving a pistol at him. I sat there looking at
him, puke dribbling down my chin and shaking like a Quaker.


That
was when he winked at me.


I
have heard corpses can do all kinds of twitching and bobbing about, sailors
like nothing more than to share the most gruesome of tales with their rum. I
had heard them say it is the man’s soul, not quite ready to meet its maker that
makes a body dance so; it hangs to the flesh by its fingertips not wanting to release its grip on mortality. Such
stories seemed hollow to me as I looked
upon those dark eyes set above the ruin
of a face. 


I
thought that it was more likely the Devil was playing a little game with me.
The wink had seemed almost conspiratorial; the kind of wink you might give someone to let them in on a little secret. Like
the Devil was saying, “This one will do for now, but don’t fret Billy boy, I’ll
be back for you soon enough. I’ve got my eye on you,
me boy...” 


Such
was my welcome aboard that accursed ship.


The battle for the Marietta-Anna was
short and bloody. I would like to report I played some valiant part in that
struggle and discharged my duty to King and country with honour, but I swore
that this would be a true and accurate account in all respects and I will stay
loyal to that one pledge, at least. Therefore, I must confess that I paid little heed to
the battle. Instead, I scampered across the deck with no thought but escaping a
dead man. I had so little care that I smacked my head on a winch hanging from
the damaged rigging. The next thing I recall was waking up in a nice safe
little spot under some fallen canvas. It’s not the kind of act that fills me
with pride, but all I could see was the grinning bloody face of the first man
I’d ever killed, winking at me like he knew something that I did not.


Some
distant sane part of me noticed the
sounds of battle had faded; gradually the screams subsided to sobs, cursed
cries were replaced with barked orders. So the terror that consumed my soul
receded to be replaced by a sense of shame. 


I
was no dashing hero, after all. It turned
out I was just an ordinary coward. 


I
crawled out of the detritus of battle and emerged into the dazzling sunlight.
The smoke was dissipating and though some fires still smouldered, they were being doused by hands from the Harbinger. Bodies littered the
deck, pirates and King’s men alike; the broken remains of what were once men.
Prisoners were being herded together and searched; the two ships were being
lashed together. No one appeared to notice me crawling out onto the deck and
blinking at the sun like a mole that has inexplicably found itself
burrowing to the surface on a bright summer’s afternoon.


When
the Harbinger’s First Officer noticed me, he began barking
orders for me to take a party down to the holds to flush out any hiding
pirates. When I just stared blankly at him he had asked me if I was injured,
I’d muttered something about being hit on the head. Running into that winch was
one of the more fortunate accidents of my
life for it gifted me a handsome and vivid bruise behind which to hide my
cowardice. I was sent back to the Harbinger with the other wounded
to see the ship’s doctor, nobody commented on the piss and vomit that soiled my
uniform; not a soul said a word to my face for they all knew whom my father
was, but I heard the sniggers still. Billy Piss-Britches,
Lily-livered Lazziard, Chicken William... nobody saw my cowardice, but
everybody knew of it still. It was as vivid and obvious
to anyone who looked at my face as the sunburn that reddened my features.


I
discovered later that the Captain commended
my bravery; mentioning my valour in dispatches, recounting my notable role in the taking of the Marietta-Anna and the capture of the
notorious Cyril Rochelle with no subtle
amount of varnish.  The fact that I’d been lightly wounded in the battle
receiving more comment than the men who had not cowered on the deck and paid
for the victory with their lives. I once yearned for such praise, day-dreamed
of such accounts of my heroism, but this was an empty shaming thing aimed
solely at my father. 


I
believe Captain Charde fancied himself a more prestigious command and an Admiral’s hat one
day; he had all the ambition of a man limited in every respect save for his own
sense of self-importance. I would rather
have faced an honest man’s wrath than listen to the barren flattery the Captain hoped would reflect favourably upon him
in my father’s eyes.


However
much the crew might be laughing at me, the mood aboard Harbinger was good. The Marietta-Anna represented an
impressive prize with the holds brimmed to near bursting with looted cargo.
Even after the Crown’s
cut each man’s share
would be enough to keep him happily in rum and whores for a month when we
returned to Jamaica. Not to mention the glory to be had in bringing Captain
Rochelle to the rope.


Not
that he seemed a man worthy of such notoriety. I had imagined him a fearsome
blackguard, a giant of a man with the look of murder and a whiff of the Devil
about him. Surely the only way to rule a ship of cutthroats was by being a greater villain still. On first inspection,
he proved to be as great a disappointment as my own cowardice. A long scrawny whip of a man, he would have
looked more at home with a quill and ledger beavering away in some dusty
notary’s office if it were not for his foppish attire. Rather than fight to the
death they’d found him unarmed in his cabin, writing in his diary and sipping
plundered French brandy. You would have thought a man destined to swing from
the yardarm would have preferred to go down fighting, but he came as meekly as
any lamb to the slaughter house.


We
needed to make good the damage to the Marietta-Anna, and it took a couple
of days before she could be patched up and made fit to take sail again. Luckily
we were blessed with a light wind and calm seas allowing the work to be
completed in short order. 


Lt
Fallion was given command of the prize
ship; a career sailor he had worked his way up from midshipman without the
assistance of a wealthy and influential
father. He was by common opinion only a
few years away from a captaincy. I found him to be a solid, dependable kind of
officer, no great imagination, but he knew the sea and the men who sailed it,
knew how to get the best from a ship. He was the obvious choice; making me his
second in command wasn’t. It was another favour that Charde
hoped would keep him in my father’s thoughts at the Admiralty.


Captain
Charde was more concerned in moving the gold into
Harbinger’s
holds than all of the Marietta-Anna’s scabby cutthroat crew, so Rochelle and a few of his men were locked up in Marietta-Anna’s forecastle. I had
supposed Charde thought it safer to keep the pirate’s
captain apart from the majority of his buccaneers,
and as we were less than a week out from Port Royal, with a fair wind, it would
be plain sailing.


With
Marietta-Anna seaworthy again we sailed for Jamaica, both ships flying the King’s
flag. With the Marines guarding the
prisoners, the prize crew’s task was simply to keep pace with Harbinger until we reached our
home port. There was a certain excitement about
being second in command, but Fallion wasn’t one to
let my feet leave the ground, we sailed by the book, no different from any ship
in the Navy.  He didn’t lavish me with praise nor mock me; to this day, I do not know what he thought of me. He
was not the kind of man who let his feelings interfere with anything greatly.


We
were short-handed, just a skeleton crew to sail the prize, so we were all kept
busy. One of my tasks was to fully inventory the
Marietta-Anna’s holds before we
reached port. Any gold and jewels found in the initial inspection had been
transferred to Harbinger, but everything
else remained as it had been; bolts of cloth, cases of china, boxes of tea and
spice, fine wine and brandy, furniture and much more besides all crammed into
every spare nook and cranny of the holds. Captain Rochelle and his
blackguards had been busy indeed. It was
no wonder they had been unable to outrun Harbinger. They must have been en
route to sell their booty when we found them.


It
was thankless work, the holds were dark and stank of rot from the bilges below;
the only sounds to be heard above the creaking beams of the swaying ship were
the rats that scurried in the darkness. It was fearsomely hot in the furnace of
Caribee day. The air was stale and close, its taste clinging to the palate long
after you returned to the sunlit decks
above. Being short of hands Fallion had given me only
the two cabin boys, Hawkes and Peaworthy
that had come over with us from Harbinger. The boys were just a few years
younger than myself and it proved to be
hard physical work, there was barely enough room to move and we could not haul
goods out of the hold for fear of destabilising the ship. I began to suspect Fallion
had simply sent me down here to keep me
out of his way.


For
a young man with dreams of adventure it was tedious
and unrewarding work; we could only make a rough estimate of the loot on board
anyway. On the second day of inventory I found my curiosity getting the better
of me, so I left the boys to open and check some unusually large and unwieldy crates while I visited the live lumber
in our brig. Despite my gory initiation into the world of the pirate, I still
found the rogues had an aura of dark mystery about them.


Two
armed Marines were stationed outside the iron barred door of the ship’s
makeshift brig, they made a cursory attempt at
rising to their feet and showing the proper respect due to an officer, but I
could almost feel their sneering grins when I turned my back on them. 


The
small brig was being shared by Rochelle and the cabin boys and musics from his crew. It is practice for all
such boys to be pardoned for piracy on account of their youth; perhaps it was Charde’s sense of humour that made him imprison
the pirate captain with the lowest members of his crew, those who would all be
free to see him swinging from a noose. Whatever
his reasons, after questioning Rochelle, Captain Charde had ordered he be
imprisoned aboard the Marietta-Anna rather
than being transferred to Harbinger with
the bulk of his surviving crew. I noted there was an unusually large number of
cabin boys for a privateer; I recall wondering if  Rochelle’s devilment
ran to a taste for young lads. 


 The
boys had some kind of card game going to pass the slow hours, but Rochelle was taking no part, he sat on the floor with his back resting against the
wall. Despite the hot close air below deck, Rochelle wore a long frock coat of
crimson damask over his shirt and britches, a wig of dark curls flooded
majestically to his shoulders, while his broad-rimmed
beaver skin hat rested in his lap. He was immaculately dressed and his long
thin fingers were decorated with sundry
rings that no one had seen fit to take from him yet. His calf-length boots were
highly polished, and even in the dim half-light of the brig the silver buckles sparkled.


His
head slowly turned and he examined me somewhat insolently
as if I were the prisoner and he the gaoler. He had a pinched, sour face that
seemed strangely ageless, his skin surprisingly pallid for one who spent so
long under the sun. He smiled a thin,
knowing little smile at me, which for some reason reminded me of the winking
corpse, “Good day Lieutenant, I trust you are finding my ship sufficiently
comfortable?” he spoke perfect English with only the faintest hint of a French
accent. I noticed there was not a drop of sweat upon his waxen skin.


“I
think you will find this ship now belongs to Charles Stuart, by the Grace of
God, King of England, Scotland and Ireland,” I corrected him formally.


Rochelle’s
little smile cracked a fraction wider, “Ah of course... though I like to think
of that arrangement as being purely temporary.”


The
man might have looked like a ledger scribbler incongruously dressed in a
dandy’s clothes, but he was putting on a good show of bravado despite the
hangman breathing over his shoulder.  


“You
expect to be acquitted? If not, the rope will make this a most permanent
arrangement,” I retorted, somewhat smugly.


“Come,
Lieutenant, lets us not mention such disagreeable things. We are civilised men, are
we not?” 


“That
would depend on your definition of civilisation.”


Rochelle’s
laughter was rich and melodic, “Oh, how I love to debate philosophy. It does so
pass the time.  That is the trouble with sailing, don’t you find? Time can
so drag.”


“I
find I can keep myself busy.”


“Alas,
there is little for me to do here, other than share
in the innocent games of these young
rascals,” Rochelle waved airily at the boys huddled in the corner, who looked
at me and sniggered in the manner I imagined my shipmates
did behind my back. “As you appear to be a rather considerate young gentleman,
perhaps I could beg a small kindness from you? I have
always suffered a fondness for the written word; I have kept a diary since
boyhood. No great work of penmanship but
my humble scribbling brings me comfort. If my journey is coming to an end, I would
so like to complete my tale. If you could fetch me my journal, ink and quill I
would be so very grateful.”


Rochelle’s
words were soft, measured, almost rhythmic; there was something about the way
he spoke that made you want to do as he asked, made you want to please him. He
was a peculiar chap indeed, not the brutish cur
I’d expected at all. How a man of such evident education and breeding - albeit
French - could fall to the diabolical business of piracy was a puzzle that I
could not fathom.


“I
will have to ask the Captain,” I replied. My voice seemed empty and hollow
compared to the rich, luxurious tones of the pirate.


“The Captain? Oh you mean Mr Fallion,
is he not a Lieutenant too? Do you have to ask his permission for everything?”


“He
is captain of the Marietta-Anna for this journey.”


“I
think you will find there is only one captain of Marietta-Anna,” Rochelle said, his
voice taking a darker edge. The cabin boys giggled in the corner.


I
suddenly felt hot and uncomfortable, sweat making my scalp slick beneath my hat
and trickling down my temples. My collar was chafing against my neck and my
tunic felt unbearably tight. I wanted to be away from this man very badly.
There was a wrongness about him, it was a feeling I
could not express in any logical manner, but it curled and writhed within me,
making bile rise to my throat. Rochelle’s gaze held my own; his eyes were like
dark opaque beads, bottomless and unreadable. His mouth curled into a crooked
half-smile and he winked at me, before carefully placing his hat upon his
flamboyantly coiffured wig and tipping the brim down over his eyes to signify
my audience was over. 


“I-I
will see what can be done,” I managed to say and turned on my heels, I remember
the sound of Rochelle’s extravagant articulate laughter merged with the
high-pitched squeals of his boys to echo around the worn timbers of the brig. The Marines
glanced at each other as I brushed past them, but, at least, I did not hear them chuckle too.


Once
out of sight I took deep gasping breaths of stale torpid air, pulled off my hat
and loosened my tunic. Panting, I desperately tried to dab the sweat away with
my handkerchief, but too little avail. I desperately wanted to go on deck, but
I didn’t want any of the crew to see me so distressed. Instead, I stood there
until my face began to cool and my heart
slowed. I tried to push the thought away that Rochelle’s wink had looked so much like that of the pirate
I had killed. It was a coincidence, of
course, he could not have known, no one but God, the Devil and I could have
seen it, and I doubted very much Rochelle was on speaking terms with God.


It
was just a coincidence.


Eventually,
I regained my composure, deciding work was the best way of keeping such idle malevolent thoughts from my head I hurried back
to the hold to continue assessing the Marietta-Anna’s cargo. I descended
further into the dark bowels of the ship, my body swaying in time with the
pitch and roll of the vessel as it moved
through the light swells of a Caribee summer.


There
was no sign of either boy when I returned to the hold and I cursed their
idleness; no doubt as soon as my back had turned they had skulked off to share
a pipe. I called out for them, but creaking
wood was the only reply to reach my ears. I peered into the gloom beyond the
swaying lantern light; there were countless secluded corners the boys could be
hiding in though I doubted they were so
insolent. The ledger I had been using to document the cargo was where I had
left it, and I stuffed it into my satchel along with ink and quill, my
irritation exaggerating my actions.


The
hold was stifling, and I assumed the boys must have gone back up onto the
weather deck; thinking I would be gone for longer than I was, they had grasped the first possible
opportunity to neglect their duties. The impudent lags would feel the back of my hand when I found them! I stood
seething at my two errant charges. I called for them to show themselves, making
no attempt to mask my irritation, but again there was no reply. The lantern
light seemed barely to penetrate the thick oily darkness of the hold, its light
petering out within a few yards, leaving only different shades of darkness
beyond its feeble reach. The boys had been at sea long enough to know better
than leave a lantern unattended; a sudden swell or wave could have sent it
crashing to the floor. A fire down in the hold could consume us all.  


Taking
the lantern from its hook I held it above my head and moved forward tentatively
into the cavernous depths of the hold. Dark,
ominous shadows loomed above me, twisted monsters from my unintended lantern
show. How thoroughly had these holds been checked? Was it not possible one or
two cutthroats could still be down here,
hiding away in the hope of avoiding the noose? Did not some of those shadows
bare human form? Did they not move independently of my swaying lantern light? I
blinked sweat from my eyes and peered harder into the blackness.


I
shook the thought away; the ship had been searched thoroughly from top to
bottom. There was nothing down here but rats,
all else was mere imagination. Those boys
were going to get the hiding of their lives when I found them! Carefully I
retraced my steps though my fear made me reticent to present my back to the darkness,
so I turned in slow circles as I moved towards the ladder that led up to the
next deck. I felt a great sense of relief when I reached it; a feeling I
immediately chided myself for. I was behaving like a babe afraid of the dark and the monsters he thought lived there.


I
took a deep calming breath of putrid air
and placed the satchel on one shoulder
while gripping the lantern in the other. I am not quite sure what happened, but
as I begun to clamber gratefully upwards the
satchel must have caught on a nail. As I had neglected to buckle it in my
haste, the satchel tipped over and spilt its contents onto the deck of the hold. 


I
cursed my clumsiness and clambered down to retrieve them, grateful the fall had
not smashed the inkpot. I hurriedly recovered the inkpot and quill from the
grimy floor, before retrieving the ledger. The
book had fallen open at the point I had been working on before going to see
Rochelle. As my eyes fell upon the paper, an awful cold dread filled my soul.
Below my small, orderly unfussy record of bolts of cloth and crates of china
another hand had written a single short line in a flowing and elegant script.


Dying will become you...


From somewhere
the sound of laughter reached my ears, I tried to tell myself it came from the
decks above, but I knew it did not. I tried
to tell myself it was Hawkes or Peaworthy laughing at
their prank, but I knew it was not. I knew because neither of them could write,
and I knew because the laughter was that of a woman. Not a cackle or a belly
laugh, but a soft flirtatious giggle; the sound a young lady might make to let
her beau know he was doing well but had
yet to win the prize.


In terror, I dropped the ledger and scrambled up
the ladder as fast as my hands and legs could propel me. Once I had clambered onto the next deck,
I slammed the hatch down behind me and carried on going until I found the
sanctuary of sunlight...


I desperately
gripped the rail of the ship to stop myself from shaking, my knuckles turning
as white as I imagined my face to be. I greedily drunk down great shuddering
breaths of clean salty air and lifted my face to feel the warm sane caress of the sun on my skin. Slowly I regained some degree of composure and forced
myself to focus on the sails of Harbinger, which lay half a mile or so off our
larboard bow.


In the bright
Caribbean sunshine my fears begun to seem foolish, those two little runts were
trying to make a buffoon of me. Even if they were unable to write there were
others on board who could, it was clearly a conspiracy of low fellows designed to mock and belittle me.
It was no more than petty jealousy of course; the money and position associated
with my family name. I looked about the deck, but all was as it should be,
nobody appeared to be awarding me much attention.


I stood there
a while, feeling the wind and savouring its salty taste, watching first the sea
and then the shifting shadows of the sails upon the deck, convincing myself
that all that had occurred was no more than jest and foolery. My fear was
replaced by anger that I should be so little respected. So
little feared. They think me a
coward and try to scare me with cheap tricks. Such nonsense.


Dying will become you...


 I felt
foolish for being so quickly put to panic and realised I would need to retrieve
my ledger as its defacement was the only evidence I had to present to the
acting Captain of this conspiracy to belittle me. I remember staring at the
dark shadow filled doorway that would take me back down into the bowels of the ship. 


I decided to
find Hawkes and Peaworthy first.


With growing
irritation and anger I searched the ship for the two boys, from the top
gallants to the sweaty gloom of the gun decks, but I could find no trace of them nor any man who’d seen them since that
morning. Eventually, my search was curtailed by Lt Fallion,
who called me to my watch. I reported dutifully that the inventorying of the
ship’s cargo had been delayed by the slovenliness of the two boys. Fallion agreed to discipline them accordingly, but he was
not unduly concerned. I neglected to mention the strange passage added to my
ledger or the laughter I had heard echoing around the hold. By now I had half
convinced myself I had heard nothing but
the groaning of the ship’s timbers distorted by my own imagination.


I busied myself with the mundane and regular tasks of the watch, standing at the
Sailing Master’s shoulder as he held the wheel. Despite my efforts to lose
myself in my work, I continually felt the
mocking eyes of the crew on my back
whenever it was turned.


All was as it
should be, until early evening when a hush fell upon the ship. It took me a
moment to realise the wind had suddenly died. Not reduced to a breeze, but
entirely gone. I followed the Sailing Master’s gaze up into the rigging where the sails hung limp and lifeless.


“We’ve lost
the wind. Sir,” he reported, rather needlessly.


I made no
reply as I stared out across the sea which had become so becalmed there was
barely a ripple to be seen upon its
surface. 


That evening I
dined in the Captain’s cabin with the other officers, the ship unnaturally
still beneath us as we ate. Rochelle clearly had a taste for life’s finery for
his cabin was far more luxuriant than that of Captain Charde’s
on board Harbinger. The
larder was also found to be well stocked with delicacies and fine wine, which
Lt. Fallion saw no reason to waste and consumed with
some gusto.  For myself, I had
little taste for such things and excused
myself as early as was polite.


The Captain
had refused Rochelle’s request for his journals as they would be used in
evidence at his trial, though as they were written in some manner of code how
likely that event was I did not know. Fallion, however, was happy to provide blank paper and
writing materials. “All men should have the opportunity to settle their affairs
before leaving this world,” he had declared.


I took the
opportunity to take the paper down to Rochelle, my mood was poor and I craved
the comfort of my bunk. My earlier enthusiasm for inspecting the pirate had evaporated,
but it provided an excuse to be free of the idle gossip of Fallion’s table.


Rochelle was
much as I had left him though now his
boys were sprawled at his feet like so
many sleeping dogs, their blankets drawn up around them as they slept. As I approached
the pirate placed a long slender finger against his lips to indicate I should
be quiet lest I wake his boys.


“We are
becalmed?” He asked me softly.


“The wind died
late this afternoon,” I replied.


“Perhaps it
will take a little longer than expected to deliver me to Port Royal, no?” he
smiled devilishly, “I hope your executioner is a patient man?”


“I’m sure the
wind will return by the morning,” I said evenly, sliding the writing materials
through the door for him.


“We will
see...” Rochelle said, languidly stroking the hair of the nearest sleeping boy
in a manner I found quite inappropriate, “thank you for the paper though I had hoped for my journal?”


“The Captain
feels it might be of use at your trial.”


Rochelle
emitted a growl of a laugh, “I doubt you will find any alive who can read those
words.”


“Most codes
can be broken eventually, no doubt your own words will hang you as efficiently as the testimony of a dozen
witnesses,” I said trying not to stare at the boy’s hair being looped around
Rochelle’s long sensual fingers.


“Codes yes,
but I write in no code. It is an old and ancient tongue, long forgotten by even
the most arcane of scholars.”


“You are a
strange man Captain Rochelle; I had not supposed to meet a buccaneer with a
taste for dead and pointless languages.”


“Such
presumptions are unwise young Mr Lieutenant; you never know when you will need
to speak to the dead,” there was a raw
edge to the pirate’s voice that carried no hint of mockery or jest. Not for the
first time I wondered if he was insane.  


“I suspect
that is a talent you will require far sooner than I.”


Rochelle only smiled his knowing crooked little smile
before returning his attentions to the cabin boy’s hair.


I stood
awkwardly, thinking there should be something else to say to reinforce the fact
that I was in a position of authority while the pirate captain was heading to
the gallows; no matter how hard I tried my callowness and unease conspired to knot my tongue. Instead, I beat a hasty retreat
and made for my bunk. 


I would be
taking the early watch and I needed to
rest, but more than that I desired the solitude and false comfort that only the
darkness and a blanket can provide. The ship was
unnaturally still on the windless sea. Distantly some tar was singing a
mournful shanty up on deck, and I sank quickly into a troubled sleep, plagued
with strange distorted dreams that slipped from my memory as soon as my mind
approached wakefulness, leaving me slick with cold sweat and a sense of unease
I could not attribute.


Sleep left as
suddenly as it had claimed me; I found myself sitting upright, panting hard,
some strangled cry stillborn upon my dry lips, the terror that had conceived it
already lost to me. I sat like that for a while, blinking into the darkness
letting my heart calm and hoping I had not cried out loud enough for my shipmates to hear. I dreaded the thought of overhearing tales of Billy Piss-Britches crying
for his Mama during the night. 


Once I had
recovered something of myself, I found my
pocket watch, opened the face and felt the time. My watch had started thirty
minutes before! I was aghast, missing your watch is, of course, a most serious matter and I could not believe I had
not been hauled from my bunk. Victor Penny, the Midshipman
who had the previous watch, was an insolent cur five years my senior. His
resentment of my position was a fact he seemed unable or unwilling even to
attempt to conceal. With a sinking heart I imagined he had gone gleefully to
the acting Captain bearing word of my languor and as I pulled on my uniform in
the darkness with all the haste I could muster I could almost feel the weight
of Fallion’s disapproval upon my back. This would at
the very least provide a black mark upon my record, not to mention another
reason for whispered mockery.


I hurried from
the tiny cabin to which I had been billeted, still buttoning my tunic and
perching my hat upon my head as I staggered onto
the weather deck. The air was unnaturally cold
and my stumbling hasty steps came to a halt
as I looked around me. For a moment, I was
returned to the hellish battle to take the ship until I realised it was not
smoke that billowed across the darkened deck but thick, moist curls of fog. It
was so dense that the structure of the ship was no more than indistinct
shadows, rough dark forms lost in the luminescence of the vapour.


I could see distorted patches of light ahead of me, the
quarterdeck lanterns producing fuzzy
halos in the wet cloying air. With slow,
deliberate strides, I moved across the
main deck, fearing it would be all too easy to stumble upon a discarded bucket
or coil of rope in the eerie murk. I shivered. The night felt more like late
autumn in England than early summer in the Caribbean. I could make out the dim
outline of the shrouds disappearing up into the rigging and the main mast, but
even these were obscure uncertain things.


The lantern
light coalesced with the mist as I drew closer, the thick vapour refracting their light into sombre bleached rainbows.
I clambered up to the quarterdeck; the wooden railings were wet with moisture.
The fog must have appeared shortly after I had retired. “Ahoy, the watch!” I cried. My call
seemed to fade away as soon as it left my
throat as if dampened by the heavy wet air.


I waited and
listened, but no reply from the watch came out of the mist. In truth, the only sound I could hear above my own rasping breath was a faint
creaking sound. There was no wind to rustle the sails, no voices calling in the
dark, no footsteps upon boards. Even the sea was silent.


“Ahoy, the watch!” I called again, noting the edge of
uncertainty in my own flat damp words. Surely this could be no prank? My call must be acknowledged. Tentatively I moved
forward, it was protocol to await a response before approaching the officer of
the watch, but none had been forthcoming. A wild distant part of me wondered
whether this was some dark game; perhaps
Penny would claim I had issued no cry, hearing my unannounced approach he had
thought I was a boarder or an escaped prisoner. My muscles tensed as I
anticipated the flash of a pistol in the murk.


Could they
really hate me that much?


I shook such
thoughts from my head; however devious Penny might be, I doubted he could have
conjured such a fog to conceal his dirty work. No shot came, and through the fog the ship’s wheel loomed up before me, for
some reason the darkness and the fog conspired to make it seem both larger and
somehow sinister, no longer a simple tool for steering the ship, but some
terrible and ancient instrument of torture.


The creaking I
had heard since mounting the quarterdeck became louder and clearer as I reached
the wheel; it was both unmanned and untethered, the creaking was the sound of
the wheel turning of its own accord in response to the tides and currents
pressing against the rudder.


“Officer of the Watch!” I cried desperately, lashing the wheel as I looked about. Of Mr Penny
or any of the watch crew, there was no
sign. My heart was pounding now. The watch would never be abandoned in any
circumstances, but in fog like this men
should have been sent fore and above to
watch out for rocks or other vessels in the murk.


With the wheel
secure I stood, unnerved by the utter silence of the night. I must raise the
Captain! That was the only course of action. Fallion
would know what to do. Perhaps one of the jack tar’s had found some stash of
grog and the watch had drunk themselves into
a stupor. I had always thought Penny a fool, but the Bosun’s
whip would take every shred of skin from his back for such a dereliction of
duty.


My mind
focussed solely on the Captain I scurried away from the quarterdeck, of course, I should have simply raised the alarm
there and then, but my mind was already losing its grip in that thick, oppressive fog and giving way to panic.
I hammered on Fallion’s door, desperate for him to
rise and take charge of the situation, but there was no response no matter how
hard my fist pummelled the door. 


All the time I
looked about me, staring into the thick
air for any sign of another soul, but I
saw no one. Eventually, I pushed the door
open, perhaps Fallion had
drunk himself into too deep a sleep to hear my hammering.


Candles still burned on the massive ornate desk, but the chair behind it
was empty. The dinner things had been cleared away, and the dining table was
stacked with charts. The room was large and sumptuous, far more splendid than
any Navy cabin. Silver candlesticks adorned the desk and table while a beautiful crystal chandelier hung grandly
from the ceiling; exquisitely carved French furniture filled the room while
silk tapestries hung from the walls. 


All thoughts
of decorum forgotten I pulled aside the
curtain that separated the bed from the rest of the cabin, expecting to find
Captain Fallion curled in a drunken slumber. Instead,
I found the bed empty and undisturbed. The bed was huge, I swear I have never
seen one larger on board ship, fine silk
sheets encased it, and I noticed with revulsion the walls were lined with
prints of the most debauched and vile acts imaginable; images of naked men and
women copulating in every possible manner and combination. Such perverseness I
had never believed possible. That
Rochelle could want such abominations upon his walls did not unduly surprise
me, but why Fallion had not had the depraved images destroyed as soon as he took
residency in the room I could not fathom.


I pulled the
curtain back in disgust and looked around the room once more, as if by some
slight oversight I had not noticed Fallion sitting
quietly in one darkened corner or another. Heavy velvet drapes obscured the
cabin’s windows and for some reason I pulled them back, but the Captain was not
hiding from me there. Outside there was nothing to be seen bar the fog pushing
against the glass; like dead wet hands splayed wide, trying to force their way in.


I dropped the
drapes and stepped back towards the sanctity of the candle light.


Upon the desk a decanter of brandy sat unstoppered, a half drunk
glass by its side. Like everything else in the cabin it was of the finest
quality. A heavy, leather bound ledger sat open upon the desk and I imagined Fallion sitting hunched over the book, his hand curled
around the glass as he read the book, his dark
brows furrowed in concentration, no doubt lapsing into frustration for the
words written there were gibberish.


Strange
twisted characters were scrawled across the vellum pages in a wild and
flamboyant hand, like no alphabet I had ever seen. Though no great scholar I
had learnt some Greek and Hebrew along with my Latin and French at school and
these words bore not the faintest resemblance to any of those tongues, even the
strange barbaric writings of the Moors were utterly different.


Although the
meaning was lost to me, I was certain of their ungodliness. To my eye, those words seemed as unclean and filthy
as the images Rochelle had surrounded his bed with. I realised this must be
Rochelle’s journal and the words were of the long dead tongue he had spoken.
Despite my revulsion, I found myself
turning the pages of the book as Captain Fallion must
have done earlier. Each page felt uncommonly heavy
as if every peculiar character was written in gold rather than ink. Although
the words were meaningless, at certain points there were sketches and drawing
inserted between the gibberish; these were far easier to interpret for Rochelle
had a fair drawing hand. I had thought
the pictures on the wall were foul enough, but these were images of the most appalling abuse; torture, rape, murder; death
and sex mixed together in the most wretched of nightmares.


I knew
Rochelle had a reputation for cruelty, but these drawings were beyond
imagining. I could only wonder if they were some manifestation of his sick mind or a record of actual events. I slammed
the foul book shut.


I had no
desire to venture out into the fog, but neither did I want to remain in the
cabin surrounded by such abominations. I had to find the Captain and the watch.
Ignoring the shaking of my hand I opened the door and allowed the fog to
consume me once more. I stood there awhile, listening for some sound, some sign
of life, some movement.


My heart
wavered as I heard a faint noise, so distant I could barely be sure I had heard
it. I stood as still as possible, straining to listen until it came again. Typically even the faint noises of a calm sea
would have masked the sound, but on this strangely silent night it could just
be perceived; a ship’s bell ringing despondently somewhere out on the shrouded sea. 


It must have
been Harbinger, calling us through the fog so that
they could mark our position. The fog could have been muffling and distorting
the bell, but it sounded so terribly far away. I raced back up to the
quarterdeck to ring our own bell in reply, the thought of Harbinger being so far away unsettling me as
much as the strange fog or the missing watch.


The quarterdeck
was as deserted as I had left it, the wheel still tethered securely. I made to
ring the bell, but instead I only stood
and looked dumbfounded. The bell was not
there. For a moment I presumed I had lost my bearings and was looking in the
wrong place, but the rope from which it had hung remained.  The bell had
been cleanly cut away.


All had
returned to silence and I could no longer hear the faint toll of Harbinger’s bell. In that moment, I felt a
terrible certainty that I was the last man on God’s earth.


Someone had
cut the bell away; either to ensure the alarm could not be raised or so that we
could not signal Harbinger in the fog, probably both. Part of me wanted to cry into the veiled
night in the hope Harbinger would hear me and find us, but I knew the chances of me being heard by
my ship were negligible while being heard
by whoever had removed the bell and left us to float adrift through the fog was
a certainty.


I drew my
sword and held it before me with a trembling hand
though there was nothing to strike bar
the damp tendrils of mist floating all
around me.


The ship was
under attack and I was the only man aboard who could fight back, whoever our
enemies were they had not counted on me. I would show my mettle by driving these
blackguards back into the sea. All my previous cowardice would be forgotten,
Captain Charde and the rest of my crewmates would see
my quality at last. Here was my chance!


I hurried back
to the Captain’s cabin and locked the door behind me.


I stood with
my back to the door and wondered how long I could hide unnoticed. The door and
lock were sturdy enough; I closed my eyes and shuddered. I had come to sea to be a hero,
not a coward. Hiding here might prolong my safety, but it would only delay the
inevitable. If I attacked now there might be time to save the ship, by morning
everyone could be dead or in chains - I felt my eyes drawn to Rochelle’s book -
or very much worse. 


Sheathing my sword, I found a brace of Fallion’s
pistols, which I loaded and put into my belt,
searching further I found two exquisite
duelling pistols that had to be the pirate
Captain’s. I loaded those too, and even
in my fear I marvelled at their lightness and balance. I drew an unwarranted
sense of comfort from those pistols; with weapons such as these surely a man
could achieve anything.


I eyed Fallion’s unfinished brandy and downed it in one burning
swig; I felt its smooth heat flow down to my belly and managed to resist the
temptation to drink more. I unlocked the door and moved cautiously out into the
fog again. Whereas before it had unnerved me, now I was grateful for the
cloying screen, in truth its protection was probably more effective than the
pistols I clutched in my nervous sweaty
hands.


Keeping low, I moved along the waist of the ship, close
to the rail and the invisible sea below, towards the Marietta-Anna’s forecastle. My only plan, if you
could call it such, was to find the remainder of the ship’s skeleton crew and
repulse the invaders. 


Momentarily I
thought I spied a figure ahead of me, but I was unsure, it could have been no
more than a shifting pattern in the fog, different shades of faintly
luminescent grey conspiring to deceive; my mind painting pictures out of water
vapour and fear. I paused; gripping Rochelle’s pistols all the more tightly, my
only anchors of certainty on board that increasing ghostly ship.


Finally, when
no more ephemeral figures appeared I moved forward again, but I had taken just
a handful of short crouching strides when I was brought to a halt once more,
not by a figure this time, but the faint sound of soft flirtatious laughter.
The disembodied gaiety chilled me far more profoundly
than the cold unseasonal fog had managed;
the terror that had filled me that afternoon in the dark of the hold engulfed
me once more. Events had conspired to muffle its memory, but now they returned
to haunt me, the bitter coppery taste of terror filled my mouth. I wanted to
run, to hide, to scream for help, but I knew none of those choices would save
me because...


...dying will become you...


...there was
nowhere to run, nowhere to hide and no one left aboard the damned ship that
would respond to my screams, except with that ungodly laughter.


The laughter
came again, louder, nearer... perhaps. The fog made it difficult to place
anything with certainty though to my panicked ears the timbre was different,
deeper, still a woman’s, but not the same as the first. I cowered there,
clutching those pistols and peering into the fog. All manner of demons moving
around me, wrapped in whorls of grey. I still do not know which ones were
phantoms of my mind and which were real. The laughter danced around me, out of
sight, but not so far away and within the beat of the laughter came a lament of
pain; screams and cries. Some loud and brief,
some pitifully low and lingering in the
air. I found myself whimpering in time to that ghastly tune.


As much as
fear consumed me I knew I could not just
crouch there forever, I had to act to save myself and my crew. Slowly I began
to move, ignoring the strange, awful
sounds that swelled up out of the fog I headed for the hatch that led down to
the Marietta-Anna’s gun deck. As unsettling as I found
the fog, I realised it was a cloak I was
wary to discard. My only hope lay in raising the crew; whatever stalked the
decks I could not fight alone. The off-duty
hands would be bunked down in the gun deck, the old
crews quarter’s in the forecastle had been damaged in the battle to take the
ship and only rudimentarily repaired.


Carefully I
pulled open the doors, revealing the hatchway black against the grey of the
night; it seemed as likely to lead to the bowels of hell as those of the Marietta-Anna. 


A board
creaked nearby and I whirled around, my eyes wide with fright, but there was
nothing to be seen but the shifting banks of fog. The laughter came again,
followed by a sobbing cry that seemed to hang in the very air about my head for
a moment before the utter stillness of that terrible night returned. 


Moisture run into my eyes, whether from
the air or my own cold, terrified sweat I did not know. I wiped my eyes
clear with the back of my sleeve before scurrying down the hatchway. I paused
on the stairs, still crouching, listening for movement from either behind or
ahead, but all was silent; as if the fog and the Devil had conspired to rob the
world of even the slightest of sounds. It was unnerving and unreal, but
infinitely preferable to that haunting laughter upon deck.


In that
wretched hush, the leather of my boots
seemed to creak as loudly as the planks of a storm tormented ship, my clothes
rustled like sail cloth ripped by a sudden gale, every board I trod upon
groaned like a tortured spirit. Even my poor frightened
heart pounded like a timpani drum in the hands of a maniac.


My hands
shaking wildly I finally reached the gun deck. A single dim lantern glowed at
the far end of the deck where the sailors
had strung their hammocks. I took one deep breath and then another. It would do
no good for the men to see my fear; I needed them to follow me without question
if we were to deal with whoever stalked the decks above.


Or whatever.


I shook the
thought away; I had no time to fathom out what was happening. All I knew for
certain was that both the watch and the Captain were missing, someone had taken
the ship’s bell and there was something in the fog that should not be there.
Something that laughed with the voice of a woman, something that made men scream.


With as
purposeful a stride as I could muster, I
moved towards the light, my eyes darting from shadow to shadow, my guns
swivelling from one imagined form to the next. So unnerved that I do not doubt
I presented as much of a threat to any friend that crossed my path as to a foe.
I moved past the brooding forms of the sleeping guns, careful not to trip or
stumble in the dark. I wished the lantern were brighter, for its light was so
dim it revealed little to my frantic
eyes. It was a poor and feeble star to lead me home. 


As I drew
closer, I could make out the dark forms
of the hammocks strung between the beams
and posts of the gun deck where the hands slept. I could faintly hear the sound
of dripping water and my heart pounded all the faster, with the crew roused
there would be some hope and this madness would be all the more bearable. 


As I reached
the lantern, I fumbled with the wick and basked in its steady glow as the darkness was pushed back so that I could rouse
the sleeping men. Except,
of course, they were not sleeping at all.


What I had
thought in the darkness to be hammocks strung from the rafters was something else entirely. At least twenty men had been hung from the
ceiling by their feet, their throats slit from ear to ear and a bucket or bowl
placed beneath each corpse to collect their blood. It had not been water I had heard
dripping, but fat droplets of blood splashing into the assorted containers.   


I think I
tried to scream, but no sound emerged. I just stood agape amongst those hanging
corpses, some distant part of my mind recognising the fact that I was rooted to
the floor in some kind of human abattoir. I reached out to touch the bare chest
of the nearest man, a sinewy bald
deckhand called Jenks, the flesh was still warm to the
touch. They were not long dead.


For some time
I could only stare at those poor men; I
had spent months on board ship with them, I would not describe them as friends
for they were a lowly sort for the most
part. Pressed into the King’s service from various ports across the Kingdom,
they spent their spare time drinking and whoring, they were rough men,
blasphemous and sinful for the most part, but they deserved no such fate as the
one they found aboard that dreadful ship. 


I should have
said something, some prayer or blessing, I should have asked God to take a care with
their souls. To my shame, no word could
take form on my lips, and I turned and ran with no thought for where I was going or for what had done this
terrible thing. I just wanted to be off this ship.


I ran back up
the stairs and into the cold embrace of the fog. I would launch the ship’s gig
and take my chances on the seas, with luck I would find Harbinger or,
at least, some outpost of civilisation. At worst a slow death in an open
boat was a thousand times more preferable to whatever hideous fate would await me if I remained aboard the Marietta-Anna.


I ran along
the side of the ship, head turning wildly about me, towards the ship’s boat when I suddenly became ensnared
in hands which pulled back at me, wrenching my hat from my head. I staggered
back and lifted my guns to fire at the wide
dead eyes of Victor Penny. He had been hung upside down like the poor souls below, his feet tied to the to the ship’s
shrouds. He languished in mid-air like some discarded puppet; his ashen white
face floating before me in the dull grey
air. Penny’s head hung strangely from his body and it was a moment before I
realised his throat had not so much been cut as torn out. I glanced at the
deck, but there was no bucket to collect his blood, and only a few small
droplets had splattered on the wood.


I left the
Midshipmen to his final watch. There was nothing I could do for him or anybody else aboard. Save for possibly
myself. 


When I finally
reached the gig, which hung from hoists on the starboard side of the ship, I
stood panting and shivering before it in the fog. It would typically require several men to run the
pulleys and slowly winch it down to the sea, a noisy and cumbersome task to
accomplish in any circumstances; an almost impossible one to do alone.
Exchanging pistols for my sword I began to hack wildly at the holding ropes, I
had no time for care. I would cut the boat free and let it drop to the sea
before jumping after it, hoping it wouldn’t be damaged or overturned by the
fall.


“I would wish
you take a greater care with my ship...”


I span round,
sword outstretched and scrambling for a
pistol to see Captain Rochelle standing casually before me, one foot crossed
over the other, resting his weight on a gold-tipped cane. Six boys formed a semi-circle
behind him, each armed with knives or swords, each one was bare-chested, their
skin slick with the blood of my shipmates.


“It would be
very unsporting to shoot a man with his own pistol, would it not?” Rochelle
smiled his tone as frivolous as any refined gentleman at the dinner table.


“What have you
done?” I hissed.


“I told you
there was only one captain of this ship,” the pirate replied as a long terrible scream pierced the fog, seemingly from
somewhere high in the rigging, “as the unfortunate Lieutenant Fallion is currently finding out.”


“What are you
doing to him?” I virtually sobbed, the pistol shaking all too visibly in my
hand.


Rochelle
smiled good-naturedly, “Believe me my
boy; you really do not want to know...”


The boys were
fanning out around me, spectral figures in
the mist, their eyes the only part of them seemingly not obscured by the fog.
Dark, malevolent points focussed intently on
me. Hungrily upon me.


“Tell your dogs not to come any closer, or I will kill you,” I said,
trying to sound defiant, though the words were
but that of a frightened child’s
to my ears.


“And my boys
would rip you to pieces.”


I shrugged, “I
have seen what you’ve done to the rest of my crew; I’m going to die anyway. At least, that would be quick.”


“There are...
other choices,” Rochelle said, arching his eyebrows to emphasise his words, “you are young; there is no need for you to
die. My ladies like their men young, strong, virile... they have been watching
you. They judge you… adequate.”


As if at his
command other figures coalesced out of the fog; two women, tall and beautiful.
Their bodies shrouded in strips of fabric; silk, lace, muslin, chiffon,
gauze... others I could not name, the cloth
flowed about them as they moved with the grace and poise the highest born of
noble women would kill to possess. In parts their attire was transparent,
offering glimpses of smooth ochre skin beneath, but the fabric seemed to shift
and move with each step as if dancing to some breeze only they could feel. One
woman wore white, the other grey; it was difficult to tell where they began and
the fog ended. Only their hair stood out against the fog, perfectly black, it hung
about their faces, quite straight and past the shoulders; stolen fragments of
the night with which to frame their beauty. Strands of gold and jewels were
woven into each woman’s hair, sparkling like the stars in contrast. Heavy gold
chains were worn tight around their throats
while jewels hung from their ears. 


They were so
similar in look and expression they had to be sisters, there were slight
differences between them, but too insignificant to matter. They bore the same
thin arched eyebrows, the same dark, consuming eyes, the same elegant cut to their features, high razor-sharp
cheekbones, small upturned noses, full sensual lips. They wore no powder or
paint I thought, save for on their lips which were the darkest red. It was only as they came closer that I realised it was
not rouge that coloured their lips so...


Each woman
carried a rope loosely in their hand; the other end tied around the necks of
two scurrying forms in the manner a lady of Quality might walk her poodle. I
did not instantly recognise my two errant
cabin boys, when I did I went to call for
Hawkes and Peaworthy to come to me, but my voice died
in my throat as I  saw them looking up at those dark wanton creatures,
their eyes full of nothing but devotion.  


“What have you
done to them?”


“Done? Why
nothing at all, they serve the Ladies of their own free will.”


“You lie!”


“The rewards
for service are great; are they not boys?”


“The pay is
much better Billy,” Davey Hawkes giggled as his lady let her long tactile
fingers run through his mousey hair.


“What foul
enchantment is this?”


“There is no
enchantment, they have merely seen the
truth, they have felt the power and beauty of worshipping
a true God.”


“Blasphemy!”


“Not at all. Let me introduce my Ladies, this is Marietta…”
he said, indicating the woman in grey who toyed with Hawkes, “…and this is
Anna.” The creature in white smiled haughtily at me, her eyes full of black fire and damnation.


“Of course
those are not their real names, you would not even be able to pronounce those,
but you must have a name for your god, must you not? These beings have been
worshipped for longer than you or I can even imagine,
they have had many names, many glories. Whole nations worshipped them and made
sacrifices for their favour, temples and cities were built in their homage,
mothers would gladly give up their babies as tributes, to
die for them was the greatest of all honours. They grew strong on the love of
their people; they drank blood from the still beating hearts of their
sacrifices. Rich fare indeed! Goddesses
and Priestesses, they have seen such
things William, such wondrous things!” Rochelle leant
forward on his cane, his eyes ablaze with righteous fervour. 


“Now their
world is no more - Cortes and his gold hungry
mercenaries came to the lands of Mexico and destroyed their ways, cast down
their temples and enslaved their people; all in the name of their pitiful
deity, a paltry skirt behind which they
hid their greed, lust and avarice. Now I carry my dark brides across the seas;
in search of blood and gold and vengeance for the injustices done to their
people, their subjects who loved them so profoundly that they were happy to die
for them.”  


“You are all
monsters!” I cried, waving my pistol from target to target.


Rochelle shook
his head sadly, “No, I am but a man, mortal and weak; as are my boys. Marietta
and Anna are goddesses; they keep us young and cure our ills. They do not bow before time, they are strong and beautiful and
terrible. They know the workings of the world; they understand the sun and the
moon, the sea and the land, the mountains and the skies. They understand creation for they were here to see
it. Blood is a small price to pay for their wisdom, their beauty... their
love.”


Madness
swirled around me as surely as eddies of fog that obscured the world. From
Rochelle’s evil, blasphemous words to the
vacant beatific expressions of his blood-stained boys; such insanity I had never
dreamed possible... and yet through my fear and horror I felt my eyes
continually drawn to the two women. My will became an irrelevance; my soul was
crying out for me to fight, to do my duty, to die with dignity and take some of
these deluded dangerous fools with me. Yet my eyes betrayed me, all they wanted
to do was linger on their lithe, wanton bodies, to gaze upon their
disconcerting arrogant beauty as if some understanding of things could be
gleaned from the pout of their lips, the
sheen of their hair or the mote in their eyes.


Anna moved towards me, leaving Peaworthy forlorn upon the deck. She moved
with unnatural grace as if her legs made no movement beneath the flowing swirls
of her strange white dress that at one moment looked no more than an ill-matched
assortment of rags wrapped loosely around her body and the next appeared to be
the most elegant and lavish attire ever to be draped upon a female form. The fog seemed to move around her,
no more than an extension of her costume, the natural and unnatural merging
together as one.


I felt myself
backing away from her, my legs hard against the rail of the ship. My pistol was
levelled, albeit unsteadily, at her forehead, all I need do was squeeze the
trigger and she would be dead. Whatever she was, she was responsible for
slaughtering my shipmates. I did not
believe Rochelle’s ludicrous tales of her
divinity, or her cities and temples. Cortes had conquered Mexico one hundred
and fifty years ago, even if it were possible
to live that long, then she would be a
withered old hag, not a beautiful woman only a few years older than myself.


The blood that
stained her lips, however, suggested Rochelle had not been lying about
everything.


“Stop!” I
pleaded, “I will fire!”


“These guns
slaughtered her people, but they cannot harm her,” I heard Rochelle say,
distantly.


She stood
before me, my pistol only inches from her face, but she showed no fear or even concern. A ghost of a smile played
across her face and deep within her eyes there was laughter. When she spoke, her
tone was soft, soothing, but utterly alien to my ears. All I could do was stare
at her crimson lips, watching them move, purse and crease, compress and pucker to form each new and strange sound. I
had no inkling as to her meaning, but in
that moment to my ears they seemed to be
the words that a lover might whisper in the dark. Words of tenderness and care, lust and promise.


Words of adoration.


I felt my
sword tumble to the deck, I became aware my gun was no longer in my hand, but I
do not recall what became of it. All the world had
become her face, her voice, her words; and at the very centre of the world were
her eyes. Rich mahogany rings circling pupils so dark they were virtually
fathomless. In that moment, I believed all that Rochelle had told
me, for these were eyes that could consume the very world itself, eyes that
reflected all of creation in their inky pools. Eyes that saw me
in all my vanity, folly and cowardice. Eyes that drank
my soul.


Her hand
stroked my cheek, her touch as cool as the fog, but dry, like fine sand poured
across my skin. Her fingers moved up through my hair, gripping the bow that
tied it and pulling it loose so my hair fell about my face. She smiled, her
white teeth contrasting vividly with the burnt ochre of her skin as if she
liked it better that way. Her hand still gripping the back of my head, she
pulled me towards her until our foreheads were touching and I could feel her
breath upon me, slow and measured it caressed my lips, cool of touch,
but hot with temptation.


Her free hand
gripped the small of my back and pulled my groin
against hers; all fear had left me now and it is to my shame that I record the
lust I felt for this creature, this demonic temptress. I was engorged and
insane with desires that had risen from some sunless and awful place inside me, swamping all decency and
reason with its need and want.


She spoke
again, softly, little more than a breath in fact, but this time in English, the
accent strange and exotic.


“Touch me...”


My hands
eagerly fingered her body, I wish I could say they moved without volition, but
that would be a deceit. I knew what I was doing, the small sane part of me knew she was going to kill me,
but I did not care. This was a creature like no other I had ever known and even
if she meant to consume me, then in my madness it seemed but a small price for
such immoral knowledge.


My hands
explored her, brushing the many textures of her dress, coarse and smooth,
flimsy and fine. Lace, silk, chiffon and
calico moved between my hand and her body, but all the time it was the flesh
underneath I wanted. My fumbling became less gentle and more urgent; I heard
her gasp slightly as fingers dug into to her breast and rump, the flesh firm,
enticing.


She moved
slightly so her mouth was against my throat and my face was buried in her long
jet hair, as luxuriant as any of the fabrics that clothed her body. I could
smell oils and herbs I could not name, a potent
drug that made me swoon, I took enormous
lungful’s of air, drinking deep of her
scent. I could feel her tongue upon my throat, my neck. Her hand grasped the
front of my tunic, ripping it open along with the shirt beneath as if they were
made of the flimsiest paper. Her hand caressed my bare chest, long painted
nails scratching deeply, leaving vibrant red trails across my pallid skin.


Reason was lost to
me; I cared not for the eyes upon us, my duty, my honour, my
dead crew mates. This woman was everything. Everything there ever was, everything there ever would be.


Anna’s hand
went lower, the flat of her palm rubbing my aching manhood roughly and in that moment I felt a pain in my neck, deep and hot. For the barest of instants I resisted
though perhaps I resisted not at all and it is just my sanity insisting I did, then
the world turned and swam about me, the fog crashing over me like waves in a
storm, clouds whistling about my head as if chased by all the demons of hell. I
shuddered and convulsed and knew pleasure
that I cannot find the words to describe. Utter and total. If every happiness
of my life, both past and to come, could be distilled and purified and taken in
an instant it would still not equate to one fraction of what I felt in that
single moment.


I could hear
her at my neck, sucking, slurping. I could feel the heat around her lips as I
felt a wet warmth spreading across my groin
as her hand continued to rub and grind. I felt blackness creeping across my
senses and I did not know whether I was dying or if my mind was simply unable
to cope with the joy that I felt.


The next thing
I can recall was sitting on the deck, my
back against the rail. The fog cool against the
perspiration that slicked my bare chest. I looked up at the figure of Anna, who loomed over me, white against the
grey world, my blood upon her lips, trickling down her chin. Her sister joined
her, Marietta slipping an arm loosely around her waist, Anna said something
shadowy and incomprehensible in her own language and Marietta laughed softly,
the haunting flirtatious laugh that I had
first heard in the gloom of the ship’s holds.


The two women
looked at me, then Marietta took her sister’s chin in
her hand and kissed her slowly upon the
lips, her tongue darting out to lick at the blood that smeared Anna’s smooth
skin. My vision swam for a moment, I raised my hand to my neck, I could feel
two small wounds, but a scab seemed to have already formed upon them, which seemed to be madness unless I had somehow
passed out for days. I blinked and looked about
me at the same heavy fog, the same
surreal figures, the same accursed ship.


Marietta moved
to stand over me and I heard Rochelle’s voice command me, “William, kneel
before your Goddess, worship her and accept her gifts willingly. I did as he
commanded without thought, pulling myself feebly up to rest upon my knees; my head swimming from the blood
Marietta’s sister had taken from me.


She looked
down at me and smiled, for I had pleased
her with my obedience and I found joy in her pleasure. She stretched out a long
graceful hand in Rochelle's direction,
and the pirate Captain placed a long thin dagger into her hand, its jewelled
hilt sparkling in the mist.


“Raise your
head to her and open your mouth,” he commanded.


I thought she
was going to slit my throat then; that I would be hung from the shrouds and my
blood drained away like poor Penny, but I
did as I was instructed for it allowed me a better view of my Goddess. However,
instead of placing the blade at my throat,
she ran it swiftly across the tip of her index finger before
returning the dagger to Rochelle.


She took a
step forward, I could feel the flowing
layers of her dress pressing against me and I yearned for the touch of the
smooth skin beneath. Slowly she held her finger above
my lips and I could see a thick ruby droplet of her blood hanging from it.


“’tis time to
kiss the vein, William,” Rochelle said gently.


Without
question I reached up and kissed her finger and felt her blood, damp and cool as the mist upon my lips.


She smiled,
radiantly at me and spoke again, her voice as dark and intoxicating as her sister’s.


“Drink from
us,” she commanded, “and know the bounty of our love.”


Carefully she
pushed her finger into my mouth and I tasted her blood, my whole body shook
with joy for it was like no sensation I can truly
describe, sweet, illicit, rich and vibrant, it first set my tongue afire and
then my whole body. It was the sweetest
nectar, the darkest most forbidden of fruits and all my other senses faded
before the overwhelming taste of her blood for I needed not sight, nor hearing,
nor smell, nor touch, for they were puny clumsy sensations next to the lavish impossible promises of her blood. I
knelt there and sucked her finger with wanton abandon, like a demon child
feeding upon the devil’s teat.


I heard her
laugh, that rich flirtatious laugh that
any man would die for. Would
gladly die for.


It was but a small cut and I could surely have drunk no more than a few
drops of it, but it felt like gallons flooded down my throat and I was filled
with such energy and strength my mind and body could barely comprehend it. It
felt like those few drops had replaced all of my weak, puny blood that Anna had
taken and in those few drops I had gained the strength of ten men.


And then it
was gone, her finger slipped from mouth
and I fell backwards as if I had been kicked in the face, such was the shock of
being denied any more of her sweet vitalizing blood.


I lay sprawled
on the deck my heart beating so furiously
I feared it would explode, unable to cope with the heady brew that now coursed
through my body, I closed my eyes and
tried to calm myself until I realised I
missed looking at her.


“William?” A
voice said distantly.


My eyes
fluttered open and I saw Captain Rochelle squatting in front of me. I tried to
focus beyond his shoulder, but I could see no sign of the Ladies, “Am I dying?”


Rochelle shook
his head and smiled, “No my young friend, you are not. They like you, like the
taste of you. They have enormous power William, but they have a need for mortal men too. Like me. Like you. The sun
is envious of their beauty, and they cannot stand its hatred. They need us to
toil in its glare when they cannot.”


“Why me?”


“They see
something in you William, something they saw in me once before; a long, long
time ago. They can look at a man and see what lies in the darkness of his soul
the way you or I might see the colour of a man’s hair. The young can love more
fiercely and my Ladies do so like to be loved. They see a
darkness in you William; you are capable of doing what needs to be
done.”


I laughed
mockingly, “I am a coward.”


“They believe
in you, even if you do not believe in yourself. That is why they spared you.
They do you a great honour to bestow upon you the gift of their blood. They are
merciless and terrible to their foes, but to their friends, they will give the greatest of gifts. They can slow time
for a man William; the reaper need not
take you for a long time. Serve them well and he may never have you, they could
make you like them if you please them well enough, for long enough. Above all, they can give you their love William - and
you have felt their love, have you not?”


I nodded.


“We are exiled
from the world; we do not follow any rules but our own. None hold sway over us. We owe fealty to no one.
Join us and sail these seas; kept forever young by their love and their
blood...”


Rochelle held
out a hand and helped me to my feet; I recall his touch was warm, human.


“‘’tis a sin,”
I murmured weakly, all the time my eyes darting beyond the pirate Captain,
yearning for a glimpse of those two demonic
women.


“We are free
of sin,” Rochelle whispered fervently, “do you not see? Sin is just a label,
created by men to force the ignorant to bow before their false god, but we have
real gods to worship William. Real
and beautiful. There is no sin in loving them.”


“I want them,”
I heard myself say, knowing I was all but lost to their wickedness, their
wanton enchantment. I would do their bidding, whatever deed they asked of me. I would kill for the briefest of smiles,
and I knew there was no exaggeration in that thought. I would kill.


“I know you
do,” Rochelle said, smiling encouragingly, “and they want you.”


“I came to sea to be a hero,” I laughed bitterly, and knew
I had but a moment to act or I would be lost forever, “I see now that I am just a weak and foolish
man. There are no heroes here, only the damned...” I pushed myself backwards,
feeling myself topple over the rail towards the flat sullen waters below.


“William!”
Rochelle cried reaching towards me, for a moment our fingertips brushed, but it was not enough. I remember his face,
eyes widened in surprise, mouth turned to a startled O, my name upon his lips.
Then I was falling through a grey,
featureless world, falling from damnation and the dark joys of that ill-fated
ship.


I recall
little after that, the hard slap of water knocking both wind and sense from my
body. I swam as best I could once I
regained the surface; in my pride fearing I was important
enough to pursue, in my weakness hoping that they would...


There was no
sound, no cries, no slap of oar on the water. I did not
risk looking back to try to make out the ship’s dark shadow in the fog. I swam
as hard as I could, Marietta’s blood gave me strength, and I swam far and fast before exhaustion took me;
Eventually I kicked off my boots and floated on that flat grey sea, the fog and
the night robbing me of all sense of place and direction. Instead, I simply
kept my head above the water as best I could and tried not to paint pictures of
strange haunting women out of the grey whorls of the night.


I carried no
hope for life; waiting instead for the sea or the sharks to claim me. Death
would come for me in one guise or another, all I could hope was that I had done
enough to save my immortal soul from the wicked desires those creatures had
unleashed in me. All my dreams were shards, broken by a dark lust that nearly
consumed me. I had not lied to Rochelle in the end; I had lived my life to be
the hero, but, in reality, I was first a
coward and second a creature of godless desires. I should have been repulsed by
the creature’s touch, but I had not. I had lost myself in her and had I stayed
aboard I would have been forever a stranger to both God and men; wanting only
their favours, their bodies and their blood.


Still, as I
floated in that unnatural sea awaiting my death, I mourned not my life, but
that I had not given myself to them. In the end,
I could not decide if it was strength or weakness that had pushed me over the
edge of that ship.


Of course
death did not come for me, the fog lifted as suddenly as it had arrived, the dawn brought both a wind
to disperse it and a Dutch slaver en route to Port Royal. Why God had the grace
to save me when I had come so close to
abandoning him, I cannot fathom, but surely he must have some purpose for me.
It cannot be chance alone that saw me plucked from the vast expanse of the oceans so fortuitously.


I sat upon the
Dutch ship’s weather deck, blankets wrapped around me, squinting into the
sunlight I had thought never to see again. I scanned the sea from horizon to
horizon, but of the Marietta-Anna there was no sign. Every day since I have looked to the sea in search
of her, but not one sign have I seen, not one word have I heard. 


Save when I
close my eyes or extinguish the candle by my bed, for, in the darkness, I see
them well enough and fear I always will...


 


 


Third
Lieutenant William Lazziard, of His Royal Highness’ Ship Harbinger


 this day, 17th September, the year of Our Lord
Sixteen Hundred and Seventy-Seven


*


Caleb
carefully closed the journal and looked up to see Lazziard standing at the
window, staring blankly into the night, an empty glass hanging loosely from his
fingers.


“Not a day
has gone by in all those years I have not thought of them,” the
Captain whispered, “They haunt me, I see
them reflected in the shadows of every woman’s eyes and it fills me with a
terrible wanting...”


“And that
is why you hunt vampires?”


Lazziard
nodded and looked down forlornly at the glass he held, rolling it between his
large fingers like a child’s toy, “That is what I tell myself, at least. But in
the darkness, I know it is only them I
truly pursue.”


“And if you
found them?”


“Better I
do not. The thing a man most desires is best left beyond his reach; especially
when it is something a man both loves and despises...”


“You love
them?” Caleb asked, uneasily. The ground Lazziard had walked thirty years
earlier seemed disturbingly familiar, and that journey had helped make the man
that stood before him now; a man that raped young girls and fed them to sharks,
a man who abused his own wife, a man who seemed to
delight in the pain of others. To what dark pastures might his own love take
him? 


Lazziard
shrugged his heavy shoulders; it was a
weary half-hearted gesture as if the weight of all his memories bore down upon
him, “It would depend on your understanding of the word. It is not a pure love,
a good love. I do not want to garland them with flowers and read pretty words; I have no wish to clothe them
with flattery in return for small girlish favours. It is not the love a man of
God should feel. It is a dark, bleak,
consuming love. It is a cold fire that withers me from within. A love based on
lust and hunger, a love born of base
instinct and animal craving. It is Mephistopheles’ love. It is a longing I have
fought from the moment I laid eyes upon them and knew that I had to flee or be
destroyed by it. I know it is a twisted evil
thing, but it is so hard to resist. Every woman I meet, I find myself comparing
to them. Everyone I find wanting.”


He returned
to the table and lowered himself slowly into the chair next to Caleb, reaching
over he slid his journal towards him, resting his hands upon it like another
man might touch his Bible in the hope of
finding some comfort there.


“Even the
one in the basement?”


“She had a
rare beauty I grant, but she is like a candle held before the sun in
comparison. She is a vampire, and killing her will ease my pain, for a while
maybe, for I will see a shadow of them in her ashes, but I will not find
absolution until those two are dust.”


“Could you
kill them, if you had the opportunity?”


Lazziard
fixed cold, steady eyes on Caleb’s, “I am no longer the coward I was; no longer
that coward who hid in battle and pissed
his britches. Not the coward who ran from an enemy and left his shipmates to be
slaughtered because he was ensnared by a vampire’s hex. I will never be the
hero of my youthful dreams, but no man will call me a coward again. I have spent my life stripping myself down and
tearing out the weak parts, no matter how
painful the task, I did it. Where others flinched, I did not. I am not the man
I was. I am strong now, I can do whatever is required, however brutal or ruthless. There is no weakness in me now. No
weakness at all.”


There was
an awful bleakness in Lazziard’s voice as if the weak parts he had torn from himself included
his very humanity. To escape the shame he felt for the actions of a seventeen-year-old boy and his lust for those
two vampires Lazziard had remade himself until he was as great a monster as
they were.


“I am
not the man I was...” Lazziard repeated softly, and Caleb was unsure
whether the emphasis signified pride or regret.


A brooding
uneasy silence hung between the two men. Caleb could not help but wonder what
manner of man William Lazziard would be now if his path had not crossed that of
Captain Rochelle and the vampires he served. He imagined a very different man,
long since retired from the rigours of the sea that so ill-suited him for a job
in the Admiralty. There would be a wife, older than Elsabeth,
and many children. Maybe a grandchild even, gingerly held in those big strong
hands.


Hands that had never killed, or tortured or raped.


How strange
that a man’s life might be determined by one small act; if he had been posted
to another ship his path would never have crossed that of Captain Rochelle and
he would be a better man for it. If young Daniel
Plunkett had not gone to the house of Mr Berwick to recount the libels
concerning Valentine Cade then perhaps he would not be sitting here either.
Perhaps his brother might be a famous artist married to his childhood
sweetheart Maggie rather than resting in the roots of that terrible splintered
old yew tree in Bunhill Fields. The stroke of a pen, the turn of a foot,
upon such small things could worlds fall.


“What did
you tell the Board of Inquiry?” 


“I lied, of
course. The truth would have seen me rotting in Bedlam, most likely. I told
them the ship came upon an uncharted reef in the fog, ripped her hull open. Sank in minutes. I was hit by falling rigging, the next I
could recall I was floating alone in the sea.”


“They
believed you?”


Lazziard
shrugged his broad shoulders half-heartedly, “I doubt it. There are no reefs in
the area, the sea was flat calm and without a breath of wind. Even if the ship
had been holed there would have been time to lower the tenders and save most of
the crew, but they could never prove it a lie. No one else from the ship was
ever found to contradict me. Perhaps if I did not have the fortune to be my
father’s son they would have asked more questions of me, but they accepted my
tale in the end. After all, it was only good
fortune that had saved my life, what could I possibly have to lie
about?”


“And the Marietta-Anna,
did you ever hear of her again?”


A dark and distant look crossed Lazziard’s
features, “A whisper here and a rumour there; never anything certain. People
think I mapped distant shores and supped with savages, braved storms and cut
throats in search of renown, favour and fortune,” he shook his head sadly and
refilled his glass, “no one knew that such things meant nought to me. I was
forever searching for that accursed ship, searching for Rochelle and his
vampire bitches. Perhaps they sail the seas still using different ships and
different names. Perhaps they have taken another path. All I know is that they
are out there somewhere... and one day I shall find them. Aye, even if I have
to kill every other vampire on this Earth first, I shall find them and be rid
of them. Then I shall know a little peace.” 


“You set
yourself difficult course,” Caleb murmured.


“I am a
sailor, when faced with a storm you turn your prow to the waves and ride them down.
Anything else will see you drowned. Emotions are the same; you must face them
or they will be your doom.”


And what of Elsabeth? 


The
question hung upon Caleb’s lips. What emotions did she provoke in her husband
that had to be faced down? What did she do to deserve to be treated so? Instead, Caleb averted his eyes, for there was
no answer; none worth hearing at least. Lazziard was quite mad, in his own
certain way. He’d left his sanity on the Marietta-Anna
thirty years ago, and was obsessed by the lust and desires he still felt.
He was tormented by the ghost of Marietta that still haunted his blood; unable
to take vengeance on the creatures that had slaughtered his crew mates, he
couldn’t absolve the guilt he felt that those monsters had spared him, seen
something in his soul that attracted them, interested them. So he took
what comfort he could from abusing every other woman he met.


Neither Elsabeth nor Morlaine would ever
find peace in this house. Morlaine’s destruction
would be the quicker, but the Captain’s young wife was equally damned. Lazziard
would wear her down and break her, perhaps one night the reflection he saw in
her eyes would be too much and he would kill her, or she would damn her eternal
soul by taking her own life to escape him. They were both doomed if they
remained within the dark brooding walls of Lazziard Manor and with a terrible
sense of despair Caleb knew he could not save both of them...


*


The Captain
fell into a dark brooding silence that was not lifted by the return of Jute. The
young man eyed Caleb coldly and explained Doctor Rothery had returned to look over Rentwin’s corpse after his daughter had
finally fallen asleep. Lazziard acknowledged the news with little more than a
grunt before returning to his wine and his memories.


Jute sat
with Caleb a while, but was not inclined to talk; instead, he glowered balefully at the older man, Caleb’s earlier
words no doubt still echoing around his mind. If
Lazziard had stared at him in such a manner Caleb didn’t doubt he would have
squirmed in discomfort and no little fear. However, Jute was no more than a
scrawny child and a fool to boot; blinded by his love for a woman who was not
at all what he thought her to be and riled by Caleb’s challenge over his abuse
of Morlaine.


The silence
eventually became too much for him to bear and Caleb excused himself, saying he
would check on the house’s guards. Lazziard nodded
but made no move to accompany him while Jute dropped his eyes to the dark
depths of the untouched wine before him
and made no move from his chair.


The hour
was well past midnight, but Caleb felt no desire for sleep; too many images
pushed against the back of his eyes. He left his companions and walked silently
through the dancing shadows of the old house, suddenly fearful of being alone; which was a strange feeling for
such a loner as he. He considered returning to the dining room and the silent company of Lazziard and Jute, but he
quickly shook aside the thought. Any safety to be found in the company of a madman and a foolish boy was a slight and insubstantial thing indeed.


Instead, he
walked on, looking for anything out of place amongst the shadows of the
sparsely furnished corridors. Ignoring the glazed-eyed
stares of Lazziard’s long dead forefathers that hung
from the plain plastered walls, he tried to listen beyond the sound of his own
footsteps and the beating of his heart, past the soft sighs of the house as it
settled and creaked against the weight of the night. Nothing appeared out of
place, nothing seemed amiss. All was as it should be.


Why then,
was he so afraid?


There was so much pain and violence in this house;
from Morlaine, chained and tortured in the cellar to
poor Elsa’s torment; from Rentwin’s mutilated body to the madness that stalked Lazziard’s mind. This was a house furnished with despair
and decorated with suffering. It seemed to Caleb unlikely it had seen the last
of it. Deep within himself, Caleb felt a
real and palpable fear; so certain and
insistent he thought he would be consumed by it.


His natural
reaction was to do what he always did. But he knew he could not run this time,
not alone at least. He could not leave both Morlaine
and Elsabeth to the events that were unfolding in
this lonely house. But which one to save?


Morlaine
could give him all he desired, or, at least,
all he thought he desired, but he still
did not know for sure she was all she claimed to be. Elsabeth
on the other hand was sweet and
beautiful. A kind and gentle soul that did not deserve the life she had to
endure. But Elsabeth was just a woman; he could
escape with her from this place if he
could persuade her to leave, and they could make a life together somewhere, but
how long before he tired of her? How long before the call of the dice and the
whore and the road became too strong to resist? Would that not hurt her more
than Lazziard’s fists ever could?  


Morlaine
he could have for all eternity, for she was something else, something more... 


“I’ve made
my choice,” Caleb whispered to the shadows. He felt a sense of shame for going
to Elsa. On all but the basest level, it
was an unnecessary act,
he had wanted her and would have taken her if Lazziard had not interrupted
them. It was a stupid, thoughtless thing
to have done; endangering both of them and Morlaine
too, for there would have been no rescue for her if Lazziard had run him
through. It was the man he’d always been, headstrong and wilful, with thought
only for the moment and what pleasures that moment might bring. No care for the
future, for that was an empty,
meaningless concept, a road that stretched out before him till it reached that
splintered yew that was waiting to sit above
his grave. But if Morlaine gave him what he sought,
then the road would be endless and could take him anywhere. It could even take
him to happiness; wherever that strangest of all places may reside.


He would
put thoughts of Elsa aside; he could do nothing for her. He had used enough
unhappy wives before now, without thought of saving them from dull lives or wretched husbands. Elsa was no different. No
different at all. He pushed aside thoughts of her, the memory of her touch, her
beauty and her sadness.  


I’ve
made my choice.


He would
check the kitchen again; perhaps opportunity would present itself somehow to
rescue the vampire tonight. Perhaps the sailors had drunk themselves into their
usual stupor or they’d been called away. It would not take long to free Morlaine and be gone into the night, away from the madness
and temptation that lived in this house. With purpose renewed Caleb turned on
his heels to head for the kitchen. 


His scream
at the pale white figure that stood before him was stifled by a long slender
hand that tightly covered his mouth... 


 


 











Chapter Ten


As Lovers Might


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Caleb
staggered backwards, arms flailing furiously both to retain his balance and to
fend off the billowing shrouds of the spectral form that confronted him; all to
no avail. He lost his footing and fell heavily
onto the rough unadorned floorboards, his
assailant crashing down on top of him to wind him further. It took several
moments of wild, terror-filled thrashing before his eyes finally focussed on
Alyssa’s giggling features.


“Do you
really find me so repulsive now?” she purred, her hand moving away from his
mouth only after tracing the outline of his lips with her finger.


“Alyssa!
What are you doing?” Caleb hissed, struggling both to sit up and recover his
dignity, but finding the girl quite unready to move.


“I was
looking for you... I was lonely,” her smile faded, “I have suffered quite an
ordeal, you know?”


“Of course,
of course,” Caleb spluttered, “perhaps a brandy... to help you sleep?”


Alyssa
tilted her head, “A brandy would be nice,
but I have no wish to sleep...” 


Slowly she
pushed herself up so she was kneeling astride him, the long white nightdress that had seemed so ghostly to Caleb
when he’d first seen the girl in the dim corridor was pulled up shamelessly to reveal
her long smooth legs.


“This is no
time for such foolishness!” Caleb insisted, a panic born sweat glistening his
skin “your father-”


“My father has his concerns, I have mine.”


“’tis not safe here, there are things-”


Alyssa
laughed, “Do not take me for some kind of a fool Cade; I know well enough my
father’s work. He thinks he keeps his secrets well, but he has always been a
poor liar,” she leant forward, a hand
placed on either side of Caleb’s head; her long red hair, untied and tousled from sleep, brushing his face, “I’m a big
girl. I’m not afraid of vampires...”


“Oh…”


Alyssa
smiled, her lips poised just a few inches
from Caleb’s face, “Just because I have the body of a mere girl, it does not mean I have no eyes with which to see, or
ears with which to listen. We live in a small house; such secrets are hard to
keep... especially when I am burdened with an inquisitive nature.”


“If you
know so much, then you should realise the danger you are in here?”


“I can look
after myself-”


The sound
of approaching voices interrupted Alyssa
though she made no move to rise.


“Someone’s
coming,” Caleb spluttered, craning his head in a futile attempt to look over
her shoulder.


“It would
appear so,” Alyssa agreed, flicking her hair from her face with a distracted
toss of her head.


“I hardly
think it appropriate-”


Alyssa
laughed, “I do not recall you being so concerned with decorum before unless my memory is betraying me?”


“I am
thinking only of your reputation!” Caleb tried to sit up as the voices grew
nearer, but Alyssa grabbed his wrists and pushed down with all her weight.


“I think
you will find my reputation amongst decent folk is most excellent Mr Cade; ‘tis
only scoundrels like you who know differently.”


“Your
father has had enough shocks for one day; to discover his daughter is such a
harlot would be a hardship too far.”


“A harlot!”
Alyssa exclaimed, “I believe my
reputation would be quite untarnished, ‘tis you sir who forced yourself upon
me. Most brutally.”


“What do
you want?” Caleb hissed, the voices were close enough
for him to recognise Jute’s reedy drone.


“I told you
what I want,” she smiled reasonably, “I need comforting...”


“Very well,
just let me up!” Caleb was prepared to agree to pretty
much anything. He had no idea if the girl was serious or not, but the
scene that would ensue if Jute found them entwined on the floor would not be
pleasant and he doubted anyone would believe his version of events. 


In one
fluid movement, Alyssa rose and helped Caleb to his feet, holding his hand
she pulled open the nearest door and dragged him inside. The room was
windowless and no candles burned, once Alyssa had closed the door they were
consumed by the darkness. The only light was the faint grey outline of the door, painted by the pale glow of the candles beyond. 


Alyssa
stood with her back to the wall, one hand remained entwined with Caleb’s, the
other she raised to place a finger gently against his lips; as if he needed
reminding silence was required.


“I heard a
noise, I swear I did,” Jute’s voice came clearly from the corridor.


“It is an
old house, Sir…” Elijah’s voice replied. “…rarely quiet I find.”


The
footsteps came to a halt outside the door; Alyssa pulled Caleb closer, her hand
moving to the back of his neck. He could see nothing of her in the darkness,
but she filled his other senses as her breath played coolly across his skin.


“Perhaps I am overly nervous,” Jute sighed, “but it has
been a trying day. It was probably nothing, but maybe
we should check on Miss Rothery again, I would hate anything to happen to her.”


Caleb felt
Alyssa’s lips upon his neck the moment Jute mentioned her name; gently nipping
at the soft flesh of his throat. Caleb found himself part horrified, part aroused by what she was doing.


“The lady was
mighty tired Sir, maybe best to let her sleep away her troubles,” Elijah
responded.


“You are
right of course; I just worry about her
so. She is too delicate and precious a flower to endure such horror as that
which engulfs us here.”


Alyssa
convulsed in Caleb’s arms and he realised she was stifling a laugh by pressing
her face into his neck as her hands fumbled at his britches. Lost to the
madness of the situation and his own sudden, urgent lust he found himself
roughly squeezing her large firm breasts that strained the thin cotton of her
night dress.


Elijah
cleared his throat awkwardly but offered
no other reply.


“I just
pray that the Lord will keep her safe, for surely she is one of his most wonderful creations; have you ever seen such a
kind and gentle woman before?” Jute continued to wax, as the woman he loved managed to work Caleb’s hard excited cock free of his britches.


“The Lord
will always protect the righteous,” Elijah said evenly.


“Amen,”
Jute responded as Caleb felt Alyssa work herself free of his hands to slide
slowly down the wall. A distant part of Caleb’s mind was still listening to the
two men on the other side of the door, but he was finding it increasingly
difficult to pay attention as Alyssa’s took his cock into her mouth. There was
a long silence, and all Caleb could hear was the desperate pounding of his
heart and the urgent wet noises Alyssa was making below him. Either sound seemed loud enough to be heard throughout
the house let alone beyond the few inches of oak that separated them from Jute
and Elijah. The part of Caleb that wasn’t
concentrating on enjoying the fact that the young slip of a girl kneeling
before him could use her mouth and tongue with the skill and dexterity of a
seasoned courtesan prayed that they would go soon so that he could fully vent
his lust. However, annoyingly, Jute’s voice came again.


“I should
not talk to you of these things, you are just a savage of course, but it is difficult to have no one to confide in, no
one to share my thoughts and my pain with; no one here to understand my poet’s
soul.”


“I am no
poet Sir, as you says…
I’m just a savage.”


“I mean no
offence, Elijah; but my heart burns with love. A love I have to keep inside me;
a bird within a cage, a flower behind a wire...”


“Perhaps it
is something you could talk to Miss Rothery about?” Elijah offered tentatively.


Jute’s
snort of derision was loud enough to have been in Caleb’s ear, though it only
faintly registered as Alyssa’s fingers slid up to grip his exposed backside,
her fingernails digging so cruelly into
the soft flesh that Caleb had to bite down hard on his cheeks to stop himself
from crying out...


“I have yet
to make my way in the world; with Dr Rothery’s
teaching and my own savings I hope to have my own practice one day. Then I will
propose to my darling and declare my true and heartfelt love for her, in the
mean time I endeavour to be her friend and companion. She shows me much
kindness and affection. I am sure she has feelings for me. I am certain she
has.”


“Women
always have ways of letting a man knows her feelings.”


“Miss
Rothery is a woman of quality. She would not display her feelings openly; such
behaviour is only for the low sort.”


Alyssa
pulled Caleb further into her mouth, until there was no more to take, sucking
so powerfully that Caleb feared his eyes might be drawn into his skull. After a
moment she slowly moved her head back; her lips and tongue continually teasing
his engorged cock until just the tip was enclosed by her lips. She raised one
hand to cup and gently squeeze his balls. Caleb
shivered with delight despite himself.


“We should
check downstairs,” Jute’s voice came again after a silence that even Caleb
could tell was uncomfortable, followed by the blessed sound of footsteps moving
down the corridor, “I should not waste our time on things you cannot
comprehend.”


“You dirty
whore!” Caleb breathed, when the two men had finally faded from earshot. Unable
to contain himself he held Alyssa’s head firmly in his hands, fingers gripping
her long tousled hair as he thrust deeply into her mouth, faster and faster
with no care for her comfort or needs, his own over-riding lust ousting all
thoughts, all sanity. He ignored the wet choking noises she made as he fucked
her mouth, her hands once more gripping his arse, pulling him in with every
stroke; encouraging and urging him.


Such was
his excitement and desire that his sweat-stained
face soon contorted with violent pleasure
as he shuddered and came within her mouth; great spurts of cum that splattered
against the back of her throat. She made no move to release him once he had
finished; instead, he stood panting,
leaning forward to brace himself against the wall as she sucked and swallowed, her hand working his softening cock for every last drop.


“Most
delicious,” she sighed contentedly, finally releasing him.


“I became
quite... excited. I’m sorry if-” she silenced his words with a finger against
his lips.


“Apologies
are not required; you should know how much I enjoy being used by a man. So long
as the man does not object to being used by me...”


“That would
be a little... churlish.”


“Quite,”
she giggled. This time, the sound was
light and innocent; more in keeping with a parlour-game than a brothel. Caleb’s
eyes had adjusted enough to the dark to make out her vague form, her nightgown an ethereal
shroud in the paltry light that crept uncertainly around the edges of the door.


“I think Mr
Jute would be a little heartbroken if he knew what we were doing here.”


“He is a fool. He follows me like some dull little poodle, if he has not
the wit to know that I could never be interested in such a man as him, that is
his failing, not mine.” She stretched her long legs out into the darkness,
before adding, “His heart is of no concern of mine.”


“Perhaps if
you let it be known more forcefully that you have no feelings.”


“Now, where
would be the fun in that? Besides, I do have feelings for him. Just not the
ones he thinks I have.”


“Is that
all he is? A little fun?”


Caleb felt
her move her shoulders in a shrug, “All men are just for fun Cade; ‘tis only the
games you play with them that differ.”


“And what
game do you play with poor Archie?” Caleb moved to sit between Alyssa’s legs;
his own brought up to rest chin on knees as he tried to make out some form to
the shadows that masked her face. He’d thought her unremarkable when first he’d
seen her, but even then he had felt she had a certain allure about her,
something that made him lust beyond any single feature or quality; in the time
they’d been parted he’d forgotten quite how much he enjoyed her.


“I am a
woman of means, a Doctor’s daughter. I have to appear correct and proper and
free of scandal. Which is all so frightfully dull.
Scandals are far more enticing, but I must behave myself and find other
amusements to pass my days that are not so obvious. Mostly.
It amuses me to see that scrawny little boy work himself up into a torment of
lust for me. He likes to dress his desires in fine and fancy words, but it is
just lust; impure and simple. I know it when I see it. It does not take much; a
look, a word, the fabric of my skirts brushing inadvertently against his hand,
a hint of flesh to fire his fetid imagination. Thinking up innocent ways to
strain his nasty little prick has kept me sane through endless tedious days
trapped in my father’s house. I gain far more pleasure from tormenting him than
I ever could by simply fucking him.”


“That
sounds a mean game.” 


“A very
mean game,” she agreed, “but such delightful fun...”


“And what
game do you play with me?” Caleb asked, leaning forward to rest his forehead
against hers.


“Being your
whore,” she breathed.


“A better
game,” Caleb replied, his own hand moving up the inside of her soft thigh.


“You owe me
tuppence, by the way.” Her fingers fumbled with the
loose bow that tied Caleb’s hair back. “’tis unusual to see a man of your age
still wearing his own hair?” she asked, stroking it gently.


“I’ve
always found wigs a little preposterous.”


“You are no
follower of fashion then?”


Caleb
smiled as he kissed her neck, “I set my own course in all things.”


“I like
that,” she whispered.


“What else
do you like?” Caleb asked as his hand moved inside her nightgown until he could rub his finger gently along the lips of
her vagina.


“The way
you look at me; as if you can see through my clothes, my skin, my flesh. Like you see my twisted sinful soul and you relish
what you see,” she shuddered slightly as he brushed against her clitoris.


“I see only
a woman I want to use,” Caleb whispered in her ear, “that’s all I ever see.”


“I know,”
she murmured, “behind your mask of civility you are a wicked, despicable man.
That is what arouses me so.”


He pushed
one finger inside her slick wet vagina, then another, “You paint a singularly
unattractive portrait, surely there must be something
more flattering you have to say about me?”


“You have
the allure of a scoundrel, hidden behind the smile of a saint. You play games
with people, Cade, I do not know who you really are, but there is too much
wickedness in you for your tongue not to weave falsehoods and deceits. You fool
other people, but not I. We are the same, players of games both. It is what
makes us feel alive...”


“Your
imagination gets the better of you, my
dear; I am no more than I say I am. Any wickedness you see is just your own
reflection,” Caleb muttered, kissing her forehead, finding himself only faintly
disturbed that she could see through his lies with such ease.


“That
tongue of yours,” she sighed as his thumb found her clitoris while his fingers
moved inside her, “such sweet deceits doth it concoct.”


Caleb
worked his hand harder, stroking her hair and murmuring dark lust filled words
into her ear as her breathing became more ragged and her nails dug into his
back through his silk shirt. The rhythm of his hand changing as he felt her
pleasure rising; teasing her, denying her the release she sought; then
increasing again as it ebbed. He could feel the tautness and frustration in her
body as she tensed and moved, writhing in time to the rhythm he worked, a
puppet and play thing for him to toy with and discard as he pleased.


What was this
talk of love that had so clouded his mind? He thought darkly, was this not
better? Alyssa was right; this did make him feel alive. It always had.


“Please...”
Alyssa gasped, “finish me...”


“Why should
I do that?” Caleb teased.


“I’ll be
your whore... forever... please.”


“To fuck
and use as I see fit?”


“Oh yes!”


Alyssa
arched her back as Caleb worked her harder and he pulled her all the way to the
floor, bracing himself on his free hand as he pleasured her; the soft light
from the door was enough for him to make out her contorted features. He
relished the way the prim proper lines of her face were distorted by lust and
shadow into something almost unrecognisable; something primal and untamed,
something not quite human.


He forced
his lips onto hers and tried to press his tongue into her mouth, but she turned
her head away.


“Not until
you love me you bastard,” she hissed in his ear


 She
moaned and writhed as she came, clawing at the back of his shirt, scratching
and tearing at it, spitting obscenities at him until at last
she was finished and her body became still and quiet again. 


Then she
held him tightly against her; as lovers might.


*


How long
they lay together Caleb wasn’t sure, time seemed less absolute in the darkness.
For a while there was simply silence; even the house itself was hushed as if
numbed by their actions. He listened for voices or footsteps but heard none. He would be missed eventually, of course,
but he would find an excuse for his absence. He’d always been good with
excuses; even if he just claimed to have fallen asleep. It was always better to
hide a larger sin by confessing a lesser one.


Instead, he lay on
the bare floor; one arm tucked behind his head the other cradling Alyssa, who
curled beside him, hair covering her face as she rested her head upon his chest. He closed his eyes, letting the
smell of dust and musty neglect, mixed with the animal stink of sweat and sex
that clung to their half-naked bodies wash over him. He felt the softness of
Alyssa’s skin against his own, the steady,
comfortable beat of her heart and
compared it to the pounding that still sounded from his own chest. Excitement
not yet fully spent.


He tried
not to dwell on events beyond the lightless room; he did not want to think of
vampires and death, of madness and betrayal. His treasonous mind occasionally
sketched an image of Morlaine upon the darkness,
chained and alone, the hope that he might yet come to free her this night her
only comfort; or Elsa, sobbing in her bed, her surroundings more comfortable
than Morlaine’s, but the wounds her husband had
inflicted on her were just as real as the ones he’d carved upon the vampire;
only Elsa’s would take longer to heal. Did she try to take comfort in him too,
in the memory of his kisses and his kind, but worthless, words?


He tempted
them both with salvation, but instead he had taken and used this wild young
woman instead and all noble thoughts were washed from his mind. Let them
suffer; he had pleasures to pursue.


Better to
concentrate solely upon the dark; its sounds and smells and tastes, its empty
textures and countless shades of nothing. In the darkness there was no
morality, no judgement; it was easier to be an empty vessel here, far better to
let his senses prevail for it was not the time for thoughts.


“Hmmm, you
let me doze...” Alyssa muttered, after a while, her words clotted with sleep.


“Just for a
little while, we must go soon or I will be missed,” Caleb replied, stroking her
hair.


“Have me
first.”


Caleb
laughed, “I am no longer sixteen my lady, I need a little time to reload these
days.”


“I am no
lady,” she whispered, her hand moving to stroke his crotch.


“Even so,”
Caleb placed his hand upon hers despite the fact she was arousing some interest
there, “we should not have spent so long together here.”


“You do not
have to worry, Sir, I have no designs to marry you,” Alyssa teased, “in fact I
suspect you are not the marrying kind at all.”


“That would
depend on the size of your dowry.”


“My father
is quite wealthy,” she replied, raising herself up to rest on one elbow.


“I have a
very expensive lifestyle.”


“What with the whores and the gambling?”


“I am
rather offended at your suggestion Miss Rothery,” Caleb admonished, curling a
strand of Alyssa’s hair around his index finger, “you quite forgot to mention
the abuse of strong liquor.”


“Ah... my
humblest apologies,” she kissed his chest, “how may I find Sir’s forgiveness?”


“Do not
tempt me further, you evil wench,” Caleb laughed, sitting up and pushing the
giggling girl away, “no more!”


“Come to my
room, later. Please?”


Caleb rose
to his feet and fastened his britches, “There are other matters I should attend
to tonight.”


“Come
tomorrow then” she replied, not moving from the floor, “I fear I will be unable
to leave my bed for most of the day after my ordeal... I am quite frail you
know?”


“You seem
to have put Scaife’s death aside quite easily,” Caleb
noted, bending down to fumble for the ribbon to tie back his hair.


Alyssa was
silent for a moment, “Not easily. I just find wanton fornication an agreeable way to forget.”


“I did not
mean to sound flippant,” Caleb looked at her shadowy form, his hands still
moving in search of the elusive ribbon.


“Yes, you did. You are an unspeakable bastard, with no heart and few feelings... I suspect
that is why I am so drawn to you.”


“Your line
in flattery is... quite novel Ma’am.”


“I am quite
novel,” she replied.


“Indeed,”
Caleb agreed, patting the floor as he moved slowly on all fours.


“Here,”
Alyssa sighed wearily. She moved across the room and scooped something from the
floor before pulling Caleb to his feet, “I will tie it for you.”


“If you
knew where it was...”


He felt her
shrug expansively behind him as her fingers pulled his hair back, “Perhaps I
like seeing a man crawl...”


Caleb said
no more as she tied his hair back, “Perfect Mr Cade, the world will find you
are dandy and presentable again.” She turned him around and kissed him lightly
on the cheek, her hands brazenly squeezing his behind. “Go now, best we are not
seen together... I do have my reputation to think of after all,” she added in
mock seriousness.


“I will
come tomorrow,” Caleb said, without thinking, without knowing if he was lying
or not.


“Yes,” she
said simply, “you will.”


Caleb half
expected to walk straight into Jute or Dr Rothery when he opened the door, but
the corridor was quite empty. He quickly shut it behind him, glancing
momentarily back to see Alyssa watching him from the shadows of the room. She
looked both dishevelled and debased. He hurried away before the urge to take
her again became too strong. After the darkness he’d shared with Alyssa even
the wan tallow candles were bright enough
to water his eyes for a few moments.


He returned
to his room without incident and checked his appearance in the looking glass;
Alyssa had done a good job with his hair. His clothes were a little rumpled,
but he patted them down as best he could and decided they would pass without
comment. He poured some water into the bowl that sat on the small table by the
room’s only narrow window to wash his hands before splashing a little over his
face. The water made him feel neither clean nor refreshed. 


You’ve
really surpassed yourself this time.


Caleb was
in no mood to discuss his actions and he hurried from the room before the
memory of his brother could chastise him further. 


He found
the dining room was empty save for the good Captain, head buried in his arms,
wig askance and snoring loudly. “So much for our vigilant warrior,” Caleb
muttered under his breath. He picked up the brandy bottle that sat before
Lazziard and found it quite dry. He felt the urge to smash it over Lazziard’s brutish head, but he resisted the temptation;
reckless violence was one of the few sins he’d never developed a taste for.
Besides, he had enough problems to resolve, without creating more.


Instead, he
carefully replaced the bottle and left Lazziard to whatever dreams might come
to such a man and returned to the quiet gloomy corridors of the house. He found
Jute with the sailors in the kitchen, reading intently by the hearth whilst
Jack O'Legs, and Tommy Nimbles seemed not to
have moved from the card game they had been playing when the night had still
been young.


Caleb felt
almost relieved he would have no chance to rescue Morlaine
tonight; he knew without question she would smell Alyssa on him, it would take
more than a little water to remove the fetor of his lust. More than anyone in
the house he didn’t want her to know what he’d been doing.


“We feared
the vampire might have spirited you away,” Jute said in an unconcerned tone, not looking up from his book.


“I took the
chance to close my eyes for a while,” Caleb muttered, regarding the young man
and thinking of Alyssa. Did love really make you so blind, or do you only ever
see what you choose to see?


“I doubt
sleep would take me even if I wished it,” Jute sighed, pinching the bridge of
his nose.


“Why do you
two not take some rest?” Caleb addressed the two sailors, “Dawn is only a few hours away.”


“The Cap’n told us to watch the door,” Tommy Nimbles
replied, turning narrow distrustful eyes in Caleb’s direction, “tis best to do
as the man says. So I’ve found.” Jack grunted in humourless agreement.


Caleb
walked across the worn flagstones to stare at the locked and barred door, “No
alarms then?”


“Quiet as a
windless night, both outside...” Nimbles nodded
towards the trapdoor, “...and down there.”


Caleb’s
eyes fell on the men’s playing cards and felt the familiar twitch of
temptation. It seemed a lifetime since
he’d been able to lose himself in the simple pleasures of the gaming tables. 


“Splendid,”
he managed to say, before turning his back on the men. Deciding neither their
company nor their money was a worthwhile distraction. “I’ll check the library
then.”


“You do
that Sir,” Tommy said, in a voice that was little more than a growl. Jute made
no move to accompany him and after casting a furtive and forlorn glance at the
barrels that barred the cellars he left the three men to their entertainments.
If the night passed quietly, perhaps they would be less vigilant tomorrow. 


As he
headed for the library, he thought of Elsa alone in her room, her husband dead
drunk. He could go to her. Why not? She would welcome him. He’d already
debauched with Rothery’s daughter this night, so why
not have Lazziard’s wife too? He laughed mirthlessly
at the idea; both aroused and disgusted. Had he always been this way, or was he
only now realising how corrupt he really was?


Not to
forget the cook and the scullery maid of course; why not have a tilt at them
too? After all tomorrow he might be dead.
“And all the women of the world would weep...” he whispered to the shadows as
he walked. 


The voice
sounded bitter and mocking even to his own ears.


*


Caleb
opened his eyes with a start as sleep was shaken roughly from him, William Lazziard’s face was bare inches from his own; red-rimmed
eyes blazing from above his long nose, transected by
broken veins and blackheads that made the man’s face look like some blighted
and tormented landscape.


“I’ll have
your explanation for this Sir!” The Captain spat, spittle showering Caleb’s skin.


Caleb
blinked twice and resisted the urge to wipe his face. His neck was sore from
falling asleep in one of the library’s hard-backed
chairs and his head was muzzy and sore from too little and too poor a rest.


“Captain?”
Caleb managed to say, trying at first to
sit up but finding Lazziard’s
big hands gripping the arms of the chair
he sagged back down into the seat.


“Do not
play the innocent with me, man, I’m no
fool!” Lazziard roared; a heady mix of decayed teeth and stale brandy lashed
Caleb’s face.


“What is
the problem?” Caleb insisted; he could feel his heart pounding in his chest and
he tried desperately to calm himself; he wondered if it was Elsa or Alyssa
Lazziard he had found out about. Or both.


“Mister,”
Lazziard sneered, “I don’t take kindly to jokes and jests at the best of times.
I’m not well known for my sense of humour.”


Caleb’s
eyes drifted beyond the Captain’s contorted face that filled most of his field
of view, he could see Jute, Bridges and Elijah hovering in the background,
their faces impassive.


“I really
do not know what you are talking about,” Caleb insisted, trying to maintain
both his temper and his dignity.


Lazziard’s
lips pressed into an angry colourless line, while his eyes still blazed
furiously. Caleb got the impression the brute was considering whether to hit
him or not and he felt a cool sickly sweat forming on his skin. Instead, the
Captain roughly grabbed Caleb’s arm and pulled him to his feet.


“Come with
me and I’ll refresh your memory,” Lazziard growled, pushing Caleb out of the
library before him; the others trooped silently behind. The Captain didn’t say
another word, but his rage was a palpable
presence. He surely could not have found out about Elsa; he would probably
already be dead if he had. Alyssa then, had she been found out and claimed he’d assaulted her to protect her virtue? 


They
marched to the top floor of the house via the back stairs towards the Lazziard’s apartments and he feared he was going to be
confronted by Elsa. Instead, they drew to
a halt on the landing and the Captain pointed to the wall with a visibly
shaking hand.


“Well, Sir! What do you have to say?” He
shouted.


Across the
yellowing plaster, a rough hand had daubed four darkly familiar
words.


Dying
will become you...


 It
took a moment for Caleb to realise where he’d seen the phrase before; he looked
from the wall to Lazziard who was studying him intently.


“From your journal?” Caleb whispered.


“Precisely,”
Lazziard growled, “and guess who has read those words?”


“Tell me?”


“Only you
and I,” the Captain said coldly, “and I know I did not paint my wall in the
night.”


Caleb held
up his hands in protest, “I did not do this. In God’s name, why would I?”


“I shudder
to think...”


“You did
disappear for a while last night,” Jute piped up helpfully.


Caleb shot
him a dark look, “Perhaps I wrote it in my sleep then.”


“Nobody
entered the house last night, and nobody knows the relevance of that phrase but
you,” Lazziard continued, “so talk to me. Tell my why you did it?”


“I did not
write it,” Caleb said clearly and coldly, “I don’t know who did, but it was not
me!”


The two men
squared up to each other and Caleb once more got the sickly feeling the
Lazziard was teetering on the verge of violence. The cords in the man’s neck were strained tight as rigging ropes while
the veins in his temple stood out so vividly he feared they would burst.


“What’s it
written with?” Bridges asked, breaking the silence.


Both Caleb
and Lazziard turned away from each other to stare at the words once more.


“It does
look rather like blood,” Jute ventured weakly.


The Captain
placed his fingers against the crude words,” Sticky,” he announced simply,
rubbing his fingers together.


“Oh God,”
Caleb breathed, “Is everybody accounted for?”


The five
men looked at each other.


“Dr
Rothery?” Lazziard asked. Each man shook his head.


“Mrs
Lazziard?” Caleb asked.


“She is
well,” Lazziard answered coolly, looking back to the wall. “Bridges.
Your men?”  


The Bosun nodded, “Aye Sir, seen em
all this morning. All still ugly, all still breathing.”


“Elijah? The staff?” 


“Cook and
Rosie are at their chores in the kitchen. I have seen none of the others Sir.”


Lazziard
nodded, “Go and count heads. Now man!”


Elijah
turned and hurried down the stairs.


“Miss
Rothery!” Jute gasped, “Has anyone seen her?”


Caleb shook
his head as firmly as the others.


“Oh God
Alyssa!” he cried and hurried off, his spindly legs and arms flailing in panic.


“Check on
the Doctor too!” Lazziard barked at his back.


“Do you
think I killed someone for my ink too?” Caleb asked evenly.


Lazziard
shrugged, “I don’t believe in coincidences Mr Cade; if you didn’t write these
words then who did?”


Caleb met
his eyes and tried to ignore the anger and turmoil he saw there, “There is
another explanation.”


“Oh yes?”
Lazziard retorted sceptically.


Caleb
leaned towards the towering sea captain
and whispered, “Perhaps you will not have to search for your vampire brides
anymore. Perhaps they have found you?”


The colour
drained from Lazziard’s face, save for two flushed patches around his cheeks. For once he
seemed to be at a loss for words. His eyes darted between the wall and Caleb;
he suddenly seemed less fearsome, more like a trapped animal, hunted and
afraid, unsure in which direction to lash out as the dogs closed in.


“Why should
they come now?” he said finally, uncertainty replacing anger in his tone,
“after so many years?”


Caleb
shrugged, “What is thirty years to an immortal? To them, it would seem like yesterday.”


“It seems
like yesterday to me too,” Lazziard murmured faintly, his eyes seemed to glaze
over for a moment as he mind took him to some distant yesterday on a faraway sea.


“Cap’n?” Bridges asked, looking uncertainly at Lazziard.


“Check the
men and the house,” the Captain said finally, “look for signs of entry,
something we might have neglected.”


“Aye sir,”
Bridges nodded, watching his Captain for a moment before scurrying away. He looked even more unhappy than usual. Perhaps
he’d seen something new and unsettling in a man he
thought he knew and understood.


Once the Bosun was out of earshot, Lazziard shook his head, “’tis
not possible,” he muttered, though his voice held no great certainty.


“I do not
know if it is possible or not,” Caleb insisted, “all I know is that I did not write
those words in blood or anything else. I know we are in enough peril without
playing foolish games.”


Lazziard turned his back on Caleb and leaned against the banister at the
top of the stairs. The old wood groaned under the weight of his considerable
frame, “I do not know why you would do such a thing,” he said finally, “it does
appear unlikely, but I could see no other explanation. Those words have always haunted me, to see
them again...”


“If I did
not write them then we had an uninvited guest last night.”


“How, damn it! The house was secure.”


“Perhaps we
are not as clever as we imagine.”


Lazziard
asked in a small, weak voice so unlike
his normal booming tone that Caleb momentarily thought they had been joined by
another, “Do you really think it was them?”


“I do not
know,” Caleb sighed, rubbing his tired eyes with the palms of his hands, “I can
see no reason for it unless there is some link between them and Morlaine. Perhaps the phrase simply has some meaning to
vampires. In the same way we might say
“God Bless,” or some other greeting. Perhaps they all taunt their victims with
those words.”


“Morlaine...” Lazziard rolled the name around his tongue,
like a morsel of food he half expected to be corrupted.


“Our
vampire’s name,” Caleb cursed himself for referring to her so.


 “You
should be careful of familiarity; their words are poison dipped in honey. They
burrow into your very soul and slowly, oh so slowly, they consume you from
within. For decades...”


“’tis just
a name,” Caleb countered, wanting to move their conversation away from Morlaine. Matters were difficult enough without the sowing
of doubtful seeds in Lazziard’s troubled mind.


“Names can
be powerful things; they create bonds. We give them to the animals we are fond
of; to our dogs and our horses. We don’t name the ones we eat...” Lazziard looked
back at Caleb with bleary troubled eyes,
“...it makes them harder to kill.”


Before
Caleb could respond the sound of feet urgently running up the stairs pulled his
attention away from the Captain. Elijah appeared moments later, breathing
heavily, his eyes wide and insistent.


“Sir!
There is a body in the garden!”


 


 











Chapter Eleven


Blood & Promises


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Caleb
raised his face towards the leaden sky to let out a long shuddering breath;
there was the merest hint of moisture on
the wind and he closed his eyes to concentrate solely on the feel of the damp
morning air upon his skin.


“God have mercy,” someone muttered. Caleb wasn’t
sure who had spoken and he honestly didn’t want to open his eyes to find out.
The morning was dreary, the clouds so dark and oppressive
they felt like a physical presence bearing down upon their solemn little
gathering, but it was still bright enough to cast a pale orange light through
his eyelids. He would have to screw them tightly shut for the darkness to
completely return.


Instead, he
lowered his face from the heavens and opened his eyes upon the latest abominable sight that had been conjured for
their entertainment.


They were
gathered in a loose semi-circle around the broken corpse of a man. It was
sprawled face down on the rich green
grass of the lawn. The head lolled at such an angle it was clear the neck was
broken, as was the left arm; evidenced by the shattered bone that pierced the
skin of the forearm. To Caleb there was something pathetic about the figure, like an old broken doll a petulant child
had thrown away for the last time; something used and grown out of, something
unwanted. No more tea parties, no more laughter; a toy at the end of all its
games.


“Roll him
over” Lazziard ordered finally, his voice calm and cold once more; an edge of
practised authority evident in his tone. 


Bridges
moved reluctantly forward and with a nod of the head he summoned Tommy Nimbles to join him. With no great grace, they rolled the broken body over,
exposing the barely recognisable face of Lazziard’s
footman; Jacob Pughes. There was a visible indentation in the soft wet lawn where
he had lain. 


“I’ve seen
enough poor souls fall from the riggin’
to know injuries like these,” Bridges sighed, passing a hand over Pughes’ dead eyes that stared blankly from a face distorted
by blood and dirt and the force of long hard fall.


“He must
have tripped and fallen from the roof,” Jute said hesitantly, his strange
over-sized eyes darting from one man to the next, “perhaps he was at the
gin...”


“He did not
fall,” Caleb said, looking back at the looming structure of the house, its
limestone slabs stained dark by the drizzle, “it must be forty feet at least
from the house. He was thrown from the roof... discarded...”


“Surely
not...” Jute scoffed, “...who could throw a grown man so far?”


“We both
know the answer to that boy,” Lazziard growled, reaching down to pull open Pughes’ unbuttoned shirt. A single word had been deeply cut
into the flesh of his chest. 


Meat.


“I think
that settles the argument,” Lazziard proclaimed, wiping his palms together as
he straightened up, “take it inside, perhaps the Doctor can tell us more after
examining the body.”


The sailors
shifted uneasily amongst themselves. Jack O’Legs and
Tommy Nimbles exchanged furtive glances while Hooky stared purposefully at his
feet. Cyrus Shanks folded his scarred arms over his barrel chest while Walrus run a rough uncertain hand over his
extravagant whiskers.


“Is there a
problem gentleman?” Lazziard asked.


The sailors
shuffled some more before Cyrus Shanks
finally spoke up. He was a brute of a man, standing well over six feet tall
with arms and chest swollen by decades of toil on the ropes and rigging of
merchantmen and warships across the globe. Almost every exposed part of his
body appeared to be twisted and disfigured by scars; evidence of a life not peacefully lived. He wore no wig and
even his shaved scalp had been badly burnt at some point, leaving it melted and
waxy looking.


To Caleb’s eyes, his body looked
even more battered than poor Jacob Pughes’
did.


“I don’t
like to speak out a turn Cap’n,” Shanks began,
frowning so deeply Caleb feared his weather-beaten
skin might split under the strain, “but none o’ us
boys signed on for this; bit a muscle work for some extra coin we was told. None o’ this.
You knows me Cap’n, Cyrus
Shanks ain’t no coward, I’ll fight any man with
pistol or sword whether it be for gold or
country, but this-”


Shanks
words were cut off by Lazziard’s fist connecting
cleanly with his nose; the rugged sailor crumpled to the floor as if he were
made of straw. It probably wasn’t the first time it had been broken, but, all the same, Caleb doubted it would do much to
improve his looks.


Lazziard
stood over the man, his boots inches from
his face as Shanks groggily tried to regain his feet.


“Stand up
and I’ll kill you,” Lazziard growled. Despite the fact he gave several inches and more than a few stone to the burly sailor -
not to mention some seriously mean ugliness - Shanks dropped down to the wet
grass and stayed there.


“Anybody
else care to renegotiate their terms of employment?” Lazziard asked, hands on
hips, his open frock coat billowing in the wet breeze as his eyes blazed more
than a little maniacally. Caleb got the impression that suddenly all the Captain’s troubles and demons had fallen from his
shoulders and he was quietly enjoying himself.


“No sir!
We’ll get the body inside!” Tommy Nimbles nodded
vigorously, one of several sets of eager
hands that began hauling Pughes’ corpse towards the
house.


Lazziard
bent down and hissed at Shanks, “I’m extremely disappointed in you Cyrus. I
thought you were a tough bastard. Just remember, nobody gets to disappoint me
twice...” he looked up at Bridges, “take this one to the Doctor as well, get
him cleaned up then give him some rum and get the men turned in. I’ll need you
all fresh as daisies tonight.”


“Aye aye Sir,” Bridges touched the brim of his hat,
before helping Shanks to his feet and leading him unsteadily in the wake of
their comrades carrying Pughes’ corpse.


“Interesting
discipline regime,” Caleb noted dryly.


“On the
high sea, I’d have had the skin flogged from his back for such insolence. Let them
speak a word out of turn for breakfast and by supper you’ll have a ship full of
mutinous dogs!”


“Perhaps it
would have been prudent to listen to their complaints,” Jute offered, nervously
fingering the hilt of his sword that hung incongruously at his side; seemingly
only marginally thinner than his legs, “we do rather need their protection at
the moment.”


“I pay
them...” Lazziard growled, “...I own them body and soul, except for Sunday
mornings, when God is welcome to their worthless
misbegotten souls.” 


They stood
awkwardly around the depression Pughes’ body had made
in the ground, “Has anyone seen the other
servant you had up there?” Caleb asked, squinting at the roof of the house through
the drizzle that had steadily started to fall.


“Waller?”
Lazziard said, looking at Elijah.


“No one seen him,
Sir,” the slave confirmed, “I look in his room too.”


“Perhaps we
had better go and see what is up there then,” the Captain announced, setting off
briskly across the lawn.


“I think
I’ve seen quite enough dead bodies, thank you,” Caleb replied.


“Nonsense,”
Lazziard bellowed, without looking back, “the dead can do you no harm, Mr Cade.”


“I’m not so
sure about that,” Caleb muttered, glancing at Jute and Elijah before the three
of them set off after the Captain.


*


Despite the
misty drizzle, the Manor’s roof gave
excellent views of the surrounding countryside; woods, fields and rolling shrubland. To the south, the sea could just be made out, a hazy grey ribbon trapped between heaven and earth.


Of Waller, there was no trace.


Two damp
blankets lay coiled next to the western wall; like a pair obedient dogs
awaiting the return of their master. 


“It must
have been cold up here last night,” Caleb tentatively picked up both blankets but found nothing concealed beneath.


“If they
hadn’t been cowering under their blankets like frightened old women they
wouldn’t have been taken by surprise,” Lazziard spat, “damn fools!”


“Did
anybody check on them?” Caleb asked, letting the blankets fall from his hand.


“Mr Jute
and I came twice,” Elijah said, “before midnight and after two in the morning.
They were both in fine health.” 


“That would not appear to be the case now,” Lazziard growled, turning his
back on his companions he gripped the stone battlements with his big hands and
stared out towards the sea. “Search the roof properly, then let us get out of
this infernal rain,” he barked, making no move himself.


Caleb was
about to say something, but Elijah rested a hand on his elbow and shook his
head. Caleb was once again struck by the slave’s insolence. Elijah blinked and
made no further comment, the rain was washing the white starch from his wig
into milky streams down his dark skin.


Caleb
shrugged and moved away to do as Lazziard asked; Elijah was right. There were
times when it was best to say nothing around the Captain. Probably most times actually.


He moved around the roof, ignoring the wind that whipped
the cold rain into his face, but he could find no sign of anything amiss. He
felt tired and miserable; he yearned for a soft bed, and a return to his comfortable,
uncomplicated life but those days were done, he couldn’t help feeling, done and
never to return.


Jute’s cry brought his attention sharply back into focus. Caleb hurried
across the roof, dodging the puddles and numerous
chimney stacks to find the young man crouched in the north-eastern corner, his
wet hair had become untied and hung lankly across his face as he looked down at
something he held cradled in his hands.


“What
is it, man?” Lazziard demanded, striding
across to join them.


Jute
rose wearily to his feet and held the metallic object out for them to inspect; at first, Caleb had no idea what the twisted
and crumpled piece of metal was, just some misshapen lump of wet brass until
Elijah bent down and picked up a broken wooden handle that lay against the
wall.


“Their
bell...” Caleb whispered, at last, recognising
the handbell the footmen had been given to raise the alarm if they
spotted anything amiss.


Lazziard
took the piece of metal from Jute and curled his fingers around it, mimicking
the way it must have been squeezed and crushed by some unnatural hand.


“How
can it be so strong?” Jute asked, rising
to his feet. The wind made his hair dance once his head was above the parapet.


“’tis
the Devil’s strength man,” Lazziard snarled, tossing the ruined bell away,
“’tis the gift he bestows in return for your soul.”


“One
of them,” Caleb added, unable to help himself or draw his eyes away from the mangled handbell, wanting to feel it for
himself, not fully believing the evidence of his eyes; as if somehow it was a
trick and it was just a piece of soft clay rather than brass.


The
four men stood in silence; listening only to the wind, rain and their own
troubled thoughts. Caleb finally dragged his eyes away and leant over
the parapet, hands braced on the battlements that rose on either side and looked down towards the stables and
other outbuildings that clustered together on that side of the manor house. Thick
ivy creepers climbed the wall, slickly polished by the rain to a glistening, dark green. Caleb stared at them
before turning back towards Captain Lazziard.


“Do
the creepers usually hang in such a manner?” He moved aside to let the big man
see the way the ivy below the battlements a few yards
further along had come away from the wall and flopped back towards the
ground.


“No,”
Lazziard replied. Squinting into the rain. He moved
quickly along the battlements until he was above the hanging creepers. Showing
little regard for either height or the weather he hoisted himself so far out
and over the edge Caleb was convinced he would fall, but with a few grunts and
muttered curses the Captain struggled back to join his companions.


“The
ivy has been torn away from the wall as
if it had to bear some weight,” he announced, wiping the rain from his face.


“So
that’s how the vampire got into the house,” Caleb sighed.


“Could
not the wind have been responsible?” Jute
asked, “perhaps it tore the creeper away in the
night?”


“It
would take a terrible storm to do that,”
Lazziard growled, “not a stiff breeze like this.” 


Caleb
decided not to comment on the Captain’s definition of a stiff breeze, “We knew
it was strong, we should have guessed it could scale even these walls.”


“If
Pughes and Waller had done their jobs they would have
seen it coming and raised the alarm,” Lazziard sneered, “they were suitably
rewarded for their slovenliness.”


“For God’s sake!” Caleb snapped back, “one man’s
dead, another almost certainly so. Show a little compassion.”


Lazziard’s eyes,
reduced to black, cheerless slits against the wind and rain, turned on Caleb. Remembering what Shanks had received he
took a step backwards; he doubted Lazziard would be coarse enough to strike a
gentleman, but it was a wager he really didn’t want to gamble on.


“Compassion!” Lazziard hissed, “we all could
have died because those fools didn’t do as they were told, they are not worthy
of our damned compassion!”


“We
do not know what happened to them, or what they faced; how can we know if they did anything wrong?”


“They
only had to ring a bell,” Lazziard insisted, visibly fighting to contain his
anger, “how hard is that?”


“Now,
now,” Jute piped up, “this bickering is pointless.”


Lazziard’s stormy eyes shifted from Caleb to
Jute and back again, “I swear I’m surrounded by fools!” he cried, marching off
across the roof with his long coat flapping in the wind and Elijah at his
heels.


Caleb
and Jute stood in the rain, watching it play across the sodden roof before Jute
stooped to retrieve the remains of the bell.


“What
good are doors and locks against a creature that can do this?” Jute asked,
waving the twisted metal underneath
Caleb’s nose, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down frenetically as he spoke.


Caleb
took the remains of the handbell from the
young man, feeling the weight of the slick
brass in his palm, imagining the hand that crushed it, and what that strength
could do to a door, a window or a man.


“As
much use as pissing on a bonfire,” Caleb muttered eventually, tossing the metal
thoughtfully from one hand to the other before hurrying after Lazziard and
Elijah.


*


Caleb sat
quietly by the fire, he’d taken off his wet frock coat, but the rain had seeped
through to soak his shirt and britches too. He knew he should change into
something dry else he might catch a
chill, but he was too tired to face the flights of stairs up to his room.
Strangely, despite the dim watery daylight he could see beyond the narrow
windows, he felt the need for company;
perhaps not entirely convinced the daytime
alone offered enough protection from the monster stalking the house.


He didn’t
know where the other vampire hunters were, sleeping probably, but he had no
wish to find them. It was not their company he yearned for; he knew there was
no safety to be found from them. Not from Lazziard’s
madness, or Rothery’s silent grief; and certainly not
from Jute’s callow, love-fuddled mind. Instead, he watched the fire dance
around the logs on the hearth and listened to the servants busying themselves
with the comforting routines of the morning. Of cooking and washing, preparing
and scrubbing; a normality that he could find refuge behind, a sanctuary from
what was engulfing them. Although even here the normality was strained, there
was no laughter or banter, no chiding or bickering. A grief born hush hang
about the place, and Caleb needed no second sight to know their thoughts
lingered on the death of one man and the fate of the other; a fate a search of the house had shed no light
upon.


With too
great an effort he drew his eyes from the fire and looked towards the open trap
door that led to the cellar; the sailors had moved the barrels. Some of them
returning to their cots to sleep, while others huddled around the table,
ignoring Mrs Bob’s curses for getting
under her feet and making her kitchen “...all scruffy lookin’.” Caleb moved his eyes to examine the rough heavy-set
sailors; hard, tough men. Years at sea
had left them all with taut, sinewy
muscles and upper body strength that would put most men to shame. They were
used to deprivation, death, violence. Hardships a man like he could not even imagine.


They looked
scared.


Bridges was talking intently with Tommy Nimbles and Cyrus Shanks, whose nose was red and puffy;
bruises already forming under his close-set
eyes. After a few moments of hushed, but animated,
conversation, Bridges noticed Caleb watching them and the words died upon his lips, replaced by a sneering half
smile.


“Why don’t
you come and anchor your arse with us,
Sir?” Bridges asked, raising his mug of beer


They were
not the kind of company that Caleb would normally choose, but it would be
useful to know their thoughts, so with a weary smile he rose from his warm, comfortable chair and joined the three
sailors.


Bridges
summoned Rosie the maid with a flick of
his hand, “Beer for the gentleman, Rosie. Quick about it!”


Rosie
brought over an earthenware mug and filled it from a jug for Caleb, she flicked
a loose strand of hair from her eyes as she poured and offered Caleb a nervous unconvincing smile that revealed her
blackened teeth. She was young and thin, too many long
hard days of domestic servitude had left dark rings around her sunken eyes
while her skin was sallow and hung from her scrawny frame like a woman thirty
years her senior. Her eyes were red and sore; tears for the dead footman Caleb
assumed and he wondered how close they’d been.


Life was
rarely kind to the Rosies of the world.


She
scuttled back to her duties as quickly as she could. There was no banter or
fooling with the sailors today.


“Strange
days...” Caleb muttered, lifting his mug to his lips
as his eyes moved from Rosie to the three sailors.


“They are
that,” Bridges growled, “days we’ll all be glad to be rid of.”


Shanks and Nimbles mumbled their agreement.


“Looks like
the Devil came a calling again then,”
Bridges said, wiping froth from his lips
with the back of his hand, “as I said he would. We’ve gone an given him a taste for it with this
foolishness.”


“It would
appear so,” Caleb agreed, sipping the rich,
warm beer.


“You still of a mind to let that bitch alone?” Bridges asked, leaning towards
Caleb to examine him with troubled bloodshot eyes.


“She did not
kill Mr Rentwin or Pughes,” Caleb answered carefully,
“or Waller, if that fate has befallen him too.”


“You think
they be dead if she weren’t here?” Bridges hissed.


“I have no
idea,” Caleb replied evenly.


“So we just
gonna wait till tonight then?” Tommy Nimbles whispered, his eyes flicking from man to man “place
bets on how many more of us will need an eternity box come sunrise shall we?”


“Why are
you asking me?” Caleb offered a shrug before fixing his eyes on Shanks,
“Perhaps you should be asking Captain Lazziard what is planned. ‘tis his house, after
all, his coin you take.”


“The
Captain ain’t a reasonable man at the best o’ times,”
Shanks said, touching his swollen nose with a wry and toothless smile.


“An these are as long a ways from being the best
a times you’ll be finding,” Tommy Nimbles added with
a series of vigorous nods; his calloused fingers tightly gripping the mug
before him as if it offered some protection from whatever stalked them.


“What are
you suggesting?” Caleb asked carefully.


“We’re not
suggesting nothing,” Nimbles
said categorically.


“But if
that...thing,” Bridges jerked a thumb in the direction of the cellar,
“...wasn’t here no more. Then we wouldn’t need to be here either.”


“You think
killing her would make you safe?”


Bosun
Bridges shook his head slowly, “Nah... but being in
London or Bristol would.”


Caleb
laughed hollowly, “You think if she were
dead then the Captain would just dispense with your services, pay your dues and
wave you goodbye with a bon voyage and thank you terribly much for your help?
Do you?”


The three
men remained silent.


“With a monster stalking his home?” Caleb added with a shake of his head, “Oh no,
your employment will last until that vampire is dead. Or we all are...” His
words hang in the air and he let the sailors shift uncomfortably in their seats
before he continued. “Of course, you are free men. What’s to stop you simply
leaving?”


Cyrus
Shanks sighed heavily and shook his big,
scar-covered head; “Captain Lazziard ain’t what you
could call the forgiving sort.”


“He’d have
us branded as deserters an hung from the
yardarm if he found us,” Nimbles added.


“This
hardly strikes me as official Navy business,” Caleb offered.


Bridges
smiled wanly, “If the Captain says we’re deserters, then
I doubt the Navy would have too many sleepless nights about hangin’
us.”


“Then it
comes down to who you fear most, the good Captain or the thing that’s already
killed two of us.”


A piercing
scream brought the three sailors sharply to their feet.


“Or rather three
of us,” Caleb corrected himself.


The noise
was coming from the kitchen’s larder
though it seemed to fill every part of the building. A constant and terrible
wail that in other places and other times would have set Caleb’s heart a
pounding and burdened him with a
crippling dread, but here just seemed like one more horror to be endured.


The sailors
were already rushing to the larder in the
wake of Mrs Bob’s waddling gait as Caleb wearily rose and followed them. The
screaming continued unabated as his feet dragged him across the worn flagstones
of the kitchen and through the door of the larder.


It was
larger than he would have imagined, a few steps led down into the chilly windowless room, a dim lantern added to
the meagre light that filtered through the open door. Caleb didn’t venture down
the steps, he could see well enough above the heads of the burly seamen who had pushed themselves into the
larder and come to an abrupt halt.


Amongst the earthenware jars and pots that lined the shelves and the sacks
of flour and potatoes that were heaped in the corners, the bunches of thyme,
rosemary and tansy, the dried meats and fruits Rosie the scullery maid stood.
The hands that covered her mouth doing little to stifle the scream that still
pealed from her slight frame.


“Oh sweet God in heaven!” Mrs Bob exclaimed, her plump hands rising to
cover her own mouth.


In the dim
shadows of the larder’s far wall Caleb could see a side of pork hanging from a
hook, ready for Mrs Bob’s attention; on the next hook hung the missing footman,
Waller.


From where
Caleb stood, he could see none of the
mutilation Rentwin had suffered, nor any taunts hacked
into his flesh. He still wore his footman’s livery, the hook seemed to have
been pushed through the back of his coat,
but other than that there appeared to have been no other work done to the
body.  Waller’s head had lolled slightly forward, but even from Caleb’s
angle he could see the footman’s pale dead face wore the broadest most beatific
of expressions; eyes closed, lips curled back in a blissful, joyous smile.


He looked
like a man who had welcomed his own death the way a man might greet an old
lover who they thought lost, but never forgotten. Caleb imagined the look upon
his own face as Defane had fed on him would not have been altogether different.


Cyrus
Shanks finally moved and turned Rosie away from Waller’s body, his arms
enveloped her, pulling her face to his chest he looked down and whispered soft
words that seemed incongruous emanating from his battered ugly face. He moved
one huge hand to her lank hair and stroked it gently; at first, she resisted and struggled, that awful scream lingering
before her slender form came to rest
within the sanctuary of his arms and a muffled sobbing took their place.


Mrs Bob
turned and pushed past the sailors, who parted to let her portly frame squeeze
past, she was gasping for air and the colour had drained from her usually ruddy face. She shot Caleb a dark look
as he too moved aside to let her pass, “Look what you’ve done!” She hissed,
“This foolery will be the death of you all!”


She waddled
towards the open kitchen door, “I’ll not spend another day in this cursed
house; I’d rather starve in the poor house!” With that, she waddled out of the
kitchen and into the rain without a backwards glance.


Shanks led
the still sobbing Rosie out of the cellar as the other sailors entered the
kitchen from the cellar, woken by the
maid’s screams no doubt.


“What’s
happened?” Walrus demanded brusquely from somewhere behind his whiskers.


“We’ve
found the missing footman,” Caleb nodded towards the larder. Bridges emerged as Walrus, Jack O’Legs
and Hooky pushed through to see for their selves.


“I’d better
find the Cap’n,” the Bosun
muttered, running a hand over the coarse stubble of
his chin.


“It would
appear Mrs Bob has taken leave of the Captain’s service,” Caleb ventured.


“They don’t
hang cooks who walk out on their master,” Bridges snorted, “though she’ll never
work in these parts again.”


“She seems
to value her life more than her job. Quite prudent, wouldn’t you say?”


Cyrus
Shanks looked up from the table where he was comforting the still sobbing
Rosie, “Seems like you’re keen for us to leave the Captain too?” He asked
suspiciously, the gentleness of tone he used on Rosie entirely absent from his voice.


“There is nothing
we can do for Mr Rentwin, nor the two poor souls we found today. I just do not
want to see anyone else follow them,” Caleb said carefully, his voice low and
conspiratorial.


“What are
you suggesting?” Bridges asked, his own voice quietening, “We leave the Captain
and the others to their fate.”


“The
Captain is free to choose his own destiny,” Caleb said firmly, “I see no reason
why he should choose ours too.”


Bridges
smiled a crooked knowing smile, “You mean you want us to help save your neck?”


Caleb laughed,
“My own neck I can look after; we need to get the women out of here. Today. Mrs Lazziard, Miss Rothery, Rosie. We must persuade
the Captain to have them sent to a place of safety,” Caleb looked knowingly at
Bridges, “Like London or Bristol.”


“Aren’t we
the chivalrous one...”
Bridges sneered.


“After
that,” Caleb shrugged, “’tis every man for himself.”


“And what
if the Captain won’t send the women away?” Shanks asked.


“He’s only
one man...” Caleb said coldly.


Bridges bit
his bottom lip and shook his head, “You don’t know him... you don’t know him at
all.”


“Better the
Devil you know then, eh Mr Bridges?”


Cyrus
Shanks gave Rosie one last reassuring pat on the back before joining the two
other men, “I’ve served the Cap’n a long time, fought
some wretched curs together we have. I
always thought me self to be a loyal
fellow, but this... this ain’t right. How can we
fight this beast? It carried two of us off last night an we didn’t know a thing about it. It could have killed all of us.
Yesterday it was playing games with us. Maybe tonight it’ll be less playful.”


“I don’t
like going against the Cap’n,” the Bosun insisted, “you know what a bad man he is to cross Cyrus; he broke your nose for a word outta
line. What you think he’ll do if we desert him?”


“I dunno,” Shanks shrugged, “but,
however bad a man old Billy Lazziard is, he is still just a man. There’s
a big world out there to get ourselves lost in. I don’t think there are so many
places in this house. I don’t wanna end up on no hook
Bosun, I don’t.”


“And I
don’t want to end up swinging on a rope neither,” Bridges snapped back.


Caleb let
the men bicker for a while; if he could get the women out and the sailors to
run, then it would be far easier to free Morlaine and
be away from this nightmare. It was risky, particularly if this other vampire
returned tonight, but it was a risk worth taking.


Bridges and
Shanks had fallen into an uneasy silence until the Bosun
eventually turned for the door to fetch Lazziard. Shanks eyes moved from Rosie to the larder
and back to Caleb again.


“There’s
one thing I don’t understand Mr Cade?” 


“Oh yes?”


Shanks
frowned and shrugged his big shoulders, “Maybe I’m a dunderhead, but how did
the footman even get into the larder?
There’s only one door, and we had people in the kitchen all night?”


Caleb’s
eyes followed Shanks’ back to the larder door.


“Can these
vampire things make themselves invisible too?” 


Caleb shook
his head and said nothing, for he had no answer whatsoever. How on earth had
Waller ended up in there?


*


Waller’s
corpse soon had the kitchen bustling with life as most of the remaining
household gathered around either the hearth or the larder. Bridges returned with
Captain Lazziard and Elijah, Jute too appeared to join the staff and sailors
and the room was rapidly filled by voices as the men discussed what was to be
done and the other maids tried to comfort the still sobbing Rosie. Only Elsa,
Alyssa and Dr Rothery were absent.


Caleb
slipped away from the throng and almost without thinking he found himself back
in the dark, gloomy confines of the old
house’s cellars. Morlaine was as he’d left her, back
against the wall, knees drawn up to her chest, head bent so that her long wild
hair obscured her face.


“By the
prickling of my thumbs,” she murmured,
without raising her head to look at Caleb, “something wicked this way comes...”


“You think
me wicked?” 


“Who said I was referring to you?” 


“Then to
whom?”


“There’s
been more feeding. I smell death in the air...” she whispered, “...it makes my
stomach ache with want.”


“You’ll be
free soon,” Caleb assured the vampire,
glancing over his shoulder to make sure that they were still alone.


“I believe
you promised me that once before,” she sighed, wearily.


“I am
sorry. They sealed the cellar last night... there was nothing I could do. Now I
have a plan...”


“How
reassuring... do your friends plan to
torture me again today?” 


“Does your
friend plan to kill more people tonight?” Caleb shot back, more irritated by
her tone than her actual words.


“I’ve told
you before... I have no friends...” Morlaine raised
her head and looked across the cell at Caleb; even in the dim candlelight, he could see something was wrong. Her
skin seemed dry and taut; her eyes had sunk back into her skull while her full
lips were cracked and pale. Lines had formed around her eyes and mouth; the
kind that time usually took decades to carve. Only her eyes retained their
vividness.


“You are
unwell?” Caleb asked, fumbling with the key to open the cell.


“No,” she
smiled with the faintest shake of her head, “I’m dying.”


“But you cannot...”
he protested, entering the cell to crouch before her.


“All things
die, Caleb,” she smiled, “even one such
as I.”


“What is
happening... you seemed to have aged twenty years in a night?”


“Ah, I see
you know how to win a girl’s heart with sweet words and flattery....”


“Morlaine?”


She sighed
and raised her eyes to the arched brickwork of the ceiling, “I need more
blood... my body is spent from the healing it has had to do. All those
wounds... without blood I lose the power
to heal. The power to stay alive. Time forgets no one
Caleb, he pursues even vampires and he has kept a dusty grave ready for me for
nearly two thousand years...”


“How long
do you have?” He breathed, alarmed at both her appearance and her words.


Morlaine
shrugged; a slight and weary gesture. “If
your friends leave me be I could last a good few weeks, maybe even a month. If
they repeat yesterday’s games, then I may not see tomorrow.”


He looked
at her steadily; she was still beautiful even as time worked its worst. Her
eyes continued to shine darkly, captivating and intoxicating. He guessed they
never aged...


“Then you
must have blood...”


She smiled,
“Are you going to fetch Douglas again, I really did not take much blood from
him at all you know?”


“No time,”
he sighed, rolling up the right sleeve of his shirt. “Will any vein suffice?”


“Caleb,”
she said, her voice sharp and commanding, “no!”


“Why not?
My blood may not be young and sweet anymore, but it will do the task. Beggars
cannot be choosers after all.”


She shook
her head insistently, “Caleb, listen. I have lived with hunger for centuries, longer. Because I won’t kill I take only a
little at a time, the need is always with me. Never sated. My body is not used to this kind
of abuse; it requires blood to heal. I need it more urgently than I can
remember. I cannot recall ever needing it, wanting it... lusting for it, more
than I do now.”


“No
matter,” he smiled.


“I don’t
know if I can stop,” she hissed, “I might kill you!”


Caleb
looked at her large earnest eyes and knew she was telling the truth and knew, even more, that he didn’t care. He felt
shame for using Elsa and Alyssa, the way he had used so many others. It had
been easy to lie in the shadows with Alyssa and deride the notion of love, as he always had since he’d fled from Henrietta.
It was so much harder to deny when he looked into the darkness of Morlaine’s eyes. He could find redemption there.


“I trust
you,” he smiled, “you didn’t kill Douglas, you won’t kill me.”


“You
believe all that I’ve told you?”


He
shrugged, “I don’t know, truly, but if
you kill me you will never get out of this cellar.”


“Oh Caleb,
how little you know,” she closed her eyes and let out a long breath, “if I
drunk you dry I could snap these chains like they were made of paper.”


Caleb
licked his suddenly dry lips and thought of the squashed hand bell Jute had
found on the battlements.


“I trust
you,” he repeated, bracing his left arm against the wall he put his forearm against
her lips.


Morlaine’s
eyes became fixed upon the thick blue veins of Caleb’s wrist, widening like raven moons as her breathing became noticeably
faster and heavier.


“Do not ask
me for the gift you want in return. I will not give it,” she panted, two long
sharp fangs appearing as her face shifted.


“We can
discuss that later…” Caleb hissed, “...just be
quick, I don’t know how long it will be before som-” He gasped in pain as she
harshly grabbed his arm and plunged her teeth into his soft skin a few inches
up from his wrist. His eyes widened and fixed upon her as she fed urgently and
insistently from him. He clenched his teeth and ground them together as
he fought the urge to both pull away and scream.


There was
no joy this time, no bliss, no being
carried away on ecstatic waves. He felt
no yearning to die, to give his life so she may live. No desire to sacrifice.
Only pain and discomfort and a sense of disgust as she sucked and slurped at his
arm, her wet mouth smearing blood over his skin, bloody bubbles of drool frothing from her colourless lips.


Despite it
all, he kept his arm to her mouth and knew that this time it was his choice.
She had cast no spell over him, no glamour or
illusion. Defane had tricked him. This time,
he gave himself freely.


He could
feel her strength return, feel her grip tighten as her nails dug into his
flesh, and as he felt her grip grow, so his own strength ebbed. He began to
feel light-headed as if he had drunk too
much wine. His calves were aching from squatting, and he started to sway a
little from side to side.


Still she
sucked at his arm, drawing his life blood away. 


His vision
began to swim and he slumped to his knees; weakly he tried to pull his arm away
and he whispered, “Morlaine... enough...” When she
made no response he pulled away harder, for a moment she resisted, letting out a low bestial growl; then he was free. Caught
off balance, he toppled backwards and
fell onto to the cold earthen floor. Morlaine snarled
at him, opening her bloodied lips to bare
her fangs, her sunless eyes suddenly
alien and inhuman, filled with lust and animal need. She jerked her chains
savagely and they groaned under the strain, dust falling from the brickwork where they’d been fixed; her fingers
hooked likes talons, scratching at the air before her as if it concealed some
invisible foe.


Then she
was still, panting, head bowed but watching him through the feral curls that hung about her face. Her
tongue darted out to lick the blood from her chin, her fingers finding the
drops her tongue could not. 


Greedily
she licked those clean too.


Caleb
glanced at his arm; some blood was smeared on
his skin, but already the two neat puncture holes her teeth had made had
stopped bleeding. Still feeling giddy and a little nauseous he pulled himself
back up onto his knees and offered her his arm again.


“You missed
some.” 


This time, she
gently took his hand in her own chained one and raised his wrist to her lips,
kissing his skin, encompassing each spot of blood with a slow, deliberate flick of her tongue. When all
was gone, she let his fingers slip
through her own and shuddered gently as her appearance returned to normal.


“You
worried me for moment,” Caleb said,
reaching out; letting his fingers explore her hair, marvelling at its softness,
its sheen and life. 


“You should
have been worried for longer than that,” she replied with a smile, “I wasn’t
quite myself.”


Caleb could
see the vitality flooding back into her; see the years fall away one by one
until it was hard to believe they’d ever been there to mark her. He’d given her
his blood and his promises, what she might give him in return he couldn’t be
sure, but be it love or damnation he knew he was going to do everything in his
power to save her life.


 











Chapter Twelve


Wicked Games


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


It was a
sombre gathering that met around the dining room table at noon. Caleb slumped
into his chair, still feeling weak from loss of blood. He desperately wanted to
sleep, but Lazziard insisted on calling a “war meeting,” before allowing his
troops a few hours rest ahead of the coming night.


Both Jute
and the Captain had asked him if he was ill, but Caleb had waved their
enquiries away, “Just tired, maybe a chill from the rain this morning,” he’d
explained. 


No one
appeared to have noticed his visit to the cellar, and he’d been able to slip
away to his room equally unnoticed to change his clothes. His shirt bore only a
few spots of blood, but not wanting to risk any awkward questions or raise
suspicions he’d stuffed the soiled shirt into the bottom of his bag.


With so
many corpses around, it was probably best not to be seen in a blood-speckled shirt.   


Captain
Lazziard had assumed his usual brooding
position at the head of the table; Dr Rothery sat at his side distracted and
distant beneath his lopsided wig. Jute’s incessant questions about his
daughter’s health were answered with brief mumbled replies, far removed from
his usual verbosity.


Bridges had
been called in to represent the men and he constantly
fidgeted with his hat, which sat before him on the table, as if
uncomfortable in the company of gentlemen. Elijah hovered in the background; in
Mrs Bob’s absence lunch consisted of no more than bread, cheese and beer; which
was probably just as well. After seeing Mr Waller’s body hanging in the larder, Caleb doubted many had the stomach for
meat.


“We have much to discuss gentlemen,” Lazziard announced
through a mouthful of cheese large enough to suggest his was one of the few
appetites unaffected.


“How do you
propose we all live to see tomorrow, would perhaps be a good place to start?”
Caleb offered dryly.


Lazziard
eyed him disdainfully, “We have suffered a minor defeat, but the battle has not yet been fully joined.”


“Three dead
men hardly seems a minor defeat,” Caleb retorted.


Lazziard
shrugged indifferently, “Two of them were only servants. They hardly count. If
the fools had kept their wits about them…”


“It does
rather seem...” Jute said, casting his
eyes around the room, “...that our enemy can enter the house with impunity.”


“Tonight
will be different,” Lazziard declared defiantly.


“How?”


“A good
general learns from his mistakes, he does not dwell upon them. We spread ourselves too thinly last night, tried to
cover too much ground. Tonight we will stay together in one spot. If this monster comes again, it will have to fight on our terms and
on the ground of our choosing.” 


Caleb slid
the crushed handbell
across the table, “You think our pistols and swords will have any effect on a
creature that can do this?”


“We
captured one vampire between us; killing another should not be too difficult.”


“She was
strong,” Jute admitted, eyes lingering on the bell, “but not that strong... this one seems a far more potent
adversary.”


“They are
all Devil spawn, they will all fall before God... if good men stand true,”
Lazziard smiled coldly before downing his beer.


“Do you expect
us all to stand true?” Caleb
asked, gently rubbing his temples which had begun to distantly throb.


“Of
course,” Lazziard replied, “I do hope this isn’t too much of an inconvenience
for you?”


Caleb
ignored the sarcasm in the Captain’s voice, “What of the women? Surely they
must be sent away now.”


“We do not
run before an enemy,” Lazziard said, leaning back in his chair.


“You expect
your wife and Miss Rothery to take up arms? What of the maids; has young Rosie
some skill with the sabre perhaps?”


“You seem
overly concerned with the fairer sex Mr Cade; they are not our first priority.”


“Surely it
would be better to send them to safety?” Jute offered, “Miss Rothery has
suffered such an ordeal already... she cannot be asked to endure more. She is
the sweetest of flowers; she must be protected from the icy winds of our
adversity. Do you not agree Doctor?”


Rothery
continued to stare vacantly, before blinking and looking absent-mindedly around
him, as if Jute’s question had taken time
to filter down to his mind, “She should be sent away... certainly.”


“We
discussed this yesterday,” Lazziard sighed, as usual
making no attempt to hide his irritation, “the women are safer here, where we
can protect them. We are wasting valuable time prattling on about this matter.”


“They
could all be dead today,” Caleb said, annoyed at the man’s pigheadedness, “this monster roamed about the
inside of the house at will last night, killed two men, daubed taunts on the
walls and probably did not kill more only because he wanted to continue his amusements tonight. For God sake, send the
women away to safety!”


“Mr Cade is correct,” Jute said in a way that suggested he
found the phrase alien to his flowery tongue. “If we have to protect the good
ladies of this house, and the maids, surely this is a distraction from our
Godly purpose of extinguishing the foul and beastly horror that confronts us?”


“Very
well gentleman,” Lazziard raised his big hands in a sign of contrition, “what
do you suggest we do with Miss Rothery and my wife?”


“Send
them back to London, they will be safe enough there. The maids can go to the
village.”


“I
suppose you will be volunteering for the onerous task of escorting them?”
Lazziard asked, eying Caleb suspiciously.


“As
delightful an undertaking as that would be, my duty is here,” Caleb said
carefully, “I am honour bound.”


“Perhaps
Dr Rothery would be the best candidate?” Lazziard suggested, turning his
attention to the Doctor.


Once
again it seemed to take a few moments for the question to yield a response,
“Not possible,” Dr. Rothery muttered, “I
have my work... too important... far too important...”


“I
am sure Elijah could return them to London?” Caleb suggested.


“Are
you mad?” Lazziard demanded, incredulously, “Place my wife and Miss Rothery
solely in the care of an ignorant blackamoor? The road to London is crawling
with highwaymen and cutpurses; the ladies
require the protection of a gentleman. They would be safer here!” Elijah
stood impassively behind his master, Lazziard’s words
inducing not the faintest flicker of acknowledgement.


“I, of course, would be most honoured to escort the fair ladies,”
Jute offered graciously.


“I
said they needed the protection of a gentleman; not a callow apprentice...”
Lazziard sneered.


Jute
blinked twice with the look of a man desperately trying to come up with a
retort before remembering Lazziard was older, taller, stronger and far nastier
than he was. Instead, he said nothing and tried to affect an air of mild
indifference.


“We
appear to have an impasse then?” Lazziard said with a humourless smile.


Rothery
leant toward the Captain and placed his
hand upon Lazziard’s, “Please William... Alyssa must
be sent away.” There was something small and almost piteous in the Doctor’s
voice, a pleading that was unbefitting a man of his age and station. Caleb
supposed it was what the love for a child could do to a man.


Lazziard’s usually stern countenance faltered
as he nodded and offered his friend a small smile of uncharacteristic
gentleness.


“Of course, Samuel, forgive me, sometimes I focus so squarely
upon my enemies that I lose sight of my friends.” He took a moment to swig more
beer before continuing, his expression once more set in stone. “I have a second
cousin in Portsmouth, a merchant, a rope maker to be precise, not a person of
quality, but it would be an easier journey than London. I am sure Miss Rothery and my wife
will be well looked after. The little man had always had one eye on an
inheritance and the other on Navy contracts, so they will be treated royally I
have no doubt.”


“Thank
you,” Rothery said.


“Elijah!”
Lazziard barked. “Inform the ladies they will be leaving at once, make the
coach ready. I want you on the road well before nightfall. Take one of the
maids with them too.”


“Yes
Sir,” Elijah said, heading for the door.


“I’m trusting my wife to your keeping boy,” he growled, “do
not disappoint me...”


Elijah
nodded vigorously, “Mrs Lazziard will be most safe with me, master. I will be
her lion!”


“Yes,
quite,” Lazziard said with a dismissive
wave of his hand, “now perhaps we can turn our attention to more urgent
matters?”


Caleb
nodded along with the others, for the first time since he’d arrived at Lazziard
Manor he felt things were starting to go his way. Soon Elsa and Alyssa would be
gone, safe from both the killer that stalked the house and his own selfish
lust. Morlaine was the one he wanted, but he knew
himself well enough to know temptation would always be a Siren’s call for him.


With
them would go the maids and Elijah, all he had to do now was work on Bridges
and his men. Get them to flee and the house would be almost empty; he and Morlaine could disappear and then... he closed his eyes and
thought of her, thought of them. Young, immortal, bound by love and blood
and... contentment?


Yes,
everything was definitely starting to
come together...


*


“I am going
nowhere!” Alyssa protested vehemently; her eyes had narrowed to furious slits
and her mouth had developed a noticeable pout as she stared at her father with
her hands firmly clamped to her hips. All she needed to do, Caleb thought
dryly, was to start stamping her feet and she would look much the same as she
had when she was seven.


“Please
Alyssa,” Dr Rothery pleaded, wringing his
hands together so frantically his fingers looked like a nest of stubby pink
snakes, “You must leave with Mrs
Lazziard; people are dying here.”


“I am not
leaving you,” she said firmly, flicking a stray curl from her eyes. She wore an
unadorned ivory gown that Caleb assumed she had borrowed from Elsa as it seemed
a little tight on her, clinging to her curves with pleasing immodesty. 


He felt a
selfish hope that she might stay; part of him wanted her, knowing what a wild
and lustful creature she really was; but he tried his best to resist such base
thoughts. It was not safe here, and as tempting as she was she could not offer
him what Morlaine could.


“My work is
too important,” Rothery was saying firmly, “you know that Alyssa.”


“If there
is danger here,” Alyssa retorted, “then my place is with you.”


“Please
listen to your father,” Jute said, boldly taking hold of one of Alyssa’s hands
in both of his, “the shadow of the reaper hangs over this house; ‘tis no place
for one as fair and delicate as you.”


“Archie,”
Alyssa smiled sweetly, “your flattery will carry you only so far, and certainly
not far enough as to tell me what to do.”


“We are
only thinking about what is best for you,
my dear,” her father insisted.


Alyssa
turned her eyes towards Caleb, “And you Mr Cade, do you believe ‘tis best for
me to be packed off to Portsmouth in the care of Captain Lazziard’s
dreary little cousin?” 


“Alyssa!”
The Doctor protested.


She put her
hand to her mouth and looked towards Lazziard who was slouched in his usual
chair at the head of the dining table, “No offence
intended Captain...”


Lazziard
airily waved her apology away, “None taken. Although I must say Miss Rothery
does my cousin some injustice, the truth is he is rarely risqué enough to reach
such heights as mere dreariness...”


Alyssa took a deep breath before returning to the chair she had angrily
vacated a few moments before. “Well Mr Cade,” she repeated, looking towards
Caleb, blinking almost tearfully in the dull, watery light that was cast
through the tiny window Caleb stood next to, “would you have me exiled from
this house too?”


“I have
never had the pleasure of visiting either Portsmouth or Captain Lazziard’s cousin, but I am sure they are both delightful
and far safer than here.”


Alyssa sat
bolt upright in her chair and crossed her arms resolutely across her chest, “It
would appear I am being quite bullied...”


Jute threw
out his hands in mock offence, “No, no Alyssa, we have thoughts only for your
health and well-being.”


“Hmmph,” was Alyssa’s only reply, before turning her
vivid green eyes upon Captain Lazziard, “And if I refuse to go? Will you have
your sailors put their rough hands on my person and force me?”


Caleb
suspected Alyssa actually didn’t have much of a problem with men putting their
rough hands on her, but he kept his face as impassive as he stood by the window
listening to the argument over the insistent patter of rain on glass. 


“I am far
too much of a gentleman for that,” Lazziard said, without the slightest trace
of irony, “I cannot force you to leave this house.”


“Then the
matter is resolved,” Alyssa said with a satisfied nod of her head, “I am
staying.”


“Alyssa,”
her father sighed despondently, “three men are dead. Please stop this!”


She leant over and placed her hand upon her
father’s ruddy cheek, “I can go nowhere without you, father dearest.”


Rothery
averted his eyes as if moved by her words, blinking tears away before slowly
rising, “So be it,” he said in a small voice. “I hope you can all forgive me,”
he whispered, touching his daughter’s hair, “I love her too much, which is why
I can never deny her, even when she is so wrong...”


The Doctor
made his way to the door on unsteady feet, relying heavily upon his cane; to Caleb’s eyes he seemed to
have aged decades in the last few days; though he doubted it was due to lack of
blood in Rothery’s case.


Alyssa rose
to her feet and hurried after her father, “Well, if that is all gentlemen I
will retire to my room,” she shot Caleb a coy
mischievous look, “I had quite a tiring night...”


The
invitation was evident in her voice and her eyes; Caleb responded with the
faintest of smiles and a nod of the head. It appeared he was not to be spared
temptation after all.


*


Elsa, being
Elsa, proved less argumentative than Alyssa and a trunk was quickly packed and
brought to the front of the house. As Caleb watched Elijah and Tommy Nimbles struggle to load her belongings onto the roof of
the coach, he did hope she hadn’t burdened herself with too much jewellery. As
the Captain had said, the roads were full of highwaymen looking to free a pretty young woman of such tiresome trinkets.
It would be much safer to leave them in the house where he could take care of them...


The
morning’s rain showed no sign of abatement, shrouding the horizon in mist as
the clouds pressed down against the earth. Caleb stood in the doorway of the
house, glumly watching the rain, turning away as Captain Lazziard and Elsa
entered the hall behind him.


“Give this
to cousin Simms,” Lazziard was saying, pushing an envelope into Elsa’s gloved
hand, “I’ve apologised for your unannounced arrival and told him we have
workmen in the house which have made the place intolerable for you; he knows
what a fastidious soul you are after all.
I’ve expressed my gratitude in advance, which should be sufficient to make the
toadying wretch fawn all over you.”


“Yes Sir,”
Elsa said meekly, staring at the letter rather than her husband.


“I will send for you when it is safe to return,” he said, standing
awkwardly before bending down to plant the most perfunctory of kisses on her
cheek. “Good day to you then, Mrs Lazziard,” he added stiffly before turning on
his tail and leaving her looking forlorn with her maid Joanna hovering in the
background clutching Elsa’s travel bag.


“Why don’t
you take Mrs Lazziard’s bag to the coach,” Caleb said
to Joanna, “I will escort your mistress.”


“Yes Sir,”
Joanna replied, a faint smile brushing
her plump face before she hurried ahead of them.


“May I have
the honour?” Caleb asked, offering his arm, “If I am not being too bold?”


Elsa’s eyes
darted from the ground to Caleb and back again, a soft blush colouring her
cheeks as she spoke, “Of course you may,” she lightly placed a hand upon his arm and allowed him to lead her
through the door.


“I am sorry
I caused you trouble last night,” Caleb whispered
once he was sure no one was in earshot.


“You cause
me no trouble at all,” she murmured in reply,
still examining her feet as she walked. She wore a bonnet against the rain,
which hid her face from his view; Caleb could not tell if her words were
accompanied by smiles or tears.


The rain
was cold upon his face, but he slowed
their pace as Joanna hurried ahead of them towards the coach.


“You should
leave him,” Caleb said suddenly, unaware that the words were about to escape his
lips, “he treats you too cruelly.”


Elsa
stopped and looked up at him; her perfect
round face framed by her grey bonnet and a few blonde curls, “Where would I
go?” She asked in a distant voice, “and who would take me there?” The question hung
in the air, but Caleb could not bring himself to give her the answer he thought
she wanted. He wanted to put his arms around her and comfort her, to make a
better world for her. But he wanted Morlaine
more...  


Elsa tried
to smile, but instead bit her lips and cast her eyes down once more, “It was
worth it,” she said after a moment, “to be touched so...”


“I...
heard... him; I should have left straight away, but...”


She
shrugged her shoulders and drew her cape more tightly around her shoulders
against the wind, “It was not the worst... bruises heal...  ‘tis surprising the things you can become accustomed to.”


By the time
they had reached the open door of the coach, Elijah had finished lashing down
her trunk and had taken his place at the reins.


“Perhaps I
will see you again someday Mr Cade, it has been a pleasure meeting you,” she
said in a loud, bright voice, “perhaps
next time will be under happier circumstances.”


“I would
like that,” Caleb smiled, “I hope you have a safe journey and an enjoyable
stay.”


Elsa
smiled, “Despite my husband’s low opinion of his cousin, Mr Simms has always
been very kind to me; it will not be an ordeal. We shall collect my daughter
from the village en route and she will be my
comfort.”


“’tis a pity
Miss Rothery will not be accompanying you
after all, I am sure you would appreciate the company.”


Elsa’s
mouth narrowed and she shook her head, “That woman...” she spat.


“You do not
get on?” Caleb asked with some surprise; Elsa did not appear the type to
dislike anyone.


Elsa looked
at him awhile, blinking the rain away before she said in a low voice that was almost lost in the wind, “She is not at all
what she seems.”


“In what way?”


Elsa let
out a long shuddering sigh and flicked at the curls that peeked out from
beneath her bonnet, “I have told no one this; ‘tis not the kind of news one has
a wish to spread, of course, it is so... humiliating...”


“Go on...” 


“A year or
so ago we stayed at the Rothery’s house, in London. I
think the Doctor was out that evening, seeing patients I presume. The Captain
and I had retired for the night, when she, Alyssa, came to our room. I thought
nothing of it at first, but he let her in and... they
started pawing each other, in front of me... as if I were not even there. 
I did not know what to say or do... when I eventually found my voice the
Captain hit me, so hard I fell to the floor. All I can remember was hearing her
laughter, laughing at me on the floor...”


“The
Captain said I was his wife and must do as he ordered... I knew well enough
what happens when I do not do as I am told. Alyssa tore off my night things,
she told me how sour and ugly I was. She told me I was a useless wife because I
could not please my husband and that was why he had pursued a real woman...” Elsa’s
voice faltered for a moment before she
continued, “She said as she was a friend
she was going to show me how to treat a man properly in bed and that I was to
watch and learn. She boasted how they’d been lovers for months; how he kept
coming back for more, begging her... she said I had to learn to be a good wife in bed so my husband would love me and not
pursue other women. I had to stand there all night watching them...
fornicating, rutting like beasts!”


Elsa raised
her hand to her mouth and stifled a sob, “I knew he was a cold man, a hard man,
but I had never imagined he could be so cruel, so heartless. He had never been
that bad to me before, but ever since he has become more despicable in the
things he does to me… the things he makes me do...”


Caleb really
had no idea what to say; he knew Alyssa was a wanton wench, but he had never
imagined her so cruel... or that Lazziard’s brutality
run to such depths.


“I tried so
hard to please him... to make him love me, but I could never do what he wanted.
I am so useless.”


Caleb
placed his hands on her shoulders as she sobbed openly, “There is no fault with
you Elsa... you are a beautiful, wonderful woman... any decent man would walk
over burning coals to have such a woman as you for a wife. That man is a
brute... nothing more. As for Alyssa, she plays games, her words are
meaningless.”


“They made
me feel worthless...” Elsa sniffed.


“I am so
sorry...”


“’tis not
your fault,” she sniffed her tears back and tried to smile, “you have been very
kind to me...”


Caleb lifted
her hand to her lips and kissed the back of her glove. The jasmine perfume that
scented the leather filled his nostrils, clean and fresh in the spring
rain.  


“I wish
there was something I could do?” He said eventually.


She smiled,
“If you could kiss me like you did last night then my troubles would not seem
so great.” Elsa turned towards the open coach door and allowed Joanna to help
her into the carriage. Once the door was closed she leant out of the window and
smiled wanly, “but alas you cannot... Goodbye Mr Cade,” she disappeared back
inside the carriage and slapped the roof of the coach.


“Goodbye
Elsa,” Caleb called. Elijah cracked his whip and the carriage wheels hissed across
the gravel. He stood in the rain until the coach had disappeared from sight.
When he turned back towards the house, he
found Captain Lazziard standing on the doorstep, watching him intently.


“You seem
to have become something of a friend to my wife,” Lazziard growled as Caleb
reached the doorway.


For an instant,
Caleb wondered how it would feel to run the brute through with his sword,
imagining the look of shocked surprise on the Captain’s cold, cruel features as his flesh parted before the unforgiving metal. Instead, he managed a
passable imitation of a smile in the knowledge that whatever satisfaction the
act would give him, it wouldn’t be enough to justify swinging on a rope for. There would be a degree of irony in that of course. He
had spent a lifetime breaking women’s hearts and committing crimes that should
have seen him hung countless times over if he’d been caught, but here he was,
his liberty and neck both intact, contemplating facing the gallows for killing
another man because of what he had done to a woman.


“She is a
remarkable woman,” he finally managed to say, surprising himself with the even
pleasant tone of his voice, “you are a most fortunate man.”


“I am well
aware of my fortune,” Lazziard snapped as he moved to block Caleb’s path, “I
hope all your dealings with my wife have been entirely appropriate?”


“I am a
gentleman Sir, I think you will find my actions are always appropriate,”
Caleb said slowly, holding the Captain’s menacing gaze without flinching, “I do not believe I care for your
insinuation...”


“A husband
has a right, even a duty, to ask questions when it comes to his wife’s honour,”
Lazziard demanded, placing his hands on his hips and leaning in towards Caleb.
With his big hooked nose and dark, malevolent eyes, he had the look of some
monstrous bird bending down to inspect a potential titbit to see whether it was
worth its time to gobble up. 


“You have
nothing to fear from me,” Caleb said carefully, he felt the unfamiliar fires of temper raging within him but knew he could not give vent to them.


“I know I have
nothing to fear,” Lazziard sneered, “but I love my wife and do not wish to see
her dallied with.”


Caleb
thought of Elsa being forced to watch her husband and Alyssa fucking - there
was no better word for it - naked and vulnerable, weeping over the sound of her
foul husband grunting on top of Alyssa;
of that harlot taunting and goading her. This man had less right to talk of
love than even he did.


“Dallied?”
Was all Caleb trusted himself to say. His
head, which had been throbbing faintly ever since Morlaine
had fed, begun to pound like a kettle drum, each beat sending a wave of nausea
coursing through him.


“You have
an easy way with her. A way I do not much care for. She has not at all been
herself since you arrived here.”


“I believe
it is I you do not much care for!” Caleb snapped, “You have accused me of being
a sodomite, showing too much kindness to our vampire, of being responsible for
Rentwin’s death, of defacing your walls with taunts and now of “dallying”
with your wife! Are there any other crimes you wish to accuse me of? Do you
think I killed your footmen too?”


“You come
from nowhere, nobody knows who you are, you
weasel your way into Dr Rothery’s friendship, you join our circle yet criticise our
ways; your eyes linger too long on my wife, and Miss Rothery for that matter. I
do not know what you are about Sir...” Lazziard’s
eyes narrowed distrustfully as fat drops of rain began to roll down his
weathered features, “...but I do not like what I see.”


“Do you
want satisfaction?” Caleb asked, his anger forcing the words from his mouth
before he realised what he was saying, “Pistols at dawn perhaps? Is that what
you desire?”


A slow
lop-sided grin split the Captain’s face, revealing the rotten remains of his
teeth. “Do not tempt me into doing the vampire’s work for him.”


“Get some
sleep,” Caleb spat back, “you must be dreaming upon your feet. If I were so
interested in your wife, I would hardly have wasted my breath insisting she be
sent away. Better to keep here... where my eyes can linger on her.”


“I do not
trust your words; your concern for her well-being was excessive.”


Caleb
laughed, “You see what you want to see Captain Lazziard; phantoms and foes at
every turn.”


“Perhaps,”
Lazziard growled, “perhaps not. Either
way, once this business is done, I will not have you seeing her again. I forbid
it.”


“Then it
will be so,” Caleb said with a shake of the head, “until then I suggest we keep
our attention on other matters; like staying alive perhaps?”


“Until
then,” Lazziard said, standing aside to
let Caleb pass.


“You have
nothing to fear from me,” Caleb insisted as he passed,
all the time wishing he’d had the time to make love to Lazziard’s
wife the night before. If he was going to
be accused of immorality, he’d much rather it was for something he’d actually
done, rather than just thought of...


*


The house
was blissfully quiet, the curtains were drawn and the half-light soft and
gentle against Caleb’s tired eyes. The bed enveloped him and all thoughts could
be pushed from his mind, or at least far enough to the back for them to become
spectral, petty things; devoid of memory,
voice or purpose.  


He slipped
into the realm between dreams and
thoughts; where the current and the ancient mixed seamlessly together.
Forgotten lovers spoke to him with Elsa’s voice and looked at him with Morlaine’s eyes. His father berated him from behind Lazziard’s face, accusing him of all manner of
improprieties. 


He dreamed
of Louis Defane, of his promises and dark gifts and he thought of what Morlaine had done to him, the pain and the disgust he’d
felt; the fascination and lust too. In the shadows, he conjured images of
immortality, unwithered by time, strong and young.
His flesh would not be corrupted, only his morals. 


Images of
sex and blood and debauchery filled his mind, dark,
wicked desires that could only be sated if Morlaine
gave him what he sought.


Alyssa came
to him too; shapely and sexual, tormenting and teasing him with her cruel
games. What he’d found out about her repulsed and disgusted him, yet despite
his protestations he still wanted her, she aroused something inside himself he
did not care to give a name to.


He felt his
conscious self writhing upon the bed;
bedevilled by a greedy selfish passion
for her body; the soft curves, the yielding flesh. He could see her vividly,
hair of burnished copper, mischievous green eyes and a devilish grin; lips too
thin to be pretty, but they curled into such wicked
forms you could imagine them saying - or doing -  quite anything.


Caleb could
hear her now; a husky whispered voice plaguing his lewd, lecherous fantasies; promising all manner of
depravity, all the sins of man laid out for him as a feast to gorge upon, a
banquet for his dark primal lust.


He could
feel her fingers upon him, teasing his engorged flesh, long sharp nails on hard
stretched skin, moving and working, making him-


Caleb’s
eyes snapped open with the realisation he actually was being touched.


“I got
bored waiting for you to come to me,” Alyssa purred. She lay stretched out beside
him, wearing the same tight ivory dress he’d found so alluring earlier, resting
her head on one hand while the other gripped his hard cock, slowly moving up
and down, her nails ever so slightly digging into
his flesh.


“What are
you doing?” Caleb hissed, sitting up in bed.


“I thought
that was rather obvious,” she smiled faintly, squeezing him tightly.


“Apart....
from that,” Caleb said in a faltering voice.


“Don’t
worry,” she reassured him, emerald eyes fixed upon him, “everybody is asleep,
nobody will trouble us; ‘tis time for you to finish what you started last
night.”


Caleb
wanted to push her away, disgusted by what she was; appalled by the way she’d
humiliated Elsa. He wanted to slap her face and call her a whore, drag her by
the hair and throw her from the room.


He wanted
to, but he couldn’t. 


Still
firmly holding his cock she hitched up her skirts before straddling him and
immediately eased him into her. He tried to pull away, but she gripped him
tightly with her thighs and pushed herself down all the harder, “I want no more
pigskin between us,” she grinned, “I
promise not to scald you with the pox.”


He could
feel her envelop him and he could deny her nothing.


“Do you
like this dress?” She asked casually, moving her hips in an ever so gentle
circular motion, “’tis Elsa’s, quite expensive too, the stitching is so
delicate and pretty. Of course, ‘tis wasted on her, she has little more than a
girl’s figure, so it’s somewhat tight on a real woman like me, but I think you
like that, don’t you? I saw the way you looked at me earlier. I know you like
the way I fill it...” she gently bit her bottom lip, “the way my curves press
against it, straining the seams, ready to burst at any moment. That’s what I
want... rip it off me. I know you want to, don’t deny it. I want you to tear
that silly little bitch’s dress to shreds as you fuck me in it!”


Caleb just
looked dumbly up at her.


“Do it!”
Alyssa ordered, moving more forcefully, “rip it to pieces! Do as you’re told!”


Caleb’s
hands reached for her as if by their own accord, fingers pushing under the high modest
cleavage line of the too tight dress, the fabric taut against her heavy breasts, he tugged at the silk, felt it
strain but not give.


“Harder!
Tear it to shreds!” She cried, her eyes blazing wildly
as she looked down at him, “Rip her lovely
little dress to pieces while I fuck you!”


Caleb panted and worked at the material as Alyssa
continued to move up and down, her thighs gripping him as he struggled. He gave a satisfied grunt of pleasure as the expensive
material suddenly tore, ripping straight down the middle and partially exposing
her breasts. The sight of her pale white skin aroused him even more, fuelling a
passionate fury that saw him clawing at the remains of the dress, completely
ripping open the front, then mauling at her arms, reducing the silk to shreds
of fabric as she rode him ever harder.


He grabbed
her hair and pulled himself up into a sitting position, his nails ripped at her
back, tearing gashes in the dress and scratching her skin. His fingers entwined
in her hair, and he cruelly pulled her head backwards; gasping she arched her
back, her large exposed breasts pushing up towards him through the tattered
ruin of Elsa’s dress. He kissed her breasts wildly as he felt his sap rising.
Alyssa shuddered as his kisses turned to vicious hard bites, her flesh slick
and salty in his mouth as his teeth bit into her flesh, and his cock exploded
within her.  


Caleb fell
back onto the bed panting; his lust instantly replaced by disgust with the
final twitching spasm of his ejaculation.


Alyssa
giggled and squirmed on top of him, running her hands over the silken shreds of
Elsa’s dress, her lips twisted into a heartless, amoral smile, “I knew that would
be good...” she muttered, as much to herself as to her lover.


Caleb’s
eyes drifted from Alyssa to the shadowy
ceiling; a few hours before he had wanted to run Lazziard through for the
humiliation he had made Elsa endure, and now he rutted with the woman who’d
made that humiliation possible.


And he
thought Lazziard a brute.


Alyssa
hooked her leg free of him before stretching out, her skirts and petticoats
billowing across the bed. Caleb felt the loose flaps of torn silk against his
skin and felt shame wrap itself around him like a serpent. 


“You were
most wild, my lover,” she breathed, running a finger slowly along his jaw line.


Caleb
blinked and looked at the ceiling; how very
pretty Elsa must have looked in that dress, was the only thought that
would form in his head. He could see her lovely smiling face, blonde locks
carefully curled, the ivory satin flattering her complexion. All so bonny in the
elaborate stitching and pretty ribbons...


“Why do you
hate her so?” Caleb asked eventually.


“Who?”
Alyssa asked absently, her finger moving through Caleb dark untied hair.


“Elsa?”


Alyssa
wrinkled her nose sourly, “I do not waste my hate on someone so... trivial.”  


“Then why the dress?”


“It was
tight on me, but as I arrived with no clothes of my own I had no choice but to
wear it” she shrugged, “I had the urge to have it torn from my body as soon as
she gave it to me. I knew from the way you looked at me in you wanted it too.
It is so primal to have your clothes torn from you, it strips us of our
pretensions, returns us to the state of beasts; which is what we truly are.”


“You
believe that we are just beasts?”


Alyssa
shrugged, “I am.”


“Then the
fact that it was Elsa’s made no difference to you?”


“I did not
say that, of course, it made it more exciting, destroying her clothes. Wrongdoing
is an excellent aphrodisiac, I find. Especially when it is so wanton and needless; just to do something
because you can, with no concern for another’s feeling or society’s morals.”


“She told
me about what you did to her,” Caleb said coldly, turning his head to look at
Alyssa, “you and Lazziard. Is that why you did that to her; just because you
could?”


Alyssa’s
mouth twisted into one of her lewd sensual
smiles that transformed her face from plain
and unremarkable to one that was captivating and oh so tempting, “I’m surprised
she told you, told anyone for that matter. She must like you.”


Caleb said
nothing; he just stared into the depths of her eyes in search of some kind of
understanding, or, at least, a little
humanity.


“Have you
seduced her?” Alyssa asked suddenly, her fingers ceasing their movement through
his hair.


“No.”


“Shame,”
Alyssa sighed, “it might do her some good.”


“Why did
you do it? Why be so cruel to her?”


“Because it
amused me, to see her so confused, so upset, so powerless. It made the sex
better, more powerful, more intense. I
was hoping to play some more games with her here, but now she’s gone and all I
have is you,” Alyssa giggled and tugged
gently at his ear.


“And the Captain.”


“Does that
offend you?” Alyssa asked, tilting her head, “or threaten you perhaps, that
there is another man here I open my legs for?”


“It was
a... surprise.”


“He is not
as pretty as you granted, but he has a
power and a purpose to him. His is driven, he takes what he wants, I admire
that...” she returned her attention to his hair, before adding softly, “there
is a lot of violence in him. I like that too. It makes him dangerous. ‘tis like being taken by a wild animal; while he’s doing me, I get the feeling her really just wants to
tear me limb from limb.”


“A real gentleman.”


Alyssa
laughed, “I have no time for gentlemen; that is why I sleep with the likes of
you and the Captain.”


“Why? We
have nothing in common.”


“You are
both bastards,” she said pleasantly; “just in different ways.”


“Really?”


“He is a
brute and a beast. You are worse.”


“I am
nothing like the man!” Caleb insisted, genuinely offended.


“You are
darker than him, your lusts and perversions are worse. The difference is yours
are buried within you, whereas the Captain wears his for the world to see. Mostly.”


“Nonsense,”
Caleb snorted, lifting himself up one elbow, “you are talking drivel woman!”


“I think
not,” Alyssa smiled a faint far away smile, “I can see into men’s souls, ‘tis a
gift. Sometimes. I see all the corruption and filth
that brews and bubbles deep down inside, where the sun never shines. I look for it, and when I find that it is thick and
viscous as the poison that coats the hearts of men like Lazziard and you, I
rejoice. I nurture it and give succour to it because it arouses me so. It pumps
my blood. Makes me alive. With such darkness in you,
you are capable of doing anything, giving me any pleasure I desire. You live by
your own deeds, without care and thought for what society says.”


She leant up and kissed his cheek, before
continuing in a voice so low it was no more than the faintest play of air
across his lips, “Men like you can make empires and change worlds. Or break
them.”


Caleb
pushed her away, “I am not like that. Granted I am not a perfect man, not even
a good one, but you talk as if I am a monster.”


“You
befriend poor lonely little Elsa,” Alyssa said, in a small mock hurt voice,
“For whatever purpose, you become a wee
light in her dark, troubled life. You
discover her cruel ogre of a husband treats her terribly; he even makes her
watch as he takes that nasty little harlot Alyssa Rothery. All night long they
make her stand there, naked in the cold.
If she even so much as glances away, her husband takes his belt and beats her
cruelly. So she has no choice but to watch them do the most depraved acts
together. And that man has some stamina, I can tell you. All-Night-Long.”
Alyssa fixed sparkling eyes on his, “and
what do you do when you find out? What does her new little friend do? Why he runs
to that nasty little Alyssa Rothery so he
can stick his hot, demanding cock inside her, helping himself to a hot rich serving of what her husband had,
ripping poor little Elsa’s dress to shreds in the process. Is that not
monstrous?”


“I hardly
ran to you!” Caleb protested.


“What would
she say if she found out?” Alyssa smiled devilishly, “What would she do?”


“I did not
pursue you, you came to my bed and-”


“Oh, you
poor lamb,” Alyssa pouted, “did nasty Alyssa make you do bad things you didn’t want to do?”


“But-”


“And what of Mr Jute? Your fellow vampire hunter? Your
brother in this oh so noble fight against evil; that fellow Godly soldier in
your battle with the Devil. What of him? What were you doing when you
should have been guarding the house? Where were you when a killer stalked this
house? Do you remember?”


Caleb said
nothing.


“Ah yes,
you were with that nasty Alyssa again, weren’t you? And what were you doing,
protecting her perhaps? Comforting her after her terrible ordeal? She’d seen
the butchered remains of her servant and been forced to travel half way across
England, on her own, to find you, after all. What did you do again? Ah,
let me see, oh yes that’s right; you forced your cock down the back of her
throat and made her swallow your seed. Is that not right? And all the time your
friend Mr Jute, a man hopelessly in love with me, is but the thickness of a
door away.”


“It was not
quite like that,” Caleb insisted angrily, rising to his feet.


“Oh, my
mistake, that nasty Alyssa must have made you force your rock hard cock
down her throat. My, my, what a girl she must be,” Alyssa smiled sweetly and
fluttered her eyelashes, “is that not indeed the most monstrous behaviour
Cade?” 


Caleb
looked at her, trying hard to control the anger inside him; though he was not
sure whether it was her actions or the way she was distorting events that were making him so angry. Or maybe it was the
fact that she was doing the manipulating; being controlled was an experience he
wasn’t used to. He was supposed to be the puppet master, after all.


“I’ve made
you angry, haven’t I Caleb?” She asked quietly. She rolled onto her front and
looked up at him with her large green eyes, “Why don’t you hit me? Get it out
of your system, vent your anger. It will make you feel better,” she squeezed
her bottom lip between her thumb and fingers.


“I’d like
it...” 


“What
manner of creature are you?” Caleb sneered.


“Whatever
kind you desire me to be,” she said, her smile wide
and somehow entirely malevolent. The back
of her dress was shredded as if she’d
been attacked by some kind of beast, deep
red welts marked her creamy skin. He hadn’t realised quite how frenzied he’d
become during their lovemaking. Perhaps
she was right, perhaps he was a monster. Perhaps the wanton selfish streak that
he’d always acknowledged and given into was not the end of his immorality.
Perhaps it was just the beginning.


 Perhaps
Alyssa wasn’t the only one who saw it either. Perhaps Morlaine
did too... and that was why she refused to make him a vampire. She refused not
because of what he might become, she refused because of what she knew he would
become...


He felt the
anger drain out of him; he had no right to be angry with Alyssa, she was no
worse than he was. At least, she could
admit her sins. He sighed deeply and sat on the edge of the bed.


“Are you
not going to hit me then?” Alyssa asked, propping her chin up on both her
hands.


“I think
not,” Caleb muttered.


“Pity...”
Alyssa sighed.


“You are
quite the strangest girl I’ve ever met,” Caleb said.


“Strange...”
Alyssa mused, “...I think I prefer “unique,” or “exceptional,” but strange has
a certain allure. I suppose.”


“I am sure many words could be applied to you Alyssa...
sadly, I doubt I have even heard of most of them.”


“Ah, that
sweet, sweet tongue of yours...”


“This is foolish,”
Caleb said after a few moments silence, “there is a killer stalking us and all
we can do is rut and argue...”


“Hmmm,” she
said, closing our eyes, “exciting, isn’t it?”


“No.” 


“That is why
I stayed, for the danger, the excitement. Not knowing if you will live through
the night. It makes life more focused,
more clearly defined. The pleasures to be taken are richer, more vivid.”


“Death is
not exciting.”


“Of course it is! ‘tis
what borders our lives; it defines its width and depth and breadth. When those
borders are thinner, closer; it makes the blood flow faster and the senses
become acuter.”


“I cannot
say I have noticed.”


Alyssa
smiled her wanton twisted smile, “Did you enjoy fucking me?”


“Yes...”


“Was it not
more intense, more vivid? More real?”


“I... don’t
know...”


She reached
behind her back and run a finger along one of the deep scratches, her lips
forming a small o of pain, “Do you usually have to claw your lover’s back so?”


“No,” Caleb
admitted.


Alyssa
raised her eyebrows, “As the danger grows, so will the pleasure. Trust me.”


“And if you
die? Is that a price worth paying for your pleasures?”


Alyssa
smiled sweetly and nodded slowly...


*


Alyssa
stood by the curtained window, her crumpled ivory skirts flowed out from her waist while the top half of the dress was
tattered and torn, flaps of silk hung loosely in
places while jagged tears crossed the back of the garment. Her full breasts
were exposed at the front, where Caleb had done his worst. One arm had been
ripped entirely away, the other only remained by threads. Her long red hair was
tousled and dishevelled; no carefully crafted curls adorned her crown. In her
hand, she clutched one of Caleb’s shirts; she draped it around her shoulders to keep out the chill that seemed always to
pervade the house.


Caleb
watched her carefully from where he lay on
his bed. She held her back straight and her head aloft, haughty and arrogant.
In her ruined silk dress she looked like a vagabond princess.


“The night
is coming,” she whispered, placing a hand against the damask curtain, “I can
feel it.”


“Can you
feel what the night brings?” Caleb asked.


“A
monster...” she breathed, a faint smile playing across her lips.


“And what
would you do if it comes for you
tonight?”


“Whatever
it wanted me to do...” she murmured,
drawing the shirt closer about herself before hurrying back with the candle she
had left the bed to retrieve.


Caleb took
the candle from her and placed it on the table by the bed; once lit it offered a wan circle of light that barely extended
beyond the bed.


“We could
have just opened the curtains,” Caleb offered.


Alyssa
shook her head, “The light will soon be gone.”


“You will
have to go soon,” Caleb said, pulling the blankets over them.


“Dressed
like this?” 


“Oh.”


Alyssa
laughed, “Don’t fret my dear; all my little perversions are well planned. I
brought another with me.”


“Why don’t
you take those rags off?”


“I like the
feel of it,” she sighed, running a hand over the torn silk that flapped around
her breasts, “I am finding torn silk to be extremely sensual. Very arousing.”


“Not just
yet,” Caleb smiled, pushing away her playful hand.


“Do I still
appal you?” She asked, her hand moving to play with the soft downy hair on his chest instead.


“Yes,”
Caleb answered truthfully.


“Yet you do
not throw me from your bed in any particular hurry?”


“I appal myself more.”


“Give into
your desires. Do not be so quick to judge.”


Caleb shook
his head and looked back towards the window and the fading grey light that
crept around the curtains, “I have spent my life giving into my desires...”


“Perhaps,”
Alyssa pouted. She propped herself up on one
elbow and asked him, “Tell me about your vampire?”


“Our vampire?”


“The one in
the cellar, oh Caleb do not feign such surprise. There
are few secrets well-kept enough for me not to uncover them.”


Caleb was
going to refuse to tell her anything, but there seemed little point in denying
her, he did not doubt she could get anything she wanted out of a man if she
wanted it badly enough.


“Your
father... is experimenting on it,” he
said finally.


“That I
know, is it male or female?”


“Female.”


“Is she
prettier than me?” Alyssa asked innocently.


“She’s
quite... common looking,” Caleb sniffed,
“really.”


“Hmmm,
there’s no need to spare my feelings, I know there are prettier women than me
in the world,” she grinned ruefully, “there just are none that are better in
bed...”


“That is
maybe so,” Caleb conceded.


“So we have
a pretty lady vampire. How is she held?”


“Lazziard
built a cell; she is shackled to the wall. Why so many
questions?”


“Can I see
her?” Alyssa asked rising to her knees; eyes sparkling devilishly.


“That would
not be a good idea. Why would you even want to?”


“I went to
a frost fair once,” Alyssa said, running a hand through her hair, “they had a
bear in a cage, a fierce beast that would be going to the baiting pit. For a
few coins the owner let me take a stick
to it... encouraged me to prod it and torment it, wanted it to be in a foul
temper for the baiting I guess. How that beast roared and swiped at me,
rattling its cage, pounding at the bars,
but it could not touch me at all, as the bars were strong and true. I confess I
took a great amusement from tormenting that dumb creature. I’ve always wondered
what it would be like to treat a person so.”


“Alyssa!
That’s horrible!” She waved down his
protests, “I know and I never have. There are limits to even my debauchery...
but a vampire? That’s not a person is it? She’s just a monster... it would be
such fun to make her roar and swipe at
her cage. I think I would delight in that very much...”


“Absolutely
not,” Caleb insisted. Alyssa seemed able to increasingly appal him with as much ease as she could arouse
him. It was an uncomfortable mixture and he wished she would concentrate on one or the other, for at least then he
would know how to react. Though that was not entirely true, for he knew how he should react;
but as much as she dismayed him, she attracted him too; such debauched
wantonness was a rare thing and he found it hard to resist.


It was
strange how he always managed to find something he couldn’t resist in
every attractive woman he met...


“Could I
not just see her then... my father needn’t know; I’ve never seen a vampire
before.”


“No,
Alyssa. This is no game.”


“And I am
no child!” She insisted, pouting childishly.


“I will
have no part in baiting her like some wild beast. It is abominable,” Caleb hissed,
suddenly angry and disgusted with her again.


“Abominable?
She is no more than a monster; the same as the one that killed Mr Rentwin,
surely?”


“Just
because she is a monster; it does not follow that we have to behave like
monsters too.”


Alyssa
looked at him, almost slyly, “Do you have
feelings for her?”


“Of course not,” Caleb spluttered, “do not be so preposterous!”


“Do you
want her the way you’ve had me? The way you want little
Elsa?” She asked, teasing a torn strip of silk around her finger.


“I don’t
know what you are talking about,” Caleb snapped, climbing from the bed and
pulling on his shirt.


“You think
too much with your cock,” she mocked,
“you can have as much pleasure with others parts of your body... if you tried.”


“You mean
like torturing vampires?” he retorted hurriedly pulling on his britches.


“Do not
ridicule the idea until you’ve tried it...” 


Caleb
almost shot back that watching a vampire being tortured was exactly what he’d
had to endure since he’d arrived at Lazziard Manor; perhaps that particular
perversion she’d inherited from her father. Instead, he bit his tongue and
struggled into his boots.


“Don’t be
angry with me Caleb,” she murmured, “it
was only a suggestion.”


“I’m nothing
like you...” Caleb insisted, “...God knows I have my faults, but I am nothing
like you.”


“I wouldn’t
be so sure.”


Caleb said
nothing until he’d tied his hair back and pulled on his waistcoat, “I’m going to prepare for the night,” he said finally,
turning for the door.


“There’s no
need to rush,” she murmured, pushing the blankets back to reveal her tattered
dress and the creamy white flesh exposed
by the numerous rips and tears, “there is time for you to do me again.”


Caleb
hesitated at the door; disgusted with both Alyssa and himself.
Disgusted by her cruelty and callous
selfishness, by what she’d done to Elsa, for sleeping with a brute like
Lazziard and for likening him to Caleb, for her wanton perversity. Even for
playing the strings of a love struck fool like Archie Jute. He was disgusted
with himself for letting her use him, for disregarding every misgiving he had
about her in the pursuit of his simple
savage lust. He felt shame for taking his pleasure with this harlot while Morlaine lay chained in the cellar and Elsa was chained by marriage to a violent bully.


But most of
all by the fact that despite his anger and his disgust he still wanted her. 


His hand
rested on the door handle, listening to the voice that urged him to walk away,
to get out of this room and leave this woman behind for if ever he’d met
wickedness given human form then surely it wore the face of Alyssa Rothery.
He had plans and schemes, a grand long pleasure filled future to live. To
jeopardise it for such a petty debauchery
was a folly greater than any of the many, many follies that littered his life. 


The voice
was sanity, sense, even responsibility in Caleb’s warped understanding of the
word and it filled him with purpose; until the memory of her body in the dark
overwhelmed both his senses and his sense.


Alyssa
smiled lewdly from the bed as Caleb let the handle slip through his fingers.


“You are
such a wicked, wicked boy...”


*


The day was
seeping from the world by the time Caleb returned to the kitchen; the door was
open and a languid grey light barely
struggled across the threshold. The cloud obscured sun could not be far from the hidden
horizon.


Caleb felt
drained and sluggish; Morlaine had taken his blood
and Alyssa his seed. Under the circumstances, the night should be a welcome
visitor, heralding time for sleep and
rest; but, of course, this was no
ordinary night and it would offer no respite.


He wished
he could slip away with Morlaine tonight, but he
doubted the opportunity would arise as Lazziard had picked the kitchen as the place
they would make their stand. Caleb counted few virtues against his name, but he
knew how to be patient. As Rothery was adamant his work should continue Morlaine was in no immediate danger of death, he would bide
his time.


He was
confident he could manipulate his fellows enough to steal Morlaine
away; it was his line of work after all. The only thing he could not control
was the killer. Was the other vampire tired of games, would he really try to
take them together or was Lazziard right, the safety of their numbers would
prevail.


Of course,
he was working to thin their numbers as diligently as the killer...


Elsa,
Elijah and the maids were gone, the rest had to be persuaded to leave, and
soon.


Caleb was surprised
to find the kitchen deserted and the door leading into the gardens open, he’d
expected the remaining members of the house to be gathered here before the
coming night, but he was alone. There was an eeriness
about the place he did not like, a stillness that made his heart beat a
fraction faster. 


He conjured the
idea that the vampire had somehow returned during the afternoon and dispatched
the household in various grisly ways
while he’d been fumbling with Alyssa. Every door and cupboard he opened would
bear witness to that monster’s diabolic work. He thought to call out, but the
words dried to nothing in his mouth as he imagined the empty hollow sound they would make as they echoed around the cold
stone walls of the kitchen in search of a human ear.


He fixed
his gaze on the pantry door for a moment, wondering if Waller still hung
inside; strange meat ripening in the
darkness alongside the cured hams and game. Would he still be smiling? Would
his lifeless eyes open with the setting of the sun? Could the dead give
expression to their joy? He shivered despite himself.


Caleb
closed the kitchen door against the cold,
wet wind. The weather had not improved all day; the ever darkening sky still
wept fat drops of rain. The clouds were ominously black, pregnant with malice
as if an angry God had summoned all the water in the world with which to
cleanse the sins committed in the house below.


The kitchen
was even darker and more forbidding with the door closed. With no servants to
scurry from one menial task to the next,
there were no candles lit while Mrs Bob’s hearth was cold and dark. Caleb’s eyes moved across to the cellar
entrance, the trap door had been lowered, but it was unlocked. He could almost
feel Morlaine down there, sense her pain and torment
vibrating through the ancient stones of the house.


He felt
tightness in his chest, slight and
tingling as he stood in the gloom, his fingers slipping inside his shirt to
feel the beat of his heart, confirming it was still strong and true. Was it
just his imagination, or could he really sense her? Now that his blood was
inside her were they somehow linked? Was
he a ghost in her blood now? Or was it just his fear and tiredness playing with
his sanity.


He knew he
felt fear; he just wasn’t sure if it was all his own.


Caleb
turned and moved towards the trapdoor. Believing somehow that
she needed him. His rational mind
told him it was just he who needed her; wanted and desired her and the dreadful gift he had come to yearn for. He
moved slowly and quietly; as softly as he would sneak
across a sleeping woman’s bedroom, her jewellery box clutched lovingly to his
chest.


If she were
alone, could they not leave now? The sun was nearly set, after all. He pushed
the idea away; the others were at some task. They would soon be back. It was
too risky if he were found freeing her.
They would be overcome and all would be lost. His blood had given her new
strength, but not enough to overcome all of Lazziard’s
men.


Still, he
imagined riding off into the night, leaving this madness behind. He would look
after her, bring her back to health, nurse her with
his blood until she was strong enough to make him like her. Make him strong and young and beautiful for the
centuries yet to come. In return, he would give her a gift he had bestowed on
no other woman. He would give her his love. Forever. 


He was sure
of it.


He crouched
by the trapdoor, running his fingers over the worn wood, listening intently for
voices from below, but he could hear nothing, the stone and bricks conspiring
to muffle any sounds from the cellar. He gripped the door’s iron ring and was
preparing to pull it up when the kitchen door crashed open and two figures
stumbled into the room.


Caleb leapt
to his feet, hand fumbling for his sword until he recognised the sodden forms of Bridges and Tommy Nimbles shaking the rain from their coats.


“Who’s
that?” Bridges growled as he caught of Caleb in the deep shadows that smothered the corners of the kitchen.


“No
vampire,” Caleb smiled sourly, stepping forward so the men could see him more
clearly.


“This ain’t a good time for skulking, Mr Cade,” Bridges said
pointedly, letting his coat fall back across the pistols he’d been reaching for
as soon as he’d noticed Caleb, “I find a man’s fingers twitch a little more an normal when death’s in the air.”


“I was
beginning to wonder where everybody had gotten to,” Caleb replied, ignoring the
warning.


Nimbles
tossed his wet coat onto the table, safe in the knowledge Mrs Bob was too far
away to scold him for dirtying her kitchen.


“Been working...”
Bridges said curtly, struggling out of his own oversized coat before shaking
the rain from his wide-brimmed hat. Caleb
noticed the thick mud that covered the
boots and rough canvas britches that both
men wore.


“Not a nice day for a stroll in the country?”


“Nor for
burying the dead neither,” Tommy Nimbles said,
smoothing his damp lank hair back.


“The footmen?”


Bridges
nodded, “Cap’n wanted em
buried in the woods, nice an deep where
none will find em.”


“What if
they rise?” Caleb asked, thinking of the vigil they’d kept over Rentwin’s
corpse.


“Dunno about things like that,” Bridges shrugged
dismissively, “leave the thinking to you good gentlemen I do, but I suppose
that’s why we had to cut their heads off.”


“And bury
them separate,” Tommy Nimbles added helpfully. Caleb
realised not all of the dark marks that stained the men’s clothes were mud.


“Mr
Rentwin?”


“Nah, he’s
a gentleman, so he gets a proper burial in church
an all,” Bridges spat, “looks like the Cap’n tells you even less than he does us.”


“An he tells us
bugger all,” Nimbles laughed, the kind of irritating
nasal whine that suggested God had marked the man out for a life free of mirth.


“I was a
little feverish,” Caleb lied smoothly, “I thought it best to retire early in
preparation for the night. Where are the others?”


“Jack and
Hooky are seeing to their footman, Shanks and Walrus took the girls back into
the village with the waggon,” Bridges
explained, “the Cap’n wanted the larder re-stocked, don’t think he trusts the
victuals in there no more.”


“I doubt
poisoning would be quite our uninvited guest’s style,” Caleb mused.


“You can
eat the grub in there then,” Bridges snorted.


Caleb
ignored the offer and peered through the narrow windows at the rapidly failing light, “It will be dark soon... do you think
your friends will be coming back?”


“We ain’t happy,” Bridges conceded, “but we ain’t
mutineers either... the Cap’n will see us right,” the
Bosun’s voice sounded hollow and unconvinced, but he
said no more in response to the sceptical eyebrow that Caleb raised.


“And where
is the Captain now?” 


“Working
down there,” Bridges nodded towards the cellar, “doing some job on her?”


Caleb
frowned, “Job?”


“Doctor’s
work,” Bridge offered by way of explanation,
working the cork from a bottle of cheap rum.


“Put up a terrible struggle she did,” Tommy Nimbles giggled, spraying spittle across his fleshy lips,
“took all of us to get her down.”


“Didn’t
stop you grabbing a feel,” Bridges growled, before swigging long and hard from the bottle.


“She maybe
Devil’s work, but ol’ Nick must know a
thing or two, for she’s a fine looking
doxy... you think maybe the Cap’n’ll let
us have a go on her when you gents are
done?” Nimbles spluttered enthusiastically, accepting
the bottle Bridges passed him.


“Don’t
think she’ll look half so lovely when the
sawbones is done Tom,”


Tommy Nimbles shrugged, “Still be better than most I had.”


Bridges
laughed raucously, “Yeah, I remember that one armed whore from Chatham that
gave you a dose of the bube. She was
uglier than that mangy monkey old Gloucester Bob used to keep!”


“Damn!” Nimbles exclaimed incredulously, spluttering rum into the
air, “that was a monkey?”


The two men
broke into harsh braying laughter and Bridges slapped the younger man playfully
on the back as he retrieved the rum.


“What
exactly are they doing to the vampire?” Caleb asked coldly, the tightness he’d
earlier felt in his chest returning tenfold. It felt like icy cold fingers were clawing through his
flesh, digging down into his chest, greedy for his hot beating heart. 


Bridges
laughter subsided. He turned narrow,
suspicious eyes on Caleb as he took another slug of rum,  “The Doctor
wanted her tied down on a table,” he
pulled the grubby sleeve of his shirt
across his lips and shrugged, “we didn’t hang around to see what he planned to
do.”


“Even if
she has got good titties,”
Tommy Nimbles sniggered.  


“Never had
much time for sawbones’ work,” Bridges said, distaste smearing with the rum across his face, “started on ship as a doctor’s boy,
held the poor sods down while they got
cut an hacked to pieces. Doctors sliced em and diced em, always seemed
too happy in their work for me. Pistol shot to the head would have been kinder an quicker for most of em...”


“I
should have been told if they were going to work on her today,” Caleb hissed
angrily, turning for the cellar.


“Look
at it as a mercy,” Bridges called after
him, but the words never registered with Caleb, he was too afraid of what might
be happening in the cellar to give the sailors any heed; too fearful that Lazziard and Rothery had decided
to kill her after all.


He
struggled with the heavy trap door and
hurried down in the cellars while the sound of it crashing onto the cold
flagstones still reverberated around the kitchen. He wasn’t even half way down
the smooth worn steps when the first muffled scream reached his ears.


 


 











Chapter Thirteen


The Application of Curiosity


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


While he
had been enjoying the decadent attentions of Alyssa, his fellow vampire hunters
had been busy.  A long sturdy table had been manoeuvred into the cell and
with the assistance of Bridges and his men Morlaine
had been released from the wall and chained down on the table instead, her
hands drawn above her head. Manacles lashed her wrists and ankles while several heavy chains had been
placed around her neck, chest and waist, looping securely under the table to
ensure she could not move.


Caleb
approached the cell slowly, trying to calm his fears. Whatever they were doing Morlaine could survive it, she was strong,
immortal, old beyond reason. She could endure. She must endure.


Lanterns
and candles had been collected from the rest of the cellar and deposited around
the cell, leaving the remainder of the cellar cloaked in gloom. Caleb drew
to a halt before he entered the small circle of yellow light that surrounded Morlaine and the vampire hunters.


Rothery was
stooped over Morlaine’s prone figure. As
his broad back was towards Caleb he could not see what the old man was doing.
Jute was at his shoulder, scribbling at his notebook
while Lazziard stood at the cell’s door, hands clenched behind his back as he
watched proceedings.


Caleb’s gaze fixed on Morlaine’s
face, wide-eyed and pale she stared at the cell’s arched ceiling, a gag of some
kind had been forced into her mouth, muffling the screams that escaped her
every time Rothery’s hidden hands moved over her
body. In the stale yellow light, her sweat-slicked
skin glistened as she blinked fat, sickly
beads of perspiration away.


He felt his
hand brush against the cool metal of his sword’s hilt, and he wondered why he
did not simply kill them. He despised Lazziard and Jute was a fool, the Doctor
was old, death would come for him sooner rather than later anyway. If he killed
them, it would be so much easier to rescue Morlaine,
why was he so adamant that no one should be hurt in her escape? It made things
so much more complicated.


He
swallowed and moved his hand away from his sword. He was no killer, never had
been, never would be. He was still haunted by Isabella
and Leon, how much worse would his nightmares be if he intentionally killed
someone, whatever the justification? That’s why Alyssa was wrong to compare him
to Lazziard and why Morlaine was wrong to think
immortality would transform him into a monster. 


Lazziard
half turned as he moved out of the shadows, beckoning him forward with a casual
flick of his finger, “The Doctor has quite
excelled himself, don’t you think?” the Captain asked, a sour mischievous grin distorting the corners of his thin, pale lips.


Caleb felt
his gorge rise as he moved reluctantly to Lazziard’s side,
so his view was no longer obstructed by the Doctor’s portly frame. Morlaine was once more
naked, but this time the Doctor’s work
had been less superficial than before.
The vampire had been cut open from just below her throat down to her groin; the skin peeled back like she was some
exotic over-sized fruit and pegged back with crude
metal spikes. Rothery worked with his
scalpel to cut through layers of flesh and muscle to reveal the vampire’s
internal organs. Caleb could clearly see the grey coils of her intestines and
through her ribs, her lungs and heart
could be seen working.


“Dear
God...” Caleb whispered weakly.


“Ah, Mr
Cade,” the Doctor beamed, looking up from his work, “you are feeling better I
trust?”


“I was,”
Caleb managed to gulp, the air around him suddenly so thick and viscous it had
to be swallowed rather than simply breathed.


“Splendid,
splendid,” Rothery muttered, putting aside his scalpel and wiping his hands on
the blood soaked apron he wore.


“What...
exactly are you doing?” Caleb managed to ask as Rothery examined a sketch Jute
was making.


“Comparisons
my boy, comparisons,” Rothery looked up at him, smiling from ear to ear. Up to
his elbows in vampire blood the doctor seemed his old jocular self for the
first time since Rentwin’s death, he waved a bloody hand towards a second table at his side upon which numerous anatomical books lay open, revealing drawings
of various parts of the Human body.


“You’re
looking for the source of the vampiric
essence,” Caleb whispered.


“Indeed and
through the application of curiosity my boy I shall locate it!”


“And if you
find it?” Caleb managed to say.


“Why, we
shall cut it out!” Rothery looked over his shoulder, his eyes seemed to shine
manically in the lantern light, “and then this poor girl will be human again.
We will have saved her from this wretched existence!”


“An
interesting theory, but flawed I fear,” Lazziard stated firmly, “these
creatures are the work of the Devil; they did not become vampires by growing
some strange new organ that can be conveniently cut out with a Doctor’s
scalpel. Rather, ‘tis that which they have lost that is the vital matter, my
friend. It is the loss of their souls that make them vampires... and only by
restoring this miserable creature’s soul could you make her human again.”


“You place
your faith in the good book,” Rothery smiled, “I trust the Lord will guide my
hands, my eyes and my brain in this noble
task! Natural philosophy is the key to it my good fellow; natural philosophy
and experimentation!”


“Have you
found any... thing?” Caleb asked, his tongue running along his bottom lip.


“So far...”
the Doctor sighed, “...she appears no different from the human corpses I have
dissected.”


“Apart from
the screaming, of course,” Lazziard smiled darkly.


“Yes, that
was a little disconcerting,” Rothery admitted, “but a leather strap and some
rags in her mouth have made the noise more sufferable. Though her tolerance of
pain is quite remarkable, no human could have undergone such an examination
without passing out some time ago, let alone expiring, yet she still has the
strength for the gustiest of screams.”


“So you
have completed this work?” Caleb asked hopefully.


Rothery
snorted derisively, “We’ve barely scratched the surface boy; next we will need to
crack open the rib cage to examine the internal organs more closely. I suspect
the key to the matter may be the heart...”


“It will be
when we drive a stake through it,” Lazziard growled.


“Is this
really… necessary?” Caleb asked weakly.


“’tis bloody work,” admitted Rothery, returning his attention to
Morlaine’s internal organs, “but as you saw with your friend Defane, these
wretches turn to dust so quickly after death that a post-mortem dissection is
not possible. Thus she must be kept alive while I search for the source of the
vampiric essence.”


Caleb tried
hard to avoid Morlaine’s eyes, he could not bear the
thought of seeing the pain that must fill them; the ragged gasping breaths she
drew through her nose were bad enough. What must be going through her mind as
she listened to what they planned to do to her? Could even her incredible
powers of healing restore her body from the mutilations Rothery was inflicting
upon it?


“’tis
nearly dark,” Caleb said finally, wanting
to bring her suffering to an end, for this day at least.


“Surely
not,” Rothery exclaimed, Jute fumbled with his pocket watch and showed it to
the Doctor, “Good Lord, time really does seem to have flown.”


“Perhaps
‘tis time to reconvene upstairs?” Caleb suggested.


Rothery
waved him away, “My work is too important, leave Mr Jute and I to continue, we will join you later.”


“I assumed
we would remain together tonight,” Caleb insisted.


“Cade is
correct,” Lazziard agreed with a curt nod of his head, “we must stay together, ‘tis the only way to ensure our
safety.”


Rothery
gave an exasperated and almost theatrical sigh, “We really are quite safe here,
there is but one entrance after all.”


“Our friend
has already proved himself adept at entering places he
has no right to be,” Lazziard insisted, “Tomorrow will be another day Doctor.”


The Doctor
glared at Lazziard for a moment, but the fight soon faded from his eyes and he
nodded wearily, “Perhaps you are right... I do feel rather tired, perhaps it
would be better to rest.” 


The Doctor and Jute reluctantly begun clearing up their instruments. 


“Are we to
leave her so?” Caleb asked, unable to avoid the sight of Morlaine’s
body, exposed as it was in every possible manner, her eyes stared upwards, the
muscles in her neck and face strained taut with a pain Caleb did not want to
imagine.


“If we
unpin the incisions they may heal overnight,” Rothery explained, wiping blood from his hands with an old piece of
cloth, “she should survive the experience and we will be able to continue the
dissection in the morning when we will be safe from further... interruptions.”


“With a
little good fortune and God’s grace we
will have another of these abominations in our custody by the morning,”
Lazziard smiled, “allowing your experiments to be more robust.”


The lanterns were collected to be taken to the kitchen and Morlaine was
left alone in the darkness. Caleb gave her one lingering look, hoping to catch
her eye, give her some kind of reassurance her torment was coming to an end,
but her eyes remained locked upon whatever distant shore her suffering had
carried her to.


*


“If they do
come back,” Lazziard snarled, “they had better have the good grace to be dead!”


Bridges
shuffled uneasily from one foot to the other, glancing momentarily at the rum bottle
that he still held in his hands, “I’m sure they just got delayed...” he offered
weakly.


“The sun’s
slipped from the world for another day,” Jute offered
with unnecessary poetry as he looked out from one of the kitchen’s narrow
windows.


“It has
been raining all day,” Rothery added, scratching distractedly under his coarse ill-fitting wig, “the road could be
washed out.”


“They were
told to return before sunset,” Lazziard boomed angrily, “did they say anything
to you about not returning?”


Bridges
shook his head emphatically, “They’re loyal fellows, Sir, we all are...” he
looked around the remaining sailors for
support; Tommy Nimbles, Jack O’Legs
and Hooky all mumbled their agreement readily.


Caleb sat
in the corner of the kitchen, a mug of beer in one hand his sheathed sword in
the other, paying only scant attention to the others discussing the failure of
Shanks and Walrus to return from the village before dark. Instead, he stared
blankly into the air and tried not to imagine Morlaine’s
mutilated form. 


Alyssa sat
nearby, her attention focussed solely on
a piece of embroidery. She wore an understated
calico dress while her hair was modestly pulled up into an unfussy bundle of curls; as prim and
proper as any picture of feminine virtue. He could feel her eyes occasionally
rise to glance at him, but he paid her no heed. There was little he could have
done to stop the Doctor’s experiments, but he still felt the pangs of guilt
when he thought of him taking Alyssa whilst
her father slipped his scalpel into Morlaine’s flesh.


He
told himself it was not his fault; he had not pursued Alyssa after all, had he?
She had come to him, offering herself freely. Just because he wanted Morlaine, did he seriously have to refuse such easy pleasures? 


If you truly loved her…


Jute
moved away from Lazziard’s interrogation of his men
to hover at Alyssa’s side, “Are you well rested Miss Rothery? The soft glow of
vitality seems to colour your fair cheeks once more?”


“Why,
thank you, Mr Jute,” she smiled demurely,
lowering her face and raising her eyes at the same time, “I had a delightful
rest. It filled me with a most gratifying
feeling of contentment,” her eyes momentarily moved beyond Jute to flash in
Caleb’s direction, devilish and laughing.


“That
is most reassuring,” Jute purred, “I did so worry for you after your terrible
ordeal.”


“Your
concern is touching, but I am much recovered; I find the company of family and
good friends is usually more effective
than the best of my father’s remedies” she smiled sweetly and Jute nearly
melted in its warmth, “but please tell me, why we are gathered in the kitchen.
It is rather awkward being here... with all these common men?”


“Ah
well...” Jute managed uncomfortably, “the Captain has a few... ahem, concerns
about our... safety, but there is absolutely no need to worry your pretty
little head with this unpleasantness; you undoubtedly are quite secure here.” 


Alyssa
took one of Jute’s hands in her own and looked up at him with her big doe eyes,
“I feel much safer with you here to protect me,
Archie, I think if you weren’t here I would have left with Mrs Lazziard. You
will protect me, won’t you?”


“Of course!” Jute declared, his pigeon chest
puffing up alarmingly, “I shall be the most valiant of crusaders in your defence.”


“That
is... very reassuring,” she smiled, squeezing his hand before letting it slip
through her fingers.


“I
am your servant,” he declared, his face flushed.


“In
that case, perhaps you could fetch me a little water. I am suddenly quite
dry...”


“Oh...
of course, of course,” Jute nodded wildly, his head bobbing up down as if it
were not quite properly joined to his long thin neck.


As
soon as the young man had hurried off to do her bidding she glanced at Caleb
and winked salaciously, “I can sleep safely now...”


“You
are quite wicked,” Caleb replied coldly.


Her
lips parted into a wide knowing smile,
“We both are Mr Cade, we both are...”


Caleb felt the familiar mix of desire and contempt wash over
him, though surrounded by their companions and the gruesome images of Morlaine
still fresh in his mind, on this occasion it was contempt that won out. He
allowed his eyes to wander to the sailors who were rigging rudimentary
barricades against the doors after giving the girl the most perfunctory of
smiles. If
she was offended by his curtness, she
showed no sign, returning to her embroidery with the ghost of a smile still
haunting her face.


He
drained his beer and crossed the kitchen, passing Dr Rothery who sat at the
table pouring over the notes and sketches Jute and he had made of Morlaine’s living dissection. Caleb could not even bear to
catch the briefest glimpse of the medical drawings, reminding him all too
readily of Morlaine’s torment. He cursed himself for
taking so long to come to a decision, he should have set her free days ago, but
he had dallied with his underused
conscience for far too long.


Now
the possibility of vanishing into the night was far more difficult while her suffering seemed to increase
incrementally. He wondered what horrors she would have to endure tomorrow and
the Doctor’s plans to crack open her ribs returned to him.


Surely
there would come a point where even a vampire could endure no more pain? There had to be some wretched tortured place where eventually she would lose
consciousness or even sanity.


He
could waste no more time.


He
stood silently watching Jack and Hooky drag a heavy dresser across the kitchen
doorway, Lazziard having decreed they would wait no longer for the missing
Shanks and Walrus. Caleb had planned to whittle the household down until there
were too few eyes left to see them escape, but he could afford no more
patience. The vampire hunters may not have immediate plans to dispatch Morlaine, but their experiments would surely have the same
effect without blood to fuel her accelerated healing; and if they did somehow
manage to capture the other vampire then the need to keep Morlaine
alive diminished. The Doctor would have a fresh new toy to play with. No, he
must free her, and soon.


This
night would surely be impossible; the only alternative would be to do the deed
in daylight. It would be more difficult, but he could see no alternative.


The
carriage was gone, taking Elsa to her cousin
while Shanks and Walrus had disappeared with the waggon they had used to bring Morlaine
here; however, a smaller one still rested by the stables. Could he hitch horses
to it, somehow get Morlaine covered in the back and
ride away without being seen? Another long and restless night should see the
household sleep the morning away and that would have to be his chance. Assuming
there were no more bodies to clear away at least. He couldn’t risk leaving Morlaine for another day in the hands of Lazziard and Dr Rothery.


The
brooding presence of Captain Lazziard at his side drew Caleb’s attention back
to the present, “You’ve given up on your men?” 


The
sailor gave him one of his usual welcoming looks; mixing contempt and scorn
with a subtle threat of violence, “I never place much faith in the hearts of
men; especially those without the wit to escape the press-gang.”


“Do
you think the vampire found them?”


“I
would hope so,” Lazziard said icily, “for their sake...”


 The
two men stood in uncomfortable silence watching the sailor’s barricaded both
the entrances to the kitchen until the Captain grunted
a grudging approval and gave them permission to find food from the larder, “I’m
afraid dinner will be a little rudimentary
without Mrs Bob’s attendance.”


“Strangely,
I seem to have little appetite. Perhaps it has something to do with the number
of corpses I’ve seen recently,” Caleb muttered,
“living and dead.”


“You
have no stomach for this work Mr Cade,” Lazziard sneered, “perhaps you should
stick to what you are good at; whatever that may be.”


Caleb’s
eyes moved across to where Alyssa sat at her embroidery and he felt the
Captain’s following his, “What I am good
at requires no audience,” he returned his gaze to Lazziard, “although I
understand some have fewer qualms at being watched...” Caleb flashed a knowing
smile as he turned on his heels, allowing Lazziard no time to reply before he
joined the Doctor at the table. The Captain remained fixed to the floor, a
perplexed expression, which was ill-suited to his hard chiselled features, set
upon his face.  


Dr Rothery barely noticed Caleb taking a place at his side as he poured
over his notes, scratching frenetic script across the pages of his journal. The
Doctor bent close to the page, his tired eyes half closed as he peered glassily
at his work, his bulbous red nose just inches from the page. It seemed to Caleb
that the pen moved from inkpot to page creating the small tight script of its
own accord, Rothery the tool rather than
the master.


“You
should rest,” Caleb suggested, when the
Doctor made no response he touched Rothery’s hand,
stained with ink and liver spots, as it reached once more to dip in the pot,
“you should rest,” he repeated.


Rothery
muttered something unintelligible and stared at the page as if not quite
understanding why words were no longer appearing on the paper, before turning
two bleary eyes upon Caleb.


“How
long is it since you slept?”


“A
time...” Rothery said eventually, slowly straightening up in his chair. Caleb
could almost hear him creaking.


“Why
do you not close your eyes for a while?” Despite what he had made Morlaine suffer, he
found he could not hate the old man. He had saved his life, after all.


Rothery
shook his head, slow and deliberate, his jowls trembling, “I don’t care for
what I see when I close my eyes.”


“What
do you see?”


“Vampires
are not the only dead who walk and talk my boy; not the only ones who can cause
pain and fear.”


“You
blame yourself for those who have died here?”


Rothery
set aside his pen and sighed deeply, “Not just those here... many others.”


“Tell
me?” Caleb whispered.


Rothery
shook his head again, tipping his wig a little more from the horizontal, “All
my fault of course. Dangerous games, dangerous games...”


“You
should not blame yourself, Doctor-”


“Blame,”
Rothery laughed, a slight and bitter
sound escaping his barely parted lips, “How can I be spared its touch? My work
is necessary, important. I strive to save souls from this damnable curse, to
cure this plague. ‘tis dangerous work, that some will
die in its pursuit is inevitable, but I
will find a cure. I will...” his words faded away as his eyes were drawn once
more towards his notes and drawings.


“Then
what haunts your dreams?”


“Failure…”
the Doctor once more took up his pen. “For every life that is lost, for every
soul damned I mourn, but a doctor cannot save the dead, only the living. Every
day that passes with questions unanswered means more lives will be lost; ‘tis
the living that haunt me, not the dead.” 


“You
cannot find the answers if you are exhausted, you must rest,” Caleb insisted
earnestly, his stomach rumbling slightly as he noticed Bridges and Jack
fetching food from the larder.


“I
am an old man, most of my life has been devoted to this work, I cannot even remember a time when these creatures have not
burdened my mind. I have not long left to complete my work, not long left to find a cure. I have no time for rest.”


“What
drives you so?” Caleb asked, “I have never asked you why you started this
work?”


Dr
Rothery gave a shrug and looked away before answering in a small far away
voice, “I lost someone very dear to me a long time ago to one of these
creatures, to this disease. I devoted
my life to ensuring no one else should lose someone they love in so terrible a
fashion.”


“Then
why do you study them so? It would be simpler to hunt them down and kill them,
would it not?” Caleb pulled his jacket a little tighter around him; the cold, wet night had drained what little warmth
there was in the room and he was glad to see Hooky working to light the hearth
that had been left dark and cold in Mrs Bob’s absence.


“You
have spent too much time in the Captain’s company. He sees violence as a
solution to most problems; be they matters of state, religion, money... or even
matrimony. If your house is full of rats you can lay poison, buy a dog, set traps. The rats
will be reduced, but you will not rid yourself of them, they will still be with
you, they will simply stay closer to the shadows. No, the answer is finding a
cure, a way of stopping the ague spreading. Only that will eradicate the vampiric disease...”


“And
the fountain of youth, the vampiric
essence that you told the Duke you could refine?”


The
Doctor shrugged, “Perhaps such a thing is possible, but that is not my primary
concern. If God had wished to grant us eternal life,
he would have given it to us freely.”


“Then
you must work,” Caleb smiled and patted the old man’s hand. A night spent
pouring over his notes would leave him too exhausted to work on Morlaine at first light. The Doctor nodded and almost
immediately his nib was once more wet with ink as he hunkered down over his
journal. Caleb sat back and watched him a while. For all his learning, his
books and experiments, his curiosity and science he could see Morlaine as nothing more than a disease. His mind was
closed to her being anything else. He was the same as Lazziard; his words were
dressed in the language of natural philosophy while the Captain draped his
bigotry in the gilded finery of religion. Their hatred blinded them from seeing
what an extraordinary creature Morlaine was and the
prize she represented.


As he had suspected, they’d lied to Danny to get his
patronage. They had no interest in refining the vampiric essence and in
reality, they did not need to, vampiric blood was all a man required. He had
seen what Defane’s blood could do, what Morlaine and Lazziard’s journal said it
could do.
It did not need to be refined, their blood was potent enough. 


For a while,  he let his mind wander from the cold
kitchen and thought of Morlaine and the future they could have together.
However, the gnawing in his stomach soon brought his attention back to more
immediate concerns and he rose to help himself from the food that had been laid
out at the far end of the table.


Suddenly
the world was full of light and noise, his head reverberated with the roaring
of angry demons, so loud and insistent that all thought was pushed from his
mind; his eyes were filled with a blinding light that turned the world to an
incandescent confusion of colour that momentarily seared away his sight. A hot
sulphurous breath lifted him off his feet
and tossed him with furious ease across
the room.


He
felt he was being carried on some fetid
wind, a broken weightless leaf tossed
upon an unnatural draft, until he met the
worn flagstones of the kitchen floor, first with his back and then his head. A
sharp dizzying pain exploded in his skull and all the colours of creation burst
behind his eyes. Dazed and disorientated he tried to stand, his senses unable
to comprehend the world he found himself in. His blurry eyes made out flames
and darkness, and the shambling
disjointed figures that moved between them. Distorted screams and tormented
cries reached his ears over the hissing ringing echo that bounced around his
brain and the crackling, spitting laughter of flames. The stink of burning oil
and wood mixed with sulphur and the sharp,
acrid stench of scorched flesh.


Darkness
closed in upon him and he lolled back to
the cold stone floor, his last coherent thought being that he had finally been
summoned to account for his sins in the fires of Hades.


 


 











Chapter Fourteen


The Beckoning Road


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Caleb heard
his name being called distantly while a rough hand slapped his face, he
couldn’t quite remember where he was, or why his head hurt so much, but he was pretty sure he didn’t want to be here.
The hand slapped him again, harder than before; he wondered what he’d done this
time to deserve a slap in the face. Whatever it had been he hoped he’d enjoyed it. Fingers gripped his
face, they were large calloused fingers. He realised, with a sense of
disappointment, that it wasn’t a woman’s hand. He must have been caught out if
it was a man hitting him; a jealous husband or an outraged father, he really
couldn’t remember, but he decided he’d better open his eyes. A woman slapping
your face was just an occupational hazard, being hit by a man was an altogether
more serious matter.


With no
small amount of effort he forced his eyes open, fire shadows danced across the
ceiling, backlighting the scowling face of William Lazziard. Caleb remembered
where he was and his eyes widened further in alarm.


“I really
am in hell,” he gasped.


“Not quite
yet,” Lazziard muttered, “I should have known you would have the good fortune
to still be alive.”


Caleb gingerly
sat up, the world swam and the Captain put a steadying hand on his shoulder,
after a moment he nodded that he was better, an action that sent more lights
flashing somewhere deep behind his eyes. He blinked to clear his vision and
tried to look around, but he could make little sense of his surroundings. Most
of the candles and lanterns had been extinguished, though some had crashed to
the floor and spilt oil which burned bright and harsh. Small fires dotted
around the kitchen provided the only light. Tongues of flame licked the table
and chairs, which had been overturned and scattered across the room. Several
dark forms were strewn about which Caleb
realised were bodies. Or parts of bodies. Where once
the hearth had been a jagged hole gaped and pieces of masonry lay all about,
along with burning scraps of wood that had once been logs cut for the
fire.   


“What
happened?” Caleb managed to say, coughing against the smoke that was beginning
to fill the room.


Lazziard
shook his head angrily, his wig was gone and a series of small cuts peppered
his face, “A keg of gunpowder in the chimney I’d wager,” he spat, “our foe
continues to surprise us.”


“Dear God,
where did he get gunpowder from?”


“My own
store I would imagine,” Lazziard spat,
head turning from side to side to squint against the fires, “check who else is
alive, I will see to the fires before they take hold and the house is lost.”


Caleb
nodded his understanding, careful to make the movement as gentle as the
situation allowed, before cautiously climbing to his feet. The back of his head
throbbed mercilessly; he pushed his fingers gently through his hair, he found
no trace of blood, though he could feel several small cuts on his face.
Otherwise, he appeared to be uninjured.


As Lazziard
collected blankets with which to beat out the small fires from the pile of
bedding that had been stacked in anticipation of their night in the kitchen,
Caleb moved unsteadily to the nearest form. Grunting with the effort he rolled the hefty bulk of Dr Rothery
onto his back. The old man had not been as fortunate as Caleb and Lazziard, his
face was a blackened mess of blood and singed flesh, a piece of masonry from
the fireplace must have caught him on the temple and blood flowed freely from
the wound. Caleb shook his head, realising how lucky he had been, they had been
sitting together yet he had escaped virtually unscathed. Perhaps the act of
standing a moment before the gunpowder exploded had saved him; either that or
God had some other purpose for him.


The Doctor
moaned weakly, the sound barely audible above the crackling fires, but he was far from consciousness. Rothery’s papers were scattered all about the floor and
some were already burning, spreading the fire further across the kitchen. Caleb
stamped out the fire where he could and collected the unburnt
papers together, not from any desire to save the Doctor’s work, but to prevent
the flames from reaching his prostrate form.  


Once
satisfied the Doctor was safe from being roasted he moved on. The sailors had
been gathered round the fire and they had taken the worst of the explosion, one
body was just a blackened ruin that he
barely recognised as Hooky, the unfortunate soul who had actually lit the fire.
He didn’t even need to check that he was dead. Bridges lay nearby, his body
more recognisable; his eyes wide and lifeless stared at the ceiling from his
black and blistered face.


“You should
have run...” Caleb whispered softly, drawing a hand over the dead man’s eyes.


Jack O’Legs had fared no better, a jagged shard from the wooden
cross beam that had rested above the hearth
was embedded in the young man’s throat,
with all the precision of a well-placed arrow. The way his dead hands still
gripped the wood suggested his death had not been instantaneous.


Caleb
looked up as a figure stumbled towards him, his hand momentarily scrambling for
his sword until he realised the figure was not a blood-crazed vampire, but a wide-eyed and bloodied Archie Jute.


“Are we
perished?” He slurred, suggesting his mind had leapt to the same initial
conclusion as Caleb; blood trickled lightly down the side of his face while his
clothes were scorched and torn, but he seemed otherwise unhurt.


“I would
imagine hell is warmer,” Caleb replied, “help the Captain put out the fires,”
he added pushing the young man roughly towards Lazziard,
who was beating down one of the small oil fires. Caleb returned to the Doctor
and, after finding purchase underneath his fleshy
arms, dragged him unceremoniously towards the kitchen doorway where he would be
away from the worst of the smoke and could breathe more easily from the chill
damp air that flowed through the open door.


Caleb let
the Doctor’s head down as gently as he could, ignoring his faint incoherent
mumbling to stare out at the rain. His first thought was that the explosion
must have blown the door open, but he clearly remembered Jack and Hooky cursing
as they dragged a heavy plate laden Welsh dresser across the door. Looking around,
he saw the dresser was lying face down
and shattered several yards into the kitchen
while the heavy oak door that had been bolted shut was hanging open upon just
one buckled hinge.


Hanging inwards.


He knew
little of the effects of gunpowder and explosions, but he doubted it would
cause the dresser and door to be blown inwards. Something had demolished their
barricade from the outside.


Caleb
pulled his sword clear and stood over the Doctor’s body, legs astride, eyes
wide and fearful. The only movement he could see were the shadowy indistinct forms of Jute and Lazziard
extinguishing the numerous small fires with blankets and water drawn from the
kitchen’s hand pump, but the kitchen was a large room and much of it was now
obscured by smoke and shadow.


“We’re not
alone!” Caleb screamed, his voice sounded weak and hoarse and frightened above
the pounding of his heart.


Jute was
too intent on cranking the hand pump to hear him, but Lazziard’s
head shot up to peer questioningly at him, “The door!” Caleb almost screamed,
“’tis open... something has got in here!”


Lazziard
immediately tossed the blanket he had been using aside; a sword appearing in
one hand and a pistol in the other. He moved quickly across the room, lithe and
agile for a man of his size, slightly bent forward, eyes constantly darting as he dodged fallen furniture,
small fires, lumps of masonry and the remains of the dead. He reached Jute as
he was extinguishing another small fire with a pail of water, the flames reduced to hissing steam as Lazziard
grabbed him and half dragged the protesting Jute over to the doorway without thought for an explanation.


“Draw your
weapon fool!” Lazziard spat at Jute as he deposited the young man roughly on
the floor.


“What are
you doing?” 


“Our
uninvited guest is here,” Caleb hissed, nodding towards the broken doorway.


“Oh God...”
Jute managed to say, fumbling his own sword free and holding it shakily before
him. The young man noticed one of the sailor’s pistols lying discarded on the
floor and he stooped to retrieve it.


The three
men stood silently; the only sounds the incongruous
mix of crackling fire and the patter of rain from outside. Nothing moved bar the odd
tongue of flame and the slowly drifting clouds of smoke that partly obscured
their view.


Caleb
swallowed hard; his throat was dry and sore. His sword moved one way then the
next, any moment expecting some dark form to detach itself from the shadows and
come hurtling towards them, wild, insane eyes hungry for their blood, fangs
bared…


He shook
the image away; he doubted his imagination was vivid enough to do justice to
this cunning monster anyway. He glanced at Lazziard,
who stood at his side, legs slightly bent, poised and ready to strike any foe
that might emerge; only his eyes moved, scanning the dark continuously for some sign of danger. Caleb
breathed deeply and stopped moving his own weapon around so wildly; he really
wished he’d found the time to have a few fencing lessons. The sword felt cumbersome and unwieldy in his hands and he
couldn’t help feeling he was probably as much of a danger to his companions as
their assailant was.  


“Who is
accounted for?” Lazziard asked suddenly, his booming voice making Caleb jump
slightly. Despite his terror,  he still managed
to feel faintly embarrassed by his skittishness.


“Besides
the four of us,” Caleb managed to answer in an unwavering voice, “Bridges,
Hooky and Jack are all dead...”


“What of
Tommy?” Lazziard asked, his voice betraying not the slightest emotion for his
fallen men.


“And Alyssa?” Jute added with a cry.


“I did not
see either of them... though I only checked part of the kitchen.”


“We must
find her!” Jute insisted, scurrying forward without waiting for a reply.


“Wait!”
Lazziard boomed, but for once his command was ignored as Jute ran to the far
side of the kitchen where Alyssa had been sitting before the explosion. “Idiot
child,” Lazziard spat bitterly.


“Love can
give a man courage.” 


“Rob him of
his wits more likely,” Lazziard snarled.


“Do you
think the vampire is still here?” Caleb asked, following Jute’s indistinct form move through the gloom, all the
time calling out Alyssa’s name.


Lazziard
shrugged his broad shoulders, “I think we would all be dead if he were, but in truth I have had little success in
guessing his intentions thus far.”


“What game
is he playing at then?” Caleb sighed, his hair had come loose and he absently
pushed from his eyes.


“I doubt
there is much reason to it; like a cat playing with a mouse, he torments us
simply because he can. Whatever his motives he
does not seem inclined to rescue his kin,” Lazziard nodded towards the cellar,
where the trap door was still closed and barred by the barrels that had been
placed atop it. “His strength is impressive, but I doubt he could place the
barrels over a trap door from inside, nor would he put them back if he had
already been down there to free her.”


A forlorn
Jute appeared from the murk his sword held at his side, its tip scraping along
the stone floor, “She’s gone...” he said, his voice small and despondent,
bitter tears cutting a pathway through the grime and soot that dirtied his
face.


“Why would
he take her?” Caleb asked, “She was furthest from the door?”


“’tis
probably best not to dwell on what this monster’s intentions are; though as she
was the only woman here then perhaps the motive is not totally unimaginable,” Lazziard said darkly, “we were
all stunned, or dead, he could do whatever he wanted.”


“Oh, Alyssa...” Jute sobbed, “why
did I not make her leave this afternoon! If I were not so selfish, so greedy
for her sweet company I would have
insisted more strongly and she would be safe now instead... instead of...”


“Being
dead,” Lazziard concluded starkly.


“We don’t
know that,” Caleb insisted, thinking back to the conversation he’d had with
Alyssa that afternoon; she was a far more wily and resourceful character than
she let on. If anyone could escape the vampire’s clutches, then surely it was
her, by one means or another.


“Don’t fool
yourselves; her death may be quick, it
may be slow, but, either way, she will
not see the dawn,” Lazziard said coldly.


Jute
slumped down to rest upon his haunches, hands reaching up to rest on the hilt of his sword, his face lowered to
the ground, “Was there any sign of Tommy?” Caleb asked gently. Jute managed to
respond with a shake of his head.


“Then we
must presume Nimbles is also dead,” Lazziard sighed
as if the matter were but a minor inconvenience rather than a man’s life.


“Why take both of
them?” Caleb asked numbly.


“One to eat
now, one for later,” Lazziard shrugged, disinterestedly.


“We must
save her!” Jute announced, rising purposefully to his feet, “she is still
alive, I know it!”


“You know
nothing,” Lazziard spat, sheathing his sword.


“If you
have not the honour to come with me, I will go alone,” Jute announced,
bristling to his full unimpressive
height.


“Don’t be ridiculous boy!” Lazziard roared, glaring down at the young man who was doing a
moderately impressive job of not being cowed. “Where would you even start? Will
you just walk into the night and follow your nose? We have no idea where they
might be!”


“Then I go
alone, I have many failings, but I am no coward!” Jute spat and turned on his
heels and headed for the door, for one awful moment Caleb thought the Captain
was going to run the boy through, but he managed to control his temper and just glared at his retreating back.


Jute dragged the hanging door aside and stepped out into the night, only
to stumble back into the room, a scream cutting through the air as a large
figure appeared in the doorway. The apparition seemed monstrous in the
half-light of the smouldering room, hairless scalp and twisted features,
baleful dark-ringed eyes atop a muscular body that dwarfed even Captain
Lazziard.


Jute wildly
raised his pistol to fire at the figure, but a large hand shot out and deftly
caught the boy’s wrist, forcing the gun up so it discharged harmlessly into the
ceiling. Jute lost his footing completely and tumbled onto his backside as the
figure stooped to enter the room.


“And I
thought we’d had a spot o’ bother,” Cyrus Shanks announced, his eyes taking in
the devastation wrought upon the kitchen.


“Where the
hell have you been?” Lazziard snapped as Jute pulled himself sheepishly to his
feet.


“The waggon threw a wheel,
Sir, it took a time to get it changed,” Shanks explained apologetically.


“Then fortune
smiled on you Mr Shanks,” Caleb said, indicating the blackened room behind him,
“If you had arrived back on time you
would probably be with your maker now.”


Walrus
appeared at Shanks' shoulder, his eyes
widening in alarm as he took in the bodies scattered around the kitchen, “The Bosun?” he asked, has gaze
moving from one man to the next in search of an answer.


“Mr Bridges
is dead,” Lazziard told them, half
turning towards the dead, “Jack and Hooky too.”


Walrus
pulled off his tricorn hat
and run a hand through his long greasy hair, “Tommy, what of Tommy?”


“The
vampire took him... Miss Rothery too,” Caleb explained when Lazziard said
nothing.


“Then
we must find em!” Shanks declared, “Surely we must?”


“That’s
what I said,” Jute piped up though no one
appeared to hear him.


“Our
work is here,” Lazziard announced, “we must make good the house and guard
against further attack.”


“And
leave Tommy and the lady to some monster?” Shanks cried.


“You
appear to have developed a disturbing degree of insolence over the last few days, Mr Shanks,” Lazziard said, his words
frosted with anger.


Walrus
gripped his friend’s elbow before he could say more, “What happened
Cap’n?”


“Gunpowder
was planted in the fire, or the chimney,” Lazziard said, “when Hooky lit the
fire....” the Captain spread his fingers wide to indicate an explosion.


“An the beast got in and took Tommy?”


Lazziard
nodded.


Cyrus
Shanks glowered at Lazziard before shrugging off Walrus’ touch and storming out
of the kitchen.


“Mr
Shanks come back here!” Lazziard shouted, following him in the rain, Jute at
his tail. Caleb checked on the Doctor as Walrus followed the others outside.
The old man’s mumbling had stopped and he was breathing steadily enough, albeit
shallowly. He looked around the kitchen.
Several fires still burned, but there seemed little prospect of them spreading
too far given the kitchen’s stone floor and walls. Caleb crossed the kitchen,
avoiding the remaining smouldering fires and the bodies of the dead to collect
an armful of blankets. He bundled one into
a pillow and put it carefully under Rothery’s head, another he placed over the old man so he
would not chill from the cold damp breeze blowing through the open door. 


He
quickly used the others to cover the remains of the dead sailors before joining
the other survivors outside.


The
rain was biting and fresh on his face.
Caleb welcomed its touch, letting it drip down his face to wash the stink of
fire and death from his skin. He found the men standing in a knot, out on the
drenched lawn of the gardens. Shanks was crouched on
the ground holding something in his hands that Jute stooped to snatch from the
big sailor. As he drew closer, he could see it was a strip of calico.


“From Alyssa’s dress?” Caleb asked.


Jute
nodded and held the material to his face.


Caleb peered into the darkness. Thick clouds choked the sky
and there was no moon to see by, the only light came from the house; the orange
glow of the kitchen fires and the odd candle that had been lit in other parts
of the building. However, they were far too meagre to cast much light this far
out. Caleb
felt exposed and vulnerable, he could see nothing out of place, but the
darkness pressed in on them all the same.


Hungrily.


“Tommy!”
Shanks cried, but the only response was the wind spitting the rain into his
face.


“We
must search for her!” Jute insisted, his pleading eyes moving from man to man.


“It
is hopeless, we-” Lazziard began, but his voice was cut off by a distant
scream, faint and muffled by the wind, but unmistakably a woman.


“Alyssa!”
Jute wailed, turning in the direction of the cry.
They stood tensely, straining their ears until the sound came again, except
this time they all heard a single word, followed by a scream that was suddenly
cut off.


“Heeelp!”


“She’s
in the woods,” Caleb said, taking a stride towards the dark foreboding tree
line, before thinking better of it and turning back to his companions.


“She
is still alive, we must go to her,” Jute again insisted, his words almost
escaping his lips as a sob.


“The
vampire is in the woods,” Lazziard sighed, “but by the time we get there they
could be anywhere.”


“He’s
going to Mawsby Church,” Caleb said with certainty,
“that is where he took Rentwin. It must be where he is taking Alyssa and Nimbles!”


All
eyes turned on Lazziard and as he ran a hand across his shaved skull, “Very
well gentlemen,” he said at last, “we have a vampire to hunt. You two...”
Lazziard waved his hand towards Shanks and Walrus. "Go to the stables and
bring four horses, Mr Cade gather some working
lanterns from the kitchen, I will see to the remaining fires until we are ready
to go.”


“And
what should I do?” Jute called as Lazziard strode back towards the house.


“You
shall remain behind to tend to the Doctor’s wounds, if we do not return by
dawn, kill our vampire, take the waggon
and get the Doctor to safety.”


“No!”
Jute cried, scurrying alongside the Captain, “I am not staying here! I must
help to save Alyssa.”


“Someone
must remain here,” Lazziard explained, “and you are the most expendable.”


“I
can stay,” Caleb offered, “I am not much of a swordsman in truth.”


Lazziard
examined him warily before conceding the matter with a wave of his hand, 


“Very
well...”


Caleb
lowered his head as they walked a pace or two behind the others, relieved they
could not see the smile that flickered across his face.


*


The horses
turned and headed across the grass at the urgent insistence of their riders; in
a matter of moments the four men were consumed by the darkness and Caleb could
only follow their progress by the bobbing lanterns they held.


“And then
there were two...” Caleb whispered, glancing from the window to where the
Doctor rested. It had taken four of them to haul the old man up to the first
floor and deposit him in the nearest bedroom. Lazziard had given him
instruction to barricade himself in the room and stay there until dawn.


“If we do
not return, I can trust you to deal with our vampire?” Lazziard had asked him
bluntly.


“I will do
the right thing,” he’d replied, which he didn’t consider a complete lie, “Do
you think you will return?”


Lazziard
flashed him one of his rare blackened smiles, “The vampire is canny, he has lured us from our stronghold to
fight in his realm... we shall see.”


“Then why go?”


The burly
sailor shrugged, “We are all capable of being honourable from time to time;
even one such as I. This may be some ruse or trap, but as I have said before, I am
not an easy man to kill. I would wish no ill to befall Miss Rothery...”


“Neither
would I,” Caleb agreed with a nod, and the two men shared a knowing look, “she
is not all she appears to be, she may well prove a handful for our foe.”


Lazziard
laughed grimly in agreement, before holding out his hand, “I owe you an apology
Mr Cade if it were not for you perhaps it
would be my wife in those woods now rather than Miss Rothery. I am not a good
husband, not by any mark, but I do love Elsabeth; in
my own way...”


“Good
luck,” Caleb said honestly, taking his hand and trying not to wince as it was
consumed by Lazziard’s vice like grip. He thought Lazziard’s notion of love must be even more warped than his
own, but he didn’t doubt the man’s courage and hoped he would be able to put an
end to the vampire’s blood-letting. 


Caleb
watched until their lantern lights had been swallowed by the brooding line of
trees that masked the horizon, before sitting beside the Doctor. Jute had
administered a compress to the old man’s forehead, but he had not regained
consciousness save for a few mumbled words the only one of which Caleb had
understood was his daughter’s name. Caleb knew little of doctoring, but he didn’t like the hollow rattling sound of Rothery’s breath
or the waxy ashen sheen his skin had
taken on. He feared Samuel Rothery would be another who would not live to see
the dawn.


He sat and
stared at his feet and listened to the noises of the old house; the only sounds
that reached his ears other than that of Rothery’s
laboured breathing. Was the vampire leading Lazziard and the others a merry
dance through the woods, or was it just a ruse so he could double back to the
house to play more tricks on the hapless
mortals?


Caleb felt
terribly alone and intensely afraid; the sword he held sheathed in his hand
offered scant comfort, he posed little threat to any competent swordsman, let
alone the unnatural powers of a blood fuelled vampire. He had recovered one of
the sailor’s pistols from the kitchen, but he doubted a single pistol ball
would do much harm to a vampire, even if he did manage to hit his target.


“I am sorry
Samuel,” he whispered, stroking back the
Doctor’s few strands of wispy grey hair that were usually hidden beneath his
ill-fitting wig, “but it is time to say goodbye.”


He had run countless times before; from women he’d bedded or married
purely out of greed or lust, from cuckolded husbands, jealous lovers,
protective brothers, none of whom presented a fraction of the danger that he
now faced. Yet, strangely. He now felt more regret and hesitation than ever
before when faced with the need to flee. He tried to
fathom why he should feel this way, but no answer came. He would regret not
seeing Alyssa and Elsa again, he felt guilt at abandoning a sick and probably
dying man, he felt shame at running while his companions placed themselves in
mortal danger while trying to rescue Alyssa and Tommy Nimbles, but above all,
it was fear of Morlaine that held him fast. Fear that he couldn’t save her,
fear that she too might be a monster,
fear that she wouldn’t give him what he desired and fear that she would.


“Enough...”
he muttered, before clumsily fitting his sheathed sword back onto his belt in
the half-light of the bedroom, the pistol
he kept in his hand. This was his chance, if he didn’t save Morlaine
now she would die; die slowly and horribly at the hands of his companions. As
he opened the door, he glanced back at
the Doctor, who mumbled a few
incomprehensible, yet somehow still sorrowful, words and Caleb felt remorse
sully him once more.


The Doctor
had saved his life, risking his own to save a virtual stranger from death at
Defane’s hands. Still, he told himself, what good would it do to sit by his
side all night? He would either live or
die without his care. There was nothing he could do.


Except, of course,
he realised with a start, that there was... 


*


Caleb
placed the bag and the bundled sheet by the covered
trap door and looked around him; the
fires in the kitchen had petered out leaving behind only the acrid aftertaste
of wood smoke. A solitary light flickered
from the single candlestick he held
aloft; all of the serviceable lamps
recovered from the kitchen had gone with Lazziard and the other riders.


He found a
few tallow candles on a shelf at the far end of the kitchen and lit them from
the one he held though the pale yellowish
light was a meagre reward for his
efforts; still, it was better than complete darkness. He stood still, the only sound was the ever present patter of rain
and the shattered door swinging back and forth upon its broken hinge. 


He stood in the doorway and squinted against the wind thrown rain towards
the woods. There was little to see but the darkness itself, the trees were no
more than a ragged line of denser shadow in the distance; the riders lanterns
had long since been consumed by the foliage and he could see no faint glow to
herald their return. He
wished he could close the ruined door against the night, though he knew it would offer scant protection against
either the vampire or Lazziard, should either return before he was gone.


As he
turned away from the door, he jumped,
startled by the indistinct figure standing by the blanket covered bodies of the three sailors.


“Jesus, you
nearly stopped my heart; I wish you’d stop sneaking up on me like that!” Caleb
hissed angrily.


“Don’t
blame me, I’m just a figment of your own imagination remember,” the memory of
his brother grinned.


“So you
keep telling me.”


“I thought
you’d appreciate the company, given you’re sharing this big dark house with one
half dead old man, one undead woman and three very
dead sailors.”


“Thanks for
pointing that out for me.”


“As well as possibly one murderous,
maniacal vampire of course.”


“You think
he’s here?”


“Your guess
is as good as mine…” the memory of his brother shrugged,
“but I wouldn’t hang around.”


“I don’t
suppose you could do something useful like help me with this trap door could
you?”


“Love to
help Daniel, but, I’m just a-”


“Figment of
my imagination, I know. I’m beginning to wonder what use there is in having an
invisible friend.”


“To ask you
the questions you don’t like asking yourself.”


“Such as?”


“What the
hell do you think you’re doing?”


“Rescuing a woman in distress.”


“How noble…
she could be a killer you know?”


“I know.”


“You can
still turn back, run away into the night.
You’ve done it enough times before.”


“But this time, I won’t be taking to the road
alone.”


“If you go
in that cellar, there will be no turning back.”


The memory
of his brother was right of course. This was the Rubicon, and although it was a familiar point in the game, the rules were
now much changed from those he was accustomed to. Any further and his actions
would betray him to such an extent his lies could protect him no more. He was
committing himself to flight and theft, to betraying friends and lovers. To
abandoning whatever manner of a life his
deceits had carved for him here in favour of
solitude, earthly pleasures and the never ending road.


“I’ve made
my choice.”


“And what of Alyssa? Why are you not rescuing her?”


“She’s
already got four men riding to save her; I’m not going to make any difference.”


“So she’s a fine fuck, but
expendable now?”


“Damn it,
there’s nothing I can do for her. I got Elsa out of the house, she should have
gone too. I can’t save everybody!”


“I suppose
it is an improvement, you’re usually only concerned about saving your own skin.”


“I’m trying
to be a better man.”


“And saving
Morlaine is entirely altruistic is it?”


“You know
how I feel about her?” 


“Do I?” The
memory of his brother asked insistently, “do you?”


“I have no
time for this,” Caleb muttered turning purposefully towards the cellar trap
door, shedding the persona of Caleb Cade with each stride; wandering gentleman,
ageing rake and vampire hunter; an ephemeral skin of mist and mirrors
dispersing on a damp spring breeze. He might have hours until he was disturbed,
he might have only minutes. Either way, he
had no more time to waste. Though there was no one to hear any sound he might
make, he moved as silently as he could, the only noise the occasional grinding
of shattered fragments of brick beneath his boots. 


He pushed
both the barrels that sat on the trap
door and the questions his brother’s memory had asked aside and, aided by a few
ripe curses muttered beneath his straining breath, he was able to pull open the
door and stare down into the perfect square of nothingness it revealed. 


“You have
no time for questions, but you had time to pack that bag didn’t you?”


Ignoring
the question he turned his back on the memory of his brother to collect his bag
and the bundled sheet awkwardly in one hand. Holding the candlestick before him
to ward off the darkness, he descended into the void.


Each time
he’d previously entered the cellar, lamps and candles had already been burning;
now there was nothing but the one flickering flame he held before him, its
light petering out a few feet ahead of him, consumed by the heavy viscous shadows that pressed in from all
sides.


He made his
way down the rough stone stairs as much by feeling each step as by sight. The
cellar was utterly silent. The darkness was so absolute it seemed to have
consumed sound as well as sight. Caleb was no stranger to the night, it had
always been a willing accomplice to his sins; whether
in pursuit of theft or lust, the dark had
always been his friend. Now he no longer recognised its touch, its taste, its
texture. It was an old friend with a new and terrible face. Now the bland comforting blackness was spiced and
flavoured by his own fear, the terror of what he was doing, and the many roads
that this path might lead to.


Despite the
urge to run as fast as he could to reach Morlaine and be free of the cellar, he took but one careful
measured stride after another across the uneven earthen floor. The thought of
tripping and losing his grip on the candlestick,
relinquishing even the meagre sanctuary of the candle’s light, was enough to
throttle every hasty impulse that bubbled
up from the primal caverns of his
subconscious.


Just beyond
the touch of his candle’s light, monstrous
shapes loomed, strange and terrible things, twisted by shadow and imagination.
He knew they were just barrels, broken furniture, racks of wine, the detritus
of centuries, but he still saw terrible creatures all the same. They were watching and waiting, ready to pounce if a
breath of wind should find its way into the cellar to snuff out the solitary
flame that was his only protection.


Caleb knew it took but minutes to cross the cellar, but this journey
seemed to take a lifetime. He recognised the faint stink of old stale sweat as
he passed the makeshift cots the sailors had bunked down in, the damp musty
smell of the earth that pushed into the cellar from the stygian depths of the
world, the dusty aroma of age and time that hung to a place that was far older
than he or anyone he knew.


Anyone save
Morlaine.


Finally,
the candle’s pallid light picked out the vertical lines of Morlaine’s
cell and Caleb allowed himself to let go a long shuddering breath. The candlelight glinted off the worn glass of a lantern that hadn’t been taken
up to the kitchen and he gratefully
re-lit the wick from his candle. The lantern
flared like a new sun in comparison to the candle and the shadows were sent hurtling
back to a more respectful distance.


“Whose
there?” Morlaine whispered weakly, blinking furiously
against the invading light. 


“I am... so
sorry,” were the only words he could find. The vampire was as she’d been left
at sunset, chained down to the table, her
flesh sliced open and peeled back to expose her organs, only the gag in her
mouth had been removed to allow her to breathe more easily.


“It
hurts...” she moaned, her eyes were wet with tears
though Caleb didn’t know whether she wept with pain or against the intruding
light. He remembered her eyes were more sensitive than his own and reluctantly
turned the lantern wick down a little, softening the light and letting the
grasping shadows creep a little closer again. 


The cell
keys were on a nearby hook and Caleb fumbled the door open with a mournful
creak he swore he’d never heard it make before.


“We are
leaving,” he said, gently stroking the dark hair that was plastered to her face
with grime and dried sweat. Morlaine could manage
only the faintest of nods and Caleb found himself scared that the Doctor’s
dissection had taken too much out of the vampire, “Are you strong enough?”


She nodded
again, more firmly, and gave him a small pained smile by way of reassurance.


Caleb
examined the padlocks on the chains that bound her to the operating table and
cursed softly.


“What’s
wrong?” Morlaine asked
her voice barely a croak.


“The keys
to these locks are not on the ring,” he
sighed, “Lazziard must have kept them with him.”


“Can you
still free me?”


“I would
break you free with my bare hands if that was required, but I am nothing if not
prepared,” he said with a wink. Caleb opened up his long coat, fingers moving
along the lining of the hem until he found what he was looking for. He tore apart the stitching and pulled free a small
piece of rolled velvet, which he unravelled to reveal a collection of small
metal instruments. 


“The tools of my trade,” he grinned, selecting a suitable pick before
crouching down to work on the first of the locks, “enough to see me hang if
they were found, so I keep them sewn in the lining of my coat.”


“You must
tell me more about yourself someday...” 


“’tis a sad
and sorry tale,” he admitted earnestly, “poor boy makes bad. You would only end
up feeling sorry for me.”


Morlaine
tried to smile, but it immediately collapsed into
a pained grimace, “It is easier if you do the talking...”


The
padlocks were an old design, Caleb deftly popped open the first in a matter of
seconds, letting it drop to the floor with a dull metallic thud.


“I believe
you’ve done this before,” Morlaine whispered.


“Once or
twice,” Caleb admitted, “you may attribute it to my misspent youth; not
forgetting my avaricious prime and my miscreant middle years of course.”


“Of course.”


Caleb found
the suggestion of a smile creeping across his lips despite everything. It was
strange how just being close to the vampire, exchanging the simplest of words,
the briefest of touches, altered his mood, calmed and reassured him, as well as
exciting him. He shook both the thought and the smile away as if such things
could betray and destroy him. Another lock came away and he moved on without
comment.


Despite the
cool earthy air of the cellar, he
felt sweat prickle his skin, the metal of the pick becoming wet and slippery in
his grasp. He drew his focus down upon each lock
in turn, the rest of the world disappearing into the shadows as did all his
thoughts and fears. All that mattered was the movement of metal on metal,
pressure and resistance, twist and turn until each lock clicked and popped
open; one less obstacle on the road to Morlaine’s freedom and his own immortal
happiness.


After no
more than five minutes, though to both of them it seemed far longer, the final
lock was cast aside and Caleb was able to pull off the heavy iron chains and
manacles that bound her to the table.


“There is one more thing you must do,” Morlaine rasped, not moving from
the table as Caleb straightened up. Her large dark eyes followed him, wide and
fathomless, “take out the pins that hold open my skin, I cannot sit up to see;
otherwise, I would do the task myself.”


Caleb
nodded his understanding; he had been averting his eyes from the wound Rothery’s scalpel had cut into her. He had never developed much of a stomach for blood, and even
less for the other gore that made up the human body. God had been wise to cover
such horrors in so pretty a wrapping, for even the ugliest soul in Christendom
looked a thousand times better from the outside.


A queasy
ripple of nausea washed over him, but he fought it down and gripped the first
of the metal pins Dr Rothery had used to fasten back her flesh. He had expected
the instrument to come out easily enough,
but the vampire’s flesh seemed to have started to heal around it, bonding metal
and meat together. He swallowed and
pulled harder, feeling Morlaine’s body tremble as he
did so. He glanced briefly at her face, but her eyes were glazed with pain
while her skin had turned to the colour of dirty snow. His stomach gave a slow
revolted turn as the pin finally began to
move, accompanied by the sound of tearing flesh followed by a wet plopping
noise as it eventually came away.


He pulled
each pin in turn and dropped it to the
floor, trying hard not to let his revulsion become too evident upon his face.
Each pin had been driven several inches into Morlaine’s
flesh, and although she made not the slightest sound, her whole body stiffened
and shuddered each time Caleb drew one free.


When the
last one had been thrown aside, she let
out a quiet brief sob, the only sound she’d made through the whole procedure.
Without the pins to keep the incision spread wide, the wound partially closed
as the skin and flesh that had been cut away fell back into place; even so the
wound was still broad enough to glimpse what lay beneath.


“It will
heal?” Caleb asked, the rational part of his mind still insisting no one could
possibly recover from such butchery.


“If I
consume enough blood in a few days there will not even be a scar,” Morlaine replied, making no move to rise, “but for now the
wound needs to be bound.”


“It will
help you heal?”


“No, it will stop
my intestines spilling over the floor.”


“Oh...” 


 Caleb
fumbled with the bundle he’d brought down into the cellar, “I have this sheet?”


Morlaine nodded,
her lips pressed thinly together, “Tear it into broad strips, then wrap them around me.”


He did as
the vampire asked and between them they managed to bind the strips tightly
around her wounded torso. Each movement needed to allow the makeshift bandages
to pass underneath brought a hiss of air expelled through her teeth, but she
made no other complaint as Caleb’s fumbling hands wrapped, positioned and
pulled the linen about her, finally tying them in place as best he could.


“Now comes
the painful part,” she muttered, no smile accompanying her attempted frippery.
With Caleb's assistance,  she carefully sat up,
and then swung her feet over the side of the table, all the time keeping at least one hand clutching her
stomach. 


“I brought you some clothes,” Caleb indicated the garments he had wrapped
in the sheet. Several of Elsa’s dresses and corsets, plus a heavy fur-lined
cape and hood to protect her from the cold, wet night air. “The owner is
slighter than you, I fear they may not fit that well.”


Morlaine
shook her head, “Too restrictive... have you any clothes of your own?”


Caleb
pulled open his own travelling bag and produced a plain cotton shirt and some
britches. Carefully he dressed her,
noticing that spots of crimson were already starting to stain the makeshift
linen bandages. The shirt was loose on her frame, but it was good enough; he cursed himself for not realising it would be
far more comfortable against her wound than Elsa’s corset and mantua would have been. The britches needed a belt tightened to keep them
around her waist; she winced as he fixed it for her, but made no other
complaint.


He handed
her the cape before helping her into her own boots that had been discarded in
the corner of the cell with the ruins of the dress she’d been wearing when
they’d captured her.


“We must
make haste,” Caleb said finally, standing before Morlaine
while she remained seated on the table, her feet dangling a few inches from the
floor. Sitting in his baggy clothes, the tangled strands of her hair falling
about her face, she seemed so lost and vulnerable, Caleb felt the to take her
in his arms and hold her tight as if that single act could protect her from any
further torments. Instead, he offered her
a smile; it was far less likely to make her scream than a hug.


“Help me
down,” she whispered, reaching up to wrap one arm around his shoulders while
the other remained clutching her stomach.
He placed his own arms under her armpits and he felt her cheek against his, her
breath a momentary breeze upon his skin.


A distant
part of his mind was muttering that she was free now, even in her weakened
state she could still kill him, rip out his throat with her fangs, gorge herself on his blood to accelerate her own healing. He
heard the voice, but he ignored it, his only reaction a brief fluttering of his
heart before he gently lifted her off of the table so she could place two
unsteady feet on the compacted earth of the cellar floor.


“Thank
you,” she murmured, still holding onto
him.


“Where are
the others?” She asked a long quick moment later, pulling away slightly to look
up at him, but still close enough for her to fill his world.


“Dead or
gone,” Caleb breathed.


She
frowned, “I heard a noise.”


“An
explosion,” he explained, unable to look away from her dark, enchanting eyes, “someone
put gunpowder in the fireplace. When it was lit...”


“Was it
you?” 


Caleb
managed to shake his head, “I am neither so ingenious nor so cruel... it was
your kindred.”


“I have no
kin.”


“You know
what I mean.”


“Then this vampire
is very dangerous, most of them are not so obvious with their killing.”


“Are you
going to kill me?” Caleb found himself asking, his voice a faint and hollow
thing.


Morlaine
smiled, or, at least, Caleb thought she
did; her mouth seemed too far away from her eyes for him to be entirely sure,
“You still do not trust me?”


“I have
spent my life trusting no one,” he
breathed, “not even myself.”


Morlaine
lowered her face, pressing it against Caleb’s neck, her hair feathering his
skin, her nose gently nuzzling his throat; the faint scent of cinnamon and musk
tantalised him beneath the common human
stink of sweat, dirt and blood that also clung to her.


“Take me
away from this place,” she said eventually, her lips moving against his skin,
“and I will teach you to trust again.”


“I want to
believe you are what you say you are,” he whispered into her ear.


“I am not a
monster,” she replied, pulling a little away from him, “but this other vampire
most certainly is, if it finds us then what has been done to me so far will
look like a mild chastisement in comparison. We must go now!”


Caleb
nodded again, “You are right of course, can you walk?”


She nodded
firmly, reinforcing her purpose with a determined smile. Caleb gathered up his
bag and the lantern and they began walking back across the deserted cellar, Morlaine tightly holding on to Caleb’s arm with one hand,
each step a little more than a shuffle, all the time her free hand pressed flat
against her stomach.


Despite
being slowed by Morlaine’s unsteady shuffling gait, the journey back across the cellar seemed
far quicker to Caleb, the lantern cowered
the shadows back into the furthest corners and he no longer expected figures to come stumbling towards him
or clawed hands to reach out of the dark and drag him off to his doom. He found
it strange that having a vampire on his arm should help dispel the imaginary
monsters his mind had conjured when he’d crossed the cellar earlier.


They reached the stairs without word or incident, pausing briefly to allow
Morlaine a moment’s rest.


“I have been staring at these steps since I was brought here,” she said
after a series of deep, shaky breaths, “I truly thought I would never get to
place my feet upon them.”
She glanced back in the direction of her cell, but the single lantern was not strong enough to illuminate the whole cellar
and the scene of her captivity was lost in the gloom, though what she could see
with her eyes he could only imagine.


The steps
were not broad enough for them to ascend side by side, so Caleb went first, Morlaine tightly gripping the hand he trailed behind him.
Her breath was becoming ragged and he could feel the spasms of pain that
afflicted her with each step from the way she gripped his hand. He was worried
she was weaker than she admitted; they needed to put many miles between
themselves and Lazziard Manor before dawn and she was struggling to climb a
flight of steps.


Morlaine
gave a little cry as they finally reached the kitchen, Caleb wasn’t sure if she
had stumbled or her strength had simply deserted her, either way, he only just managed to catch her from
falling to the worn flagstone floor.


“Damn
this!” she cursed, letting her body slump against Caleb’s, “I’m not used to
being weak.”


“We have
time; do not push yourself too hard.”


Morlaine
nodded then placed her hand flat on his
chest to push him gently away, “Still, better not to tarry,” she looked away from Caleb and examined the carnage wrought
upon the kitchen for the first time with inexpressive
eyes that lingered on the three covered corpses 


“Who died?”



“Three of the sailors.”


“And the others?”


“The
Doctor’s daughter and one of the sailors are missing; Lazziard and the other
survivors took horses out to look for them.”


“Foolish,” Morlaine muttered.


Caleb could
only shrug.


Her faced creased
with pain and she had to grip him tightly, “I need blood, I am too weak.”


Caleb
swallowed and pulled down the collar of his shirt to expose his neck.


“No,” Morlaine insisted, “you need to replace what I took from
you before, ‘tis too dangerous to risk
more.”


“Then what?”


Morlaine’s
gaze drifted over his shoulder to the shrouded
forms on the kitchen floor, “How long have they been dead?”


“No more
than an hour.”


“They will
suffice,” she whispered.


Caleb
stared at her uncertainly.


“They have
no need of their blood now.”


“It seems…”


“Ghoulish?”


“Well,
yes.”


Morlaine
smiled through her pain, “You keep forgetting what I am.”


“Very well,
but you must be quick.”


“It is not
a meal I will savour.”


Bridges was
the nearest corpse and Caleb stripped the blanket from his body reluctantly.
With his assistance, she lowered herself to the floor but found she could not bend down to find the dead man’s
neck.


“Can you
sit him up?” She asked quietly.


Caleb did
as he was asked, putting his hands under Bridges’ back, grunting as he pulled
the corpse up into a sitting position and held him there. 


Carefully Morlaine placed his
head so that his neck was exposed, his dead
white eyes staring out of his burnt face. Her face shifted as her lips
hovered over the dead man’s neck, “Please,” she whispered, “can you look away
while I feed.”


“Of
course,” Caleb replied, only too eager to
avert his eyes. He closed his eyes as s she begun, the wet sucking noise seemed
louder than before, perhaps she had to work harder for
the blood when there was no heart to pump it about
the veins.


For at
least five minutes he sat there, eventually he opened his eyes for it dawned on
him how vulnerable they were here if the other vampire returned. He fixed his
gaze on the open kitchen door and the night beyond where the rain still lightly
fell.


“I am
done.” 


When he
looked at her she was beautiful again. She wiped her mouth with the back of her
hand and allowed him to help her to her feet. She still moved with
tentativeness, but already she seemed more steady.


“The
others?” he asked.


“Too
dangerous, that will suffice for now.”


Gratefully
Caleb spread the blanket over the dead man.


“You didn’t
tell me, why did they leave you behind?”


“Yes,”
Caleb smiled uncertainly as he followed a pace behind, “I wanted to speak to
you about that...” 


*


Morlaine
looked down at Dr Rothery’s pale, drawn face, her features a blank,
unreadable mask. When she finally spoke
her voice was flat and lifeless. “He’s dying.”


“Can you
save him?” Caleb asked tentatively, eyes moving between the vampire and the old
man, unsure which one looked sicker in the feeble light of the flickering candles
and the lantern he still clutched. He’d turned down the wick until only the
palest orange glow was cast about the room. Morlaine’s
eyes wept at anything brighter being so close to her.


“The man
who did this to me?” she replied, her hand brushing lightly down the front of
her shirt, indicating the wound below.


“He once
saved my life...” Caleb offered by way of
explanation.


“Does that
absolve his sins?”


“I carry a
debt; I cannot leave him to die.”


Morlaine
pursed her lips slightly, “You do not strike me as a man much concerned with
the clearing of debts. Am I wrong?”


“I am a
thief and a liar,” Caleb admitted, showing her his free palm, “but I am not a
killer. If we do nothing, he will die. I
know he made you suffer terribly, but he is a decent man-”


Morlaine
raised her hand to silence Caleb, “Despite my years, and the wisdom I like to
fool myself they have given me, I am still prone to base human feelings. Part
of me wants to kill this man for what he did to me, even though I have not killed a man for...” her eyes met Caleb’s.
“...centuries.” 


Wearily she
pulled out a chair and sat by the Doctor’s motionless
form, “I will do as you ask, not because I truly wish to save him, but because
you ask it of me. He saved your life, you saved
mine, I will save his. Then all will be even, all
equal, all free of debt. You understand?”


“I will ask
nothing else of you,” Caleb nodded,
knowing it was a lie, knowing he would ask more of her.


 “Blood
for blood,” she agreed, “life for life.”  


Her face
took on its vampiric countenance and,
without hesitation, sank her fangs into
the flesh of her palm until blood trickled in two thick rivulets down her arm.


“That
was a little dramatic.” 


“We
cannot spare the time for you to go and find a knife,” she said as she leant forward and pulled open the Doctor’s
mouth with her good hand, “Besides, had
you left me alone I might not have kept to our bargain.”


“You
mean that?” Caleb moved for a better view of the dark drops Morlaine
squeezed from her bloody fist into the old man’s mouth.


“Do
we ever really know what we mean,” she askd,
her brow furrowing in concentration beneath the wild strands of hair that hung
about her strangely elongated face.


Caleb
decided she wasn’t seriously expecting any significant wisdom to fall from his
lips by way of a response, so he kept his mouth shut and moved to the window.
The night was still wet and moonless, and he could see little other than his
own face reflected and distorted by a combination of glass, darkness and the
myriad droplets of rain smeared between the two. The room did not face the
woods so he expected to see little in any case; it just gave him something to
do.


After a minute or so of staring at himself, he turned back to
the bed. The Doctor was moving slightly; incoherent words bubbled up from
whatever deep dark place his conscious mind currently resided while his eyes
rolled and roved beneath his eyelids, perhaps trying to find the source of the
thick coppery nectar that was trickling down his throat.


“That
should be enough,” Morlaine said eventually, taking a
handkerchief from Caleb to wipe the blood smeared over her hand.


“So little?” Caleb asked uncertainly.


The
vampire shrugged slightly, “It is powerful. I cannot explain how it works; all
that I know is that it does. A little will cure, too much and it could kill
him, or change him...”


“Now
we must hurry,” Caleb said, making for the door, only faltering when he
realised Morlaine remained seated, “we need to be
gone...” his words trailed off as she smiled at him and her face shifted once
more.


“Blood
for blood, remember...” she whispered.


“You
promised!”


Morlaine nodded, “I will not kill him, as I
did not kill you, but his blood will make me stronger, heal me faster. The
blood of the living is far more potent than the blood of the dead. The exchange
will help us both to live.”


Gently
she lifted the old man’s arm, rolling his shirt sleeve back to reveal the soft,
loose flesh of his forearm. Part of Caleb felt he should avert his eyes again as
if he were intruding upon some mystical
communion between man and vampire, but as her teeth pierced Rothery’s
vein just above the wrist, he felt compelled to watch. There was something
wanton and lustful about the way she sucked greedily upon the Doctor’s arm,
something sexual. He could see Morlaine’s throat
continually contracting and expanding as she swallowed what she needed though not one drop of blood trickled
away from her lips. As when she’d drunk from him, he felt both disgust and
arousal; he couldn’t help but wonder what the taste of hot living blood would taste like and whether it
would make him softly moan and shiver with pleasure the way Morlaine
did.


Perhaps
her need was less intense, or she was making allowances for the Doctor’s
condition, but she did not seem to take as much from the old man as she had
from him. She moved her lips away after no more than a minute or so, her tongue
darting out to lick the wound, like a cat cleaning itself. 


She looked up at him and her stained lips curved into a wry
smile as her appearance returned to normal. Oonce the blood had stopped flowing
from the wounds her fangs had made in Rothery’s arm Caleb could see that she
looked better, her cheeks flushed with the faintest tint of rose petals, her
eyes sparkling darkly once more.


Morlaine rose smoothly to her feet and
Caleb noticed her hand no longer pressed against her stomach, she came to him
then, her steps still reined in by pain, but clearly
easier than before.


“Your
friend will live though I hope I never see
him again.”


“I
neither,” Caleb smiled, finding himself tumbling helplessly into the abyssal
depths behind her eyes. 


Her
hand reached up and Caleb felt the soft brush of her fingers against his cheek,
“You are more selfless than you claim Caleb, it would have been easy to leave
him here, convince yourself he would have lived. Perhaps you are not such a bad
man after all.”


“Oh,
I rather think you’ll find he is,” Alyssa Rothery said, stepping from the shadow-laden hall into the bedroom’s dull light...


 











Chapter Fifteen 


Kindred Spirits


Lazziard Manor, Dorsetshire – 1708


Alyssa
looked nothing like the prim young lady who had been sitting in the kitchen
earlier, her dress was as torn as the one she’d made him rip from her that
afternoon; only a tattered fringe of the skirts remained, not even reaching her
knees. The left arm of the dress had been torn away at the shoulder, revealing
the smooth flesh of her arm, ghostly pale in the candlelight, the other arm was
in place, but the sleeve’s lacy frills hung dirty and sodden, limply bonded to her skin. Just a grubby and
torn bodice of material clung damply around her midriff. The first thought that
pushed itself absurdly into Caleb’s mind was that poor Elsa was not going to
have much of a wardrobe to return to.


There were
cuts and abrasions on her hands and knees
while her hair had fallen into long damp strands plastered around her face, a
dried scrap of leaf had snagged in the
dank flattened curls. Her face was grubby
with soot and dirt which the rain had smeared further over her skin. She could
have passed for a street urchin far more convincingly than a Doctor’s daughter.


“Thank God,” Caleb said, taking a hesitant step towards the girl. A
mixture of relief that she was alive and panic that she had found him with
Morlaine left him devoid of any more meaningful words, but before he could get
any nearer to Alyssa’s he found the vampire’s hand gripping his upper arm, her
fingers digging urgently into his flesh.


“Stay
away from her!” Morlaine hissed. 


“So rude,”
Alyssa pouted, leaning nonchalantly against the doorframe,
her fingers clasped together in front of her, “and we have yet to be even
introduced.”


“Alyssa...
how did you escape?” Caleb asked, eyes darting between the two women.


“I knew you
were a scoundrel, of course,” Alyssa continued, ignoring the question, “but, at least, I thought you had a little
taste. Elsa is very dull, but she is quite bonny, I suppose... but
this...” she waved a hand dismissively in Morlaine’s
direction, “... well, really; very common
Cade, very common indeed!”


“I haven’t
had the benefit of your costumer,” Morlaine replied icily.


Alyssa
shrugged and run her hands down the tattered remnants of her dress, “Oh this?
Just a trifle I threw together earlier. Skirts are so very pretty, but actually not at all practical. I
see you opted for the boyish look yourself. I suppose it suits you really.”


“What happened Alyssa?” Caleb interrupted, mildly annoyed at the
slight squeak in his voice, “Did Captain Lazziard find you? Archie?”
Caleb’s heart sank at the thought of the Captain and the others mounting the
stairs. He should have left the Doctor; he cursed his own folly, after all these years to be caught
out by one of the few selfless acts he had ever performed. 


Alyssa frowned and shook her head sadly. 


“Men really are quite dumb you know; sometimes I think it would be better
if they had no tongue in their head at all... though even then they still make
this irritating squawking noise; which kind of defeats the purpose of ripping
the damn thing out in the first place.”


“I prefer
my men whole,” Morlaine said, casually moving between
Alyssa and Caleb, “though generally I try to do without.”


“Oh no,”
Alyssa replied, puckering her lips in distaste, “they can be such wonderful
fun, why deny yourself the pleasure?”


“I become
emotionally attached to them, which makes for complications.”


“This is
where we differ,” Alyssa explained, taking a step into the room, “when I was a
wee young girl I had this most adorable
spaniel, I did so love the silly little thing, couldn’t bear to be parted, then
one day it went and died. I was most upset. I even cried I do recall. My dear
father, who could not bear to see me suffer so, bought me another spaniel. He
was just like the first one, except younger, no more than a puppy. I soon
realised this new dog was far better than the old one and I quickly forgot
about him. A year later, though, and my
puppy was a full grown doggy and not half as much fun,” her emerald eyes
sparkled as she leant towards Caleb and Morlaine, “So I wrung its neck so that Daddy would get me
another puppy. It was a valuable lesson.”


She swept past them and stood over Dr Rothery’s bed, her finger
momentarily running through the grey wisps of the old man’s hair.


“Men are rather like dogs, don’t you think?” she asked, looking down at
the bed, “marginally more intelligent of course, they can play better games,
learn more entertaining tricks, but when you tire of them, the best thing is to
kill them and get yourself another one,” she looked at them from the corner of
her eye, “’tis a kindness really.”


“What are
you talking about Alyssa?” Caleb insisted, it seemed the girl had lost her mind out in the
woods.


“How long ago
did your father buy you that puppy?” Morlaine asked
Alyssa, though her eyes were fixed
purposefully on Caleb.


“Let me
see,” Alyssa’s head nodded up and down as she thought, “I could have been no
more than six or seven so it must be oh... about a hundred and twenty-five
years ago.”


“So young,”
Morlaine mused, “it usually takes longer, not
always... but usually.”


“What
does?” Alyssa asked, turning to face them again.


“To go insane.”


Alyssa
laughed long and loud, the sound amplified by the small dark room, “I’ve
visited Bedlam on numerous occasions, my
dear, I find it an amusing diversion. For a few pennies the guards let the decent folk in; it
makes for a little cheap entertainment. All those lunatics; howling and
screaming, babbling and prancing, hollering and dancing. They are insane while I am simply lascivious; I live for
my pleasures and my pleasures alone;
wherever they may be found.”


“And however much blood has to be spilt?”


“Not all pleasures
involve blood...” she glanced at Caleb and grinned devilishly.


“You’ve
lain with this creature?” Morlaine demanded.


Caleb could
manage only a sheepish smile.


“Do you
plan to?” Alyssa asked. “In all fairness,
I have to say he is rather good.”


“You have a
taste for the dangerous,” Morlaine commented, “You’re
lucky she didn’t take your throat out.”


“Oh
really,” Alyssa sneered dismissively, “I had no plans to kill him, not all
mortals are meat you know.”


“I know.”
Morlaine retorted.


“Enough of
this, what are you two talking about!” 


“As I was
saying,” Alyssa said with an exaggerated sigh and a shake of her head, “marginally
brighter than dogs.”


“Caleb,” Morlaine said, fixing her expressive
dark eyes on him once more, “she’s a vampire.”


“Don’t be
ridiculous! She can’t be... that’s her father,” he spluttered waving his hand
vaguely in Dr Rothery’s direction “is he a vampire
too?”


“Who is he, by the way, I was curious?” Morlaine asked.


Alyssa
glanced at the Doctor and smiled softly as she spoke, “He is my darling boy, my
little Samuel...”


“Your son?”


Alyssa
nodded and stroked the Doctor’s forehead, “He was only a babe when I was changed. He is the only
constant in my life, all else was altered after I kissed the vein, but a
mother’s love is stronger than anything on Earth. Even the
blood.”


 “But...
but... he hunts vampires?” Caleb heard himself say, somewhat lamely a
distant part of him thought.


“A certain
irony,” Alyssa admitted, “really.”


“He could
not accept you, could he?” Morlaine asked softly.


“When he
was a child... he was too young to know,
but as he grew older, I had to explain
everything to him, why I never left the house during the day, why we had to
keep moving from town to town. I had meant to change him when he was a man. A gift of immortality.
Every mother wants only the best for her son, after all...” Alyssa run a hand through her long,
lank hair, pushing the strands out of her eyes, “but it was a gift he would not
take, he thought it a curse, an illness. He swore he would save me from
it, so he studied medicine and became a Doctor. Initially,
he thought the answer lay in the blood, that he could develop some serum or
purgative to cleanse my blood and make me human again. When his experiments
failed he dreamed up his theory about the source of the vampiric essence and fancied if he could find it and cut it out he
could make a vampire human again.”


“Not that
you wanted it.”


“I assumed
it was something he would grow out of; I indulged him... spoilt him even, for I knew he was the only child I would ever have.
I thought when mortality began to close upon him he would change his mind; the
tenets of youth rarely follow a man into his later years. But Samuel is so very focused. Years
became decades. Mother and son became brother and sister and they in turn beget father and daughter.”


“He found
no cure?” 


“He is a bright boy, maybe he would have found something if I let him,”
Alyssa shrugged, looking fondly still at her unconscious son. “I always thought
it unlikely he could find a way to rob me of my gift, and himself of his
inheritance, but it was a chance I could not risk taking. We would move to a new town, a new
life and he would begin his work afresh, find likeminded fools to help him and before long he would start hunting vampires
again. Eventually I would have to disrupt
their efforts, ensuring he found no cure. Then we would move on again.”


“Disrupt?”
Caleb asked.


Alyssa smiled but said no more.


“You killed
Rentwin, Lazziard’s servants, the bomb, Scaife-”


She stopped
Caleb with a wave of her hand, “Mr Scaife is alive
and well, that part was just concoction though I was quite convincing I
thought, he brought me here by coach and has returned to London to pack our
belongings in preparation for our next move.”


“But the
others,” Caleb insisted hoarsely, “I saw what happened to Rentwin...”


“As I said
before Cade, I play different kinds of games with different kinds of men,” Alyssa shrugged dismissively,
“all that oh so tedious religious guff, the times I had to sit and suffer his
dreadful monologues about that silly little man who let himself get nailed to a
cross. When I found him wandering on the road,
all teary and broken I simply couldn’t resist putting him out of my misery…”
she giggled, almost girlishly, “… and it was rather good fun. You should have
seen the look on his face when he worked out what I am, it was almost as
amusing as the look on your face just now when the penny finally dropped.”


“And Lazziard’s servants, what had they done to you?”


“Nothing at
all, I was just peckish. If you’d stayed with me all night instead of deserting
me to play soldiers with Cap’n Billy they would still
be alive. Probably.”


“So it’s my
fault?”


She
shrugged, “I was bored, a girl must have her games after all and you were all
so puzzled by that corpse in the larder. A nice touch I thought, hanging him
with the rest of the dead meat while everybody else was outside gawping at the
one I tossed off the roof.”


“How did
you make him smile? Waller’s corpse… looked happy?”


“Oh Cade,
it’s very easy for a woman to make a man smile, you should know that… you just
have to kill them quick enough to keep the smile on their lips..”


“You pulled
the vines down too, to make it look like the killer had scaled the wall?”


“A little
misdirection, like the quote from Cap’n Billy’s
little book.”


“You read
his journal then?”


“He slept
like a hog when he’d finished fucking me, it was quite an entertaining read
don’t you think? Now I would really like to meet those two girls, they sound
like tremendous fun.”


 “Doesn’t
the Doctor object to your killing?”


“I’m not
quite sure what he believes anymore; he used to get quite distressed, but I am
his mother and he knows deep down that I only want what’s best for him. Now I
think part of him actually believes I am his daughter and that he is only sixty
years old. We have played these parts for so long I doubt he can honestly tell
where fantasy ends and reality begins anymore.” 


“You’ve
kept him alive, with your blood,” Morlaine said, her
eyes never moving from Alyssa.


“He is over
a hundred years old,” Alyssa said, “I lace his wine with my blood. It seems to
work, it keeps him alive until he is ready to accept his destiny.”


“His destiny?”


“To be a
vampire, like us, so that we can be together. A vampire cannot birth a child,
so I must keep my baby. To care for. Forever.”


“But he
doesn’t want to be a vampire,” Morlaine insisted.


“He is a
foolish boy,” Alyssa snapped, “proud and wilful, like all children he thinks he
knows best. I have been patient with him, but still he persists with this
nonsense. I cannot wait much longer; I may be able to keep him alive for
another decade or two, but no more. Then he will have to kiss the vein, whether
he wants to or not.”


“Alyssa, you
cannot do that... you will drive him insane.”


“Insane like me?” Alyssa chuckled.


“Much
worse... I once changed a man against his will and I sired a monster. If he
wishes to remain a human, you should accept it and let him go.”


“Never!”
Alyssa snapped, “Do not judge us by your standards, your weakness. I have heard
of kindred like you; pitiful creatures, afraid of your own needs and desires,
trying to exist by human morality, denying your superiority. A
vampire that’s scared of the dark!”


“No,” Morlaine replied coolly, shaking her head, “just a vampire
that kept her mind. That used centuries of life to learn and understand the
world, instead of passing all those long,
tedious years in pursuit of petty, bodily pleasures.”


“Now
ladies, perhaps we should try to calm ourselves a little. There’s nothing to be
gained through petty insults.”


“Silence!”
Alyssa roared, for a moment her long bloodless vampiric
face flickered behind her normal one, bearing its fangs in a feral snarl.


A tense
silence hovered about the room and Caleb tried to calm his heart that beat so
hard he was sure they could all hear it. He really hoped Alyssa wasn’t hungry.


“Are the
others dead?” Caleb asked eventually, his voice calm and even.


“No, they
are off enjoying a merry wee dance about the woods... I have neither the time
nor the appetite to deal with them now,” she smiled, “I had hoped you would be
with them, Cade.”


“I had
other plans,” Caleb shrugged.


“I had not
imagined you would free my kindred,” Alyssa admitted, “My own plans have to be
changed now.”


“Ah... I
was wondering what those were,” Caleb smiled faintly, “I don’t suppose you
still want to be my mistress?”


“Alas, few
humans can be trusted with our secrets. I had planned to return and take my boy
away. When Lazziard returned, they would
find the good Doctor was gone and the vampire vanished. They would
assume some kin of this creature had
freed her and taken the Doctor for sport. They would never hear from us again
and we would start a new life somewhere else. Hopefully this time Samuel would come to his senses and accept his destiny.”


“How did
you know he wouldn’t be killed in the explosion?” 


“I know my
boy, he would be working on his infernal notebooks away from the fire; the
explosion only stunned him, I hit him with a brick in the confusion after the
explosion.”


“Very
motherly,” Morlaine commented dryly.


“Any mother
knows you have to be cruel to be kind sometimes.”


“But what
if he had been killed?” Caleb pressed.


“Then I
would have had to change him earlier than I planned, but I have become quite
good at these schemes over the years; the benefit of practice.”


“So you
would have released me?” Morlaine asked sceptically.


“Of course
not,” Alyssa scoffed, “I have no need for such additional baggage.”


“Then what?”


Alyssa folded
her arms before her and tilted her head to one side, “Have you never tasted a
vampire’s blood? ‘tis the most potent of all, sweet
and vibrant and full of power. After feasting on a vampire, I feel strong
enough to pull the moon from the sky and turn back the tides. ‘tis not easy to take a
vampire, even feeble one like you;
but chained and caged and weakened by Samuel’s experiments... easy meat...”


“Is that
why you really let Samuel play his little games then?” Morlaine
asked, making no attempt to conceal the disgust from her features, “to feed
your taste for vampiric blood?”


“Merely a peripheral benefit.” 


“So what
happens now?” Caleb asked nervously.


“I will
have to kill you both I suppose; ‘tis nothing personal Cade, I really rather
like you, but I cannot allow anyone to
know my little secret,” Alyssa said, her voice soft and reasonable, “although I will let you off that last tuppence
you owe me…”


“I’m marvellous at being discreet actually,” Caleb
said, laughing weakly, “I really won’t tell anyone, and Morlaine,
well she’s a vampire anyway so...”


“Tell me,”
Alyssa said, ignoring Caleb’s plea, “just why did you free
her? Do you have some unnatural compulsion towards vampires?”


“He has an unnatural compulsion
towards women,” Morlaine corrected. Caleb didn’t try
to argue the point, even if he could. The two vampires turned their eyes
towards him as if both were willing to put all their other concerns aside for a
moment to await his answer.


Caleb’s
mind was racing too fast to develop any grand excuse or lie to mask his
actions, he was desperately trying to think of a way to get out of the room in
one piece for that, but the only idea
that came to mind meant betraying Morlaine. 


Be
careful the path you choose little brother… 


His brother’s
voice sounded so real he almost expected the vampires to turn towards the sound
of it, but, however keen their vampiric senses were, they couldn’t hear his
memories speaking to him. He stood silently, lips slightly parted by the weight
of betrayal and truth; each demanding to be spoken, writhing and merging with the other until he was unsure which was
which.


“Because I
coveted her beauty and fear my mortality. I have never been much of a man for
high principles and lofty ideals. I have no real faith in a paradise to come,
so I have tried to make my own on earth. Morlaine is
beautiful and I wanted her for what
pleasures her body could give me, but more than that, I was driven by my fear.
When I lie alone in the darkest part of the night I can almost feel the
vitality of my youth seeping from my body; the cold sorrowful kiss of death
frosts the breath in my lungs and whispers bitter nothings in my ear. I dread
oblivion, so more than Morlaine’s beauty I wanted her
blood,” he glanced at Morlaine and offered her a
faint lop-sided smile, “that’s why I freed her.”


“Lust of
the flesh, desire for the blood; I can understand such things,” Alyssa conceeded. She rose smoothly from the bed and
stood before Caleb, reaching out to place her hand against his cheek. Her touch
was so cool, he couldn’t believe he
hadn’t realised what she was. Maybe he just
hadn’t wanted to, “I was mortal once,” she whispered, “I still remember the
fear and the pain and how I begged to kiss the vein of my vampiric
lover.”


One of the
candles flickered violently, flaring brightly
in its death throes, before fading away and ushering the night a little further
into the room.


“You remind
me of him, a little,” Alyssa smiled.


“Was he a
bad man?” Caleb heard himself say though his
throat seemed almost too dry and tight to give birth to any words.


“Oh, very bad,” she sighed, “I was an ordinary young
country girl; he corrupted me, abused and deflowered me, turned me into his
wanton whore. Even after I married the village pastor, he still came to me when
the night was dark enough to mirror his heart. First he made me fear him, then
he made me love him and finally he made me want to be like him.”


“And he
agreed?”


“When I’d
begged enough, degraded and humiliated myself enough. I ended up not only being
his lover, but he made me the village whore, it amused him to see the village
laughing and sniggering behind my husband’s back. Eventually, he gave me what I wanted and the night I was reborn was
the most vibrant of my life. We found my husband in his wretched little church
and we fell upon him,” Alyssa chuckled and wrapped her arms around Caleb’s
neck, “we told him everything, tormented him, reduced him to tears before we
raped him and feasted until he was just a dry,
useless husk...”


“What
happened to him?” Caleb asked, his hands slipping around Alyssa’s waist as if
by their own accord, her eyes widened and she smiled at his touch.


“We hunted
together a while, but he wanted more than I was prepared to give him, so we
parted.” Caleb’s eyes lingered on her lips; how they moved, the flashes of her
white teeth as she spoke, the way they curled into that curious debauched smile of hers. How they might taste
if she allowed him to kiss her and how they would taste if they were slick with blood.


“What could
you refuse him?”


“There was
only one thing, and it became the thing he wanted most,” she glanced at Dr
Rothery, “he wanted us to drink Samuel dry, my baby. It was his favourite you
see, children. It was a taste I never developed myself, but he always swore
they were sweeter...”


Caleb could
almost sense Morlaine’s eyes widening, “What was his
name? Your sire?”


Alyssa
looked at her with an expression that suggested she had all but forgotten the
other vampire was still there.


“Saul,” she
said with a faint and fond smile, “his name was Saul...” 


Morlaine
closed her eyes and lowered her head, a hiss of breath escaped her, but she
said no more.


“Do you
know him?” Alyssa giggled, almost delightedly, “Surely he did not sire you too? Are we blood sisters?”


Morlaine
shook her head, her dark, ragged locks swaying with the movement, “No...
I knew a vampire called Saul once, long ago. Probably not the
same man. Probably not...” 


“She sired
a vampire called Saul,” Caleb said coldly, “he had a taste for young blood
too.”


Morlaine’s
head shot up and she stared at him, an uncharacteristic flush coloured her
cheeks; though the heat never reached the cold dark pools of her eyes.


“My, my,”
Alyssa declared, “what big dark eyes you have... grandmamma.”


“Don’t
taunt her,” Caleb said, his voice a soft and gentle
tease, “you would not exist if it were not for her. The world would be a poorer
place for that.”


“What are
you doing?” Morlaine demanded.


“He has
such a silver tongue,” Alyssa retorted, stroking his hair, “so deceitful... yet
so alluring too. I really don’t want to kill him...”


Caleb shook
his head before kissing Alyssa gently on the forehead, “No... kill me, I have tired of human life. I want more.”


“You want
to kiss the vein?”


“I told you
that was why I rescued her,” he nodded towards Morlaine, “I wanted
her to give me the dark gift, but I
didn’t know you could also bestow such riches. If I had, I would have left her
to rot...”


Alyssa
groaned somewhere deep down in the back of her throat, “I really do like
you Cade. I had intended to kill you that night we went to the theatre, but I
found you excited and amused me too much for that. I liked the way you danced.”


“Would it
be so terrible to change me?”


“Caleb, you
do not know what you’re meddling with!” Morlaine
insisted, taking a step towards them.


“Keep quiet bitch!” Caleb roared his full of anger
and menace, “I don’t need you anymore!” Morlaine
recoiled as if she’d been slapped, eyes widening in shock she took a pace back,
and then another.


“My hero,”
Alyssa giggled.


Caleb slipped his fingers into the damp tangled knots of her auburn hair
and pulled her sharply towards him until her mouth was against his throat.
Lifting his head he hissed at her, “The only time I’ve ever felt pure joy in my
life is when a vampire fed from me, the only time I’ve ever felt anything like real
love. Its memory
has tortured me for every minute that has dragged by since. I want that feeling
again, I need that feeling again. I want to feel it for eternity, but if all I
can have is a moment, the long solitary moment before my death then so be it; it is better than another thirty years of empty human
drudgery. Drink me dry and then do with me as you wish, make me your lover or
leave me a discarded husk on the floor. The choice is yours.”


Caleb was
vaguely aware of Morlaine’s horrified expression
somewhere on the distant periphery of his senses, but she was so far away as to
have been on the moon. All he could feel was Alyssa’s soft sensual body pressed
against his. He stiffened as her teeth pushed against his throat, he felt his
skin stretch under their pressure, felt a sharpness that no human tooth could
have.


“You give
yourself to me?” Alyssa whispered, her voice muffled and distant, “freely?”


“Yes,” he
replied resolutely. The pressure against his neck softened, the soft wet caress
of her tongue replacing the threat of her fangs.


“’tis a
long time since I have sired kindred,” she said eventually, pulling away from him,
“most humans cannot make the change, cannot embrace the night, but you... I
said before you have a darkness inside you, a black
cavern where your soul should be. A place the sun never reaches.”


“Will you
change me then?”


“Perhaps...”
she gently bit her own lip as her thoughts played out behind her eyes, “...but
not tonight, not even soon. You need to prove yourself to me. You need to earn
the right, only once you have shown that you
love me will I let you kiss me… or kiss my vein.” Her head suddenly snapped in Morlaine’s direction, “I am faster and stronger than you, while you have been caged and starved I have drunk long and deep. I have the blood strength. Do not think
you can escape me. Edge another step towards the
door and your death will be slower and more painful than anything my son
has visited upon your scrawny carcass.”


Morlaine
cocked her head, “I am going nowhere, I will not allow
you to pass our curse on to another.” 


Alyssa
snorted dismissively and returned her attention to Caleb, “We need to kill her.
You will help me.”


“My first test?” 


The vampire
nodded.


“She is
probably still stronger than me,” Caleb replied, remembering the way Morlaine had tossed burly sailors across the room when they
had captured her.


“She is
weak, but I will help,” she cast a sidelong glance at Morlaine,
“Did little Samuel cut her open? I know that’s what fascinates him the most;
the slicing and the dicing, the poking about inside to see what makes us tick
and what makes us tock.”


“From
throat to groin,” Caleb nodded, following
her gaze.


“It may have started to heal, but it will be easy enough to rip her open,”
Alyssa stretched up and flicked her tongue across Caleb’s ear before she
whispered in a low husky voice, “I will keep her down, you will open her up and
pull her heart out with your bare hands. I want to drink her blood from it while it
still beats. I want to taste her flesh and feel it turn to dust in my mouth...”


“I’ve
always been a little squeamish when it
comes to matters of the body,” Caleb admitted, “but I guess it is something I
must overcome.”


“Good boy,”
Alyssa whispered.


“This is
madness,” Morlaine said, her voice steady as Caleb
and Alyssa stepped away from one another and turned upon her, “and I will kill
you both for it.” 


“Such brave
words,” Alyssa mocked, “maybe you could if you were strong, but you were stupid
enough to be captured by a group of silly old men. You deserve to die; you are
a disgrace to our kind.”


“It is
because of monsters like you that we have
to live in the shadows, hiding our nature for fear of the mob,” Morlaine spat, her cold eyes fixed only on Alyssa as they
approached her slowly from each side.


Alyssa
laughed, “Whatever we do humanity will fear and persecute us; these are people
who slaughter their own kind for the slightest of difference in skin colour,
language, gods and cultures. You think we could ever be tolerated, let alone
accepted? Better to use them as the
ignorant cattle they are.”


“She’s
right,” Caleb added, “a carpenter who preached love and peace and got himself nailed to a cross for it, we then spent the next
seventeen hundred years killing each other to prove who loved him the most.
Humanity is beyond redemption, better to wash your hands of it than try to save
it.”


“Wash your
hands in its blood,” Alyssa corrected.


“Quite,”
Caleb conceded.


The three
of them stood silently watching each other, the only sound the faint snuffled
breathing of Dr Rothery and the patter of rain hitting glass. 


Then Morlaine moved.


Despite her weakness and injuries, she moved faster than Caleb could have
imagined. One moment a still poised figure in ill-fitting men’s clothes and a
cloak, the next she was upon Alyssa, face shifted and fangs bared, fingers
hooked like talons to rake her skin, her hair flowing about her head like
Medusa’s nest and Caleb swore he did not see her move from one position to the
other.


Alyssa
threw her across the room with what looked little more than a casual flick of
her wrist; Morlaine met wall head first, her skull
meeting the cold stone with a sickening crack. Her eyes flickered white as she
slid to the floor, fingers twitching at
the air, she attempted a few mumbled words, but they never coalesced into
anything approaching coherence.


“So weak,”
Alyssa snorted, standing over the other vampire’s prostrate form, she looked
across at Caleb, “I’d hoped she would be conscious when we took her heart, but
we must make do. I want us gone long before dawn.”


Caleb stood at Morlaine’s
feet, pausing hesitantly there, uncertainty clear on his face.


“I know it
is hard for you, but do this thing for me and you will be taking the first step
toward immortality. There is much I must teach you if you wish to be my kin.
This is your first lesson,” she bent down and pulled open Morlaine’s
cloak and then ripped open his shirt that she wore to reveal the rough blood-stained bandages, “So sweet! Can you not
smell her bloody perfume?” she breathed.


“I can do
this...” Caleb said in an uncertain voice, still making no move to act.


Alyssa
straightened up and stared at him; emerald eyes blazing in the half light,
“Then do it, cut her open and pull out what I desire. I ache to eat her heart.”


His throat,
so constricted he could barely breathe, Caleb pulled free his sword with a
shaking uncertain hand to hold the weapon before him. Sweat broke out on his forehead and he drew his sleeve across
his face to prevent it stinging his eyes. The sweat was making his palms slick
and he gripped the hilt more tightly less the rapier slip from his grasp.


“Do it!”
Alyssa insisted. Excitement, lust and hunger mixing in her voice; she was all
but licking her lips in anticipation, “cut the bitch open!”


“There’s
one small problem,” Caleb muttered, holding up his sword to stare at it.


“What?”
Alyssa snapped impatiently.


“The sword
is a rapier, it has no cutting edge; ‘tis a thrusting weapon.”


“Then thrust,” Morlaine
said in a bright clear voice.


“Huh?” Alyssa’s head snapped round as her attention returned
to Morlaine and in that instant Caleb thrust. He let out a deep gut wrenching
scream as he put every ounce of sinew and muscle he possessed behind the
weapon, supplementing it with all of the fear and loathing that had been
brewing inside him since the realisation of what Alyssa was had dawned upon
him. He saw Rentwin nailed to a wall,
Pughes crumpled broken body and Waller hanging from a meat hook. He saw the
burnt ruined bodies of Bridges, Hooky and Jack. He saw himself coupling with
her, wild and abandoned, laughing at her debauchery without seeing the blood
that stained her hands. Most of all, however, he saw the dark, wretched part of
himself that wanted to cut out Morlaine’s heart in return for Alyssa’s gifts.


He kept
pushing and screaming until the hilt was pressed against the tattered material
of Alyssa’s dress. Her eyes were wide and green and circled in white, her mouth drawn back to reveal her teeth in a
rictus grin of shock and pain. Caleb released his sword and staggered back as
she screamed at him, an incoherent hurricane of pain and hatred that sent dark vampiric blood spraying from her mouth.


Morlaine
regained her feet with one fluid movement and gripped the sword’s hilt and
started to pull it out.


“What are
you doing?” Caleb screamed, backing up until he was against the bed and could move no more.


“You
punctured her lung, not her heart,” Morlaine cried,
“it’s not a mortal wound!”


Before the
blade had been pulled more than half free, Alyssa seemed to regain some sense
of what was happening and a wild clubbing fist connected with Morlaine’s head, sending the vampire to her knees as she
lost her hold upon the sword. Alyssa was still screaming and spraying blood as
her foot connected with Morlaine’s chin to send her
flying back across the room. The blow would certainly have killed any mortal,
but Morlaine was able to regain her feet, albeit it
tentatively.


“Fool!”
Alyssa spat at Caleb, blood spraying from her lips, “now you will both die!” 


She grabbed
hold of the sword blade that was still embedded in her chest with both hands
and yanked it free with a long accompanying grunt of pain. The sword pointing towards the floor she began to move
towards Morlaine.


“First I finish this bitch, then I’ll do for you; you’re going to suffer
as no mortal man has ever suffered,” she grinned. The words that escaped her
bloody mouth were thick and wet, clinging to her tongue as if they did not want
to be expelled into the air.


“Get out
Caleb; there are matters I need to discuss with my kindred.” Although Morlaine’s voice was calm and steady, Caleb didn’t like the
way she was hunched forward, her hand protectively clutched to her stomach. It
seemed to him the dark stains on her makeshift bandages were spreading. Alyssa
was injured now, but he didn’t doubt she was still far stronger than Morlaine and that, in any duel, there was only going to be
one possible winner. He glanced at the dark rectangle of the door, Alyssa was
still at the far end of the wall, he was sure he could make it, Morlaine probably could delay Alyssa long enough for him to
be away, but it was an idea that only momentarily presented itself.


Instead, he backed
along the bed towards the wall until his fhand
brushed against something resting on the bedside table, his fingers curled
eagerly around it. He hoped this plan would be a little more successful. Perhaps
if he had paid more attention to the Doctor’s dissection,
he would have had a better idea where the heart was, although it was not the
first time he’d been accused of not knowing where a woman’s heart was.


Grabbing
hold of the lantern he threw it to the floor by
the bed with all the force his shaking hands could muster, where it shattered
and spilt oil, which immediately ignited, sending blue touched flames snuffling
around the bed.


“You should
attend to your son Alyssa!” Caleb cried, heading for the door and pulling Morlaine with him.


Alyssa
screamed at them but remained motionless, deciding
whether to pursue them or save Samuel from the fire that was already licking
his bed. Caleb bundled Morlaine from the room,
pausing only to snatch up his bag. When Alyssa did not emerge from the room in
their wake, he guessed she had made the
decision he had been banking on.


“I must
deal with her!” Morlaine protested, trying to shake
off Caleb’s grasp, “I am responsible for what she’s done!”


“No one is responsible
but her!” Caleb insisted, gripping her as firmly as he could and half dragging
her along the dark corridor.


“But if I
hadn’t sired Saul!”


“She will
kill you; you are too weak to fight her. What good would your death achieve?”
Caleb shouted angrily at her, “or mine for that matter?” Caleb glanced back
beyond Morlaine down the corridor, the flickering
light of fire glowed on the wall opposite Rothery’s
room, but nothing else had emerged.


Morlaine
made no reply, but by the time they reached the stairs she had forgone any
pretence of struggling, Caleb didn’t know whether she was too weak to fight him
or she had seen sense. Either way, he
doubted he could have forced her to go much further if she actually had refused
to move.


“What do
you plan,” she panted as they hurtled down the stairs.


“What makes
you think I have a plan?” Caleb gasped, tightly clutching the vampire’s hand as
they ran.


“I assumed
all that up there was a carefully worked out scheme?” 


“You mean I
didn’t fool you?”


“Sometimes
you have to have a little faith in human nature,” she said, managing to flash
him a small tight grin, “We are getting out of here, yes?”


Caleb
nodded, “Get a horse from the stables and ride as far and as fast as we can
from this asylum.”


“Very
well,” she sighed, “and I will deal with Alyssa another day.”


“We’ll
deal with her another day,” Caleb corrected, squeezing her hand and feeling a
strange warm sensation when she squeezed his in return.


*


The kitchen
was as they’d left it, a few candles glowed half-heartedly at the far end, but
their light was more of a comfort against the darkness than any great practical
benefit. Caleb slowed to scoop a cutlass from the ground, near where one of the
covered corpses still lay; its owner had no more use for it. 


When he
looked up, Morlaine was standing still, head lowered
and panting, both hands gripping her stomach.


“Morlaine?”


She looked up, her skin so pale it was almost translucent in the gloom. A
sheen of sweat had broken out over her face, “Too much exertion,” she managed
to say, looking back down to her stomach, her fingers were stained dark,
whether with blood or gore Caleb couldn’t tell in the poor light.


“We can’t
delay,” Caleb said going to her, “it won’t take Alyssa long to make the Doctor
safe.”


“I know,” Morlaine nodded furiously, “I can keep going.”


Caleb
gripped his bag and the cutlass in one hand while putting his other arm around
the vampire’s shoulder; she slipped hers around Caleb’s waist in return and leant on him for support as they headed for the
kitchen’s shattered door and the beckoning night beyond.


As they
stumbled across the ruined kitchen, he caught sight of movement out of the
corner of his eye; head snapping around as one of the shadows broke free of the
others and coalesced into a human form. Caleb’s first awful thought was that
somehow Alyssa had overtaken them, but he soon realised, even in the weak light, the figure was too tall and broad
to be Alyssa. 


“Who’s that?” a rough, shaky voice cried out from the darkness. 


Caleb’s heart and stomach indulged in some nauseating acrobatics before
his eyes made out the unexpected figure of Tommy Nimbles shuffling groggily
towards them. A dark trickle of dried blood dribbled back to a bloody and matted
clump of hair above his temple.


“We thought
you were dead,” Caleb said in a hissed whisper, taken aback to see the man
still alive.


“If me head didn’t hurt so much I’d think I was dead too,” the sailor
moaned. His words were slow and slurred as he looked about the wrecked kitchen.
“I was getting some grog from the pantry when I heard this noise an something
hit me,” he explained, gingerly touching his blood matted hairline, “don’t
remember nothing else till I woke on the floor with cannons going off in me
head.” 


Alyssa
hadn’t taken him after all. Tthe explosion must have
dislodged something from the pantry shelves heavy enough to knock the sailor
senseless. Nobody had thought to check inside the pantry in the aftermath of
the explosion. 


“What
happened? Where’s everybody?”


“Tommy, there’s no time to explain,” Caleb panted. He could feel Morlaine
becoming a dead weight on his arm and he feared she was soon going to slip into
unconsciousness, “the vampire put gunpowder in the fire, the others are either
dead or gone, it’s just us left. We must go now, the monster’s in the house.”


“The one
that did for Mr Rentwin, an
the others?”


“Yes.”


“Lord save
us” Nimbles muttered, waving slightly from side to
side as if he were still at sea. He peered through the gloom at Morlaine, “Who’s that?”


“’tis...
Miss Rothery, she’s hurt... I must get her to a Doctor,” Caleb said quickly,
hoping between the poor light and Tommy Nimbles’ fuzzy head the tar would not be able to tell the
difference between the two fair skinned women.


“Let me
help,” Nimbles said, staggering forward.


“No, I can
manage,” Caleb insisted, “gather your weapons and follow us to the stables. Be quick man, this thing is on our heels and ‘tis
a hideous beast.”


“Yes, Sir!” Nimbles
nodded, trying to shake his head clear before drawing a pistol from his belt
and stumbling after them as Caleb half dragged Morlaine
out into the night. As soon as the rain lashed their faces he pulled up the
hood on Morlaine’s cape, covering her face as best he
could.


He glanced
towards the woods, but they were still just a brooding continuous band of darkness across the horizon, the only movement
coming from the storm-tossed branches.
All he needed now was for Lazziard to keep away from the house,
Alyssa not to catch up with them and Tommy Nimbles to
remain blissfully unaware he was helping to free a vampire. None of his
previous disappearing acts had been so fraught.


Their
progress around the side of the house towards the cluster of outbuildings that
included the stables seemed painfully slow to Caleb. He continually found
himself glancing over his shoulder, squinting against the rain, past the
shuffling figure of Nimbles. Every time he expected
to see the pale form of Alyssa come
hurtling out of the night, ashen and terrible; a flame-haired banshee screaming their doom.


The manor house
loomed over them, dark and featureless, save for the few rooms where candles
still flickered and painted the narrow window slits with a pallid yellow glow.
Caleb thought of the eyes of monstrous beasts, following them with malevolent
disinterest; as if the house were toying with the idea of stirring from its
slumber to devour them. 


“The Cap’n?” Tommy Nimbles
mumbled the question “is he with the Devil?” His close-set eyes peered at
Caleb, his brow furrowed, as if it were an act of immense concentration for him
to walk and talk at the same time. He
cradled the pistol beneath his long grubby
canvas coat to keep the powder away from the rain.  Caleb wondered just
how severe his head injury was, but he
would have to keep going for now. They could attend to his wound when they were
clear of the house.


“No,” Caleb
shook his head, calling back over his shoulder, “he’s in the woods, searching
for the vampire. We were tricked...”


Nimbles
was silent for a moment, before asking about his shipmates. 


“Shanks and
Walrus are with the Captain; the others are dead. I’m sorry...”


“We all get
to die,” Nimbles replied flatly, “seen plenty of
dying at sea.”


“Hopefully, we will see no more of it tonight.”


Nimbles snorted
out his nasally little laugh, “Reaper keeps his own times, wishes don’t hold
much with him, whether they be from curs or
gentlemen. Maybe I should be looking for the Cap’n...”


“He thinks
you’re dead Tommy... you don’t have to worry about a deserter’s noose now.”


“Maybe’s, maybe’s
not,” he muttered unconvinced, his words barely reaching Caleb’s ears over the
wind and rain.


They
covered the rest of the ground to the stables in silence; Morlaine’s
feet were moving, but her breath was coming in shallow pained bursts. Her arm was still wrapped around his waist for
support, but her grip seemed to be loosening. Caleb didn’t think she would be
able to walk much further and it was with no little relief that they finally
reached the stables.


The large
barn doors had been left open after Lazziard and the others had taken horses to
go in pursuit of Alyssa, while the waggon
that Shanks and Walrus had used sat outside in the rain, provisions still piled
in the back under canvas sheets. The horses had been unhitched and either taken
by the sailors or led back to their paddocks inside the barn.


Caleb found
himself hesitating before the open doors; no lanterns burned inside and the
stable was dark and forbidding, only the grey light of the rain-swept night
pushed feebly through the doors, doing
little more than vaguely accentuate the shadows within.


“Tommy,
bring two horses, I’ll find saddles.”


Nimbles
blinked twice as if Caleb’s words needed time to travel from his ears to his
brain, “Why don’t we hitch the waggon? ‘tis better for the lady…” 


“No time,
just bring the horses... Miss Rothery can ride with me.”


The sailor
nodded and pushed long wet strands of hair from his face, before disappearing
into the darkness of the barn with no apparent hesitation.


“Morlaine?” Caleb hissed as soon as the sailor was out of
earshot, leaning the injured vampire
against the rough wooden planks of the stable wall.


“I am still
here Caleb,” she replied weakly.


“You say
your eyes are good in the dark?”


Her hooded
head moved a little and Caleb took it for a nod.


“I need you
to lead me to the saddles and gear; I don’t have time to fumble around in the
dark.”


Her hand found
his and she took a long deep breath before leading him silently inside. Despite
his eyes being adjusted to the gloom, the interior of the stables was just a
collection of shadows and indistinct shapes. Only the smell of horse and dung
and the sound of the creature’s breathing told him he was in a stable. Still, Morlaine led him confidently along one wall of the
building, when they came to a halt, she
lifted his hand and pressed it into a shape
that was marginally darker than the wall beyond. His fingers brushed against
smooth leather. Grunting he slung a saddle over one shoulder and a second over
the other while Morlaine collected bridles and reins
and took the cutlass from Caleb.


“How are
you doing?” Caleb grunted, stooping
forward under the weight of his burdens.


“Do not
concern yourself with me,” Morlaine hissed back from the darkness, “I am not dying.”


“Pleased to
hear it,” Caleb managed to flash a smile in the direction her voice came from
and they moved back towards the relative
light of the stable doors. Caleb could hear Nimbles
unbolting paddocks and the sounds of shying horses, reluctant to be moved from
the comfort of their stables.  


 He
dumped the gear gratefully to the muddy ground as soon as he reached the
doorway next to his bag. Panting he
scanned the area, but could see no sign of movement. “You see anything?” he
asked Morlaine.


“She’s not
here,” Morlaine confirmed, not even looking up as she
leant against the wall, both arms wrapped around
herself, “I would smell her scent if she were close.”


“What does
she smell of?”


“Death,” Morlaine murmured, “go and help with the horses, I’ll call
if I sense her coming.” 


Caleb
hesitated, not wanting to leave her alone for even a moment until she reached out with one hand and pushed him weakly
away, “Go!”


Caleb did
as he was bid, hurrying back into the darkness and almost running into Tommy Nimbles and the horse he was leading in the process, the
beast whinnied unhappily at Caleb’s arrival, snorting hot breath in his face.


“‘’tis a wilful beast,” Nimbles spat.


“Go fetch
another, I’ll see to this one,” Caleb ordered and Nimbles
disappeared back into the gloom.


The horse
was a large bay mare, it looked strong
but too heavy in body and leg to be
particularly fast, but as it would have to carry the weight of two then stamina
was probably preferable to speed. There was no way Morlaine
would be able to ride alone.


Despite Nimbles characterization, the horse seemed docile enough as
Caleb hastily saddled her and fitted her bit and bridle. Her nostrils flared
and ears twitched at his unfamiliar scent, but a few soft words, pats and
scratches and she seemed happy enough with him. He slipped the cutlass into a
loop on the side of the saddle, the blade being too broad to fit in the rapier’s sheath that still hung from his belt.
He was about to help Morlaine into the saddle when
Tommy Nimbles emerged from the stables with a gelding
as dark as the night.


“Get it
saddled,” Caleb barked, “quickly man!”


Nimbles
stood in the rain and looked down at the saddle uncertainly, “Can rig a ship
right an easy,” he said forlornly, “don’t
know so much about horse flesh, not so useful at sea I guess...”


“Saddle the
horse for him,” Morlaine whispered, “I can mount this
one on my own,” even through the shadows the hood threw about her face Caleb could see the hard,
determined set of her features and knew she would brook no argument.


Turning his
back on the vampire and leaving her to mount the mare as best she could Caleb
ran over to the other horse. “You can ride?” Caleb grunted as he hefted the
saddle onto the gelding’s back.


“Looks easy enough.” 


“Grip with
your thighs, kick with your heels to get the beast moving and pull the reins in
the direction you want to go,” Caleb hurriedly explained, tightening buckles to
secure the saddle. 


The sailor
looked miserably at him, a fat droplet of rain hanging from the tip of his long
sharp nose. Caleb gave the man’s arm a reassuring squeeze and leaning towards
him whispered conspiratorially, “Horses are like women, treat them too gently
and they will never know who their master is...”


“That I
understand,” Nimbles grinned, almost boyishly.


“Caleb!” Morlaine called hoarsely as he fitted the bridle, “she’s coming!”


Caleb
whirled round towards the house, but could see nothing except rain moving
against the darkness, 


“Where!”


“Her scent
is on the wind!” The gelding suddenly backed up unhappily, nostrils flaring as
if in agreement with Morlaine.


“Can you
mount the horse?” Caleb asked, fitting the bridle
as swiftly as his wet shaking hands allowed.


“Climbing I
can do... why do you think they calls me Nimbles?” 


Caleb held
the horse’s head to calm the skittish
beast as the sailor climbed onto its back with the easy grace of one born to the saddle. 


“If you see
anything moving, shoot it!” Caleb shouted
as he fitted the bit into the horse’s mouth and finished tightening the bridle.
Every fibre of his being was screaming at him to look over his shoulder, that
Alyssa’s fangs were gaping wide and closing on his neck, but with a control he
didn’t know he possessed and a faith in others that was equally alien he kept
to his task. If she were near enough to
do harm Morlaine and Tommy would let him know. 


He was
absolutely sure they would.


Eventually, the bridle was in place and he looped the reins
over the gelding’s head and pushed them into Tommy’s free hand; the sailor’s
head was moving from side to side, pistol held against his chest, “Ride for the road and keep going!” Caleb yelled.


“After you!” Nimbles shouted back.


Caleb
didn’t have the time or inclination to argue; instead,
he ran to the bay mare, where Morlaine sat, tightly
gripping her stomach and leaning slightly forward. Caleb grabbed his bag and
looped the handles over the pommel before clambering up onto the saddle behind Morlaine. The horse tossed her head and took a few paces
backwards, getting used to the additional weight on her back. Caleb put his
arms around the vampire and took up the reins, pulling the horse around towards
the muddy path that led to the front of the house. He felt Morlaine
slump back against his body, her head lolling slightly to one side.


“How are
you?” he asked, his chin resting on her
shoulder.


“You should
not be so gentle with me,” she murmured distantly, “how else will I know you
are my master?”


“Your ears
are too sharp,” Caleb muttered, smiling despite himself.


A cry from Nimbles brought Caleb’s mind sharply back into focus,
looking over his shoulder he could see the sailor had not brought his mount
around and his attention was fixed back along the path they had come. Out of
the darkness, a figure had emerged that
if Caleb hadn’t known was Alyssa he would have been hard-pressed to recognise.


The rain had dampened and darkened her flame-coloured hair, plastering it
down around her head in long, lank rat’s tails. Her bloodless face was so pale
it seemed ethereal against the solid blackness of the night. Blood from her
punctured lung was still smeared around her mouth, chin and chest while the
wound itself was a thick dark blot against the tattered remnants of her dress,
which was also now blackened and burnt in several places. Her legs and arms were burnt; vivid
red blisters disfigured her snow white skin. The fire must have taken hold more
quickly than Caleb had expected and he found himself hoping she had been able
to get the old man clear in time, despite everything, he had intended no harm
to befall the Doctor.


She walked
slowly and purposefully, Caleb’s rapier still in her hand, its tip dragging
along the ground, her eyes points of baleful green fire fixed intently on Caleb
and Morlaine.


“This is
the thing that killed my shipmates?” Tommy Nimbles
called back; if he saw anything of Alyssa Rothery in the creature he was not
admitting it.


“’tis the
vampire Tommy, keep clear of it. Tug on the reins to bring the horse around!”


“A terrible
thing,” the sailor breathed, making no move to turn his mount, “they were my
friends...”


“Ride Tommy!” Caleb shouted, but the sailor gave no indication that he heard
anything; instead he levelled his pistol at the steadily closing vampire.


“Don’t
rightly think I’m made for riding, Mr Cade,” he called back.


“Aim for
the head,” Morlaine whispered weakly, “only an... an instant kill will... stop... her...”


Caleb was
about to repeat the words when Tommy Nimbles pulled
the trigger; the pistol fizzed and spluttered, but did no more. Despite his
best efforts, the rain had reached the
powder.


Alyssa was
not more than twenty feet away, her pace unaltered, but instead of fleeing Nimbles tossed the useless weapon aside and pulled a second
pistol from his belt.


“Out of my way!” Alyssa hissed through bared fangs, “I’m not interested in you.”


“You think
me some kind of noddy, you filthy hedge whore!” the sailor cried in
disgust; this time the powder caught and the gun fired. 


In an awful slow blur,
Caleb saw several things happening as once; the ball hit Alyssa in the left
shoulder, hard enough to spin her around and drop her to her knees with a
scream of pain. Nimbles’ gelding, which was young and unused to the sound of a gunshot, already skittish from the strange, unpleasant
scents these strangers brought with them, reared up in alarm, throwing the
startled sailor to the ground and bolting off into the night. Morlaine fumbled with the cutlass and pushed it into
Caleb’s hand.


“Take off
her head...” she hissed.


Caleb found
himself caught between the urge to kill Alyssa before she could harm anyone
else, and digging his heels into his mount’s flanks and galloping off into the
night. That would be the safe, sane thing
to do; save both their necks, live to fight another day. Or preferably live to
enjoy a life of peace and pleasure for many other days. Morlaine
was severely injured, and he was
certainly no cavalryman.


While he
hesitated Alyssa rose to her feet, her left arm hanging awkwardly at her side;
the pistol ball must have shattered her shoulder bone. Nimbles
lay on the ground unmoving, whether unconscious or dead Caleb couldn’t tell,
but with awful fascination, he saw Alyssa
bear down on the prostrate sailor. He knew she wasn’t interested in him, that
she wanted to lure them in to try and save him, which was madness. They should
run. He was probably already dead.


Caleb could
feel Morlaine lolling against him, her breath ragged
and harsh, she needed somewhere to rest and recover, the longer she was thrown
about on horseback, the
worse it would be for her. He gripped the cutlass and blinked at the rain.
Alyssa was slowly closing on Tommy Nimbles, but all
the time her eyes were on Caleb. 


She was
smiling.


“Damn it!”
Caleb cursed, wheeling the horse round before digging his heels in and urging
his mount towards Alyssa. It would have been difficult enough riding alone on a
bright, dry night, but with his left arm
wrapped around Morlaine to keep her from falling and
holding the reins, while the other held the cutlass out wide as he peered over
the vampire’s shoulder, the task seemed impossible. Henrietta had made a fair
horseman of him in the end, but this was way beyond both his experience and
talent.


The sound
of blood and hooves pounded in his ears as he bore down on Alyssa, along with a
long anguished scream that he didn’t initially realise was his own. The vampire
stood motionless before him, slowly raising the rapier as he closed.


He swept
the cutlass down towards her head, feeling himself leaning crazily out into the
air, one moment Alyssa was before him, then she was gone and the cutlass
whooshed through empty air. Caleb barely managed to keep both himself and Morlaine in the saddle. 


He
desperately reined the horse in and looked back to see Alyssa rising to her
feet, a bloody grin still smeared across her long inhuman face. She must have
rolled out of the way at the last possible moment, taunting him with her vampiric reactions and agility.


“This is
hopeless,” Caleb muttered bringing the horse round; there was no response from Morlaine.


Alyssa
covered the ground to Nimbles before Caleb could
charge again, easily pulling him to his feet with her good arm, she stood
behind him, using the sailor as a shield. “Perhaps you will have better fortune
with two heads to aim for,” she mocked, her laughter a barely human cackle the
wind whipped from her dark lips.


The mare
pawed at the ground with her hoof as if sharing her rider’s uncertainty.


“Will you
not dismount and face me like a man?” she called again.


“I prefer
the view from up here,” Caleb shouted back.


“You know
you can’t kill me, you could ride up and down all night and the only thing that
blade would cut is the rain.”


“I only
need to get lucky once.”


“Or maybe
next time you’ll fall on your face, and then you will be mine...”


“I had
better take care then.”


“Perhaps it
is time we both put our pride to one side
and do a little bargaining. Give me the bitch and I’ll let you take this one,”
she shook the sailor’s head to demonstrate who she meant.


“And you
would let us go, of course,” Caleb said sceptically.


“Of
course,” Alyssa said, raising her eyebrow a notch as if she couldn’t understand
why he might doubt her, “the night is late, Samuel and I must be gone soon, the vampire’s blood will heal my wounds far more quickly
than yours and his together. Despite your treachery,
I’m prepared to let you go. Though if I were to ever see you again, then I
would kill you.”


“Morlaine is not for sale,” Caleb said with a firm shake of
the head.


“You’re a
fool Cade; she will never give you what you seek. Her kind never will.”


“I have my
own offer,” Caleb said, ignoring her taunts, “Set him free and I’ll let you
flee unhampered. A capital trade I would say.”


She snorted
her derision into the rain, “Why don’t I rip out this fool’s throat for
hors-d’oeuvres, he was rather rude to me after all, then pull you two to the
ground and have a real feast!” Her tongue darted out and run over Nimbles’ coarse stubbly face.


“Because
then they will never believe you are just sweet innocent little Alyssa
anymore,” Caleb said, nodding in the direction of the woods where four distinct lights could be seen bobbing amongst
the trees, “I don’t think you’re strong enough to run down five men on
horseback.”


“Why would
they believe you?” she hissed, eyes fixed on the distant lights.


“Have you
seen yourself, Alyssa? You have a pistol
ball in the shoulder, a sword wound to your chest, your hands and legs are
burnt. If you were human, you would be
dead. I think I could persuade them to at least take you outside to see the
sun,” he glanced up at the rain filled sky
with a shrug, “whenever that might be.”


“And you
think they would trust you,” she sneered, “with your pet vampire in your arms?”


“They would
believe young Tommy here, he knows you’re a vampire too...” the sailor was
moaning softly, his eyes flickering as he fought his way back to consciousness.


“The
Captain would hang you for letting that bitch go,” Alyssa hissed.


“Maybe,
maybe not,” Caleb grinned, “you see Alyssa, I’m a gambling man. I know the
odds; I know if you want to win big, you
have to bet big. I reckon there’s just enough time for all of us to get out of
here, but there’s no time for tricks and deceptions. This way we all get to
live, we get to share the pot. A sensible bargain?”


Alyssa
laughed hollowly, “Oh Cade, it could have been such fun, the two of us.”


“I am not
like you...”


“But you could
have been,” she sighed; tossing Tommy Nimbles aside, she turned and run for the house. Caleb
watched her until she was out of sight. He walked the horse forward until he
stood beside the sailor who was groggily pushing himself up into a sitting
position.


“The
Captain and the others are coming back Tommy,” Caleb said, nodding in the
direction of the woods, “go and warn them the vampire’s in the house.”


He looked
up, squinting against the rain that splattered over his face, “That was Miss
Rothery wasn’t it? The one I shot?”


“She’s the
vampire,” Caleb nodded.


Tommy’s
eyes rested on Morlaine and he nodded, “I never saw
you... I don’t knows what you’re doing
and I ain’t asking,” he climbed unsteadily to his
feet and tugged his forelock, “I wasn’t quite as dumb headed as I pretended...
thank you for not leaving me.”


Caleb
nodded his understanding, before reversing his cutlass and handing it to him,
“probably more useful than pistols in the rain.”


Tommy Nimbles smiled, but made no move to take the weapon “Aye, I
make you right there,” he pulled back his coat to reveal his own blade, “would
have used it to lop her head off if that damn horse hadn’t of spooked. Best I
stick to ships me thinks, Mr Cade.”


“Call me
Caleb,” he said, flashing the sailor a grateful smile before digging his heels
into the horse and urging the beast on into the rain,


“Damnably strange business,” Tommy Nimbles
muttered as he watched Caleb and Morlaine ride off
into the rain-soaked night. 


 


 
















 


The Story Concludes









In the
Absence of Light: Book Four


The Love of
Monsters


He has
returned to the road, but this time he
does not intend to travel it alone.


Caleb Cade,
liar, thief, womaniser and sharper of hearts has fled into the night many times
before, but always alone and never pursued by monsters, both vampire and human.


Now he must
care for the wounded Morlaine and nurse
her back to health whilst keeping them
safe from a world that would see them
both dead. Their only protection the anonymity of the road and the wits of a
man well practised in disappearing from sight. 


Caleb knows
his salvation rests in his love for a woman who does not appear to be capable
of the emotion. Her love could bring him redemption while her rejection could
finally destroy him. But just how do you make a monster love you?


Where the
road leads Caleb will follow, on a journey that will take him back to his past
and deliver him to his future; a journey which will teach him that there is a
high price to pay for the love of monsters.


 


The Love of Monsters is now available at Amazon.com and Amazon.co.uk

















 


 

 If you’d like to be kept informed of new
releases, offers and news you can sign subscribe to the Andy Monk newsletter HERE or at andymonkwordsandpictures.co.uk



 




cover.jpeg
In the Absence of Light
Ghosts in
the Blood

zigi’
o

e

Andy Monkw .






