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Chapter One


Upon A Dark Road


The Poole Road, Dorsetshire –
1708


Caleb slowed the mare when the narrow lane
that snaked up from Lazziard Manor met the Poole Road.
He wanted to ride as hard as he could until dawn, but he was becoming
increasingly worried about Morlaine; she hadn’t said
a word since thrusting the cutlass into his hand during their final
confrontation with Alyssa. The constant movement atop the horse could only be
aggravating her wounds.


He let the horse set her own pace, wiping a
hand over his face and wishing he had a hat to keep the worst of the rain from
his eyes. He glanced up at the black weeping sky; at least the downpour seemed
to be finally easing a little. He wrapped his arms tightly around Morlaine, trying to keep her as still as possible despite
the rolling gait of the horse. He could feel her breathing, but she made no
other movement or sound.


He looked over his shoulder several times,
but there were no signs of pursuit; the road was deserted.  Only those in
the greatest hurry would travel abroad at this hour; other than highwaymen and cutthroats of course. He felt for the cutlass
he’d secured to the saddle, brushing the rain-slick
metal of the guard with his fingers. He was glad Tommy Nimbles
had refused the weapon; it would be ironic to escape the horrors of the last
few days, only to find himself skewered by some rogue for the lack of a blade.


The mare plodded on along the roughly packed earth of the road, which cut
through farmland interspersed with small
copses of ash and beech. The rain was trickling down his neck and chilling him
to the bone, he felt exhausted, but as he rested his forehead against Morlaine’s cloaked head, he found an unfamiliar sense of contentment settle upon him. 


It was easy to imagine they were the only
people in creation; that the rain had washed the world of all its troubles and
woes, leaving everything clean and fresh for the two of them. He thought of laying with her, not of base animal
rutting, which was all he usually imagined when he thought of a woman and a
bed, but the simple act of waking and finding her next to him. Her eyes closed,
lips barely parted, hair ruffled by sleep; the smell of clean linen mingling
with the scent of her body, that strange distant perfume of cinnamon and musk
that seemed forever to be about her. 


They trudged on, the rain gradually easing
to a drizzle before ceasing altogether, and the clouds, which had been so
darkly uniform, began to break apart in the west. Soon the land was bathed in
the soft light of a nearly full moon. Caleb took the opportunity to check
behind him again; his eyes had become so accustomed to the moonless night that
the road now seemed almost as well lit as at midday. He grunted in satisfaction
when he saw the only movement was a fox, cautiously padding across the rutted surface in search of prey.


However, as they rounded a gentle bend in
the road a coach and two horses, parked beneath the dripping boughs of a birch
tree, came into view. A solitary figure sat up top, tricorn
hat pulled down, collar turned up, arms folded across his chest as his head
lolled. Caleb couldn’t tell if the man was awake or not, but as he drew closer
he recognised the coach; he’d ridden in it himself just a few long weeks ago
after all. 


It was the Rothery’s.


Caleb’s heart jumped, and he fought down
the urge to wheel the horse around and flee. Alyssa simply could not have
gotten ahead of them, wounded and with her injured son to carry. 


The driver showed no indication that he’d
seen him and Caleb kept to the same steady sedate pace. It was just Scaife, waiting to whisk his mistress away; it was probably
a well-practised routine.


One that was about to be
rudely interrupted.


“Morlaine?” Caleb hissed in her ear, but there was no response bar the faint
sound of her breathing, “Just keep quiet for a while,” he added, probably
unnecessarily, before spurring the horse on.


“Scaife!” Caleb shouted, “Mr Scaife!”


Scaife’s head shot up and he looked about
him with the air of a man guiltily stirring from an illicit sleep before his
eyes settled on the approaching figures.


“’tis Miss Rothery, she’s injured!” The
ruse had worked once already that night and, with the moon behind them, he was pretty sure Scaife
wouldn’t be able to make out Morlaine’s face. The
servant scrambled down from the carriage and came running towards them in an
ungainly trot, peering suspiciously up at Caleb.


“Don’t look so worried Mr Scaife,” Caleb said, “I know who your mistress is, be quick
about helping me get her into the carriage and I’ll forget the fact you were
asleep when you should have been waiting for her. She might be hungry when she
wakes...”


Scaife nodded vigorously and made harsh
squawking noise; Caleb remembered Alyssa’s remark about pulling tongues out. He
shivered and jumped down as Scaife reached up towards
Morlaine.


“Wait,” Caleb urged, “’tis easier if we get
her down together.” Scaife just shrugged him aside;
he obviously considered his mistress’
care to be solely his responsibility.


“As you wish.” As soon as Scaife’s back was turned Caleb
clutched both his hands together in a double fist and brought them down on the
side of the servent’s head.


The burly man gasped and staggered
sideways, managing to keep his feet until Caleb hit him again. He went face
down into the sodden road and Caleb
pulled the cutlass free of the saddle as Scaife clumsily tried to stand, his fingers clawing at the
wet dirt as his feet failed to find purchase.


Caleb placed the blade against Scaife’s throat and he immediately became still.


“I should kill you,” Caleb whispered. He
had little more experience in sounding menacing than he did in hitting people,
but he hoped his slow, measured tone carried a threat, rather than just the fear he
actually felt, “how many people have died because of that creature you serve?
How many have you helped her to kill?”


Scaife let out a pitiful whimper. It
would be easier to kill him of course, but Caleb really didn’t have it in him.
Not in cold blood anyway.


“You are going to do exactly as you are
told; one false move and I will start slicing bits of you off. You understand?”
Scaife grunted once, which Caleb hoped meant “yes”
rather than “I’m going to kill you,” and took a step backwards.


“I am going to take the coach, if I see you
following us, I’ll kill you. Understand?” Another single grunt by way of a
reply, “now get to your feet.”


Scaife did as was told, his hat had fallen off and his hairless head was
bright in the moonlight, in contrast to his narrow
dark eyes which combined to give him an air of ghoulish malevolence.


“Open your coat. Slowly.”


Scaife did as he was told, revealing two pistols and a long bladed knife.


“Now take out each weapon, using only your
thumb and forefinger, and place them on the ground, your powder and shot too.
Remember I can take your head off with this before you could even cock one of those pistols.”


It crossed Caleb’s mind that whatever
threat he conjured would be tame compared to what Alyssa might do to him when
she discovered Scaife had lost her means of escape.
In Scaife’s place he’d be tempted to take a chance
with a coward holding a cutlass than an insane vampire; however, the Rothery’s servant did as he was ordered, even if he did
keep his unblinking and murderous eyes on Caleb.


“Now step backwards,” Caleb barked, “and keep walking.” 


Scaife moved slowly, one step at a time. When he was a good ten paces
away, Caleb retrieved one pistol and cocked it. “Stop,” he ordered, keeping
both gun and cutlass pointed in Scaife’s direction.
“Have you really got no tongue?” He asked, suddenly curious. “Did she take it?”


After a moment’s hesitation, the bald man
nodded.


“Then why? Why do you still serve her?”


A hopeless smile flickered over Scaife’s face before he spoke; the sound was wet and
guttural. He repeated it and again a third time, but he was wasting his breath
for Caleb could tell what he was trying to say, not from the incoherent grunts
his ruined mouth was making, but from the expression on his face and the soft
distant set his eyes had taken


Love.


He was saying he loved her, that he endured all that she was and all that she
did because he looked upon her and saw
something wonderful. Scaife suddenly sobbed, a dreadful choking sound that a drowning man might
make as he fought for his last ever breath of air on God’s Earth; a despairing
cry of a man who saw only too well the folly and waste of his life, but was
powerless to change it.


“Keep walking, she’ll be coming in that
direction. Please don’t make me rue not staving
your head in. Understand?”


Scaife looked towards the figure slumped over the horse, Caleb shook his
head, “That’s not her... sometimes I tell lies; ‘tis an unfortunate habit.” A look of relief crossed Scaife’s
face as if he feared Caleb’s sole purpose had been to separate him from his
mistress. 


“That is the monster I love,” Caleb
explained.


The anger faded from Scaife’s
eyes and he nodded in understanding; suddenly seeing Caleb not as an adversary,
but a fellow traveller on a hopeless journey.


“You do not have to go that way,” Caleb said, lowering the pistol just a
fraction, “every road has two directions.”


Scaife shrugged his broad shoulders and offered a wry smile that seemed quite alien on his stern weathered features though it was easy enough for Caleb to
read; the road he walked could only ever have one direction. 


He scooped up his fallen hat and headed
towards Lazziard Manor without a backward glance. Caleb watched him until he had disappeared around the bend in the road,
wondering what the man’s story was, what webs Alyssa had spun to ensnare him so
thoroughly. Had she taken his tongue to ensure he could tell no one the Rothery’s dark secret or had that simply been the price he
had to pay to serve the woman he loved? 


He gathered up the remainder of the fallen
weapons and led the mare alongside the carriage, pistol in hand he continually
looked back along the road and the fields on either side. He didn’t trust the
big man not to try and sneak back. However, with no one in sight he pulled open
the carriage door and tossed his bag inside. He eased Morlaine
from the horse as carefully as he could and cradled her in his arms, she let
out a long shuddering moan that made him wince in sympathy, but there was
nothing else he could do. He unceremoniously deposited her on the floor of the
carriage and slammed the door shut. He could take care of her comforts later.


He hurriedly tied the mare to the rear of the coach before clambering
on top; he stood on the seat and scanned the surroundings, pistol back in his
hand. There was no sign of Scaife.


“He’s got a healthy regard for his own skin
for a man who loves a vampire that pulled his tongue out...” Caleb mused,
before settling down in the driver’s seat
and taking up the reins, he released the brakes and cracked the whip to set the
two horses off down the road at as fast a pace as Caleb thought they could manage.


They rode for an hour at least, by Caleb’s
reckoning, accompanied by only the occasional bat that flitted between trees or
owl swooping on the hunt while silver-edged
clouds raced across the moon. No sound came above the wet thudding hooves of
the horses and the pained groans of the carriage itself as it trundled over
each rut and divot in the well-worn road.


Twice the carriage came to a crossroads and
each time Caleb chose randomly, he was unfamiliar with the country and wanted
only to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the house. He
doubted Lazziard would be pursuing them, but Alyssa might if she’d been able to
get the Doctor out and steal horses before the others returned. Else she would
have to concoct some deceit and hope Tommy Nimbles
would not be believed. Their trail was probably not being followed, but Caleb
had learned it was best never to make assumptions, especially with regard to people who wanted to kill you,
and each extra mile he put between them made him feel a fraction safer.


He tossed ideas around his head as to a
final destination; whether they should risk returning to London or make for
Bristol, Portsmouth or Plymouth, or even push on towards the wild lands of
Cornwall where they could lie low in the sparsely populated moorland. The carriage rattled through several
small villages, each huddled knot of cottages were
dark and Caleb felt no urge to stop and seek lodgings. The carriage had blinds
that Caleb didn’t doubt were efficient enough to block sunlight from the interior,
reducing the urgency to find shelter before dawn. The horses appeared strong
and well rested; if he eased off the pace for a while,
he was sure they would be able to continue for a good few hours after sunrise
when Alyssa would certainly be unable to follow them.


When next they came across a widening in
the road, Caleb pulled the carriage over, applying the brakes when the horses
were in reach of fresh spring shoots in the verge to munch upon. Jumping down,
with a thick gooey splat onto the muddy road, he pulled open the carriage door
and clambered inside to check on Morlaine.


The vampire was as he had left her,
sprawled on the floor. Her eyes were
closed and her breathing shallow, her skin spectral and otherworldly in the full shadows of the coach’s interior. He laid
her out on one of the seats, pulling the damp cloak that she still wore free of
her cold skin. Fumbling in the storage spaces beneath the seats he found
blankets stowed for journeys on cold winter days and he folded one to make a
pillow before wrapping her in the others as best he could.


That done he crouched on the floor beside
her for a while, trying to think what else he could do to make her more
comfortable. He reached beneath the blankets and lightly held her hand; her
skin was cool and clammy. The idea of
bleeding himself flittered around his mind awhile, but he decided he didn’t
know enough about her need for blood to risk spilling more of his own.


Her eyes moved behind her lids. He sat and
wondered what vampires might dream of during their long, long lives. He thought
of all those centuries of life she had behind her; decade after countless decade
of memories stored somewhere inside her. How could she cope with so many
memories? Did they not torment her mind? The collective pressure of all those ancient
emotions; the fears and hopes, joys and disappointments, old lovers,
half-forgotten friends and time-weathered
rivalries. Did the passage of so many years erode her memories, were the
once sharp jagged mountains of old loves now just tired dusty hills? Were the
raging fires of her ambitions just cold dead ash buried beneath fallen leaves?
Did the weight of so much history change her? Warp
and twist her until those she had once known would not even vaguely recognise
the creature she was now?


He remembered Captain Lazziard’s
journal and the distant, wistful look in
his eye as he thought of the boy he’d been thirty years before; how time and
experience had changed him utterly. If a mere thirty years could alter a man so
much, what might a hundred do? Two hundred? A thousand? He could not imagine such time, such memories.
He could not envisage the weight of so many dreams. What might he become if Morlaine changed him?


“You look further from the world than I
have been?” Morlaine whispered,
her voice little more than a croak.


Caleb smiled and squeezed her hand in
welcome; the vampire managed to return both, though only weakly.


“What happened?” she asked, her eyes
flicking about the carriage, “Where are we?”


“Time for questions later,” Caleb said
sternly, “you shall rest for now,” he added before raising a canteen of water
to her lips.


“Do you need blood also?” 


“Yes... but I can wait. You need several
days to replace what I have already taken of yours. It would not be safe to
drink from you again. The corpse blood and what I took from Rothery will
suffice.”


“You only have to ask.”


Morlaine closed her eyes, “Do not be kind to me, it makes everything more
complicated.”


“Who is so fortunate to live an entirely
simple life?”


“Spare me the philosophy,” she sighed, her
eyes still closed. “I am very weak; my
body slows down when I am injured and needing blood. A day or two and I will be
healed enough; though I will be ravenously hungry. Best have some pig’s blood
for me.”


“Will that work?”


“Not nearly as well as human and it tastes
foul too, but I don’t trust myself to drink from a mortal when I am so hungry.
It is not always possible to be in control of myself at such times.”


“I trust you...”


“You should not be so foolish,” Morlaine said, half opening her eyes to peer at him before
changing the subject, “where did you get the carriage?”


“Alyssa’s servant was gracious enough to
let me borrow it.”


“That was very generous of him.”


“I find people tend to be at their most
altruistic when they have a cutlass at their throat.”


“You are quite the scoundrel Mr Cade.”


“I used to be,” Caleb grinned, “I used to
be...”


Once he was satisfied Morlaine
was settled, he left her to rest and soon had the reluctant horses on the move
again. He jumped slightly when he eventually noticed the shadowy figure sitting
next to him.


“She believed you then?” The memory of his
brother asked.


“Believed what?”


“That it was your intention to run Alyssa
through all along.”


“That was my intention.”


“Really? You were extremely convincing.”


“I’m a good liar,” Caleb replied, not able
to meet his brother’s eye.


“You’ve had plenty of practice,” his
brother conceded, without sounding particularly convinced.


“Women generally believe what I tell them.”


“Morlaine is no
fool.”


“No, she isn’t.”


“Strange that she still
believed you then.”


“It was a ruse, what else was I supposed to
do? It might not have been gentlemanly, but I was never going to beat Alyssa in
a fair fight.”


His brother shook his hazy ill-remembered head, “I’m neither a woman
nor a fool, and your lies won’t wash with me
little brother.”


“What damn lies?”


“Up to the very last, you were going to cut Morlaine’s
heart out. It wasn’t just Alyssa you surprised when you drove that sword into
her chest; neither of us saw it coming either.”


Caleb stared silently at the road ahead.


“Well, at least,
you did the right thing in the end.”


“I did.”


“But why? Alyssa would have given you what you wanted in the end. Morlaine won’t.”


“Alyssa is a monster.”


“So is Morlaine.”


“You don’t know that.”


“And neither do you.”


The memory of his brother sighed deeply,
“The thing is little brother, it wasn’t a desire for
immortality that almost made you kill Morlaine.”


“I don’t suppose telling you that I’m not
interested in what you think will make you shut up, will it?”


“Of course
it won’t. I live in your head, I’m the one thing in your life you’ve never been
able to run away from. I can hear your heart. You wanted to kill her because
you’re afraid that she won’t love you.”


“Nonsense!”


“After all these years you’ve finally
fallen in love again, and you’re terrified what will happen to you if your love
becomes unrequited. Alyssa didn’t offer you
love, she offered you pleasure, debauchery, selfish hedonism. All the gods
you’ve spent your life worshipping.”


“You don’t think much of me, do you?”


The memory of his brother shrugged, “I have
the misfortune of living inside Caleb Cade’s head. Sometimes
’tis not a pretty place.”


“I was never going to kill Morlaine.”


“Part of you wanted to, though, and you know that is true as much as I do.”


Caleb hunched over the reins and said
nothing.


“There is as much of a monster inside you
as there is inside Alyssa Rothery little brother, but for what it’s worth I am
glad the better part of you won. You did the right thing.”


“The better part of me? Is that you?”


His brother smiled, “No, I am not you.”


“Thank the Lord for that.”


The memory of his brother laughed, but said
no more. Caleb glanced next to him, assuming he was alone again, but the hazy
image of a sixteen-year-old boy still sat
beside him. 


“Do you think Morlaine
is right? If she changed me, I’d become a
killer like Alyssa or Saul?”


“Morlaine is very old and probably very wise.”


“But you’ve seen what’s in my head, what
I’m capable of. What do you think?”


“I think we’re all capable of being
monsters.”


Caleb stared at the dark familiar road stretching out before them and,
not for the first time whilst travelling
it, wondered what manner of a man he actually was.


*


Morlaine slept almost continually for forty-eight hours. Caleb pushed
himself and the horses as hard as he dared; riding throughout the daylight
hours, resting only occasionally to let the horses graze by the roadside or to
feed them the oats he found stored under the driver’s seat. He would check on Morlaine whenever he could, always careful to open the door
so sunlight would not fall upon her sleeping form. Each time he peeked around
the door she remained asleep; she was so
still he might have worried that she was
dead if it wasn’t for the fact he knew she already was.


By the time the sun set on their second day of travelling, painting the
western sky the colour of molten brass, he could barely keep his eyes open and
the horses were no less exhausted. Caleb finally, and gratefully, chanced upon a
large coaching inn to the south of the city of Bath. A
sprawling mass of buildings that had grown around a central courtyard. It offered food and lodgings for the many travellers and their
horses that used the road to and from the port of Bristol. 


The innkeeper was a portly man named Crowe;
his considerable girth suggested a man not shy about sampling his own wares.
His features huddled together in the middle of his face, like sheep trying to
find protection in numbers amid a landscape of rolling jowls and puffy pallid
flesh. If he had any suspicions about his new guests, he kept them to himself.
The weight of Caleb’s coins proved
sufficient to soothe away any concerns over his new guest’s grubby appearance. 


Caleb explained he’d had to dismiss their
driver for drunkenness and had been unable to hire a replacement, it was simply
impossible to find good servants these days he’d complained. The burly
innkeeper made understanding noises and they quickly agreed the country was
most definitely going to rack and ruin. Further calamity had befallen them when
his young wife had become ill, and they would require a room for one or,
possibly, two nights. The poor girl had just lost her first child and was both
physically and emotionally weak. A quiet room was required, away from the
hustle and bustle where a gentlewoman could rest without disturbance. Was such
a room available?


As Caleb had pulled out his heavy purse
Crowe’s eyes had widened a little and he’d eagerly confirmed that he did have
the very room available, for as long as the gentleman and his lady wife
required it. He could arrange for a doctor to be called, it would be no trouble
at all. Caleb had told him it would not be necessary, for he was a Doctor himself and would be able to
attend to his own wife’s care. 


He had managed to rouse Morlaine
and led her up to the room. Making sure the cloak was fastened tightly about
her to conceal the torn shirt and britches which she still wore. Servants
brought up two large trunks that had been secured to the roof of the coach and
Caleb tipped them generously, as he had the stable lad who had been charged
with caring for the horses.


A further sprinkling of coins had ensured
two meals would be brought up for them to dine in their room, accompanied by large draughts of their best ale and a pitcher
of water.


The room was a generous size and
comfortably furnished; the innkeeper had assured Caleb it was reserved only for
people of quality. It consisted of two rooms, which had both been plainly
wainscoted; a bedchamber dominated by an impressive four-poster bed draped with simple calico hangings and a dining
room, with a table and chairs plus a small writing desk. A generously
upholstered couch rested beneath the small leaded window that looked out from
the rear of the inn over ploughed fields. It would provide an adequate resting place for the maid or
servant of gentle folk not prepared to stretch themselves to pay for a second
room. He was relieved to see heavy
shutters by the windows.


He took Morlaine
through to the bed chamber and laid her out on the mattress; she muttered a few
words, but they were hidden too far beneath her breath for him to hear. A
vacant smile played across his face as he found himself gently stroking tangled
hair from her face. Only the sound of the innkeeper’s boys lugging in the
trunks from the coach brought his senses back to the present.


 “Thanks
Mister,” one of the boys grinned as he examined the coin in his hand.


“It’s Doctor,” Caleb corrected, changing
persona with the ease of a seasoned actor, he noted the initials S.R. on one of
the trunks, “Dr Samuel Reece.”


Two bowls of hot thick mutton stew arrived
soon after, accompanied by coarse bread and a tankard of rich, hoppy ale. He hadn’t eaten all day, and he wolfed the first bowl
down in a few minutes, using the bread to wipe every last drop from the
earthenware dish. The second he ate at a more leisurely pace, between gulps of
frothy ale as he watched the last hint of daylight seep from the sky beyond the
window.


He sighed and let out a belch of rare
contentment when he’d finished his second meal, stretching back in the chair as
he run a hand over his now pleasingly
full stomach. It made a welcome change
for the darkening sky to herald nothing more than the cold light of the stars
and a drop in temperature. He knew now that monsters actually did hide in the
dark, but he felt as certain as he could be that none would trouble him here.


With the ale
drained he carried the pitcher of water through to the bedchamber and placed it
by Morlaine. The vampire still slept, but her
breathing seemed deeper, firmer, surer.
Carefully he pulled off her shoes before manoeuvring her beneath the linen
sheets and rugs. He thought of undressing her, but was wary of touching the bloody dressing that still bound her torso; he
didn’t want unwittingly to open up her wound again.


After throwing his jacket over the back of
a chair, he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off his own boots before
massaging his toes; he felt an enormous weariness settle upon him and stretched
out on the bed without attempting to undress further. Sleep was heavy upon his
eyelids when he heard Morlaine mutter, “Take a
pillow.”


“Huh?”


“I believe there is a couch in the other
room,” she mumbled.


“I only intend to sleep,” Caleb insisted.


A smile flickered over her face; “Do you
think all vampires are as wanton as Alyssa, or that we are merely unable to
resist your charms?”


“No, of course not...”


“Sleep in the other room Caleb,” her words
slurring as she slipped back towards sleep. “It’s safer...”


“Oh,” Caleb rose, unsure whether he was
being teased or not.  He yearned to sleep beside her, to listen to her
breathing, for the night to be filled with her scent and her presence. Instead, he
picked up a pillow and found an extra blanket before retreating with the single candle he’d lit after closing the
shutters. 


Caleb felt a moment of childish pique at Morlaine’s rejection
though he told himself he should read nothing into it. She was healing, after all, best not to disturb her.
His eyes lingered on the trunks that had been deposited upon the floor instead; the Rothery’s
possessions that Scaife must have packed in
anticipation of their moving on to another life somewhere. The house in London
had probably been stripped and its contents put into crates for onward shipping
to wherever they ended up. He toyed with the idea of opening them but found his eyes far too heavy. They could wait until morning.


Instead, he stretched out on the couch,
blanket drawn up around him. In the few moments before sleep came he reached
out into the darkness onto which he had drawn Morlaine’s
sleeping form, imagining his fingers brushing satin
skin instead of empty air...


*


  It was the following evening before Morlaine finally awoke; Caleb looked up from the remnants of his meal at the sound of
movement coming from the bedchamber. Hurrying in he found Morlaine
sitting upright in bed, the water pitcher held to her lips as she drank
furiously.


Morlaine’s eyes rose to meet his, but she continued to drink until the pitcher
was drained dry.


“Hungry too,” she finally said with a gasp,
carefully placing the pitcher on the bedside table.


Caleb nodded, fetching a large earthenware
jar which he handed to the vampire with a smile. “I hope it is a good vintage.”



She pulled off the lid and stared at the thick, viscous liquid inside, “Pig’s blood?”


“I tried to find a child to bleed, but none
of the locals seemed keen to let me, no matter how much I offered them.”


Despite his qualms about leaving her alone,
Caleb had ridden out to the nearest market town during the day while Morlaine slept. He’d found a butcher with pigs to slaughter
and had paid a handsome price for him to kill and bleed one. The butcher had been
curious as to why he wanted only the
animal’s blood, eyeing him suspiciously when Caleb had explained his wife was
partial to a recipe that involved using blood. He had excused has wife’s
peculiar tastes by admitting that she suffered from the misfortune of being
French.


“Strange bunch, the French” the butcher had
replied with an understanding nod.


Caleb had thought the pitcher of water had
disappeared quickly enough, but the blood seemed to be gone in little more than
a blink of an eye. “Any more?”



“I thought you might be peckish,” Caleb
produced a second jar that was consumed no less quickly than the first.


“How are you feeling?” 


“Weak, but better,” she replied, offering
him the faint hint of a smile, her hand tracing a line down between her breasts
to her stomach, “the wound has healed, a few more days and the scarring will
have faded to nothing.”


“Well, the night is young, what takes your
fancy by way of entertainment?”


“Entertainment?” She stared at him blankly.


Caleb tried again, “Is there anything else
I can get for you?”


“Oh,” she smiled, “a bath, preferably scalding hot.”


Caleb bowed extravagantly, before hurrying
from the room “Your wish...” 


Arrangements were quickly made and Dr
Reece’s reputation for generous gratuities meant the servants hauled a tin bath
up into the dining room with a minimum of carping; a succession of maids filled
it with buckets of boiling water in short order. By the time he had thanked
them profusely and placed a coin in each hand, the windows had steamed up and
the scent of rose water filled the air.


Once the room was clear of servants he went
to help Morlaine from the bed, but she waved his hand
away with a sharp shake of her head. “I can manage,” she insisted curtly,
though the way she swayed when she found her feet suggested otherwise to Caleb.
He followed her through to the bath, never more than a step behind, ready to
catch her should she fall.


“I do not require a mother hen,” Morlaine sighed when she finally reached the bath.


“Father hen,”
Caleb corrected, “anyway, there are
towels and some soap on the chair. I asked the maid to scent the bath with rose
water. I hope you have no objection?”


“It was very thoughtful of you Caleb, thank
you.”


Caleb beamed, before walking over to the
trunks he’d opened earlier, “These came with the carriage, this one is full of
Alyssa’s belongings; clothes, jewellery, toilette... women’s things. You are
about the same height, a little more slender, but they should be a reasonable fit.
Quite expensive too, I am sure you will find some things to your liking.”


“I am sure
I will. Thank you, Caleb,” she smiled and
glanced pointedly at the bath.


Caleb blinked and smiled back at her.


Morlaine raised her eyebrows, when Caleb still didn’t move she said, “I know
you have seen me... at my most intimate shall we say, but from now on I would
appreciate a little privacy... to undress and the like?”


“Oh, of course,” Caleb winced, “I am sorry,
I had no intention of implying... well anything.”


“I know,” she glanced in the direction of
the bedchamber.


“Perhaps I should wait in there until you
have finished,” he said, quickly making his way from the room.


“Perhaps you should,” Morlaine
agreed, “and close the door, please.”


Caleb looked back around the half closed
door, “I promise I won’t peek.”


“Close the door please.”


“Of course,” Caleb grinned his most winning
grin, “are you sure you don’t need your back scrubbed? I am most excellently
qualified in such matters.”


“I’m sure you are,” Morlaine
agreed, crouching to test the water with her fingertips,
“but I can negotiate a bath on my own.”


“Call if you need anything then,” Caleb
added with a wink. As he closed the door, he was sure Morlaine
was struggling to contain a smile. It was a sight that made him feel uncommonly
good.


Kicking off his boots, he stretched out on the bed; the sheets still bore the imprint
of Morlaine’s body. Closing his eyes, he listened to the gentle splashing
sounds that filtered through the thin dividing wall and fought down a childish
urge to see if he could catch sight of her through the keyhole. 


Thoughts of her wet naked body and slippery
bars of soap flitted through his mind as
he drifted into a light, comfortable
doze, from which he only awoke when Morlaine shook
him.


“You should bathe before the water grows
cold,” she said, combing her wet hair with a pearl handled brush she must have
found in Alyssa’s trunk, along with the loose silk nightshirt she wore.


“I can do without,” he murmured, enjoying
both the sight of her, wet and flushed from the hot water, and the warm coils
of sleep that held him comfortably to the bed.


“I beg to differ,” Morlaine
replied, turning towards the bedchamber’s small looking glass, “all of my
senses are acuter than yours; which is a
terrible curse in this unwashed
age...”   


Caleb sniffed uncertainly at his armpit; it
smelled no worse than normal. A little cologne would be adequate for most, but
the vampire remained unmoved despite his pleas. Eventually, accepting defeat he
crawled out of bed. Morlaine showed a disappointing
lack of interest in catching an illicit glimpse of him, despite his best
efforts to leave the intervening door open, and he stripped and climbed into
the water unobserved.


“If anybody should ask,” Caleb called out
as he rubbed the soap unenthusiastically over his chest, “your name is Agnes
Reece, the loving wife of the dashing and talented Dr Samuel Reece.”


“And who would Dr Reece be?”


“I would have thought the word “dashing”
would have pointed you in the correct direction.” 


“Ah, how unobservant of me...”


“You also happen to be French,” he went on,
ignoring her jibe.


“Why French?”


“It hides a multitude of sins; everyone
knows the French drink blood and eat babies after all,” Caleb replied, “I would
doubt there are many French speakers around here, but ‘tis probably better not
say too much in company.”


“Qui monsieur!”   


“You speak French?”


“Better than any of the locals, I would
imagine.”


“You are a talented girl.”


“And you are a patronising bigot,” Morlaine called back.


“Such flattery is quite wasted,” Caleb
warned her sternly, dunking his head under the water before spluttering, “I am entirely immune to fawning.”


“Pleased to hear it,” she said, strolling
back into the room, “as your beloved wife, should I not have a wedding ring?”


“Am I allowed no privacy?” Caleb asked,
with his feet hitched up and resting on the edge of the tin bath he wiggled his
toes in Morlaine’s direction.


She pursed her lips before shaking her
head, “Your nakedness is of no interest to me, even if I could see anything
immodest.” 


“Please yourself,” Caleb grinned, “as for a
ring, I am sure you can find something amongst Alyssa’s jewellery, ‘tis quite a
collection.” She might be insane, but she did have exquisite taste.


“And if nothing fits me?”


“People will just think you are my mistress
or some courtesan, but, of course, they
will be far too polite to mention it.”


“So, in this deceit you have envisaged to
conceal our identities, you are content for people to believe I am some French
whore?” Morlaine retorted,
picking through the jewellery box Caleb had left on the dining table.


Caleb managed a shrug while he leant forward to wash his feet, “Not some
whore; a courtesan, beautiful, educated, intelligent, witty, alluring
and sought after. The most refined of ladies in public and the most skilled and
wanton of temptresses in the bedchamber...”


“I will find a ring...”


“I would be happy to have you as my
wife...”


Morlaine’s eyes rose to glance at Caleb, “This arrangement is purely temporary;
when we are far enough from Alyssa and your friends,
we will go our own ways.” 


“Of course, but until then...”


“Until then?”


Caleb allowed
a smile to slip over his face, “Until then, a man can but try.”


Morlaine shook her head, a sad, slow
movement that dislodged several wet strands of jet black hair that she had
brushed carefully back, “I have no time for such things.”


“Of all people, you have the most time Morlaine. What have you to lose?”


“I live my life alone. There can be no
other way,” she snapped shut the jewellery box to punctuate her words and
returned to the bedchamber without another word, her face suddenly as dark as
the night that brushed against the window.


“We shall see,” Caleb muttered under his
breath. 











Chapter Two 


A Respectable Man


The Swan Inn, Bath – 1708


“You stink of liquor,” Morlaine
said from somewhere beyond a single blurry light that hovered in the darkness.
Her tone was singularly unimpressed.


Caleb’s witty riposte degenerated somewhere
along the treacherous winding road between brain and mouth into little more
than a grunt. He tried swallowing but
found his tongue was firmly glued to the top of his mouth. Despite the wave of
nausea that engulfed him, he managed to
sit up and swing his legs over the edge of the bed.


“Water?” Morlaine asked her voice a little less
distant than before.


He managed to nod in reply though the stabbing pain that could only
have come from a hot skewer being pushed through his brain made him instantly
regret such abandoned enthusiasm. The light retreated, leaving him to sit
silently in the darkness until she returned, and an earthenware beaker was
pushed into his hand. Shakily he raised it to his lips, the water was cool enough
to make his teeth tingle, but he soon drained it and felt marginally better for
the effort.


Morlaine lowered herself to sit at his side, placing the lighted candlestick
on the stand beside them, “What has brought this about?” she asked.


“Rum, mainly.”


Memories of a group of young naval officers
returned groggily to his mind; wagers had been made, cards turned. Songs had
been sung, and drinks had very much been drunk.


He recalled the few terse words Morlaine had reserved for him
after he had finished washing. Once the servants had cleared the room, she had stood by the window, watching the
night prowl across field and hedge. Caleb had tried to talk to her, but she had
either been too lost amongst her thoughts or too irked by the earlier
conversation to offer much in response.


Deciding it best to give her a little space
he had taken a mug of ale down in the inn, on
his return she had been gone. There was no note or sign to indicate whether she
had simply stepped outside to take the air or had deserted him. 


For a while,
he had sat alone in the room, but too many thoughts had pushed into his mind,
too many fears and disappointments, chief among them the clammy dread that he
would never see her again. He had paced the room, stared from each window
before lying upon the bed, amongst its crumpled sheets and fresh, crisp scents;
then repeating the sequence again. He had remembered every word they had spoken
together and imagined every one he
yearned to utter and still she did not return.


Eventually, he could stand neither the
quietness of the room nor the incessant chatter of his thoughts anymore and had returned to the inn. Amongst its weighty clouds of smoke and raucous noise, he
had found some release from his worries through the comfort of familiar things.
He had drunk and gambled, he had won and he had lost, but he could not forget
her, no matter how deeply he immersed himself.


Eventually, he had staggered back to the
still empty room, collapsing on the bed and wishing he were not alone. 


“What time is it?”


“The sun will not be up for a few hours
yet.”


“Where did you go?” He asked tentatively.


“I needed to feel the air against my skin
once more,” she replied, her face made more beautiful by the softness of the
light and the depth of his relief.


“Did you feed?”


She shook her head, “I had no desire to be
near people, I walked across the fields and found a small wood,” her eyes
darted towards the window, almost longingly “it was quiet and uncommonly
beautiful in the moonlight. I sat for hours and watched the stars through the
trees. I had feared I would not see such things again.”


“I thought you had left me,” he said,
trying hard to keep his tone low and even so as not to let concern colour his
words. His hand sought hers, but she moved it to her lap as soon as his fingers
brushed against her skin.


“The time is not yet right for goodbyes.” 


Caleb sat and drank in her beauty, his sore
head and queasy stomach entirely
forgotten. He wanted to reach out across the terrible inches that separated
them, he wanted to touch her and hold her, but he also knew with absolute
certainty that she would shun his caress and that would be far worse than the simple yearning that currently gnawed him.


“Will you not give me a chance to prove
myself to you?” 


“You showed me great kindness in a place I
expected none,” she replied, her dark eyes not
wavering from his, “but in truth, I know
you little and understand you less. You say you want me, but you lay with
Alyssa while I was chained and tortured,” her voice rose a little and she looked
down. Morlaine stared at her firmly clasped hands
before continuing with the slightest of sighs, “However, these are not the
important things. What is certain is that whatever you truly feel and desire,
there can be no happiness to be found along the road you wish to travel; for
either of us.”


Caleb fought for the words to express what
he felt so that she might understand him, though, in truth, he did not even
fully comprehend them himself. These were new and alien things for him. He
feared mortality, he wanted no part of death and she presented the only way he could avoid it, but he wanted more than
that. He wanted her. Even if she were a mortal woman, he realised with an almost physical start, his feelings would
not be different; he would still want her. He had desired many women before,
but none like this, none since Henrietta anyway. 


Before his confused thoughts could condense
into any form of sense, a sharp knocking on the door broke the silence that
hung between them and the moment was gone; like a fawn startled by a
thunderclap.


“Alyssa?” he whispered, eyes widening in
alarm.


Morlaine shook her head, “I don’t smell her, besides I doubt she would be so
polite.”


The hard,
urgent sound of knuckle on wood came again, louder than before. Caleb raised
himself and made his way to the door, one hand holding the candlestick, the
other patting down the clothes he had been sleeping in. Few people came
hammering upon your door to bring good
news at such ungodly hours.


“I’m coming!” Caleb called as the knocking
came again, the door shuddering under the blows before he opened it to reveal
the quivering frame of Crowe the innkeeper.


“So sorry to disturb you, Dr Reece,” the innkeeper Crowe said,
moving awkwardly from foot to foot, “but I needs
your help, ‘tis young Jane, one of my serving girls, barely more than a child
she is Sir, but taken right sickly she’s been. I would send for Dr Brandon, but
I knows he’s away visiting his great
aunt, and I don’t rightly knows where else to be turning-”


Caleb held up a hand to stop the man’s
chatter, “I’m afraid I have few medicines with me.”


“Please, can you not come and look at her?
She has a mighty fever, I fear the poor
girl will not make it through the night,” Crowe insisted, his small dark eyes
gleaming in the flickering light of the candle he clutched.


Part of Caleb wanted to send the man away
with a flea in his ear for disturbing him at such an hour. Maybe a few months
ago he would have, but there was something so desperate about the man’s pleas,
so despairing was the set of his doughy ill-formed features that he simply
could not do it. The innkeeper didn’t see a thief or a liar before him, nor a
womaniser or a cheat. Instead, he saw a
Doctor. A man who could dispense hope, a man capable of
battling to keep soul and body intact; a man to be respected.


Caleb realised he quite liked the feeling.


“The girl is like a daughter to me, I’m
happy to pay whatever you ask,” the innkeeper added, a pleading smile cracking
canyons around his chubby face.


Caleb liked it even more...


*


The girl was virtually roasting in her own
juices. 


Caleb tentatively laid his hand upon her
forehead. She was angry hot, and her torrid
sweat wet his palm. Her mousy brown hair was sodden
and plastered to her sickly pallid skin. Caleb lightly pushed a few strands
away from eyes that rolled ceaselessly behind closed lids. She constantly moved beneath the damp sheets,
saliva bubbled between her lips and a low moan escaped the drool from time to
time, a guttural sound that seemed quite
alien to a young girl of no more than fourteen or fifteen years; a pretty little thing beneath her sickness.


“Is there anything you can do?” Crowe
asked, craning over Caleb’s shoulder.


“How long has she been so afflicted?” Caleb
asked in what he hoped was an assured and doctorly
manner.


“She said she felt queer this morning, we
thought it was just a chill, but she
collapsed this evening and she’s been
getting hotter and hotter ever since.”


“She has a
fierce ague indeed,” Caleb nodded,
keeping his eyes on Jane in order to look
thoughtful, as well as to divert his rum-tinged
breath away from the innkeeper.


“Is it...” Crowe leaned closer towards
Caleb, “…possession?”


 “You have no need of a priest Mr
Crowe, the girl is overheating... a little bleeding should be enough to cool
her.” In the shadows, he could see Morlaine’s eyebrow rise a notch.


“Bleeding?” Crowe asked hopefully, “that
will suffice?”


“I have some medication that will help
too,” Caleb assured him, “a tincture of erm... balistyme should do the trick. Capital stuff,
invented by a chap in Hanover, all the rage in London now. The royal family
swear by it.”


“Oh... ” Crowe said, looking impressed,
“you treat the royal family?”


“Sadly, I do not move in such esteemed
company,” Caleb admitted, not wanting to push his luck, or the man’s
gullibility, too far, “but I have it on good authority.” 


“So it will cost a pretty penny then?” Mrs
Crowe demanded. The innkeeper’s wife was a woman of almost epic proportions,
dwarfing even her corpulent husband. She was wedged in the doorway, wearing an
immense nightshirt and a scowl that seemed permanently chiselled into her pulpy
features while her fleshy arms folded
resolutely across a mountainous chest.


“Is it very expensive?” Crowe asked straightening
up, his eyes narrowing behind curtains of flesh.


“A singularly modest price...” Caleb said
with a wave of his hand before glancing at Jane, “...for such a lovely girl’s life.”


Crowe’s gaze also turned on the girl,
lingering on her in a way that made Caleb think the man’s attentions might be
more than simply that of a kindly
employer, “Whatever it takes,” he said thickly.


“Would that you were as
free with your money for me!” Mrs Crowe scoffed.


“Quiet your mouth,
Betty Crowe,” the innkeeper snapped, “where’s your Christian charity, the poor
child’s a dying.” His wife’s only response was a derisory snort that set her
numerous chins wobbling alarmingly, “I wonder if I’d be witness to such charity
for a less fair wench than young Jane!” 


The innkeeper rolled his eyes but made no effort to respond to his wife.


“Well, I will get to work then,” Caleb
exclaimed, breaking the silence with a clap of his hands, “now if you good
people would be kind enough to allow my wife and I some room I can begin.”


Mrs Crowe made no move to unblock the
doorway, “If we have to spend good coin
on this lass, then I am staying to see we
get our money’s worth. How do we know you’re not a charlatan here to fob us off
with some county fair quackery?”


“Betty!” the innkeeper hissed
through dark mismatched teeth.


Caleb raised his
hands, “Mrs Crowe, I assure you I am a bona fide Doctor. However, you are most
wise to be cautious, sadly my noble profession is cursed with all manner quacks
who have no more chance of curing the sick than they do of flying with the
birds! Mountebanks whose intentions are no greater than to part good hard
working folk like yourselves from their money,” he flashed his most dazzling
smile in Betty Crowe’s direction, “to prove my honesty if this poor girl does
not make a full recovery I will charge not a single penny for my services.”


“Oh, well, I never meant to imply I did not
trust you, Dr Reece...” Mrs Crowe almost
gushed, wringing her pudgy hands together as the hostility drained from her
voice.


“I take no offence Mrs Crowe; I can see you
are an intelligent woman and in this day and age ‘tis wise not to take people
at face value.”


“Well, it is hard to trust folks these days,” Mrs Crowe agreed, setting her
chins off again with a series of vigorous nods.    


“Cutthroats
and rogues at every corner,” Caleb sighed, taking a gentle grip of Mr Crowe’s
elbow and ushering him towards his wife, “but the important matter is young
Jane, and we must allow the child some air to breathe. So many bodies in this
one small room is not conducive to her well-being.”


“Oh, I see,” the innkeeper nodded, “come Betty let us get out from Dr Reece’s
feet.”


“Shame you never get out from under mine!”
Mrs Crowe scolded at her husband, her features taking a softer tone as soon as
her gaze returned to Caleb, “are you sure there is nothing I can do... to
assist you?”


“My wife is well trained in assisting me
though I am sure Jane would greatly benefit from one of your delicious stews.”


“’tis just a simple country dish really,
nothing special,” she laughed, stepping back to unwedge
herself from the doorframe as Caleb manoeuvred her husband forwards, “Nonsense,
good home cooking is as fine a remedy as
most of the ones I carry and a great deal tastier too!”


“Oh, really Doctor? Perhaps I will see to a
new batch if it would help?”


“A great assistance,” Caleb assured them
sincerely as he ushered the innkeeper out.


“Please do your best Doctor,” Crowe whispered as his wife hurried off down the
corridor.


“Do not fear, the girl is as good as
cured,” Caleb smiled, patting the man on the arm and watching him scurry after
his wife before he firmly closed the door and let out a long sigh of relief.


“A tincture of balistyme?” Morlaine asked quizzically, moving from the shadows to stand
at the foot of the girl’s narrow bed.


“Very potent stuff, I’m surprised you’ve
never heard of it.”


“You lie far too
smoothly Mr Cade,” she muttered, stooping to take a seat at Jane’s side. The
servant’s room was a tiny chamber in the inn’s attic and the vampire was careful to avoid cracking her head on one of
the exposed beams that rose at an angle from the floor to the ceiling’s apex


“The name is Dr Reece,” Caleb corrected,
“my love...” the words seemed both strange and comfortable upon his lips, and
he felt an unmistakable thrill to use them, even if only in jest. He responded
with an innocent shrug to Morlaine’s arched eyebrow,
“We should try to stick to our roles at all times. You never know when one
might be overheard.”


“As you wish,” she replied evenly, her
accent taking on a little French seasoning as she returned her attention to the
girl.


“What is wrong with her?” Caleb asked,
changing the subject.


“A fever, as you said. Its cause could be
many things. She is young and strong,
perhaps she will weather the illness. Perhaps not.”


“You will give her your blood?”


“Of course,” Morlaine
smiled faintly, taking a damp cloth to wipe the girl’s brow, “though we will
accept no payment for it.”


“It would be foolish not to,” Caleb
replied.


“Your life may revolve around the pursuit
of money, mine does not. I seek nothing in return for my gift save the blood I
require to live,” she snapped, glaring icily at him, “maybe that makes me a
fool in your eyes, it does not in mine.”


“That is not what I meant!” Caleb
protested.


“Is that why you desire immortality? No
doubt you could find those willing to pay a handsome price for it.”


“You know why I desire it,” Caleb hissed,
her words and the dull throbbing in his head combining to make him quick to anger,
“and this is not the time to discuss it. We could be overheard.”


Morlaine was silent for a moment, concentrating solely on wiping Jane’s brow
before she nodded, “Agreed... the girl is more important than our bickering.
Stand by the door; I do not want any interruptions.”


Caleb did as he was instructed, leaning
against the flimsy wooden door in order to
prevent Crowe or his wife walking in on Morlaine. He
watched her work impassively, biting back his anger as best he could. Why did
her words trouble him so? He had been accused of worse many times before and
had ignored them easily enough. In truth,
he thought worse of himself than any other was likely to say. He gave in to his
pleasures, and the need to pay for them freely enough, to be accused of such was
no concern, but any criticism from Morlaine and the
bile soon rose in his throat. What manner of madness was it that he found it so
hard to be judged unkindly by this one woman
when the words of so many others had been an irrelevance as he followed the meandering
road of his life in pursuit of its next transient pleasure?  


Morlaine worked quickly, cutting her palm with a small dagger and squeezing
the blood between the girl’s lips, bounding her palm with a strip of cloth she
had brought with her when she judged the girl had taken enough. She sat a
little while in the darkened room, stroking the servant girl’s damp hair and
muttering soft words Caleb could barely hear
though she seemed to be speaking some tongue other than English or any other
language he had ever heard.


Finally, she moved Jane’s head to one side
and swept the girl’s long hair from her neck, rising to lean over her, hands
grasping the side of the bed for support.
Caleb could not see Morlaine’s face from where he
stood, but he knew the moment her fangs broke the girl’s hot pallid flesh, for
Jane let out a long shuddering moan that was neither pain nor pleasure as her
body stiffened beneath the coarse blankets. After a moment the cry faded to
silence as her body came to rest, the only sounds to reach Caleb’s ears being
the wet slurping of Morlaine’s lips on the girl’s
neck and the faint groans of the building itself, its old timbers settling
under the weight of the night.


Morlaine pulled away from the girl suddenly, gasping faintly for air. She
threw back her head, long rivulets of satin
hair surging down her back as she took a deep lung filling breath. Her tongue darted across her darkened lips before she
returned her attention to the girl, sweeping back Jane’s hair to cover her
neck.


She rose smoothly and came towards Caleb,
dabbing her lips with a handkerchief to remove any last trace of blood.


“How is she?”


“Delicious,” Morlaine
shot back, her pale cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling in the half light.


“That is not what I meant.”


Her gaze seemed to devour him, and he
sensed how dangerous she could be, how close the animal within her was to the
surface; how part of her wanted to consume and discard him. For just a second
he could see Alyssa’s madness in the shadows of her face. It passed in just a
moment or two, however, replaced by a
distant sadness as her eyes moved from him to the door against which he leaned.


“Do not fret, you will get your money,” she
said coldly, “stay with the girl awhile so the innkeeper will think you have
done something to earn your payment.”


Caleb made no effort to stand aside,
suddenly frightened by both the vampire and his desire for her. 


“This is not about money,” Caleb insisted,
annoyed that she would think so ill of him.


Morlaine shook her head, whether through
sadness or irritation Caleb could not tell, and moved to reach for the
door handle. Exasperated, he grabbed her shoulders firmly, hoping to slow her
enough for his mind to conjure the words he required.


The vampire’s head snapped up, and he could
feel a low ominous trembling beneath his touch. “Take your hands off me,” she
growled


“I mean no offence,” Caleb murmured, easing his grasp and just resting his
hands on her shoulders, if only because
he had yearned to touch her all night, to feel the softness beneath the plain
linen dress she wore, “I simply want to talk. You misunderstand me.” 


Morlaine bit her lip and looked away, “I am unused to company, to the ways
of men... please just let me pass.” Caleb knew she could toss him aside like a
child’s toy if she so wished and he had no desire to see if she did wish.
Instead, he let his fingers slip reluctantly from her shoulders, “I’ll have
time aplenty to talk tomorrow. You can
explain my misunderstandings to me then. There is still a little time before
the sun rises, I want to feel the air again for a while,” she said, carefully
opening the door and passing through into the deserted corridor beyond.


Caleb wanted to call out to her, to make
her stay, but he knew he could force her to do nothing she did not want to do.
Not that he had ever forced any woman to do anything. His skill had always been
in making women want to do whatever he
wanted, whether it was to give him money or their favours. He watched Morlaine disappear around the corner without a backwards
glance; he had assumed a woman was a woman, regardless of being mortal or
vampire. 


He began
to consider this might not be the case at all.


*


“Who are you?” Jane asked weakly.


Caleb’s head jerked up as he emerged from a
fitful doze at the sound of the girl’s voice, “I’m... Dr Reece; I’ve been
looking after you.”


“Have I been poorly Sir?” she asked, her
West Country burr audible in her dry crackling voice.


“Very,” Caleb smiled and handed her a
beaker of water, “drink this.”


The girl tried to sit up, but slumped back
into her pillows, “My, I’m no stronger than a lamb!” she declared with a
surprised and almost embarrassed smile.


“You’ve had an ordeal, a terribly severe
fever. You’ll need to rest a while,” Caleb explained, helping her to drink.
Jane licked her dry, cracked lips before
sipping some more.


“Thank you,” she said finally, looking up
at Caleb with pale grey-green eyes that
seemed sorrowful beyond her meagre years, “but I have to get to my chores, Mrs
Crowe will be mighty peevish else.”


“I doubt you have
to fret Jane, Mr and Mrs Crowe have been very concerned about you, very
generous too. I am sure they will be happy to let you get your strength back,”
Caleb smiled and reached out to rest his hand against her forehead, only for
Jane to flinch and pull away from him, “I need to take your temperature child,
I am here to cure you, not harm you.”


Jane swallowed and looked distinctly
uncomfortable, before nodding in understanding.


Caleb placed his palm on her forehead, the
heat of the night had drained from her skin and she felt normal as far as he
could tell. “Excellent!” he beamed, rising to pull on the jacket he had
deposited over the back of his chair, “you seem quite recovered. We were very worried about you young lady.”


“Young lady...” Jane giggled.


“You will be back to normal in no time.”


“Might I have died Sir?” she asked, her
eyes growing full.


“You were very ill.” 


“Did God not want me?” 


“God wants us all Jane,” Caleb replied
carefully, “it was just not your time to go to him.”


“Is it because I am a sinner?”


“I am a worldly man Jane, believe me, I recognise sin when I see it. You are no
sinner.” Caleb moved towards the door, “Enough of this talk, you need to rest.
I will let your employers know you are better and arrange for some food to be
brought for you. I am sure they are eager to see you.” 


“Can... you not stay a while longer?” She
asked, pale, thin fingers curling around
the top of her blanket.


“I have been up all night,” Caleb said, not
mentioning a large part of it was spent drinking and gambling, “even a Doctor
needs his rest. I will call on you again later.”


“Doctor,” she called as he opened the door.


“Yes?”


“Thank you,” her smile was soft, shy and so
sweet he thought of treacle.


“You’re welcome,” Caleb nodded, before
leaving the girl. He felt a strange glow encompass him; though he knew saving
Jane had been Morlaine's work, not his,
the girl’s words touched him all the same. He had done a good thing, for once, perhaps there was satisfaction
to be gained from helping others after all. Not as much as drinking, gambling
or wenching of course, but it was a
pleasant sensation all the same. 


The sun was low in a cloudless sky, and it’s dazzling light scoured the gloomy bowels of the inn
through every east facing window as he went in search of the innkeeper. Crowe
was standing behind the bar and pouring over an open ledger, several of his
chins propped up on his hand as he leant
on the worn scratched surface. He stared
at the figures, but his mind seemed far from his stock taking. He slowly looked
up as the floorboards creaked under Caleb’s step,
his eyes widening as they fell upon him.


“She’s dead...” Crowe said straightening
up, his cheeks puffing up as he blew out a hot stream of fetid air in pursuit
of his words.


Caleb shook his head, “The ague has passed, she is weak and will need to
rest for a while, but she will recover fully.”


“Truly?” Crowe asked; his mouth hanging open in a fair impression of a
village idiot.


“Truly.”


“This is wonderful news!” He hurried around
to the front of the bar, encasing Caleb’s hand in a fleshy sandwich between his
own and pumping mercilessly, “I was certain
the poor girl was doomed.”


“She will need some food to build up her
strength, perhaps I should tell your wife.”


Crowe’s head wobbled from side to side, “I
will tell her later... she is sleeping and not at her best when disturbed,”
Crowe placed a hand on Caleb’s elbow and lowered his voice conspiratorially,
“thing is Doctor, Mrs Crowe is a jealous woman. Always has been, even before we
was wed and age hasn’t mellowed her in
the least I’m sorry to say. She thinks I’m chasing the serving girls around the
tables the moment her back is turned,”
Crowe patted a stomach that cascaded over the top of his belt, “not that I’m in
a condition to chase anything much these days.”


“The good
life,” Caleb nodded.


“Indeed, food and ale are the only
pleasures I have now. Only things to take me worries
away from the pounds, the shillings and
the pennies,” he agreed with a shrug and nodding towards the open ledger on the
bar, “best we keep quiet about the price of your services. Happy to pay I am,
but if you could mention a lower price to the dear lady wife, it would be much
appreciated.”


“I understand,” Caleb said, with a wink.


“Good man, good man,” Crowe chuckled, “now
how much do I owe you?”


Caleb thought of Morlaine’s
hostility, Jane’s gratitude and the weight of the innkeeper’s coins in the palm
of his hand before shrugging, “I am not here to practice Mr Crowe, my fortune
will not be made or broken in your inn;
my wife and I are merely passing through.
I will be happy to accept whatever you think my work is worth.”


“But Doctor, I know a man of your talents
is not employed cheaply, I would not wish to deprive you of an honest income-”


Caleb waved the man down, “My wife and I
will be leaving tomorrow, and we can settle our account then. Believe me,
Mr Crowe, to save a girl’s life is reward enough.”


“Thank you,
Dr Reece, in truth, I am not a rich man.
Your generosity is most... welcome.”


“Good day Mr Crowe,” Caleb said with a nod.


I must be getting soft-headed, Caleb thought as he mounted the stairs, trying in vain
to think of the last time he’d turned down money. 


He approached their room slowly, realising
he had been avoiding returning until long after sunrise,
first by staying with Jane and then by going to find Crowe. The thought that Morlaine had not returned settled upon him, dread iron
weights that dragged body and soul down towards the earth. What would he do if
she had gone? He realised he didn’t have the faintest idea, but he knew with
total conviction that the prospect of never seeing her again was too awful for
him even to try and imagine.


He hesitated outside the door, a clammy hand
gripping the handle, the room sounded terribly quiet to his straining ears. If
he didn’t go in, he could pretend she was still there. He couldn’t be sure that
she was gone; he could go for a walk and picture her sleeping quietly in the
room. He could be content that she awaited him and would greet him with the
slow knowing smile of a lover when he returned. He could imagine her reaching
out for him, pulling him down into her embrace, down towards the warm icy
expanse of her naked body, pulling his face into the crashing inky waves of her
long, long hair, enveloping him in her
scent, consuming him with her desire. With her love.


Caleb shook his head and wondered distantly
where such feeble headedness was coming from, before pushing open the door. His
heart beat far too fiercely for so simple a task.


The room was empty and as he had left it in
the early hours of the morning. The door to the bedchamber was ajar, and he
strode purposefully across the room, telling himself he was a fool for thinking
she might have gone and with the next stride that he was an even greater fool
for believing she would stay.


The bedroom was cool and shady, shutters
closed against the glare of the morning sun; Morlaine
sat at the dressing table, still wearing the plain
and simple dress she had retrieved from Alyssa’s trunk, staring at her
reflection in the looking glass.


Caleb stood in the doorway and watched her
awhile when she said nothing, thinking she was more beautiful each time he saw
her. She was getting stronger, just healing, he told himself; as she threw off
the memories of her captivity so she would look ever healthier. There was no
other reason, he told himself distantly.


“How is the girl?” Morlaine
asked eventually.


“Much recovered, a little weak, but
still...” Caleb shrugged, “...’tis a good thing you do.”


Morlaine laughed hollowly, “I need the blood, it is
a fair trade.”


“’tis not that simple, you want to help
people.”


“For what good it does.”


“You saved a young girl’s life...”


“For what purpose?” Morlaine sighed, “All I have done is
extend the misery of her life by a few bitter,
pointless years.”


Caleb sat on the edge of the bed, looking
at Morlaine’s reflection over her shoulder. She
looked so sad, he wanted to comfort her, make her smile, but was afraid to
touch her, so unpredictable were her moods, so unfathomable
were her needs. “What do we know of her
to judge her life?” Caleb asked softly.


“Enough,” she whispered.


The silence hung heavy for a while, Caleb
unsure why she was so melancholy and afraid to make it worse.


“Did you collect your money?” she asked.


“I told Crowe he could pay us what he
thought was just.”


“Very magnanimous of
you.”


“I’m not taking the money because I want to
profit from you, or that girl’s illness. I am not completely immoral.”


“Then why?” she asked coolly, turning to
look back over her shoulder at him.


“Because the only thing stranger than a
doctor’s medicine that actually works, is a doctor who does not charge for his services. Do you want word of
such a miracle to spread across the county
by sunset tomorrow? Do you want Alyssa or Lazziard to hear such tales? Perhaps
you would you rather throw a trail of breadcrumbs
for them to follow instead?”


“I see,” Morlaine
replied evenly, still staring at him.


“Do you think so low of me that you assume every action I take is for only the
basest of motives?”


“I do not know you Caleb; your life is just
mirrors and lies. Even though I have drunk your blood, I still do not know you
well enough to say.”


“Then let me show you, I will tell you no
lies Morlaine.”


“Why? You do it so well. I’m sure I could
never tell.”


“Because I love you,” he murmured.


“Truth or lie, how do I know? Did you love
me when you rutted with Alyssa or has it
been since then that you have lost your heart to me?”


Caleb lowered his face, staring at the
fraying edges of the rug before him, “I
am not a perfect man, I am weak and I gave into my lust. Love is not a thing I
understand, it has been so terribly long since I felt it. I do not know its
length or its breadth. It has always been an alien thing to me. I do not
understand it, nor the way it makes me feel.”


“You expect me to believe you have never
loved before? That I am so wonderful that
only I can melt your cold hard heart?”


He looked up at her, trying to fathom some
thought that might give itself away in the deep wells of her eyes, but there
was nothing he could see, “Yes,” he said simply.


Morlaine turned back to the mirror, “This is a pointless discussion, whether
what you feel is true or some manner of deceit, my road is walked alone. It is
the only choice I can make.”


“Do you really want to be alone?”


“I have explained
this to you, Caleb,” she sighed, leaning forward to rest her chin on her
clasped hands, “even if I am capable of it I cannot allow myself to love a
mortal man. If I ever did, I would have to choose between letting my heart
break and watch him die or risk creating another monster. Another Saul. I choose not to have to make
that choice.”


“Do you not want to be loved?”


“Once I wanted to be loved, everybody
does,” she whispered, so softly he could barely hear the words, “but that was a
long time ago and now I am so very old
and have done so many things...”


Caleb rose and moved to crouch by her chair
before whispering, “We could find a little happiness together, is that so wrong?”



“You have no idea what I really am,” she
said thickly, “century after century of solitude, healing the sick and drinking
their blood, I know nothing else now, save the fear and revulsion of the few
who find me and realise what I am. Like your friends who locked me in a cage
and… dissected me.”


“I know what you are; I am not afraid of
you, nor revolted.”


“Because you want
immortality.”


“If that was all I wanted I could have gone
with Alyssa; I doubt she has such qualms about making monsters.”


“Part of you wanted to go with Alyssa, part
of you wanted to kill me.”


Caleb closed his eyes and thought of his
brother’s words, he had not fooled her after all. 


“That isn’t true, I care about you, I want you. If you were mortal,
I would feel no differently about you. I-”


“Please Caleb, do not tell me you love me
again, I beg you not to be so unkind,” she stood suddenly and swept from the
room, leaving him to stare at his own reflection in the mirror.


“I was never going to kill you,” he
whispered, but the words sounded hollow even to him.


 











Chapter Three


The Turning of the World


The Swan Inn, Bath – 1708


Morlaine had retreated into herself once more, eyes distant and words
sparse. She responded curtly to anything he said and refused to meet his eye.
The long night and her coolness eventually caught up with Caleb, and he left Morlaine to brood silently in the dining room. He kicked
off his boots and stretched his long legs across the unmade bed and tried, somewhat unsuccessfully, not to think about
her until he fell into a deep sleep from which he did not emerge until early
afternoon.


He awoke slowly to the vague feeling that
she had been stroking his hair whilst
whispering strange words that had reminded him of warm, sweet honey; words he could not understand, yet somehow knew
were flavoured with affection. He peeled open his eyelids in the expectation of
her face but found only crumpled
unoccupied sheets to greet him.


Had she been there? Had her words floated
slowly down through his sleeping mind, lodging in the dark reeds that grew far
from the sun’s caress to sway in the sluggish currents of his dreams? As sleep
run off his body, he reached out and placed
a hand on the sheets next to him. They
were quite cold.


“Wishful thinking...” 


He found Morlaine
sitting on the couch, reading by the diffuse daylight that crept around the
corners of the closed shutters; inexplicably her mood appeared to have brightened
as she looked up and smiled at him. Odd that such a simple thing as a smile
should lift his spirits so.


“What are you reading?” he asked,
cautiously sitting next to her. He didn’t entirely trust her smile to be an
accurate reflection of her mood and he half expected her to immediately walk
over to the other side of the room. 


“One of the
Doctor’s journals,” she replied, holding up the dense lines of tight script
that filled every scrap of the page she was reading for Caleb to see. “I found
them at the bottom of his trunk, scores of them, recording his thoughts and
theories about vampires; his... experiments too.”


Caleb nodded, he had come across them
himself, but had found neither the time nor the inclination to try and read
them, “What do they say?”


Morlaine shook her head, “That he is quite insane,” she snapped the book
shut and placed it on a pile of similar journals she had stacked neatly by her
feet, “they go back fifty years or so, he captured
at least half a dozen vampires in that time. The things he did to
them... the abominable things.”


“But he found no answer?”


“Each record ends abruptly... Alyssa’s
arrival no doubt, but it was not just vampires he inflicted his curiosity upon.
In one case he drained a vampire of its
blood by cutting an artery and simultaneously replaced it with a human’s. A
transfusion he called it. The man was there, alive, next to the vampire as
he pumped mortal blood into the vampire’s vein. He thought once freed of vampiric blood the subject’s soul would return, allowing
them to revert to mortality.”


“What happened?”


“The vampire died.”


“And the human?”


“Equally expendable,” Morlaine
said with a shake of her head, “Sacrificed in the name of curiosity.”


 “You will not see them again, I
promise you.”


A wan smile flickered over the vampire’s
lips, “Our every action has a consequence,
Caleb. What have I done by allowing that man to live?”


“I could not see him die.” 


“You never told me what happened to Alyssa,
after I passed out. You did not kill her, did you?” she asked, raising mournful dark eyes to meet his.


“I tried, I charged her, but I am no cavalryman,
I missed on my first pass and then she used the sailor for a shield. I could
not see a way of killing her and keeping him alive. When I saw the lights in
the woods, I knew Lazziard and the others
were returning. So I cut a deal.”


“A deal?”


“She let Tommy go and I would let her pass
unhindered, allow her time to get her son clear of the house. The condition she
was in I doubt she could have either
fooled or beaten four armed men.”


“You should have killed her.”


“I needed to get you away from the house. I
make no apologies.”


“Better we had both died if it had meant
killing that monster,” Morlaine sighed, “many more
will die now because she still breathes.”


“And more besides will live because you
still draw breath. Jane would be dying now if I had not saved you. Do not
discount the good you do.”


“I prolong misery Caleb, little more.”


“No, Morlaine,
you are a wonder...you perform miracles.”


The vampire snorted and looked sharply
away. “There are no miracles in this world, only things we do not truly
understand, that is all my kind are after all. Something that
is not understood.” Her eyes took on a distant glint that suggested she was remembering things she did not wish to
speak of, before adding, “Go check on the girl; see how she fares.”


“We need to talk...” he said, afraid to
discuss the future, but wanting to leave her side even less.


“Later Caleb, we need to leave here soon.
We are not far enough away yet.”


“You still need to rest.”


The vampire smiled, casting her eyes down a
little, “I am much recovered, but not yet in a condition to confront Alyssa
again.”


“I told the innkeeper we would be leaving
in the morning, before sunrise.”


“We should go sooner, I will wear a hood
and gloves to keep the sun from my skin; it is but a few yards to walk to the
coach.”


“When shall we talk?”


“We will find rooms in Bristol,” she said
with the certainty of one who had thought long upon a matter, “within the city
we will be able to lose ourselves, it is a busy port and easy with strangers.
We can talk properly then. For now, check
the girl is well and has no more need of our services.”


Caleb nodded his consent, “Of course,”
there was so much he wanted to say, but he was relieved he would be able to
postpone having to say them. They would have a few more days together for
certain, a few more days to make her put aside her fears and her demons. A few
more days for her to fall in love with him...


*


Caleb’s mind was still absorbed with Morlaine as he returned to Jane’s room; it had become
noticeably more difficult to concentrate upon
anything else he realised. It was a malaise that had been growing steadily
since he had first laid eyes upon her, now it consumed him. Each thought revolving around the time they had spent
together, recollecting each word, smile, laugh, look and gesture as if it were
a precious thing to be studied and deciphered of all conceivable meaning; else he would be
imagining possible futures. 


He had expected Jane to be sleeping, but the
muffled sound of voices filtering through the closed door interrupted his
fantasising, Caleb recognised the gruff tones of Crowe easily enough. The fact that he was moderately annoyed that the
innkeeper had the temerity to disturb his patient’s rest brought a faint
smile to his lips. How quickly and comfortably the Doctor’s persona fitted him;
another role for him to play, another mask to hide behind.


All amusement fell away, however, as he
entered the room to find Crowe on top of the girl, his britches around his
ankles and the huge folds of his pasty wobbling arse only partially covered by
the dirty tails of his shirt. The bed sheets had been tossed aside and from
somewhere beneath the innkeeper’s bulk Jane was sobbing weakly, her arms
flailing at Crowe’s side with much effort but no apparent effect.


“C’mon Jane,” Crowe panted, one arm quivering to support his weight while a fleshy hand groped to find the girl’s knee in order to push it away from the other, “I’ve
spent a pretty penny to make you better, show some bloody gratitude!”   


“No more sinning
Mr Crowe,” the girl begged, “please no more...”


“’tis a sin the spell you cast on me,”
Crowe hissed, “I cannot resist you.”


“I do not recall prescribing such a
treatment as this?” Caleb spat.


The innkeeper tried to look back over his
shoulder and roll off of the girl at the same time, managing only to spin from
the bed and deposit himself on the floor with a crash hard enough to set the
very timbers of the old building shaking. Jane’s eyes widened in shock and
shame on seeing Caleb and she clawed desperately at the night shirt Crowe had
forced up above her small upturned breasts; as she pulled it down to cover her
slender frame Caleb noticed the fading lesions that blemished her skin. Caleb
realised he made a poor kind of physician
to miss such symptoms and the disease to
which they could be attributed.


“Doctor!” Crowe spluttered indignantly as he tried to regain his feet and
pull up his britches at the same time, “you have no right to barge in
unannounced!”


“And you have no right to force your
attentions upon my patient!” Caleb shouted back.


“Attentions? What attentions?” Crowe protested as he fumbled his britches back
up over his rapidly shrivelling cock.


Caleb moved to the bed. “Are you injured?” 


Jane shook her head after a moment, her knees drawn up to her breasts. 


Crowe hurried to the door and pushed it
shut after quickly peering down the corridor.


“I will have the meaning of this Mr Crowe?”
Caleb demanded, rising to face the innkeeper.


“Matters between a master and his servants
are no concern of yours,” Crowe insisted, the shock of being interrupted being
replaced by defiance as he rested his hands on
his hips. 


“Perhaps your wife would have some thought
on the subject?”


“Scold as she may be, Mrs Crowe is wise
enough to know every man needs his sport
and sensible enough to know where her comfort lies.”


“That is as maybe,” Caleb said carefully
taking a step forward; he would have been close enough for their noses to be
touching if Crowe’s bloated stomach had not intervened, “but this is my patient
and I will not have her disturbed until she is recovered.”


“She seems well enough to me,” Crowe
leered, his breath fetid enough to make
the air taste of rotting cabbage, “you’ll be paid for your services, I’m
grateful as I’m fond of my little Jane, but I can look after her now.”


“She is barely more than a child, and you
scalded her with the French pox man!”


Crowe shrugged, “She was a child when I gave it to her! The best way of
getting rid of the distemper is to pass it on to a virgin. You’re a medical
man, you know that as well as I.”


“Now she has the lesions, so you gave her
mercury to cure her?”


“Like I said, I’m fond of her, wanted to
make her better.”


“So a Doctor treated her?”


Crowe shook his head, “Dr Brandon is a godly man, he looks
unkindly on such distempers. I have a business to run, can’t have gossip about
this inn being full of the Covent Garden ague
can I?”


“So you gave her mercury yourself?” Caleb
asked incredulously.


“Seen it done, go to Bristol
to get myself treated. Couldn’t take Jane all
that way, so I got some from an apothecary,” he glanced towards the bed, “she
didn’t seem to take too kindly to it,
though. I panicked and thought I’d poisoned the lass.
Damn apothecary, must have sold me rubbish.  That’s when I fetched you. If
I knew all it took was a bit of bleeding I would have done it myself,” his
mouth cracked into a broken toothed smile, “still, I’ll know for next time...” 


“You did poison her you fool,” Caleb spat,
angry both with Crowe and himself for being too blind to see what was
occurring, “next time get a Doctor to treat the sick.”


“Always do the best for my girls,” Crowe
leered, “you gonna be on your way now?”


“I need to attend to my patient,” Caleb
hissed.


Crowe shrugged his broad shoulders, “Very
well, I suppose you’re right, best to let her get her strength back, eh?” As he
turned towards the door, he added with a chuckle, “Always better when they
struggle a bit anyhows...” 


Caleb watched him leave the room, the
innkeeper’s laughter lingering in the air almost as long as the stink from his
breath. As soon as the door was shut he recovered the discarded bed sheets and
carefully laid them over Jane, who remained curled into a ball. Her wide eyes were fixed upon Caleb. 


“How long has this been going on?”


“I was eleven when I came to do some work
in the kitchens, Sir,” she said
eventually in a small hollow voice, “Mr Crowe took a liking to me soon enough,
persuaded my Ma to let me come full time. We needed the money see after my Pa died,”
her hands curled around the edge of the blankets as if they might offer her
some shelter from the world, “and Mr Crowe do pay good money...” 


“You must leave here Jane.” 


“Can’t...” she sighed, “...I got brothers
and sisters, they needs
food, clothes...


“If you stay,
he will make you sick again, and I will not be here to help you.”


Her large sad eyes looked up at him through
her tangled fringe of mousy hair, “Maybe God will take me next time and I can
go to the angels. There’s no sinning in
heaven is there Doctor? No one there will make me sin.”


Caleb sighed deeply and found he had no
answer.


*


“You knew, didn’t you?” Caleb demanded,
standing over Morlaine as she sat with another of Rothery’s infernal journals open upon her lap.


“Each corruption flavours the blood
differently, each poison has its own particular taste,” she admitted, resting
her hands over the book as she looked up at him.


“And you thought not to mention it to me?”


“I did not think it a matter that would
much concern you.”


“The man is raping the poor girl... what is
the point in curing her if Crowe will just inflict the pox upon her again?”


“I did not realise the notion of a man
using a pretty young girl for his pleasures would be either
so novel nor so disturbing for you.”


“Surely you don’t condone such behaviour?”
Caleb scowled, letting the implication of her words pass without comment.


“Of course not,” Morlaine
said with a faintly exasperated sigh, “but all my blood can do is give someone
life. It cannot provide a better life.”


“The girl provides for her family, she
cannot leave this abuse, she cannot make a better life for herself!”


“Do you suggest we try to make a better
life for her then?” Morlaine asked, arching an
eyebrow questioningly, “are we so qualified to accomplish such a task, a
monster and a womanising thief?”


Caleb walked to the writing desk and perched on the chair before it, stung by her words and the cold harshness of her tone,
“I am trying to change,” he said, “trying
to atone for my sins.”


“The future is a land we cannot see,” the
vampire said, softening her words a little, “we may act with noble intentions,
but we cannot know the consequences of our deeds. I have freed the girl of the pox, she must choose what to do with the extra
years of life she now has, not I and not you. Those years will allow her
siblings to reach adulthood with food in their bellies and clothes on their
backs. Taking her away from here might prolong her life, but shorten theirs. Is
that the kind of atonement you desire?”


“No,” Caleb whispered, lowering his head. Until the words had left his lips he had not even been
aware he wanted atonement for the life he had lived, but there had been
something in that girl’s face that had moved him. The broken, hopeless,
melancholy cast of her every word, gesture and expression suggested Crowe had
drained some kind of spiritual lifeblood from the girl in the way Morlaine
might take her actual blood, except the innkeeper gave her back nothing but
poison in return. Perhaps in the sorrowful grey mirrors of her eyes he saw the reflections of all the women he
had broken over the years.


“There must be something we can do...”
Caleb muttered, the words sounding hollow and useless to even his own ears.


“I could kill the innkeeper?” Morlaine offered. 


Caleb’s eyes widened at her words, “A
little joke,” Morlaine smiled at his expression.


“I would not want it, even if you meant
it.” 


Morlaine nodded, “I would not still be here if I thought you were a man who
would,” she smiled at him again, a gentle fey expression touching her features
as dark impenetrable eyes studied Caleb.
He lowered his own to the floor, fearing else he would lose himself too
completely in their depths.


“Perhaps I could see the local magistrate,” he said, uneasy at the silence. 


“I would have little
faith in the instruments of men,” she replied, still watching him, “even if we
were who we say we are. Besides, we do
not have time for either accusations or questions.”


Caleb sighed, “I suspect
Mr Crowe is a fine upstanding member of the community. Probably goes to church
with the magistrate.”


“The girl would be too
scared to accuse Crowe anyway,” Morlaine added.


“So it would be my word
against his.”


“And just who are you,
anyway?”


“A stranger with a
French wife,” Caleb murmured.


“Who is impersonating a
Doctor,” Morlaine pursed her lips, “would that be
considered a hanging offence?”


“Most things are,”
Caleb answered bleakly, “so what are we to do?”


“The world does not
care about such matters Caleb, let it turn, and tomorrow we will be in another
place. We have given Jane her life; it is for her to choose what to do with
it.”


Caleb nodded
unenthusiastically, before raising his gaze from the floor, “The world was
easier to bear when I had no conscience.”


“Everybody has a
conscience Caleb; it is just a question of whether or not it calls loudly
enough to be heard above the turning of the world.”



Caleb said nothing, for
he could not hear the world turning at all.


*


The luggage had been loaded atop the coach,
and the horses were back in harness; well groomed, fed and rested they seemed
almost as eager for the road as Caleb did. He’d hoped for an overcast
afternoon, but only a few billowy white clouds sailed across the rich blue sky. A light breeze toyed with his
hair, enough to rob the sun of any early summer heat, but mild enough to make
winter a distant and forgotten land.


Morlaine had made the short journey across the courtyard without difficulty,
if any of the other travellers or servants found it odd that she should be
wearing a hooded cape and gloves on such a mild and pleasant day, they kept
their thoughts to themselves. After all, the Doctor’s wife was French and
everybody knew it was in their nature to be peculiar. 


Once in the dim
interior of the coach Morlaine had pulled back her
hood and nodded that she was well, he couldn’t help but note the watery look in her dark eyes.


“Do not fret, it is just the light that
makes my eyes water,” she explained, “I am not so upset to be leaving this
place.”


“Nor I,” Caleb admitted, pulling down the
heavy blind to cover the coach’s window, before closing the door and allowing
the comfort of darkness to engulf the vampire.


Caleb turned to see the innkeeper watching
him from the doorway, whether he wanted to avoid the muddy courtyard or simply
had no wish to speak to him he couldn’t tell, but Crowe made no move to
approach him. Instead, Caleb picked his way across the yard, avoiding the worst
patches of mud which had been churned and mixed by hoof and wheel. Despite the
dry weather since their arrival, the
ground was still sticky and sodden.


“We have accounts to settle,” Caleb
announced.


“Indeed,” Crowe, and all of his chins, nodded in agreement, “I would say your
services and mine are of equal value, caring as we both do for the human body.
Let us say we are even in all matters and part accordingly,” the innkeeper held
out a plump hand to strike the bargain,
Caleb was happy enough to accept the financial deal
but had no intention of taking the man’s hand. Doing so would suggest all
matters were satisfactorily settled between them.


“That is acceptable,” Caleb said, moving
past the big man and his still outstretched hand.


“I’ll be bidding you a safe journey then,” Crowe replied, his hand
and smile dropping at the same time.


“I have one more bag to fetch, then we will be gone,” Caleb said, not looking back.


“Are you sure I cannot arrange a driver for
you? I know some good-”


“That will not be necessary,” Caleb made no
effort to slow his pace as Crowe wobbled after him.


“Be careful on the roads Doctor, they’re
not safe for honest folk after dark. You sure you want to be setting out so
late?”  He gave up his pursuit as Caleb mounted the stairs two at a time.


“Very sure,” Caleb spat back, doing his
best to keep a civil tongue as he remembered the pasty folds of Crowe’s arse as he’d tried to force himself inside
young Jane.


The room was empty and he scooped up the
bag he’d left by the bed; it was not like him to forget such things. It was
fortunate he had remembered it; he would have hated to leave such a gift for
that toad of an innkeeper.


He wasn’t much given to hate, never had
been, but there was something about Crowe he detested, more so than even
William Lazziard, whose brutality was at least in part driven by the demons of
his past. Perhaps it was the fact he saw a little too much of himself in the
innkeeper; it was a thought that made him
restless and uneasy, a thought that made him yearn for the road and to forget
this place. It was what the road always did, for
the road was the strongest medicine he knew, more potent than even Morlaine’s
blood. It did what she could not, it helped him to forget the things he didn’t
care to remember, it took him to new places, to new lives, to new opportunities
and it offered all the possibilities of the world. 


The road had no past and no memory; he
envied the road so damned much…


Carefully he sat on the edge of the bed and
tried to ignore the road’s magnetic pull, just this once he wanted to listen to
his thoughts instead. 


Were he and Crowe really so different? They
were both creatures driven by their desires; it was only their methods that
differed. Crowe used the power of money to bend women into sating his lust.
Caleb doubted very much that Jane was the only recipient of his attentions.
There would be no shortage of girls who needed jobs, needed to feed and clothe
their families. Crowe could give them money, and in return they gave him whatever he desired.


Caleb didn’t use money, he used love. The
women he used needed love as much as Crowe’s victims needed money; he filled
their empty souls while Crowe filled empty bellies. He used them to gorge his
lust, but that wasn’t all, when he was done he took their money too. At least Jane got something tangible in return
from Crowe; all his victims got was an illusion, a phantom that evaporated in
the cold, harsh light of reality when the
road took both him and their money away.


Behind them they both left broken things,
except of course Crowe didn’t flee from what he was or what he’d done, he
didn’t hear the call of the road. He stayed in one place and put down roots,
dark poisonous roots maybe, but roots all the same. 


“What am I?” Caleb whispered, his hands
fumbling with the clasps of his bag. Beneath his few belongings, beneath the
shirts and britches and shaving kit lay Elsabeth’s
jewellery box. Even in his rush to escape the manor house, he had not forgotten
who he was. He’d found the time to steal. He hadn’t gotten everything he’d
wanted from Elsa, but he’d got her jewellery at least. He’d told himself it was
to pay for a new life with Morlaine, but he wasn’t
sure if that was just another one of his lies or not. 


One of the really special
ones that he kept just for himself.


He had no idea what they meant to her,
maybe nothing, just pretty trinkets Lazziard bought to decorate his wife,
perhaps they had been in her family for generations, precious reminders of
people who actually loved her. It had not been a
thought that had entered his mind.


He wanted, he took. He never needed such a
thing as a reason; his life had never
worked on reasons; desire, lust
and want were the rich fuels that stoked his fires. Nothing else had ever
mattered. He could look back upon his
life and not think of a single action
that had not somehow been motivated by his base desires. Even rescuing Morlaine had been motivated by his desires for the vampire
and the immortality she could offer. The injustice and barbarity of the vampire
hunters’ treatment had been a poor and distant
third.


Ever since he’d fled Venice two years
earlier, leaving the corpses of Isabella and Leon behind him, he’d felt
something building up inside him, a pressure, growing slowly and finding no
release in the pleasures that had previously sated
him. It was a pressure that had inexorably brought him home. No wager or wench,
liquor or largesse satisfied him anymore. Guilt
and shame gnawed at him, taunted and mocked him so loudly and so diligently
that no matter how many miles the road gave him it was never enough to give him
peace. Even when the road had brought him
all the way home. Brought him to a land he barely remembered and a journey that
had given him no answers It had just
delivered him to this world of madmen and
monsters.


He felt that pressure now, inflating and
swelling inside him, pushing against the back of his eyes and constricting his
throat, pressing down upon his heart, making each beat an almost unbearable
burden. He thrust his hand into the jewellery box
and grasped a necklace of pearls in his fist. Meaningless and
worthless. A lifetime he’d spent in pursuit of such things, a lifetime
chasing pleasures so transient and insubstantial he might have well been trying
to catch mist in a net.


“I should have been a better man than
this...” Caleb whispered finally from beneath the weight of his regrets,
watching the necklace swing in his grasp. 


“You still can be…”


“’tis too late,” he whispered, eyes so
transfixed by the necklace he did not look up at the memory of his brother.


“What would Daniel Plunkett have done?”


“It doesn’t matter what he would have done.
Daniel died in Babbington House twenty years ago; he
is as dead as you are. I am Caleb Cade now.”


“But you’re alive and can make whatever
choices you wish. Remember what you told Scaife?
There is always more than one road to follow.”


Caleb let the necklace fall back into the
jewellery case, where it lay indistinguishable amongst all the other pretty things.


*


“What is the meaning of this?” Crowe cried,
scurrying to intercept Caleb, any earlier reticence about traversing the filthy
courtyard forgotten as his big feet slurped and slid through the mud.


“The girl needs rest,” Caleb said coldly,
not halting for the benefit of the innkeeper, “I do not believe she will get it
here.” 


He felt Jane’s fingers dig a little tighter
into the back of his neck as Crowe neared. When
he’d first lifted her from the bed she’d stiffened, her almond shaped eyes wide
with fear, but she had no strength to resist. Now her arms were wrapped around
his neck as he approached the coach bearing both the girl and his bag, he’d
hurriedly bundled Jane’s meagre possessions together in a sheet and carried
them too. It had been an awkward descent of the stairs, but Caleb’s
anger at both himself and Crowe had given him the strength and determination to
carry the girl and her possessions to the waiting coach.


“You are... you are kidnapping the child!”
Crowe blustered as he moved alongside Caleb, his feet squelching through the
mud.


“I am forcing her to do nothing,
Sir,” Caleb shouted, in a voice loud enough to draw the stares of those who had
failed to notice them already, “I am simply
taking her home.”


“There is no need for this!” Crowe hissed
his words into the breeze as he grabbed hold of Caleb’s arm, almost unbalancing
him and sending them sprawling to the ground.


“Take your hand off me!” Caleb roared, his
boots sliding momentarily in the mud as he drew abruptly to a halt. He turned
to stare at the innkeeper, his eyes wide and furious. Whatever Crowe saw in that
expression, it was enough to make his pudgy fingers spring open as if he had
suddenly realised he was gripping a red hot coal in his hand.


“I am sorry Doctor,” Crowe insisted,
raising both his palms towards Caleb, “I mean no harm... ‘tis
just that Jane is a good little worker. I can ill afford to lose her,” he
turned his head from one side to the other, looking at the small knot of people
who had forgotten whatever tasks had brought them out onto the courtyard to watch
the scene between the innkeeper and the Doctor play out. He shrugged and raised
his eyebrows to indicate the reasonableness of his position. Everybody knew how
difficult it was to find good hard working servants in these indolent times.


“Do not talk to me of honest labour,” Caleb
spat, “you’ve turned this poor girl into little more than your whore and I’ll
not see her suffer such indignities for another moment!”


Crowe’s head wobbled alarmingly from side
to side, setting his heavy fleshy jowls a flapping in the breeze, “You slur my good name with such foul lies!  ‘tis you that have dragged this sick girl from her bed to
carry off to goodness knows where, and you have the brazen balls to accuse me
of impropriety!” Crowe scoffed, again looking from Caleb to the onlookers to
convey the ridiculousness of such talk.


If the girl’s
frail body had not occupied his arms, Caleb believed he would have struck the
man where he stood. Instead he had to settle for pouring his anger into his
words rather than his fists, “Then call the magistrate Sir, and we will have
the matter discussed for all to hear and judge accordingly.”


Crowe stood before him, his own rage making
his flesh quiver and Caleb actually did believe the man was going to try and
drag Jane from his arms. Whether it was the
thought of having his sordid business thrown open for all to see or the
realisation that one solitary girl was not worth such fuss, Crowe finally
shrugged his burly shoulders in defeat and turned away with a wave of his hand.



“Pah!” he snorted,
“there are aplenty where she comes from, she’ll never work for me again, I’ll
give no employ to those who blacken my name with tall tales!” 


Caleb watched as he stomped almost
childishly back across the courtyard, snarling at the servants who had been
watching to get back to work or they could pack their bags too. From one of the
Inn’s side doors, Caleb noticed Crowe’s
wife watching, arms folded imperiously across her chest, her eyes no more than
faint dark slits, all but consumed by the flesh of her plump red face. Her
expression was one of pure, undiluted hatred though Caleb could not tell whether she
wore such a face for the benefit of her husband, Jane, him, or, possibly, all
three of them. 


“I didn’t mean to cause such ructions,”
Jane said, her voice halfway between a whimper
and a sob, sad grey eyes following her erstwhile employer’s progress through
the mud and horseshit, “I needs this job...”


“Do not fear child,” Caleb said, his voice
soft upon the breeze, “we will find another employer for you.”


“I is
ruined!” she cried, “Mr Crowe is well respected in these parts; none will give
me a job against his bad words!”


“Trust me,” Caleb said, the words were
familiar enough, he’d used them so many times before after all, it was the
intent behind them that he found almost giddily strange, “I will leave you
better than I found you.” Perhaps it was his tone, the set of his features or
the way his eyes held hers so intently, but the girl quietened and rested her
face against his shoulder. Maybe she was simply too tired for anything else.
Caleb hurried across the remainder of the yard to the coach, still acutely
aware of the curious eyes that still lingered upon them. 


The only sounds
that reached his ears above his own laboured breath were the creaking hinges of
the sign above the Inn’s courtyard, displaying a faded picture of what might
have been a white swan, as it swung rhythmically in the wind and the distant
cry of a gull. A call he imagined being mournful and lost for the bird must
have wandered some way from the Bristol Channel and the sea to be heard here.  


The plan for them to spend their time at
the Swan Inn quietly and without reason to be much remembered had, he decided, been something of a failure. 


He lowered the girl as he reached the
coach, she stood unsteadily for a moment before finding the support of the
vehicle’s dark frame; she smiled at him to signal she would not fall, hesitant
and uncertain, but a smile nevertheless. It was the kind of smile he’d seen
before, in different circumstances. It was the smile of someone who wanted to
believe in him but was still unsure of
his intentions; the smile of someone who still required a little wooing before
they would lower their guard. 


Opening the door of the carriage, he threw in his bag and Jane’s meagre
bundle before helping the girl climb aboard. Her eyes were wide and uncertain
once more, her head twitched one way and then the next, a furtive little mouse
sniffing the air to see whether the darkness hid cheese or a cat.


“Come to me, mon enfant,”
Morlaine said from the dark interior, “I will not harm you.”


Jane blinked and glanced between Caleb and Morlaine,
her pale thin fingers wrapped around the
door frame, “This is my wife,” Caleb explained, “Agnes.”


“Ma’am,” Jane said, in a small voice,
lowering her gaze and executing a wobbly curtsey.


Morlaine leaned forward a fraction, letting a little of the daylight that
seemed so strangely reluctant to enter the carriage play across her face, she
reached out a hand towards the girl, long elegant fingers beckoning her to enter. “There are no masters or mistresses
here, Mon Cherie, only friends. Let us care for you...” her words were
rich and sweet, like some fabulously sugary fancy made of honey and syrup, so
tempting and delightful it could not be resisted. Then she smiled; a smile like
none that Caleb had ever seen before, a smile that not only brightened her
beautiful face with warmth and light but
seemed to radiate throughout the gloomy interior of the carriage too. A new sun
to outshine that feeble yellow ball in the sky, one that dismissed its rival’s
rays with such ease that Caleb doubted
the sun would ever be able to warm his skin again, its glow never more than a
tepid, laughable imitation of the vampire’s smile.


Grey eyes shining, Jane took Morlaine’s hand, allowing their fingers to entwine as she
was drawn inside, her attention fixed absolutely upon Morlaine’s
as she took a place at her side, her hand never leaving the vampire’s. Caleb felt a pang of jealously,
wishing it was he that she was bestowing such favours upon, but it was a thought that quickly withered and fell away
as Morlaine returned her dark liquid eyes to him.


A smile was still painted her face though it was different from the one she
had given Jane, a softer less remarkable thing,
but beautiful still. He could feel the shadows creep back into the
carriage around him, but they were peripheral, once more he found himself
entranced by her eyes, their strange depths. Black fire
dancing against a starless sky. She wore a curious expression, caught somewhere
between her smile and her eyes, one of surprise, but not an unpleasant one. 


He had not given much thought to how Morlaine would react to him bringing Jane, if anything he
expected her to be upset, her words had given him no indication that she either
wanted or expected them to intervene in the girl’s affairs further. He realised
he knew so little about what went on behind those dark eyes it almost made him
want to weep because he wanted to know
everything. 


“Let us be gone from this place, mon amour...” she breathed, no irony in her
tone.











Chapter Four


Beneath a Harrowing Moon


Midsomer
Norton, Somersetshire – 1708


Jane’s family lived
in a two-room cottage on the outskirts of the small market town of Midsomer
Norton. It was difficult to be sure just how many brothers and sisters she had
exactly, but given the number of grubby faces that appeared in the cottage’s
little window when their carriage clattered to a halt outside, the number was
prodigious. 


After they had left the Swan Inn, the journey to Midsomer
Norton had taken them south-west from
Bath into the county of Somersetshire. It was almost exactly the opposite
direction they needed to get to Bristol, but as Caleb had little idea what
would happen once they reached the busy port he was in no particular rush to
get there.


It was less than a
twenty-mile journey, but given the state of both the roads and Jane’s health
Caleb had decided to find lodgings en route and they had spent a night in
another inn. It had been smaller and quieter than the Swan, but it
provided time for Jane to recover more fully, Caleb to stare at Morlaine in the
manner of a love-struck farm boy and the vampire to work on her inscrutability. 


Seeing the children in the window Caleb
winked and tipped his hat, which was one of the few pieces of Dr Rothery’s attire that was of much use to him. The sight of
him opening the carriage door to help
Jane out provoked a crescendo of squealing and shouting from her siblings.


The sun had set before they reached Midsomer Norton, its light now no more than a faint smear
in the west, and Caleb offered his hand to help Morlaine
down once he had settled Jane on the verge, which she accepted with a gossamer
smile.


Jane was shuffling nervously from foot to
foot by the time Caleb reluctantly released the vampire’s hand and dragged his
eyes back to the young maid.


“Ma will not be best pleased to see me,”
Jane muttered, eyes flicking between Caleb and the cottage, “she will blame me
for losing me job.”


“You could not stay their child, that man
had no right to treat you so cruelly. You are no whore.”


Jane blushed and looked around, clearly afraid someone might have heard Morlaine’s words.


“I am very grateful to you both, Dr Reece,
Mrs Reece, for making me better. I didn’t like to be there, to be made to sin an
all, but we needed the money… you should have left me there,” she added in a low, despondent voice.


Caleb placed a hand upon her shoulder, “My
wife is quite right Jane; you should let no one treat you as Crowe did. He is a
wicked man, and no blame is attached to you.”


“But no one will employ me now, me name is blackened!”


“Good workers will always find honest work
Jane, I would not worry so much about Crowe’s lies; I suspect he will keep the
business to himself.”


“Even so…” Jane shuffled her feet again,
before suddenly looking up brightly “…would you be
requiring a maid, Dr Reece?”


“Well…” Caleb begun.


“You are in no condition to work child, you
have been extremely sick. You need only your rest and your mother’s love for
the next few weeks,” Morlaine said, her words sterner
than her eyes.


Jane looked deflated and glanced forlornly
at the cottage; her expression suggesting her mother’s love was spread very
thinly among so many children.


“But when I’m better?”


“We are not entirely sure of our
situation,” Caleb replied, “but once we are settled, and if we require a maid,
we will certainly think of you.”


Morlaine cast him one of her unreadable looks
but said nothing.


“Right you are Sir…” Jane’s sigh indicated
she wasn’t at all convinced by Caleb’s
assurances.


“I will not apologise for taking you away
from that man Jane, but I appreciate it has put you in a difficult position… financially, so please take this.” Caleb held
out his palm upon which was spread a small pile of coins.


“I can’t Sir,” Jane declared eyeing the
money suspiciously, “’tis charity and I was brought up to stand on my own two
feet!”


“This is not charity Jane,” Caleb insisted,
“’tis a retainer.”


“A retainer?”


“Yes, for your services as a maid… if we do
require a maid in the next month, we would not wish to suffer the
disappointment of discovering your services had been snapped up by another
employer. If you take this money, you must work for no one but us in that time.
If you do not hear from us within one month, you will be free to seek alternative
employment. I take it this will cover a month’s pay.”


“Oh yes Sir,” Jane nodded her head. Caleb
suspected he was offering her closer to three months’ pay.


“Jane, is that you love?” A woman’s voice
cried as the cottage door creaked open and numerous children of various sizes
began tumbling out onto the street.


Jane snatched the coins and deposited them
in her apron.


“Yes, Ma!”


A thin rake of a woman, who looked remarkably like Jane would if she
hadn’t slept for a month, tentatively approached them. Caleb found it hard to
believe such a slight woman could have
produced quite so many children.


“Jane what are you doing here?” Her dark, nervous
eyes flicked towards Caleb and Morlaine, “tell me
you’ve not been thieving Jane, because if you have-”


“There’s no cause for alarm,” Caleb smiled
reassuringly, “Mrs…”


“Morgan, Sir, Ma’am, Mrs Morgan,” Jane’s
mother curtseyed.


“Mrs Morgan, I am Dr Reece, this is my wife, Agnes. Your daughter was taken ill while,
at work, she is much recovered, but she needs to rest, for a month at least. As
we were travelling in this direction, we
brought your daughter home.”


“Did she require medicine?” Mrs Morgan
demanded, looking horrified, “because we can’t afford no fancy people’s
medicine Sir.”


“My bill was settled by Jane’s employer,
who held her in the highest regard.”


“Well, that was very kind of Mr Crowe,
wasn’t it Jane, I hope you was appreciative
of his kindness?”


“Yes, Ma…”


“But what about your job, we really need
the money, Jane?”


Jane looked miserable.


Caleb glanced at Morlaine,
who returned his gaze with a faintly bemused expression.


“Well… I believe Mr Crowe had to let her
go, he is very busy and needed to take on another maid.”


“Oh, Jane!” Mrs Morgan scolded, “why did you have to go and get sick? Haven’t I told you
enough times about keeping warm what with all the chills you get? What are we
to do now? I was relying on your money to settle our bills with Mr Gorridge?”


Jane fumbled in her apron and brought out
around a quarter of the money Caleb had just given her.


“Dr Reece has paid me a retainer Ma,
for me services in the grand house he and his lady wife will be moving into. In Bristol.”


“In Bristol? Well, looks like you’ve had some good
fortune, young lady. I hope you won’t be a disappointment to this fine
gentleman and his good lady wife,” Mrs Morgan said, scooping the coins out of
Jane’s hand and depositing them into her own apron.


“Jane comes with the highest
recommendation,” Caleb beamed.


“Well, I do bring my children up properly,
I’ve never been afraid to teach them the value of hard work…” she glanced down
at the numerous urchins that had spread themselves out around the carriage and
sighed, “…to all of em.”


“I can see that Mrs Morgan,” Caleb smiled.


“Can I invite you in for some refreshment,
‘tis the least I can do after all your kindness?”


“That is very kind, but the hour is late,
and we much get ourselves to the nearest inn.”


“Oh, what a shame,” Mrs Morgan said,
looking relieved as she scooped up one of her smaller offspring who had started
to torment the horses.


“We will be bidding you goodnight then,”
Caleb stood by Morlaine and watched as Jane helped
her mother try to shepherd the children back into the house.


“Thank you for everything Sir, Ma’am,” Jane
curtseyed again from the door.


“You are most welcome.” Caleb opened the
carriage door for Morlaine, but the vampire stood
watching the children until they had all been shooed back inside, a wistful
little expression brushing her face.


“Getting hungry?” Caleb asked amiably.


She laughed softly, seemingly almost
despite herself. 


“Can you drive south from here?” she asked,
once back inside the carriage.


“That’s the wrong way for Bristol?” 


“I know.”


“As you wish my lady,” Caleb grinned and
closed the carriage door before clambering back atop the coach, whistling
happily and tunelessly.


*


“Stop!” Morlaine cried urgently.


Caleb reined back the horses and looked
down at Morlaine, who was leaning out of the carriage
window to stare across a nondescript field of young barley, which was
much like the half dozen other fields
they had stopped to inspect during the last hour.


He nervously looked back along the road,
but everything was quiet and still in the moonlight. They had been travelling
along the Fosse Way, the old Roman Road that stretched from Lincoln to Exeter,
but had turned on to the Frome Road south of the village of Oakhill and had
been heading west for the last twenty minutes. Caleb didn’t know what Morlaine was looking for, but he hoped she’d find it soon,
it was dangerous to be on the roads after dark and although the vampire had
little reason to fear robbers, Caleb didn’t share her bravado.  


“Those woods further along the road,” Morlaine indicated the beech trees either side of the road
beyond the barley fields.


“Yes,” Caleb replied eyeing the woods with
particular unenthusiasm.


“We will stop there a while.”


“In the woods?”


“Is that a problem?”


“Perhaps I should attach a large sign to
the carriage informing the local footpads of all the jewellery and coins we are
carrying,” Caleb suggested, “we would be an even
more tempting target for robbers then.”


Morlaine was silent for a moment before replying, “That shouldn’t be
necessary,” and disappearing back into the carriage.


“We’re not all immortal,” Caleb muttered,
staring at the dark woods which grew up the slope of a hill sitting to the
north of the road.


“You don’t have to travel with me, I am
quite recovered you know,” Morlaine called back.


Caleb kept forgetting her senses were far acuter than his, so settled for keeping his
curse inside his head.


It took only a few minutes for them to
traverse the narrow deserted road before
the trees closed in around them and a few more before Morlaine
banged on the roof of the carriage. As soon as the wheels had ceased turning
the vampire had jumped down onto the road.


Caleb looked questioningly at her from his
seat.


“I will return before dawn,” she said,
crossing the road and starting to climb the wooded slope of the hill.


“Wait!” Caleb cried, “You can’t leave me
here!”


Morlaine paused to peer back across the road at him, “Yes I can.”


“But what if highwaymen come across the
carriage?”


“You have pistols
if you feel like defending what we stole from Alyssa.”


“I’m not much of a shot.”


She shrugged, “You’re welcome to join me if
you prefer.”


“Where are you going exactly?”


Morlaine smiled sadly. 


“Home.”


*


The hill
climbed a hundred yards or so before the beech trees thinned out. The top was
flat and surrounded by a shallow ditch backed by a low ridge, both of which
were overgrown with brambles and other sundry undergrowth. Caleb managed to
scramble over the obstacle with far less grace than Morlaine,
despite not being encumbered by the skirts of a long flowing dress. Inside the enclosure, the hilltop was deserted apart from
a small flock of fat sheep.


“What is this place?” Caleb panted, bending
over to rest his hands on his knees.


Morlaine ignored his question, after staring forlornly across the hilltop
she walked back up the ridge and followed it to the south-west corner of the hilltop,
where she tucked in her skirts and sat down in the long grass.


His breath quickly returning Caleb hurried
after her and stood at her shoulder to share the view. Spread before them lay the central plain of Somersetshire,
the Summerland Meadows, rising in the distance to the low folding hills of the
Quantocks; directly before them, haunting in the silvery caress of the moon, was the great
tear-shaped mound of Glastonbury Tor. To the south the wetlands of the Somerset
Levels glistened, the streams and marshes stitching the patches of darker land
together like threads of quicksilver in the bright moonlight.


“We called it Maesbre,” Morlaine whispered as Caleb
eased himself down onto the grass beside her, “in your tongue, Maesbury Hill.”


“What is it?” Caleb asked, sitting down
beside her.


“It was a fortress
of the old people. A hilltop fastness that protected this land and gave refuge
to the people who lived in the surrounding wetlands and dug out silver and lead
from the Mendip Scarp.” Morlaine’s dark eyes shone in the moonlight, at first,
Caleb thought it was some strange vampiric manifestation, before realising it
was simply the welling of tears, “…my people,” she
added thickly.


“And this was your home?” 


“I was born here,” she nodded, before
pointing out to the crumpled folds of the hills beyond Glastonbury Tor, “and I
died out there, somewhere beyond Ynys yr Afalon.”


“Afalon?”


“Our name for Glastonbury
Tor.”


“A long time ago?” Caleb asked.


“So very long… I used to sit in this very
spot as a girl; the rampart was much higher then,
of course, topped with a wooden palisade. My little sister Tanerladua
and I would rest with our backs against it, eating fruit and watching the night
fall upon the wetlands. This was long before the monks of Glastonbury Abbey
came and drained most of the wetlands away; Ynys yr
Afalon was an island then, the Isle of Apples… We
would sit here as the moon rose and turned the water into sheets of shimmering
beaten silver and watch the distant camp fires of the settlement on Afalon. I recall we talked of silly girlish things, mostly of boys, who our
husbands would be and the babies we would bear them. At least, I think that was what we talked about, but it was so
terribly long ago. Perhaps it is just my fancy, falsely recalling the dreams of
children, the dreams of things never to
be.”


“Is this something you want to talk about?”


“I don’t know,” she shook her head and
looked down at the knees she was tightly hugging. “When I was in that box and later when I was alone and chained in the dark
I thought about my mortal life and all those long dead people I once loved,
even though I can barely remember them at all. Under the weight of all of my
memories, it is difficult to recall what is fact and what is fancy. I
promised myself if I did not die at the hands of your friends it was time to
come to Maesbury Hill again and try to remember. When I
found Jane lived but a few miles from here it seemed like a signal from the
Gods that I could not ignore. Not that I believe in them anymore of course.”


Morlaine fell silent and lifted her eyes once more to stare at Glastonbury
Tor. The night was mild and the sky cloudless, insects buzzed in the long grass
that the sheep had been unable to reach.


“These were sacred lands to my people, the
springs and brooks and streams led to the worlds of spirits, and the hills
brought us closer to the realms of the Gods. We built monuments to mark their
paths on the Earth and to record their progress through the heavens. Great
wooden walkways were constructed across the marshes so that we might move from
sacred place to sacred place and make
offerings of iron and silver to the water spirits. We made sacrifices and
offered prayers. We lived our lives by the ancient ways of our forefathers, at
one with the land that we loved. We did all that was asked of us, yet still our
Gods fell and our ways died. I am the last of all my peoples. Nobody remembers
my Gods anymore, not even me.”


“How did you…” Caleb’s words trailed away.


“Die?” Morlaine
finished the question for him. “It was my birthday and I left this place to
travel to another settlement in the hills out beyond Afalon. My sister and mother accompanied
with me plus half a dozen warriors to
guard us. There should have been little danger, we were at peace and the
journey would not take long.”


“As dusk fell at the end of our second day
we were ambushed; there were twenty of them and our men were easily overwhelmed and killed. My mother was
old, so they killed her quickly; Tanerladua and I
were not and they had great sport with us. They drank beer, celebrated their
victory and raped us again and again. “


“Who were they?”


“Raiders from the tribes to the west; we
were supposed to be at peace, but they were a wild people with no one ruler.
They did much as they pleased. I thought they would take us as slaves for we
were both young and pretty, but perhaps we were too pretty and they settled for
the loot from our baggage. Even after they had finished raping us I thought
they would still take us as slaves, I thought they would take us as slaves right up to the very moment
their leader pulled my little sister’s head up by her hair and opened her
throat with his blade. It seemed he feared we would slow them down too much.”


“One of the younger men was the leader’s
son, a cruel little runt named Borreadun;
he wanted to kill me himself and, being the doting father their leader was, he
let him. Borreadun was younger than me,
no more than fifteen and he had already raped me twice. His father, whose name
I can no longer even recall, had the pleasure of my sister first, his son got
to take me. I had fought him, my nails scratching his face and my knee finding
his groin, much to the amusement of the other men. In the end, two of them had to hold me down while the boy raped me.
The second time he raped me I had just laid
there and stared at the sky, after the fourth or fifth man I had realised
fighting was not going to help me.”


“He remembered me
fighting him, though, he remembered the scratches on his face, he remembered
the knee in his groin and he remembered the humiliation of needing to have the
older men help him rape me. He considered that the worst indignity for it meant
he was not man enough to rape on his own. As he took me, he whispered in my ear how he was going to
kill me. I hadn’t believed him, I was pretty, I
was young, even after what they had done to me I was too valuable as a slave to
kill.”


“I had stared blankly as they killed my
sister, watching her lifeblood flowing into the dirt, then the boy had come to
me carrying a spear. He was drunk and laughing wildly as the other men
encouraged him. He was still laughing as he thrust his spear into my belly, and
as the blood spurted out of me, he kept pushing, the harder I screamed the
harder he pushed until the spear passed through me and buried itself into the
damp soil beneath.”


“I cursed the boy and all his friends,
cursed them with every profanity a young girl might know, which I don’t suppose
was many. He just laughed and bent over me, told me I was a whore and spat in
my face. He said if I hadn’t scarred his face I could have had a quick death
like my sister, but they were going to leave me pinned to the ground and with
any luck I’d still be alive in the morning when the crows came to pick out my eyes.”


“Then they were gone, laughing and
bragging, they rode off and left me next to poor little Tanerladua.
I remember reaching out to her, but she was just too far away for me to close
her dead staring eyes. There would be no husband for sweet little Tanerladua, no children, no anything. So I stared at the sky and waited to die beneath a
bright harrowing moon. All else in this world has changed except for that
moon,” Morlaine whispered looking up at the sky and basking in its soft light,
“and however far I travel I will always see Tanerladua’s dead face in its
light.”


“From such small things can worlds change. If I had been as meek as my sister they would have
done me the kindness of slitting my throat and I would now be long dead.
Utterly forgotten, just dust in the soil, but I scratched a cruel and
cold-hearted boy’s face and I got to live
forever instead.”


“I lay there for hours waiting for death,
unable to move, weeping with the pain and the despair, watching that moon
traverse the sky as my blood seeped away. Long
before dawn lit the west, I felt the darkness creeping in and a terrible
coldness in my limbs. I knew it was death coming for me, that my spirit would
soon be gone and I prayed my people would find my body so that the priests
could perform the sacred rituals to ensure I would cross to the next world.
I thought the Gods owed me that one small favour, considering they had forsaken
me so cruelly. Eventually, the darkness overtook the light and I slipped away.”


“You died?”


“I must have slipped into unconsciousness;
when I awoke, I gave thanks that I had been
found and the priests had done their work for I must have crossed successfully
to the spirit world. I lay on a bed of
soft fresh heather, wrapped in animal
skins; there was no pain, only a vague sense of coldness coupled with a strange
hunger, which I thought was odd because the priests had never said anything
about spirits feeling hungry. I was naked beneath the furs and when I felt my
belly I was relieved to find there was no wound in my stomach; I must admit I was something of a vain girl and
it was a relief to know my beauty had been returned to me in the afterlife.”


“I remember looking around and seeing a man
sitting in the shadows of what was obviously a cave of some kind. There was a
strange double beating noise in my ears, one slightly louder than the other;
not overbearingly loud, but it was most curious.”


““What’s that noise?” I asked the man.”


““The sound of our hearts beating,” he
replied.”


““I did not know spirits had hearts,” I
said, keeping the furs wrapped around me as I was not sure whether it was
seemly to be naked in the spirit world.”


““You are not a spirit Morlaine,”
he replied, his voice carrying a terrible sadness, “you are a monster.””


““Do I know you?” I asked curiously, for I
did not recognise the man.”


““No, you were but a babe in arms when last
I saw you; you were sickly and your mother brought you to me for healing even
though such things are forbidden by the priests who know what I am.””


“I laughed, “But you are no older than I
am.””


““No Morlaine you
are wrong,” he’d whispered, “I am older than time.””


“Who was he?” Caleb asked.


“Vorac; my people
thought him a great sorcerer of dark magic and had banished him to the woods to
the south of the great marshes that are
now called the Somerset Levels. It is much drained now, but then it was a vast
wilderness of swamps and islands. I had heard dreadful
tales of him drinking the blood of babies, but I had never met him and did not
recognise this man, who looked far too young and sad to be a terrible dark
sorcerer.”


“A vampire?”


Morlaine nodded, “He had chanced upon me dying where the raiders had left me
and fed me his blood to heal me, but I had been on the very cusp of death and
he had to give me so much blood to save me that I was changed.”


“He did not mean to change you?”


“He was wise
enough to know the curse should not be passed on. He knew I was too far gone
and should have left me to pass over to the spirit world, but I was young and
beautiful and it tore at his gentle heart to see me broken and dying so he
convinced himself he could save my mortal life without changing me. He was wrong.”


“And was he a monster like Saul and Alyssa?”


“No,” Morlaine
smiled at the distant memory, “he was the kindest man I ever met. He showed me
my new world and taught me all the things I now know to be true.”


“Did you return to your people?”


“My mother and sister were dead; my father
had died the winter before. There was nothing for me here in Maesbre, I had been going to my marriage,
and though I did not know my betrothed very well,
I knew he would never accept me now. Even if I was not a vampire, I had been
despoiled and deflowered. He would not want me. Besides, having to drink blood
and shun the sunlight were not considered desirable
qualities in a bride.”


“So you stayed with Vorac?”


“For over a year, he was gentle, kind and
ever so patient. He had healed my body and he tried to heal my mind too; I should never have left him, I really should
never have left him, but I could find no peace while the beasts that had
slaughtered Tanerladua and my mother still breathed.”


“You went after them men who had raped
you?”


“Vengeance is such a Human desire, but, unfortunately,
it was one my new vampiric self still
possessed. Vorac told me if I left him to do this
thing I could never return to him because that path could lead only to madness
and abomination. He begged me to stay, to be his companion and learn to use our
curse to do good; to honour my mother and sister by giving life to the
deserving rather than delivering death to the wretched. Even though I knew he
was right I left anyway, I left because
every time I sat in the darkness all I could see was my sister’s dead blind eyes that I
couldn’t quite reach to close no matter how hard I tried… and a vampire spends
an awfully long time in the darkness.”


“Did you find them?”


Morlaine nodded
and remained staring silently out at the softly lit hills of Somersetshire.
Just when Caleb thought she was going to say no more she continued, her voice
flat and expressionless, “I travelled through the western tribes hunting them
down; four had died before I even started to look, I found fifteen.”


“You said there were twenty?”


“The last one was the boy who killed me… Borreadun; he was the last of them, I spent a year chasing
him, but he cheated me of my revenge by taking his own life before I could get
my hands on him. He’d heard I’d returned from the dead to take vengeance on my
killers and he knew the terrible retribution that came with me. Each one of
them I had killed, their agonies a mirror of my own, reflected in the light of the same harrowing moon that I
died under; the same moon that had illuminated their bestial faces as they had
taken it in turns to rape me. He opened his own wrists rather than face me.”


“It should have ended with Borreadun’s death, but I told myself my
vengeance was not yet done, there was still justice to be found in the wild
lands of the west. That is what I told myself as I hunted down my killer’s
families, their friends, their clansmen, but it was a lie, I was consumed by the blood lust, I gloried in my power and my desires. I enjoyed the
killing.”


“For ten years I wrought a terrible
slaughter upon the tribes of the West. My name became abomination, a word that could only ever be spoken in a whisper and
never when the moon was full, for if it carried on the wind, I might hear it and be summoned; Morlaine,
the dark and terrible Queen of the Night who brought damnation upon her heels.” 


“We each have a monster in us Caleb, they
call that monster the Devil now, but he is just an invention. People wish to believe that the evil we do is due to
some terrible being that takes control of us and makes us do his bidding. In
reality, that monster is us and we do such terrible deeds because we choose to,
because we allow our monster to rule us rather than keeping it chained in the
dark where it belongs. That is what became of Saul and Alyssa, why they
do the terrible things they do and that is what became of me too.”


“What made you stop?” 


She turned and looked at him with her dark, unfathomable
eyes, “Who says that I have?”


“If you wanted to kill me you would have
done so by now, when I look at you I don’t see a monster,” he replied, hoping
his words carried conviction.


“Don’t you?” She asked, her face shifting
to reveal her vampiric countenance, “look
upon my face and see it as I truly am;
long, bloodless and terrible, large of eye
and sharp of fang, with this face I
become death and all that I bring is despair. I am Morlaine.
I am abomination.”


Caleb stared at her as if seeing her vampiric face for the first time, tracing the
faint blue lines of her veins that darkened her otherwise white skin, the long
sharp cut of her head, and her eyes, so large and wide and full of darkness. 


“You will have to do better than that if
you want to scare me off.”


Morlaine regarded
him before smiling. For an instant that smile revealed her long sharp fangs,
but by the time it had crossed her face she was human and beautiful once more,
“Those words used to have men shaking with fear and begging for their lives; I
must be out of practice.”


“If it’s any consolation, you do make me
tremble quite often.”


“I’ve noticed,” she said, her eyes darting
away from his almost shyly and she was just a beautiful young woman in the
moonlight.


He reached out and took her hand, squeezing
it gently.


“You are not an abomination.”


“You do not know the things I’ve done.”


“You said back in the cellar that you’d
never intentionally killed anyone?”


“Monsters lie too…” she squeezed his hand
in return before slowly pulling away from his touch, “…I thought the truth
would not help persuade you to free me.”


“So why did you stop?”


“After ten years I returned to Vorac; I was lonely I
suppose, but he turned me away knowing the terrible things I had done, that all
that he’d feared and warned me about had come to pass. I saw the anguish in his
eyes and knew that he blamed himself for all the deaths I had caused. I was
angry at his rejection and his scorn and I went into the West again to continue
my terrible work.”


“But you stopped killing.”


Morlaine nodded but said no more.


“Why did you stop?” Caleb insisted.


“I fell in love,” she whispered.


“With… Tom?”


“No, he was much later. It was with another
man, he healed the hatred in me with his love and his kindness. What he saw in
me I do not know, for I was a monster. When
I met him, I so nearly killed him. To this day I do not know why I didn’t for
that was all I wanted men for then; food and torture, but something stayed my
hand, perhaps the monster had not locked away my decency securely enough and
from that terrible dark place he helped me find my salvation. Everything
I do now is thanks to him; I travel the land and try to heal the sick the way Vorac taught me, to make amends for the people I
slaughtered two thousand years ago.”


“And what happened to him?”


“I made the mistake of giving him my dark
gift for I loved him too much to see him die.”


“Did he become a monster, the way Tom
became Saul?”


“No,” Morlaine
shook her head sadly, “he was far too gentle a man for that. Unlike Tom he
wanted the gift, and I spent years preparing him for it, so he could control
the monster within. He never took a life in all the centuries we were
together.”


“What became of him?”


Morlaine raised her eyes to stare across at the conical mound of Glastonbury
Tor; the ruined tower of St Michael’s Church clearly visible upon its summit in
the moonlight.


“The Christians burned him alive,” she
spat.


“Wh-”


Morlaine held up her hand and looked away, “No more questions… please.”



Caleb said nothing more, unsure whether or
not to leave the vampire alone with her memories. Eventually, he made to stand up and go, but, without looking at him,
Morlaine’s hand found his, “Stay with me,” she said simply and when he settled down beside her
again, she leaned in towards him and rested her head lightly on his shoulder. Tentatively Caleb put his arm
around her and when she made no move to resist he pulled her closer until they
were snuggled together.


“Thank you for saving my life,” she
whispered.


Caleb just lightly kissed the soft downy
curls on the crown of Morlaine’s head. She said
nothing more and Caleb rested his own head against hers and listened to the gentle sound of the vampire’s breathing above
the hush of the still night.


Morlaine watched the moon until the first blush of morning lit the eastern
horizon and whispered of the new day about to be born upon the world, but by
then Caleb had fallen into a deep sleep in the embrace of the vampire. 











Chapter Five


Lost Souls


Frogmore Street, Bristol – 1708


“I love her,” Caleb announced, staring down
at the bustling street.


“Ah,” the memory of his brother replied, “that would explain why you are so
miserable then.”


Caleb did not react though he knew there was some truth in the words. He had
always believed if he fell in love again it would be the cure to all of his
unhappiness, but, much to his surprise, he’d
found that it had only brought him
despair, for no matter how hard he tried Morlaine
remained distant and unattainable. Every time she made some small response to his affections, a fleeting
smile or a squeeze of the hand, it was immediately followed by her retreating
into the distant, cold citadel of her
silence.


They had rented rooms together on Frogmore Street in the heart of Bristol when
they had arrived in the city two weeks earlier, paying
a month’s rent in advance for a comfortably furnished apartment and the use of
the housekeeper’s maid. Caleb had been surprised she had agreed to the
arrangement for he had expected, and feared, that she would go her own way once
they reached Bristol. When he’d asked her why, she had told him coolly that it
was simply more prudent to rent rooms than stay in an Inn.


He had not known what to make of that at
all.


“Are you sure ‘tis not just another of your
infernal besottments?” The memory of his
brother asked staring at him pointedly.


“This is different.”


“You always seem drawn to the unattainable
little brother; the most beautiful, the haughtiest, the most married, the most
dangerous, the most disinterested. Perhaps ‘tis simply Morlaine’s
unattainable beauty you are besotted with, a beautiful vampire locked in a
cellar. You had to rescue her and woo the heart of a monster; what could be
more of a challenge to your charms. Perhaps your love is no more than that?”


“She is not a monster,” Caleb snapped in
irritation, “and I do love her, this is not like Isabella, not like all the
others...”


“How do you know when you haven’t lain with
her? How do you know that same clawing despairing sense of self-loathing and
disappointment will not chase this love from your heart as soon as you’ve
bedded her and she sleeps in your arms?”


“I know…” 


“So what do you intend to do?”


“I had a plan
if you remember.”


“Yes, to make her fall in love with you.
How is that going exactly?”


“I do not have the faintest idea,” Caleb
sighed miserably. 


Morlaine was a mystery to him; he could not read her at all. There were
moments, such as the night they’d spent on Maesbury
Hill, where he felt she needed and wanted him, that he was at the very least
her friend, yet there were other times when she barely acknowledged him at all.
Several nights she had gone out on her own and had returned only on the
coattails of the dawn, the slight flush upon her cheeks betraying the fact
she’d fed.


When he’d tried to question her she had
just replied brusquely; “I didn’t kill anyone.”


“I was worried,” he’d replied feebly.


“There is no need,” she’d said and turned
her back to head for the bedroom which was where she spent most of the daylight hours alone.


“You can feed
from me you know,” he’d called after her.


Morlaine had paused in the doorway, but had not looked back when she spoke,
“I do not wish to become reliant upon you.” She had closed the door behind her
before he could think of anything else to say.


“You should confront her,” the memory of
his brother advised assuredly.


Caleb turned to look at him standing
faintly by the unlit fireplace.


“What do you mean?”


“Tell her what you feel, what you want. Let
her make a decision…”


“She told me not to speak of love again
remember? What if she rejects me?


“That would be better than following her
around like a forlorn poodle till she gets bored of you.”


“I need to think.”


“I thought that was what I was for,” the
memory of his brother smiled.


Caleb knocked lightly upon the bedroom door and pushed it open when Morlaine answered. The curtains were drawn, and she sat on
a chair by the bed in the gloom with one of Alyssa’s dresses spread across her
lap.


“I thought I would
make more use of Alyssa’s wardrobe. They do not require a great deal of
adjustment to fit properly,” she explained, taking his silence for puzzlement
over what she was doing rather than the fact he had been too busy feasting his
eyes upon her even to be able to speak.


“I’m going out to take some air; is there
anything you need?”


She shook her head before returning to her
needlework.


The memory of his brother had faded away
when he returned to the drawing room and he hurried from their apartment,
bounding down the stairs and out into the sun-kissed
street as fast as his legs could carry him as if fearing his lips might betray
him if he dallied in the slightest. Their rooms were next to The Hatchett Inn, and he was tempted to head straight
inside and have a wench burden his table with as many jugs of ale as it could
bear, but instead he walked down the street towards the river, where numerous
ships were tied up at the bustling quays.
On the south side of the river, the spire
of St Mary Radcliffe’s Church pointed towards the cloudless sky, although it was
only a parish church it was as grand as a cathedral, a testament to the piety
and generosity of generations of wealthy Bristol merchants.  


Bristol had always been a prosperous port, but in 1698 The Royal Africa
Company, based in London, had lost its monopoly on
the trading of African slaves and the merchants of Bristol had been quick to
seize the opportunity to add to the business it already conducted with the
American colonies. Now the city was booming and many of the vessels being
outfitted along the quayside would be leaving for West Africa to procure slaves
who would be shipped across the Atlantic to the Americas and sold in return for
sugar, cocoa and tobacco which would be brought back to England. Handsome
profits could be made apparently and the Bristol slavers, American plantation owners and the consumers of England
all benefited greatly from the trade.


Morlaine had commented bitterly that the only people disadvantaged were the
Africans, who lost their lives and their liberty. She had stood on the quayside
one evening when they had walked the city together and stared malevolently at
the slaving ships.


“You’re not going to do anything rash are
you?”


“Do not fear, I don’t kill people anymore,”
she’d smiled sweetly at him, “even those that deserve to have their throats
ripped out.”


“I take it you don’t approve.”


“Slavery is an
evil business; despite the colour of their skin the men, women and
children that will be packed on those ships are no different from you or any of
these fine English gentlemen that will profit so handsomely from their despair.
I know better than most that all men are equal, be they pauper, slave or nobleman…” she’d looked pointedly at him then, “…
for they all taste the same.”


Caleb stood in the
sunshine and watched the world bustle by, and wondered just how he could make
Morlaine both understand that he loved her and that they should be together.
Understand that every moment that passed without touching her was a torture,
how she made him feel like a nineteen-year-old boy again, nervous, excited and
uncertain, how all he wanted to do was make her smile, how…


He let the thoughts drift away realising
there was only one thing he could do. 


*


“How do I look?” Morlaine
asked almost shyly, running her hands down the flowing skirts of the silk
dress. When Caleb said nothing, she frowned and looked down at herself, “Does
it not fit me properly?”


“It fits you perfectly…” Caleb
finally managed to say.


Morlaine was wearing the same pearl white dress Alyssa had worn the night he
had taken her to The Queen’s Theatre. He had thought Alyssa had looked
good in it, but Morlaine stood before him like a
goddess descended from the clouds. Caleb didn’t tell her that of course, she
would probably think it excessive.


 “My needlecraft is somewhat rusty,
but I think I have done a fair job of making myself presentable.”


“Very fair,”
Caleb managed to agree, his eyes following the sculpted curves of her waist as
she turned to inspect herself in the looking-glass.


“Your heart is suddenly beating faster,”
she noted absently, checking the ringlets of her hair “are you unwell?”


“How do you know?” Caleb asked awkwardly,
feeling suddenly like a little boy caught curiously staring at a woman’s chest.


“You forget my senses are far keener than
yours,” she was smiling faintly as she turned to face him again; “I can hear
your heart from here.”


“J’entends
ton Coeur,” Caleb whispered, reminded of Henrietta again despite the
passing of so many years.


“Yes I will remember I’m French though I
wish you had picked a nation England was not at war with; I fear people will
think me a spy.”


Caleb shook his head, “I didn’t mean that…
somebody else once said she could hear my heart; though she was standing a lot
closer to me than you are.”


Morlaine stared at him curiously, but he turned away and walked across to
the window, “Tell people you are a Huguenot, that seemed to work for Louis
Defane.”


“I am not so sure this is a good idea, we
are supposed to be in hiding, are we not?”


“I have some experience in running away,”
Caleb shrugged, “I’ve found it to be far more effective
to hide in plain sight. Go to the places anyone who is searching for you least
expects you to go.”


“Have you ever had a murderous vampire on
your trail, not to mention her insane son/father who wants to cut me open to
see how I work or a sadistic sea captain who wants
to do the same for the sheer fun of it?”


“I doubt very much we’ll run into Alyssa at
Sir Rupert’s ball.”


“Given you didn’t even know your former
lover was a vampire, I am not convinced you’re any more likely to know what
social circles she moves in.”


“Perhaps, but she still won’t be able to go
to the ball.”


“Why not?”


“Because you have all her ball gowns; and
you look far better in them than she does.”


“Which I suppose will be another reason
Alyssa will want to kill me.”


“Morlaine, trust
me. I have an excellent reason for taking
you.”


“Which is?”


“I’ll tell you later.”


She let out a sigh and looked away as if to say she really couldn’t be bothered
to argue with him anymore.


She had point blank refused to come with
him initially, but his dogged perseverance had eventually worn her resistance
down. Well, either that or she’d just felt plain sorry for him. He was pretty
sure he hadn’t resorted to actual begging… 


He signalled to the carriage driver in the
street below before turning back to face Morlaine,
who still stood regarding him by the looking glass. 


“I cannot make you come against your will,
but I do not see the harm; for one night can you not just be a woman and can I
not be a man who simply wishes to spoil
you?”


“By way of recompense for
kidnapping and torturing me?”


“If I had known I-”


Morlaine shook her head and smiled, “Caleb, please, I do not blame you for
what happened; if you had not been there,
I would be dead by now. I was only teasing.”


“Of course,” Caleb sighed, not entirely
sure if she was being truthful or not.


“You still have not explained how you
managed to get an invitation?”


Caleb shrugged, “I have developed something
of a talent for getting myself invited to social occasions.”


In truth,
it had cost him a small fortune in bribes, but the sight of Morlaine
in that dress would have been worth a far greater one.


“I am sure you have thought this through
Caleb,” she said turning to face him, “but what happens when this Sir Rupert
person realises he has no idea who we are?”


“He won’t” Caleb smiled reassuringly.


“How can you be so sure?”


“Once he lays eyes upon you, he isn’t going to care who invited us.”


Morlaine pursed her lips and breezed past him, “All this flattery is not
going to get you anywhere you know?”


Caleb scooped up her shawl and placed it
around her shoulders, “Come on, the sun is down, we should not be too late.”


Caleb had hired a carriage for the evening
rather than break out the Rothery’s from the stable
where it was being stored and Morlaine’s eyes had
narrowed suspiciously at the elegant
vehicle that waited for them in the street, “How much did this cost?”


“Oh, they do a special rate for
physicians,” Caleb had winked as the driver scrambled to open the door and help
them inside.


It was a beautiful summer’s evening, the
sun had sunk below the horizon, but the sky was still blue and the first stars
had yet to appear. Caleb settled himself down and watched Morlaine
as the coach rattled through Bristol. It was the first time he had seen her
dressed so finely, her hair had been sculpted atop her head save for a few
fashionable ringlets that fell about her forehead, ears and neck, her face was
lightly powdered and painted. She did not need such enhancements of course, but
Caleb thought she looked wonderful all
the same.


“You look beautiful,” he said without
thinking.


Morlaine continued to look out of the carriage with interest as the
buildings and people of the city passed by. “I believe I warned you about the
futility of flattery,” she said finally, without looking at him.


“That does not mean it isn’t true, for this
one night can you not simply be a woman, instead of a vampire?”


“I have always been more of a woman than a vampire,” she sighed, “which is
why I am so melancholy.”


Caleb raised an eyebrow, but Morlaine seemed in no mood to elaborate.


It was less than a thirty-minute ride to Riddon
Hall, the beautiful house of Sir Rupert
Locke on the outskirts of the city. His wife’s Summer Ball was one of the
social events of the season in the area and notorious for its lavish
extravagance. He had no idea if Morlaine would be
impressed by such things, but if he was
hoping to touch the woman within the vampire,
he could not think of anything better.


The house sat amid acres of immaculate
gardens, and the air was rich with the scent of flowers by the time their
carriage deposited them amongst the hustle and bustle of numerous other, even
finer, carriages that were unloading the last of the great and the good of
Bristol society onto Sir Rupert’s driveway.


A footman led them into the marble floored
house; Caleb had felt a twinge of nerves as he handed their invitation to the
servant, it would be something of a humiliation if it turned out he had paid for
a cheap and obvious forgery. However, the footman gave it only a cursory glance
before leading them into the Great Hall and bellowing, “Dr Samuel and Mrs Agnes
Reece.”


The names did not register with the guests,
but Caleb noted a distinct ripple of interest as they moved through the hall;
he was not naive enough to think it had anything to do with him.


“I do believe
you’re the belle of the ball,” Caleb muttered to Morlaine,
who seemed to be more interested in the large ornately gilded mirrors that
lined the room from floor to ceiling than their fellow guests. Her gloved hand
had slipped through his arm and he hoped she could not hear his wildly pounding
heart above the orchestra. 


“Flattery…” 


Caleb led the vampire through the throngs
of elegantly dressed guests, who were watching their more energetic fellows
dance a minuet, to a long table heavy
with food and an enormous silver bowl.


“Would you care for a drink?”


“Yes,” Morlaine
replied, before whispering in his ear as an expressionless footman ladled out
to glasses for them, “what is it exactly?”


“Fruit punch,” Caleb smiled his thanks at
the footman, whose expression was as impassive as any of the marble busts
adorning the hall, before handing a glass to Morlaine.


“I’ve always liked fruit,” Morlaine smiled before taking a deep and rather unladylike swig of punch, “Oh that’s quite nice,
if a little peculiar.”


“That would be the rum,” Caleb explained,
taking a sip himself, “which the hosts appear to have been quite liberal with.”


“I like it,” Morlaine
decided forthrightly, draining her glass before collecting another from the
servant.


“You should be careful, ‘tis quite potent.”


Morlaine smiled reassuringly, “Don’t worry, hard
drink has little effect on me.”


Pity, Caleb thought glumly.


“Would you like to dance?” he asked as the
music faded away to be replaced by a ripple of appreciative applause from
dancers and audience alike.


“Dance?”


“The choreographed movement of individuals
in time to a musical accompaniment,” Caleb explained as Morlaine
continued to stare at him in wide-eyed puzzlement.


“Yes, I know what dancing is.”


“So would you like to dance? With me?”


“It has been some time since I danced… and
I am not really very good… and I don’t know these modern dances at all-”


“Enough excuses!” Caleb grinned, seizing Morlaine’s hand and leading her reluctantly onto the floor
to await the start of the next dance with the other couples.


“I do not know these dances!” Morlaine hissed at him through her teeth as the other
dancers nodded their greetings and made room for them.


“It does not matter if you don’t know the
exact steps; the minuet is more concerned
with grace and elegance than precise footwork.”


Morlaine just frowned.


“The Quality
believes in these times of upstart merchants and their grubby new fortunes that
the one thing money cannot buy is breeding. They spend an inordinate amount of
time teaching their children how they should behave and how they should carry
themselves; which is why they insist on dressing their little darlings in tight
corsets and stiff-backed frock coats as soon as they can walk so they can learn
posture. The minuet
is just their way of saying look at me, I’m not a commoner.”


“So why are we doing it?”


“Because it can be fun to pretend to be something you are not,” Caleb
grinned again at Morlaine and lifted her hand as the
music began; “besides, I’m rather good at it.”


Morlaine’s eyes darted between Caleb and the other dancers as he began to move about her, her brow creasing in
concentration as she took a few hesitant steps, she reminded Caleb of a little
girl desperately trying to learn something new while fearing she might look
foolish.


“You’re a natural,” he whispered as he
swept past her. A seemingly reluctant smile flickered across her face as she
turned to follow him. 


“I believe these grand ladies think me some
manner of lumbering bumpkin,” she replied as she stepped away from him, back
ruler straight and head held high, as graceful as a woman born to the refined life of music and dance.


“These fine
ladies only fear the competition, for you outshine them all.”


“Wh-”


“I know,” Caleb conceded, “I’m flattering
you again, but I’m afraid you will have
to indulge me I just cannot stop myself.”


“You’re not going to tell me you love me
again are you?”


“The thought hadn’t crossed my mind.”


Morlaine’s eyes held his as they moved around each other, “I should hope not.”


“I assure you, I’m only interested in your
body, which is just as well for you don’t seem to have a heart.”


The vampire paused for an instant, before
continuing the dance. “Of course I have a
heart; it just beats slower than yours.”


“Would that be why you torture me so?”


“Torture? An interesting choice of words, do you think I should sleep with
you by way of thanks for rescuing me? You must excuse me, I have developed
something of an independent streak over the years; I’m afraid I have become
quite unfamiliar with how women should respond to their rescuers.”


“You make my skin burn for your touch and
my heartache for your smile, but you give me neither,” he whispered as the
dance brought them close once more, “is that not torture?”


“Are you sure you are not in love with me,”
Morlaine replied evenly, “it rather sounds like it?”


“I’m not capable of it,” Caleb said
eventually by way of an answer.


The music came to an end and Morlaine stared pointedly at Caleb as he joined in the
appreciative applause for the musicians.


“You dance beautifully,” Caleb said as the
ripple of applause died down.


A flicker of a smile played across Morlaine’s face, but before she could reply a tall young
man, as powdered, bewigged and bedecked in as much gold trimming as any of the
ladies in the room stepped between them.


“May I have the pleasure of the next
dance?” his voice held the confidence of one used to getting what he wanted.


Morlaine blinked at him as if vaguely surprised, “So long as my husband
approves,” she replied in her best French accent.


The young man glanced at Caleb as if the
thought a man might not want him to dance with their wife hadn’t crossed his
mind.


“Be my guest,” Caleb smiled thinly, the man
was obviously rich and well-connected and
given they hadn’t actually been invited to the ball it was probably best not to
cause a scene, besides he knew Morlaine was more than
capable of looking after herself.


Caleb retreated from the dance floor and
tried to pretend he hadn’t noticed the radiant smile Morlaine
had given the man as she had taken his hand.


She looks happy as she dances, Caleb
thought miserably once he’d helped himself to another punch. The room was full
of expensively draped women, ranging from the young and beautiful to the old
and desperately trying to be beautiful, it was the kind of event that he had
lived off of for years, but tonight Morlaine might as
well have been the only woman in the room. Was that what love did to you?
Narrow your world and pull in your horizons until the whole universe was
encompassed by just one other person? He tried to remember how he had felt with
Henrietta, it was so long ago, but he thought that was how it had been. Except
of course he had been deliriously happy with Henrietta
while Morlaine just made him miserable; which didn’t
seem quite right at all.


“You should take care,” said a portly
middle-aged man in a relatively unfussy dark suit and periwig who had appeared
at his side.


“I’m sorry?”


“Allowing your wife to dance with Cranmore,” he whispered confidentially, “risky business.”


“A ladies man is he?”


“Oh indeed, a sharp and cunning fellow when
it comes to the ladies, a regular fox in
fact,” he tapped a stubby finger against his nose, “not that one likes to
indulge in loose talk about ones betters
of course.”


“Who is he?”


“You’re not from these parts then?”


“New to Bristol.”


“Ah,” the man nodded in understanding,
“that would explain why you’re letting your wife dance with Cranmore.”


“Cranmore?”


“Viscount Cranmore,
you really are not from anywhere around here are you?”


“Samuel Reece, physician,” Caleb grinned,
holding out his hand.


“Roger Robertson, merchant,” the man took
his hand and shook it heartily, “splendid, a fellow
honest son of toil, didn’t think you had a look of the gentry about
you.”


“Cranmore is one
of the local bigwigs then?”


“In every sense,” Roberson chuckled, “be
warned, he considers it both his duty and right
to bed the wife of any man that catches his eye. He seems to think England is
still in the Middle Ages, and his title gives him some
kind of bastardised droit de seigneur.”


“Are you speaking from experience?”


“Mrs Robertson is not the kind of woman to
catch a man’s eye anymore,” Robertson sighed, “even mine.”


“Thank you for the warning Sir, but my wife
can look after herself; she has quite a bite on her.”


Caleb spent the
next half an hour or so listening to Robertson expose the virtues of hard work
over the inevitable decadence and debauchery associated with the landed classes
who took everything they had for granted, while trying to keep one eye on
Morlaine. She appeared to be drawing out every lecherous young buck in Bristol
to try his hand. 


He wondered how many ageing husbands had
warily watched him as he’d sniffed around their wives over the years.


Caleb became so lost in his own thoughts
that he only noticed Morlaine had reappeared when the
pitch of Robertson’s droning rose several octaves.


“Mr Robertson, may I present my wife, Mrs
Agnes Reece.”


“An absolute pleasure!” Robertson cried, grabbing hold of Morlaine’s
hand and slobbering over it before she had even had the chance to lift it, “you
must excuse me for monopolising your husband, ‘tis so refreshing to find
another son of toil at such a gathering.”


“There is no need to apologise,” Morlaine smiled politely as she retrieved her hand, “I have
been well entertained by the young gentleman, they have been kind enough to
teach me many new dances.”


“You are French?” 


Morlaine’s eyes flitted momentarily in
Caleb’s direction; he guessed it was not the first time she’d been asked that
tonight. “Qui monsieur.”


“Dr Reece neglected to inform me of that
particular fact. It explains everything.”


“Explains?”


“Your exotic and ravishing beauty,”
Robertson fairly simpered. Caleb got the impression he was working himself up
to get his turn with Morlaine on the dance floor. 


“Careful Mr Robertson, you will make me
blush with such flattery,” Morlaine smiled, that glorious
blistering smile of hers that always broke Caleb’s heart when she bestowed it
upon another, “I was wondering if I could I
impose on you to fetch me a punch, I am quite thirsty.”


“Of course,” Robertson beamed back after a
moment of simply basking in her smile.


As he moved past Caleb, Robertson paused to
whisper in his ear, “You are a lucky man indeed, what a delightful creature!”


“He got the creature part right,” Morlaine said, moving close enough to drop her French
accent once Robertson had scurried away.


“You are too hard on yourself.”


The vampire shook her head sadly, “You
forget I am a monster.”


“You said yourself we all have a beast
inside us Morlaine, ‘tis not that which defines us,
but how we control it.”


“Is there a part of you that wishes to rip
my throat out with your teeth?”


“No,” Caleb
replied, remembering the dark urges that had haunted him in the aftermath of
Defane’s death. Whatever part of the little Huguenot had been inside him was
gone now, or at least asleep. “But every time I see you part of me wants to rip
your clothes, push to the ground and... well I am sure you can imagine the
rest.”


Morlaine regarded him intently with her large all-consuming eyes.


“But just because part of me wants to do
that, it doesn’t make me a rapist; the same way your desire for blood doesn’t
make you a monster.”


“That is not exactly the same; I need blood
to survive, you do not need me to survive.”


“I am not so sure about that.”


“The young
viscount is watching me most intently,” she whispered. Caleb followed her eyes
to where Cranmore and a couple of other well-dressed young gentlemen were
huddled together, their braying laughter cutting above the drone of
conversation and the music. “What manner of beast writhes within him do you
think?”


“You are beautiful Morlaine,
you are capable of bringing out the very best and the very worst in men, but I
am sure you know that.”


“I am not used to such attention.”


“I find that hard to believe.”


“I have been alone for centuries Caleb.”


“And in all those long centuries you have
been a beautiful woman, you cannot have forgotten that?”


“I may look like a beautiful woman, in your
eyes at least, but that is not what I am. You know that Caleb. You have seen
what I really am. You have seen my true
face.”


Caleb let his fingers reach out and brush
against hers, “And yet I still want you.” 


Morlaine jerked her head away, but before he could say more Robertson had
returned with her rum punch. She took the drink with a smile of thanks before
downing it in one.


“I say, you have a considerable thirst, my dear,” Robertson blinked.


“It is not my usual drink, but I find it is to my taste. Please excuse me Mr
Robertson; I am not usually so gluttonous.”


“You could never be anything so crude my
dear,” Robertson said, picking up his fawning where he had left off.


“Everybody here is so full of flattery, I
must be careful it does not go to my head,” she glanced at Caleb, “I would not
wish to get ideas that I am something
other than I am.”


“Which is?”


Morlaine smiled radiantly at Robertson, “Trouble.”


She handed the empty glass back to
Robertson before taking Caleb’s hand, “Please excuse us now it is high time I
danced with my husband.”


“Of course,” Robertson hid his
disappointment with a shallow bow, “I hope I will have the opportunity to talk
you both again later.”


“You seem to have a knack for finding the most disagreeable company to keep,” Morlaine
muttered as soon as they were out of earshot.


“He’s a bit dull granted-”


“I have no time for his sort as you should
know.”


“His sort?”


“Slavers.”


“He said he was a merchant.”


“He would.”


“How do you know he is a slaver?”


“I can smell the misery on him.” 


“I didn’t realise your nose was that sensitive?”


Morlaine didn’t smile, “Only the very richest of merchants are invited to
occasions like this, and nothing can make a humble man rich like the flesh
trade.”


“Perhaps his invitation is forged, I
understand such things happen.”


“Is that how we got in?”


Caleb grinned.


“You really are quite the scoundrel aren’t
you?”


“You know, you’re not the first woman to
tell me that.”


“I can imagine,” she raised her chin to
look up at him as they awaited the start of the next dance, her lips half
parted. For a dizzying instant he fancied she was going to kiss him,
but the music started and the moment evaporated as the dance whisked her away
from him once more.


*


“Are you drunk?”


“Of course not!” Morlaine insisted, grinning at him
somewhat drunkenly.


The scent of jasmine and honeysuckle was heavy in the sunken Italian garden they had
found at the rear of the house, but it was Morlaine’s
musky perfume that made Caleb’s head swim as he sat down next to her on the
stone bench. 


They had spent the last few hours
interspersing dances with punch and, despite
her protestations that drink did not affect her, Morlaine had become increasingly relaxed, to the point
where she, Caleb was almost certain, giggled. 


Eventually, Caleb had insisted they step outside to take some air in Riddon Hall’s extensive gardens, partly because
he was sweating to a rather ungentlemanly degree, but
mainly because there was something he wanted to ask Morlaine,
something he could not say in a crowded ballroom.


“You seem… different, I can only presume
the rum punch is the culprit.”


“I think it is more to do with the fact I
am quite enjoying myself,” she offered him the faintest of smiles; “I had
forgotten life can sometimes be enjoyable.”


“You really do not get out much do you?”


Morlaine shook her head, sending her dark curls rippling around her pale
skin, “I feed, I hide, I atone. That is my life and has been for centuries.”


“It does not have to be like that.”


“Yes Caleb,” she said, looking down and
pushing at the gravel beneath her delicate shoe, “it does.”


“’tis not better to live
like this?”


“I’m sure there are only so many social
functions you can procure invitations to before you get caught. I’m not sure
what the punishment is, but I would imagine it’s probably unpleasant.”


“I could make you happy if you let me.”


“I am sure you’re very skilled, but it
would take more than that.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


“Then what could you do? A joke or two, a
little whimsy here and there, hold my hand once in a while and tell me
everything in the world is good and true
and if they’re not then things will certainly get better?


Caleb looked towards the heavens in
exasperation; why did she have to make everything so difficult? 


Next to them a weather-beaten statue of
Jove loomed, one of a number of Roman
gods that Sir Rupert had scattered around his garden. Jove’s head was turned
down towards them as if he were listening to their conversation, and in the
soft summer moonlight his expression seemed vaguely annoyed and discouraging;
the old god evidently thought he had fallen on particularly hard times if he
was reduced to eavesdropping on such nonsense.


“Will you marry me?” Caleb asked suddenly,
unable to find any more subtle way of approaching the question.


“Of course not!” Morlaine said, both frowning and laughing
at the same time, which was not entirely the reaction Caleb had been hoping
for, “is this why you were so insistent we come here?”


“It seemed a more appropriate venue.”


“I’m not a
young girl ripe to be swept off her feet,
Caleb…”


“Please don’t dismiss the idea out of hand;
it is not as crazy as it sounds.”


“No, it is crazier.”


“We are both lost souls Morlaine;
we can atone for our sins more easily together than we can apart.”


The vampire raised a sceptical eyebrow,
which Caleb considered, at least, a small
improvement on outright laughter.


“I am not a good man, I have done many
selfish things, I have hurt people for my
own ends, I have lied, cheated and stolen. People have
died, directly or indirectly because of my stupidity, my greed, my lust. I
returned to England to find the man I might have been if things had been
different. I think with you I can be that man.”


“And you have to become a vampire for that
to happen, do you?”


Caleb shook his head emphatically, “No.”


“You don’t?”


“I am scared of death; I always have been,
ever since my big brother died when I was a boy. I had nightmares about death,
I still do, I dream of burying him in the
soft stinking mud beneath this awful dead yew tree and I wake up cold and sweating, certain
I can feel that tree’s roots and branches wrapped around my limbs ready to pull
me down into the darkness. Immortality seems so much more appealing, whatever
the price to be paid, but I want to be with you Morlaine,
that is what I know now, and if all I
shall have is a mortal life, then I want to spend it with you and only you.”


“Why?” she asked, her brow furrowing, “why
would you want that? I cannot make you happy Caleb, I cannot give you children,
I cannot make a home with you, I cannot even walk with you on a warm summer’s day. I am
reviled, I can never be accepted, and I will be hunted
for eternity by men like Rothery and
Lazziard. The faces change with the passing centuries
but the hatred is always the same, beneath the excuses, it is always the same. Whether they hunt me in the name of their god or in the name of learning or with no more excuse than the nameless fear of something that
is different. I will be hunted; I will have no peace, no love, no happiness. And if you were to stay with me, neither would
you. Find a mortal woman to give you what you need, I have nothing to give, I
have no life in me, no love in me. I am empty, there is nothing here.”


“That is not true Morlaine,
I have seen you, I know you care about people, I know
you have feelings, you are not the
monster you claim to be.”


 “They are just memories Caleb don’t
you see that? Memories of what I should feel, of what I should do,
just shadows and echoes; I hold on to
them because they are all I have left of my humanity, they are not real. Look
at me,” she ran a hand over the silk folds
of her skirts in exasperation, “I am a porcelain doll, with a painted face and a pretty dress, but inside there is nothing but
stale dead air.”


Caleb reached out and cupped her face in
his hands; her skin was as soft and cold as cobwebs in the silvery light. Over
the vampire’s shoulder he could see Venus staring at them through an arch of roses, she seemed more
sympathetic than Jove, her slight smile encouraging him to be bold, so he leant across and kissed the vampire softly on
the lips. She made no move to pull away. 


When they stopped,
he could feel her chill breath on his skin as he rested his forehead upon hers, “Let me love you Morlaine,
please…”


“You said you did not.”


“I lied.”


“I know you did…”


Caleb pulled away from her a little though it was the last thing in the
world he wanted to do. “All I ask for is a chance, let us continue, as man and
wife, I can play the part of a doctor, something you cannot do, it will make it
easier for you to help the sick and to feed. You won’t have to run and hide; you
won’t have to be alone. Together we can help people, we can atone for the
wrongs we’ve done.”


“And what of I Caleb? You cannot imagine what is like to watch someone age, to watch them wither and die while you stay
forever young. To know that I could turn the clock back, but to do so I might
create another monster like Saul or Alyssa. Can you even begin to fathom what
that feels like?”


“No, I cannot, but it cannot be worse than
being alone forever. I have spent twenty years alone, my only friend is the imaginary
ghost of my dead brother – never mind, that is another story – I know what
loneliness can do to your soul, how corrosive it can be. I do not wish to live
like that anymore.”


“No matter how much we might wish for
something…”


“I know, I know, but perhaps this is meant
to be. Perhaps this is my purpose, to help you. I have never had a talent, a
purpose to my life. My brother was the talented one, he would have been a great
artist, but he died when he was no more than a boy, died because of a chain of
events that began with my own childish stupidity. I have always wondered what
it would feel like to live a life with a purpose, to have a gift I could use.
All I have done is lied, seduced, cheated and stolen,
and in doing so, I have learnt how to be
someone I am not; how to play a part, how to fool people. I can be whatever you
need me to be so you can do your work. So
you can save lives. Perhaps my life has a purpose,
after all, perhaps there is a God and
this is what he wants of me. Who are we to question the whims of gods and
fates?”


Morlaine shook her head, “I have lived long enough to know we have no
purpose to our lives other than the ones we choose, there is no God making decisions for us, marking a path for
us to follow. I remember when the world worshipped the gods of Rome, the masses
prayed and sacrificed to them, they lived their lives by their laws and their
morality. Now they are forgotten, and their statues are used to decorate rich
men’s gardens. That is the fate of all gods Caleb, to be garden ornaments. We
chose our own destiny, our own fate, we
are the way we are because that is how we are born, and we become the adults we are
because of the circumstances of our birth, luck, happenchance and the decisions
we make. It is not your fate to be with me.”


“No, but ‘tis what I want,” Caleb insisted,
“’tis what I choose.” 


He held her hand tightly as if fearing if
her fingers slipped from his she would be gone forever.


“We are both here, we are both the way we
are because of the actions of others, so many people are, but I don’t want to
be a prisoner of my past, no more than a construct of another’s actions,
another’s choices, another’s decisions, another’s sins. I see that in us and I’ve seen it in so many other people…”


“We are all made of clay,” she whispered.


“In which case, let us mould ourselves
differently; let us shape ourselves with
our own hands.”


“Am I interrupting?” A voice boomed out
above them before Morlaine could reply.


“Yes!” Caleb snapped, looking up to find the Viscount Cranmore
striding towards them.


“My, you are an insolent chap aren’t you?”
the young man sneered, his speech slurring noticeably.


Up close in the moonlight, he did not seem half as dashing as Caleb had thought in
the ballroom. His face was too pinched and his lips too thin to be truly
handsome, plus there was a feral quality to his eyes that Caleb did not like at
all. He knew the type well enough, he’d come across the spoilt young gentlemen
of the aristocracy regularly during his travels and had aped their manners and arrogance well enough to pass as one of their own. How easily Danny could have ended up like this Caleb thought, surprised
at the affection the thought of his son brought on.


“Only when I’m being interrupted,” Caleb
barked back, Morlaine’s hand slipping from his as he
rose to meet the young nobleman.


Cranmore blinked, he was obviously
used to deference from the lower orders (which amounted to pretty much everybody) and, at first, he didn’t seem entirely sure how to respond, after a
moment, however, a slow smile spread across his face as if he’d decided it
wasn’t terribly important.


“Yes well, never mind. Why don’t you be a good fellow and run along now? I need to have a little chat with the
lady.”


“You mean my wife?”


“Yes,” he said slowly and carefully as if explaining
something exceedingly simple to someone who was either singularly stupid or
extremely hard of hearing, “your wife.”


“There’s nothing you can’t say to her in
front of me.”


The way Cranmore’s
grin spread slowly from one ear to the other suggested he thought there was. 


“Listen,” he said
eventually, lowering his voice and leaning in close enough for his rum laden
breath to play across Caleb’s face, “I gather you’re rather new around here, so
I’ll explain how things work; just the once. I’m an important man in Bristol; I make things
happen, socially, financially, professionally. If you are the sort of chap
prepared to help me out with what I want, then you’ll do very well in Bristol,
however, if you’re the kind of chap who
proves difficult… well, things might not go so well for you. To put it
bluntly, I’ve taken something of a shine to young Agnes here, so why don’t you
just run along and leave her with me for the night? You’ll be suitably recompensed
one way or another.” 


“She’s not a whore,” Caleb hissed,
uncharacteristic anger surging through him.


“My dear chap, surely you know that all
women are whores?” Cranmore bellowed, “‘tis only
their price that varies.”


Cranmore was already sitting on his backside looking up at him in
astonishment by the time Caleb realised he had just punched a man in the face
for only the second time in his life.


“I said she is not a whore,” he spat, his
fists still clenched as he stood over the young man. He was awfully tempted to kick him in the face for
good measure.


“Stop it!” Morlaine
insisted springing to her feet, her fingers wrapping around his arm to pull him
roughly away.


Cranmore pulled out a lace fringed
handkerchief and dabbed his lip with it, “You’ve bloodied me Sir!” he barked,
staring at the crimson blots on the
handkerchief before slowly climbing to his feet, “and I demand recompense!”


He carefully folded the handkerchief and
put it back in his pocket, all the time glaring at Caleb, “Tell me, Sir, do you know how to use that sword
which hangs so limply from your belt or do you just wear it to pretend to be a
gentleman?”


“I’m more of a gentleman than you will ever
be,” Caleb replied hotly, he had never been a man drawn to violence, quite the
opposite. He knew he was a coward, after all
he had spent most of his life running away, but the way the Viscount had spoken
about Morlaine made his blood burn away both his fear
and his common sense. He was still too angry to rationalise the fact that he
knew so little of swordplay that even roaringly drunk Cranmore would be
more than capable of cutting him to shreds.


“Don’t you dare draw that sword,” Morlaine ordered, Caleb wasn’t sure if she was talking to
him or Cranmore, but both men turned their eyes
towards her, their hands gripping the hilts of their sheathed blades.


“Well my dear,” a smile that was neither
dashing nor handsome flicked across Cranmore’s lips,
“recompense needn’t be in blood, but it will have to be a week rather than a
night now. Only fair don’t you think?”


“You will go and leave us in peace,” she
said evenly.


“No, Madam, your insolent husband has drawn noble blood, there must be a reckoning.
I’ll have you or I’ll have him in pieces. What will it be eh?” 


Morlaine took a step forward, “Go now or I’ll kill you.”


There was such cold awful certainty in her
words that the anger drained from Caleb like water through a mesh and for a
moment both the colour and smile faded from Cranmore’s
face, but then he blinked and laughed.


“What a man you
are, hiding behind your pretty little wife, why don’t you run along, I’ll enjoy
giving her a good thrashing even more than giving you one,” he laughed again,
loud and grating, “go and hide in the bushes little man, I can see you shaking
from here.”


Caleb was shaking, but not from fear of the Viscount Cranmore.


“Don’t,” Caleb whispered as Morlaine took another step
forward, but neither of them seemed to hear him.


“My, you are a feisty one,” Cranmore smirked, “and less French too. How strange…”


With a slow,
deliberate action he pulled his blade free and held it before him, “Step aside
Madam,” he grinned, “step aside or lift your skirts. One or t’other if you please.”


Caleb felt his body turn to stone and he
could move or speak no better than the old Roman gods that watched silently
around them.


“What a
lovely thing,” Cranmore breathed as he placed
the tip of his sword to the soft flesh of Morlaine’s
throat. “Tell me, which of my swords do
you desire inside you?”


“Your blood will suffice,” Morlaine said, her voice soft and even, her large dark eyes
boring into the young man’s, “you really have nothing else of any worth.”


Cranmore’s arrogant smile faltered and
slipped away as if deep in those beautiful eyes he saw some terrible truth and
then the sword was gone, tossed aside in the blink of an eye as Cranmore let out a terrible scream and stumbled backwards
for Morlaine had changed, changed into something new.
Bloodless and dagger-faced as before, but now there was a bestial fury in her
as she bared a mouth that was full of long razored
teeth, her eyes impossibly black, impossibly dark, impossibly dreadful. She had become a
primal creature, one that moved after the young man with incredible
speed, hands reaching out for him, long twisted fingers that ended in black
hooked talons, her hair flowing behind her in a
shadow-tossed mane that danced in the unearthly wind of the breathless
night. From her gaping mouth came a terrible cry, as if all the pain and
suffering of the world was confined
within a single breath and she was unleashing it upon the hapless Cranmore.


The Viscount turned and run, but such was
his terror that his legs seemed unable to obey his commands and after a few
strides they buckled under him and he stumbled, his head catching a flower-filled stone urn as he fell. Once his
body hit the ground, he did not move.


Morlaine stood over him and Caleb feared she was going to tear him to
pieces, for that surely could be the only desire such a monstrous looking
creature could harbour, but instead she turned back toward Caleb and regarded
him, no expression that Caleb could understand upon her terrible countenance.


He wanted to run too, for she was as
terrifying as anything he had ever imagined. More terrible than Alyssa had been
the night they had fled Lazziard Manor in the rain, more awful than the
nightmarish Jack Frost and that old tree that wanted to take him down to be with his brother. Surely, no man could do anything other
than run from this thing. He had seen her vampiric
face before, but this was far worse, this, this was truly a monster that had
crawled up from somewhere much further away than mere nightmares. This was a
monster, a monster in a beautiful dress,
but a monster never the less.


Caleb unwrapped
his fingers from the sword hilt he had gripped throughout the whole incident,
an incident that had lasted but seconds but felt like an eternity.


“That really wasn’t necessary,” he said
eventually, amazed at the calm voice that was coming from within him, “I had
everything quite under control.”


And then she was Morlaine
again. His Morlaine, the woman he loved, beautiful
and vulnerable in the moonlight.


“I have always had this impetuous streak,” she shrugged and tried to
smile, but it flitted away before it could light her face.


“Is he dead?”


“No, I cannot smell death upon him, his
head will hurt for days, but he will not die.”


“That was quite a trick.”


“That was the beast within me, Caleb. That was the abomination I unleashed
upon the tribes of the west two thousand years ago and it has never left me
since. Always it is within me. Always.”


“I think I prefer this face,” he said,
going to her and reaching out a hand to stroke her cheek.


“This? This is just a pretty wrapper. That is what you love Caleb, a pretty wrapper. You have seen what I truly
am. You cannot love that. You cannot.”


“I know my heart, ‘tis weak and small and I
have felt it bleed for twenty years, but now I know it…”


Morlaine raised her hand and rested it against Caleb’s upon her face.


“We should go,” Morlaine
said eventually, by way of an answer.


“Will he remember?” 


Morlaine shrugged, “Even if he does, what will he
say?”


“That you are a witch?”


“That he hit his head running from a woman
he wanted to rape,” she shrugged, “we will be gone soon anyway.”


“Together?”


“I do not know.”


Caleb stared deep into her eyes and saw
what he always saw when he tried to find some hint of meaning in their depths. 


He saw nothing at all. 


*


“I must confess you were rather… gallant,”
Morlaine said, there was a hint of a tease as she
looked down at him and he smiled ruefully in return.


He sat at the table in their apartment,
waiting for the chocolate to cool in the mug before him, “Well, you are just a
weak and helpless woman after all,” he replied, rubbing his right knuckle
distractedly.


“You’re hurt?”


“Just grazed, the Viscount had an especially solid jaw. However, I haven’t
punched enough members of the nobility to know whether they generally have
thicker heads than the rest of us.”


“I would not make a habit of it.”


“I’ll ensure I only brawl with the lower
orders in future.”


“Here let me,” she said as she sat next to
him and took his grazed hand in hers. Lifting it to her lips she kissed the scuffed skin. He felt her tongue soft and wet
against his flesh and shifted awkwardly in his chair.


“Well, if you’re in the mood for that sort
of thing…”


 She smiled and placed his hand back
on the table, “It will heal quicker now.”


He rubbed the wound again, it had already
stopped stinging. “I thought only blood did that?”


“For such a wound my saliva is sufficient to
stop you making a fuss.”


“What now?” He asked after they had
regarded each other for some time.


She dropped her
eyes to the table. “The sun is nearly up, I will sleep. I will need to feed
when it is dark again, then…” she shrugged, “I do not know, but we should leave
Bristol, I doubt Cranmore will come looking for us, but I shouldn’t have shown
him my face. It was foolish, unnecessary, but I wanted
to scare him…”


“I think you did that.”


“And what of you, did I scare you?”


“Of course not, I know it was only a mask.”


Morlaine pointed at her face and said in exasperation, “Caleb, this
is my mask.”


“I prefer my interpretation,” Caleb sipped
his chocolate and looked at her curiously over the rim of the mug, “why was it
different from the other times I’ve seen you change?”


The vampire looked away as if embarrassed by the question, “I can change my
appearance, to a degree; it is difficult and requires a lot of my energy, so I
do not do it often.”


“I think your usual vampiric face would
have done the trick.”


“Perhaps I have a touch of the theatrical
about me.”


Caleb laughed and sipped more of his
chocolate before looking at her more soberly, “Is that what you did back in the
cellar when they put the cross on you?”


Morlaine nodded, almost sheepishly, “I was desperate, I thought if I could
trouble my captors enough.”


“You have nothing to apologise for,” Caleb
interrupted, “they were going to cut you into little pieces to see how you
worked.”


“Still, the trauma of faith I gave Rentwin
made him run into Alyssa’s arms. He did not deserve to die like that.”


“No, he didn’t. Unlike Lazziard and Rothery
he was a good man, but he still would have sat back and let them kill you,
don’t lose sleep over his death; it was Alyssa
who killed him, not you.”


“Of course,
Alyssa wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t sired
Saul…”


“You are not responsible for their actions,
how many lives have you saved Morlaine?”


“Not enough to balance my ledger,” she said
sadly.


Caleb tried to reach out to her, but she
sprang to her feet before he could take her hand.


“I need to rest,” she said curtly and
headed for the bedroom.


“You never answered my question,” he called
out to her.


“Question?” she asked, looking back over
her shoulder from the doorway.


“Will you marry me?”


“You know the answer to that Caleb,” she said,
the saddest ghost of a smile frosting her lips before she closed the door
behind her.


“Damn it,” Caleb whispered and closed his
eyes. All he wanted in the world was to hold her and make her happy. For the
first time in twenty years he wanted to make somebody else happy and she
wouldn’t let him. Every time he thought he had made some deeper connection with
her she would suddenly dart away again, like a roe deer catching the scent of a
predator on the breeze.


Wearily he walked over to the sofa, he
suddenly felt too tired to finish his drink. He knew he wouldn’t sleep of course. He would lay there for hours and watch the faint traces of the
morning creep around the curtains and paint the ceiling in grey light while he
thought about Morlaine and the torment of being with
her but never being able to hold her.


His head snapped around as the bedroom door
open and Morlaine looked out, almost sheepishly.


“I need your help for a moment.”


Frowning Caleb rose and entered the bedroom,
no candle was lit in the room and only the faint light that came through the
open door illuminated Morlaine, who stood
by the end of the bed.


“I need you to help take my corset off.”


“You do?” Caleb replied, probably too
brightly.


“It is not an invitation to seduce me, it
is one of Alyssa’s and I am having some trouble getting it undone.”


“I thought it would take more than a corset
to thwart your vampiric dexterity, after all, you managed to get into it.”


“I had to get the housemaid to help me,” she
said in a tone that sat squarely between irritation and embarrassment, “these
are not the kind of garments I am used to.”


“’tis very fetching, though.”


“Are you going to help me or am I just
going to have to rip it off myself?” She glowered at him for a moment, before
turning around.


“I am always your humble servant,” he said,
crossing the darkened room, “luckily for you I am quite familiar with removing
this kind of garment.”


“I have no desire to know about that kind of thing. It is very sordid.”


“I did not have you pegged as a moralist Morlaine,” he smiled, unhooking the back of her dress, he
couldn’t help but remember when Alyssa had worn it, and his hands had eagerly
caressed her flesh through the silk. 


“Your heart is beating faster again,” Morlaine muttered.


“I cannot for the life of me think why,”
Caleb replied as he opened up the back of the dress to reveal the embroidered
corset beneath. It wasn’t one he recognised.


“My, this is done very tightly,” he
muttered as he begun loosening the ties.


“It is a
quite inconvenient fashion; hopefully,
I will live to see the day when women do not need to truss themselves up so
uncomfortably for a man’s pleasure.”


Caleb’s hands hesitated on the laces, “You
wore this for my pleasure?” When Morlaine didn’t reply, he laughed softly, “Now I can hear your
heart beating faster.”


“Nonsense,” Morlaine
chided, “my heartbeat is always constant.”


“Always?” Caleb let his fingers caress the pale exposed flesh of her
shoulders.


“I distinctly remember saying this
was not an invitation to seduce me.”


“Ah, but I do recall you saying you have so
many memories inside your head you cannot recall which are real and which are
mere fantasy?”


“Do not try to be clever, it does not suit
you. Now will you please finish undressing me, I want to go to bed.”


Caleb sighed deeply, “You have no idea how
much I’ve wanted to hear you say that.”


Morlaine pulled away from him and spun around, eyes blazing, “Will you stop
this!” she cried, but as she turned the unfastened dress slipped down to offer
an even better view of her corseted cleavage than the dress typically provided.


“Are you sure you didn’t wear this for my
pleasure… Alyssa did have quite an extensive wardrobe for you to choose from?”


Morlaine, who was two thousand years old and had once wrought slaughter and
terror upon the tribes of the west, hastily gathered up the dress and held it against her breasts with folded arms, blushing
as furiously as any eighteen-year-old
bride on her wedding night.


“I’ve never seen you blush before.”


“I’m not used to being… treated like this!”


“I’ve never met a woman so troubled by
compliments,” Caleb sighed and crossed his own arms.


“I am not a woman!” she shouted, “I am a
monster!”


“From here you look remarkably like a
woman.”


“Why don’t you understand!” she almost
sobbed, “this isn’t me, this body you covet
so dearly. It isn’t me!”


She stared at him furiously and then she
changed, not to the creature she had terrified Cranmore
with, but to the vampiric countenance he
had seen before, bloodless and colourless save for the mottled blue veins that
marbled her skin. Her face too long and
too thin, her eyes too large and too black, but still recognisably Morlaine, as if some divine hand had sunk fingers into the
clay of her body and reshaped it on some perverse whim.


She pulled the dress down and wriggled out
of the arms, so it fell to the floor, a mountain of silk from which she had
emerged. She placed her hands on her hips and leant
forward so he could see the bloodless flesh of her breasts in the loosened
corset.


“Do you still want me?” she demanded,
baring her fangs in a sneer.


Caleb did not have to think, he stepped
forward and placed one hand on the back
of her head and another on her hip then pulled her to him, pushing his lips hard
against hers. She was completely cold now, whatever warmth she had in her human
guise was either illusion or some mechanism he could not possibly understand.
Even with his eyes closed he could not fool himself she was human, but he did
not care.


She struggled a
little. She could have thrown him across the room, of course, hell she could
probably break him in two, but her struggle was restrained as if the real
battle was not with him, but with something inside herself. After a moment, she
returned the kiss, her tongue, cold and wet pushing into his mouth, her fangs
hard against his own lips. He felt her cold body
pressing against his and the chin of her too long face against his chest. He
felt his own lust that had been confined for so long wash all such cares for
the wrongness of her away.


She pulled away and looked at him with the
immense dark orbs of her eyes; they were even
more beautiful than her human ones, liquid
black save for distant glimmers of silver
somewhere in their depths as if the very stars themselves had been confined
within the prison of her soul.


“How can you?” she sobbed, her eyes wet
with tears that had begun to trickle across her marbled snow white skin. “How
can you?”


“You know the answer to that Morlaine.”


“How can you possibly love me?” she almost
pleaded, “I am a monster!”


“I don’t know how, but I do, and all I want
in the world is for you to love me in return. I would do anything for you Morlaine; I would do anything for the love of a monster…”


“I cannot love you, I do not know how
anymore!”


“Yes,
you do…” Caleb reached out and wiped away her tears with his thumb, they were
as cold as mountain spring water against his skin, “…if you didn’t know how to
love, you wouldn’t know how to cry.”


His words seemed to break some barrier within
her, for she changed back before his eyes and as she did so she fell into his
arms, sobbing and kissing him at the same time. He did not know how long they
stood kissing, it could have been a minute or an hour and Caleb didn’t actually
care either way because, for the first time
since the night Babbington House had burned to
the ground, he felt utter and complete happiness.


When finally their lips parted he
whispered, “Do you want me to finish taking this corset off now?”


She half sniffed and half laughed, “Oh yes
please.”


*


He could not entirely remember how he had
felt after he had lain with Henrietta for
the first time; after all, it was half a lifetime ago and he had been an entirely
different man back then. He knew he’d been deliriously happy, and he was pretty
sure that happiness had been infused with a heady mixture of disbelief and
fear, which was perhaps not too dissimilar
from the feelings that coursed through him now.


Twenty years ago
the fear had been what would happen to him if the fact he’d cuckolded a Duke
became known. Now the fear was different because he had experienced loss once
before and knew how much it had broken him, he was scared what might happen to
him if, now that he had found love again, he were to lose it. 


He felt her close to him, the cool
smoothness of her unblemished flesh against his own sweat slickened skin. How
many times had he lain with women he had lusted after and pursued beyond
reason, only to find in the quiet moments of spent passion that familiar dread,
gnawing, sense of emptiness consume him as any pretence that what he had done
was love was washed away. This was different, now there was no doubt, all the
words he’d said were true, he had not lied to Morlaine
and, more importantly, he had not lied to
himself. He loved her, utterly and unconditionally.


After all these years he’d finally come
home.


The first time had been hurried and passionate, so passionate it had
almost bordered on violence for they had both unleashed things inside
themselves that had remained hidden for years, perhaps centuries in Morlaine’s case. 


Although Caleb had wanted it to last forever, he could not contain himself and was
spent in just a few minutes, coming in a heaving shuddering climax as Morlaine held onto him tightly enough for her nails to
graze the skin of his back. She had cried again when he’d finished and he had
thought that something was wrong, that some terrible regret had consumed the
vampire, but when he’d asked her why she was crying, she had just nuzzled him
and stroked his long dark hair.


“This is the only time I ever feel warm
inside…” she whispered in his ear, “…it is the only moment I can ever feel
human again. I had forgotten how wonderful that is.”


They did not leave the bed all day. When they were not making love they talked,
or rather he talked. He told her everything,
even the things that only the memory of his brother knew about him. He told her
about Henrietta and how his love for her had broken something inside him when
she had cast him aside. He told her about Isabella and Leon, and how his lust
had driven one to madness and the other to a terrible death. He talked about
the road he had followed and all the petty, thoughtless, selfish things he had
done upon it. How he told himself he had done those things in the search for
love, for someone who could heal him and how he feared he actually did them
because that was simply the kind of man he had become; petty, thoughtless and
selfish. He told her about his brother
and how his childish inquisitiveness and clowning had led to his death. He told
her about Harriet, and how his attempts to be a better man had only resulted in
making her life worse. He told her about Jack Frost and the old yew tree that
grew above his brother’s grave. He told her of the dream he’d had after his
brother’s funeral, the dream where that tree had uprooted itself and chased him
across London, its roots and branches eager to ensnare him and take him down
into the moist stinking earth. He told her how it had been chasing him ever
since.


“Is that why you are so afraid of death?”
She asked him when there were no more words to come.


“All men are afraid of death.”


“Not all.”


Caleb shrugged, “I never had any faith to
hide behind. Not until now.”


“Now?” Morlaine frowned, furrowing the perfect
white skin of forehead.


“Now I have faith in you.”


“I will not give you immortality Caleb…”


“I know,” he smiled and run his fingers
slowly through her hair, “a wiser boy than me once said that after we die, we live on in the memories of those that
loved us and only once they have died are we lost completely. But you Morlaine, you will live forever,
you will remember me and so part of me will never die. That is enough
immortality for me.” 


Morlaine said nothing for a while, her eyes distantly focused upon the
shadowed ceiling before she finally breathed the words he had been expecting,
“I do not love you, I-”


“Am not capable of it?” Caleb finished the
sentence for her, “I thought that about myself for a long time.”


Morlaine pulled herself from his embrace and rose from the bed, “It is
night, and I need to feed.”


“Don’t go,” Caleb insisted, sitting up.


“I am hungry,” she refused to meet his eyes
as she collected up her clothes that still lay strewn about the bedroom.


“Then feed
on me.”


She hesitated, her eyes darting up from the
floor, before shaking her head, “No, it is not right.”


“Why not?” Caleb laughed, “You’ve taken plenty of my bodily fluids today, why
not my blood as well?”


For a moment,
Morlaine seemed to stifle an exasperated smile, but
then she shook her head more forcibly, “I cannot use you for food.”


Caleb reached over and grasped her hand, “I
want you to Morlaine, I want
us to be together in every way. You are a vampire, you need blood, I want you to take mine. Please.”


“I… don’t like you seeing me… like that.”


“I love you Morlaine,
I love you for who you are, I love all of you. Woman
and monster,” he smiled encouragingly at
her, “Besides if you take my blood, you won’t have to leave the bed, so my
offer isn’t entirely selfless.”


“It’s dangerous, sometimes it is… hard to
stop.”


“I trust you.”


“With your life?”


“With everything.”


“You’re a fool.”


“I do so love your sweet pillow talk Morlaine.”


She continued to stare at him, although her
eyes were as unfathomable as ever he took
the fact that she had made no further move to leave the room as encouragement,
“You have done it before and no harm was done.”


“My need was desperate then.”


“And still I came to no harm.”


He held out his wrist towards her; he had
often tried to tempt women with his body, but never so literally. He wasn’t
entirely sure if the tricks that worked in seduction would be as effective when
he was merely offering himself as dinner,
but he gave her one of his dazzling smiles all the same. 


Morlaine continued to regard him, he knew that somewhere behind those
inscrutable eyes wheels were turning, but in what direction he could not
fathom. His hand remained outstretched and his smile continued to dazzle until
both his arm and his face began to ache slightly. Finally, almost regretfully, Morlaine let the clothes she had bundled together slip from
her arms and tumble to the floor before taking his hand and letting him draw
her back down to the bed.


“Just this once,” she whispered.


“My blood will always be yours,” Caleb
replied, hoping the words did not sound too ridiculous, for he meant them
sincerely.


“There is a bond between vampire and
victim, part of you will run in my veins. For as long as you live, I will know
you, feel you, be aware of you. Even sense your emotions at times.”


“You’ve drunk my blood before.”


“That is why I know your heart is good and your words are truly spoken… that is how I know you actually do love me.”


“I am a liar by trade Morlaine;
I am not a good man.”


“True, it is also how I know part of you
wanted to kill me for Alyssa. We all have a
darkness in us Caleb, but the good in you won out in the end.”


“I’m not sure I’ve ever done a good thing in my life.”


“Then I know you better than you know
yourself,” she smiled, distantly, “the blood does not lie…”


“But you have fed from… thousands?”


She nodded, “Many more, but I only feel the
ones that live, once the heart stops beating the connection is lost. Every time
someone dies, it is as if a candle is extinguished and their light disappears
inside me. Usually, it is but the
faintest of feelings, it is difficult to put
into words, their lives are like echoes of voices, barely heard, barely
noticed, but there if I listen hard enough. When I drink human blood, I seem to take a fragment of their souls
with me. I usually only drink once from any person, occasionally if someone is
very sick, like the Gustry boy, I will
have to visit them several times to take the sickness from them. Each time I
drink the same person’s blood, the link becomes stronger, clearer, more
defined.”


She stared at Caleb pointedly, “I hear
their souls, like ghosts on the wind.”


“Ghosts in your blood…” Caleb muttered.


“If you prefer,” Morlaine
nodded, “I feel echoes of their lives; their fears, their pain, their
suffering, their hopes, dreams and desires. They buzz in the back of my mind,
usually so faintly I am not even aware of them, occasionally as angrily as
wasps in a jar,” he felt a momentary pressure as she squeezed his hand. “Caleb,
I already feel your love for me; if I were to take more of your blood I would feel it all the stronger and I fear it
would drive me mad.”


“Or perhaps it is not my love you fear,
perhaps it is your own and that is what scares you most of all?”


“Find a mortal woman to love Caleb,” she almost pleaded, “find a good woman to give you fine children, to make you happy, to give you the things that I
cannot.”


Caleb shook his head and raised his wrist
to her lips, “Drink my blood…”


She changed, and his heart skipped a beat
as it always did, for the change was so profound and so sudden, but instead of
biting his wrists she embraced him and they tumbled
back into the bed. 


“Let me do this properly,” she whispered
and he felt her fingers grip his hair and pull his head back, he could feel the
strength in her, a power that hummed faintly through her flesh. He felt her
lips upon his neck, cold and wet. He shivered despite himself; his heart was
suddenly pounding so hard he could hear it beating himself.


“Bite me,” he said, softly and when she did
he cried out in pain and sank his nails into her back. Her lips that had been
so cold a moment before were now warm with his blood. He was shaking, but he
felt no fear as his blood gushed into her mouth.


He lay and listened to the wet slurping
noises she made, he could feel her throat continually contracting as she
swallowed his blood and he could sense her excitement and hunger as she fed,
but nothing else seemed to register with his senses. The room became darker,
quieter, smaller and further away as if Morlaine was
not only sucking his blood from his body
but every colour and sound and sensation from the surrounding world too. 


“I love you,” he managed to croak weakly
sometime later as the room swam around
him. Morlaine made no reply, save to suck upon his
throat even more intensely.


Then everything went dark.











Chapter Six


The Veil of Years


The Hatchett Inn, Bristol –
1709


The swish of a dress yanked Caleb’s
attention rudely away from his thoughts; the momentary faint mixing of hope with the gin already inside him made both his
heart quicken and his stomach heave, which at least reminded him he was still
alive.


However, no sooner had the figure moving
through the crowded tavern flickered into focus than he let his eyes slide back
to the gin that was sitting patiently on
the table before him; it was only young Molly, one of the tavern’s regular
whores. She had tried to drum up some trade with
him when she’d first started to work the clientele of the Hatchett
Inn, but that was a long time ago and he supposed both of them were looking
the worse for wear now. Like the other harlots that frequented the tavern she
didn’t bother him anymore, they all knew his money was reserved solely for gin
and beer.


Part of him had been tempted a year ago;
she’d been new to the work and still pretty. Perhaps it would have done him
some good, perhaps if he’d clung to some
vestige of normal human desire he would not have sunk so far or so fast, but he found that he
simply couldn’t for he only wanted one woman, but she was long gone now.


He frowned and clutched his glass tightly
before throwing another measure down his throat. That wasn’t entirely true of
course, he thought, hardly noticing the rough edge of the cheap gin as he
swallowed, there was another woman he
wanted, but as she had been dead for twenty years,
he had to accept he was even less likely
to get her back.


He grinned sourly to himself; he’d always
prided himself on being a realist.


“Here’s to having what you can get,” he
mumbled, raising his glass and emptying it in one before adding with a frown,
“Or getting what you can have,” he thought about it for a moment and decided
that was worth toasting too. He waved the glass in the air in a rough salute before chucking the gin hurriedly down his throat.


Nobody paid him any heed; they were used to
him. For a while, some of the regulars
had tried to talk to him, but they’d all eventually given up. Occasionally they
might still nod in his direction, before tutting and
shaking their heads, “Poor sod,” they might mutter to each other, “His wife
fair broke him when she run off and left him.” 


Mostly, however, they just ignored him; he
was just part of the furniture of the tavern,
like the sawdust and the whores. He was just another poor soul drinking himself into oblivion every night. One day, probably sooner
rather than later, the gin fever would
take him and he’d be found dead in his bed, or the gutter, perhaps then they
might talk about him again for a while, but, for
now, he was invisible. He sat in the same seat at the same table,
looking up only when the door opened and a woman walked through and looking
down again when his puffy red eyes
assured him it wasn’t either of the women he loved.


Morlaine was gone, she had drunk his blood until he passed out and when he
had awoken the next morning she’d left and all that he had of her was the note
he’d found on the table. He didn’t need to read it anymore, but, like the portrait of Henrietta that still
hung from his neck and the leather pouch that held the sketch his brother had
made of him, he carried it with him always.


I am so sorry,
I cannot love you, Caleb. You deserve
more.


During the first month after Morlaine’s departure,
he had spent each night scouring the streets of Bristol, convinced she hadn’t
left the city and would be looking for blood amongst the city’s poor and sick.


He hadn’t found
the slightest trace of her. It had taken three beatings, two robberies and half
a dozen close shaves with the press gang before he had accepted that she was
gone, and if she hadn’t, he would likely be killed or serving on one of Queen
Anne’s ships long before he found her.


She could have gone anywhere and he didn’t
even know which direction to start looking in. The chances of him finding her were
next to impossible he’d decided bleakly, unless she changed her mind of course,
in which case she would only find him if he waited here for her.


As plans went it was a pretty threadbare
one, but he could think of nothing else more likely to succeed. He had spent
twenty years on the road looking for one dead woman; he couldn’t face the
thought of spending the rest of his life in the saddle searching for another
one. He was sick of the road, he was sick
of being lonely, he was sick of his wasted life, but the only person
he’d met in twenty years who could cure him of his sadness didn’t want him.


So he sat at his table in the Hatchett Inn and waited, hoping every time
the door swung open salvation would step through it, but it never did. All the
rest of the world seemed to come through that damned door; young and old, male
and female, sailor and landlubber, crippled and able,
whore and virgin, vagrant and gentry, beggar and merchant, preacher and
mountebank, the good, bad, great and small. But no vampires.
No Morlaine.


And so the great wheel of the year turned
and with each passing week Caleb had slid further into a black despair that
only the oblivion of drunkenness could ever release him from.


You deserve more… 


Each day he awoke to an ever increasing
sense of disappointment that he was still alive, his head pounding, his guts
churning, every fibre of his being aching; the stink of stale sweat and vomit
filling his nostrils. He would lay motionless in his bed until the burden of
his misery became too great and he would stagger back to the Hatchett Inn and let the gin wash his pain
away again.


He still rented the same rooms he had
shared with Morlaine; they were an easy stagger to
the Hatchett Inn after all. Despite his
dishevelled appearance and the miasma of stale
gin that shrouded his unkempt and unwashed body, nobody had asked him to leave.
He paid his rent on time and could afford to do so for a good while yet, Morlaine had taken no money when she left, and he still had
plenty to sell from what they’d found in the Rothery’s
coach (the coach itself was long gone). When his money was spent and everything
else had been sold, there was still Elsabeth’s
jewellery to go through. He was saving those for an even rainier day.


It was surprising; he had concluded cloudily,
just how far your money went when your only expenditure was rent and gin.


Gin, wonderful,
cheap, plentiful gin. Morlaine had left him a hollow, empty man, she had taken
his last hope of redemption with her, his last chance to atone for the sins
he’d committed, the hearts he’d broken, the lives he’d ruined, the people who’d
died because of him. He had no more love to give; he
had no more good to do. He was lost now, adrift and becalmed, but, at least, the sea he floated upon was a sea of
gin. Madam Geneva they called it, she was his lover now and she filled him up,
she stopped that terrible empty echoing sound that came from within him. Morlaine had said he deserved more, but what he’d got was a
bittersweet harlot called Geneva whom he could no longer resist.


Drunk for a ha’penny,
dead drunk for a penny, that’s what they
said about gin, that was Madame Geneva’s price, but he found he needed to drink
far more than a tuppence worth before his senses
became sufficiently deadened these days.


It was ironic, he
often thought before Madame Geneva made such a thing too difficult, that
Morlaine had snuck away in the night and broken his heart in the process. He
had done much the same himself to numerous wives and lovers in the past;
stealing away in the darkness because he could not find it within himself to
love another human being. What a perverse and whimsical fellow God must be to have arranged all this
to befall him. What a jest! What a hoot! What a divinely comic prank that when
he’d finally fallen in love again, it had been with someone who was not human
at all, someone who was even more incapable of love than he had been. Someone even more broken and damaged than he was. 


At least Morlaine had left him a note, which was
more than he’d ever done when he was running
away from someone who loved him. But then why shouldn’t she, apparently he
deserved more after all.


He began to pour himself another measure
from the rough cloudy bottle he’d been served with without even having to ask,
his hand shaking, as it mostly did now,
when he heard the door bang open. It was blowing a gale outside and the candles
danced wildly in the rush of cold, wet
autumn air that forced its way eagerly inside. 


His eye was immediately drawn to the flash
of bright scarlet silk as a young woman entered the tavern. She was powdered,
bewigged and gaudily rigged, dressed in the manner of a whore who was trying to
mimic the attire of a fine lady, but
lacking both the purse and the taste to quite bring it off.


As Caleb stared at the woman three distinct thoughts bubbled up through the gin
clouded fug of his mind; firstly his
hands had stopped shaking, secondly that he was no longer drunk and the third
was that, despite the powder, rouge and elaborate wig he recognised her well
enough.


It was Alyssa Rothery. 


She was hanging from the arm of a young
Captain of Dragoons, her green eyes
sparkling with mirth as he whispered something in her ear while struggling to
close the door behind them. Except Caleb could see it was not just innocent merriment
or even calculated flirtation in her eyes, it was hunger; dark, maddening hunger.


How could the young dragoon not see it? How
could he not have seen it? The madness of her, the
wrongness, the sheer icy coldness of her?


The image of Richard Rentwin’s corpse
hanging from the wall of the ruined church in Mawsby
came to him unbidden, those flat accusing eyes had known, at the last they had
known her for what she was. Even though he’d
lain with her and laughed with her and made merry with her, he’d never known,
never suspected what she was, what poor Rentwin had seen as the last light of
his life had faded away as she cut him, bled him and feasted from him, crawling
about him as he hung on the wall and his life spurted, drained and dribbled
away into her hungry, eager mouth.


All thoughts of what he should do were
engulfed by the need to vomit and he only just managed to lean over in time to
avoid hitting the table as he puked up a stream of acidic, putrid, gin-stinking bile onto the sawdust-covered floor. It was not an uncommon
sight, either for the tavern or for him, and it drew no more attention than he
normally did when he was too drunk to stagger into the yard at the back to
throw up. Except this time he was not drunk at all, he was as sober as he’d been
since Morlaine had left. Maybe as
sober as he’d ever been. 


Carefully he wiped the back of his sleeve
across his mouth, leaving fresh snail trails of bile to glisten atop the faded
stains of those that had gone before. Part of him wanted to slide down onto the
floor, down with the sawdust, vomit and spilt beer. It was dark down there
beneath the table; he could curl up and be safe, nobody would see him, nobody
would notice him. Not even the monsters.


Almost against his will he raised his eyes
to look through the long greasy strands of hair that hung over his face; he
could not see them. 


The tavern was busy today, there were many
ships in port that had disgorged sailors with months of pay and ship bound
frustration to blow in the city’s taverns
and brothels. The crowd was ever shifting, ever moving, a bobbing tide of
humanity that had washed further about the tavern while he had been throwing up
and it had now hidden Alyssa from his eyes.


Had she really even been here? Perhaps she
was just a figment, just like his brother; a mere phantom from his memories.


He shook his head, no she was real enough.
He was not that much of a drunk. It was Alyssa alright and she’d brought a
young man to the tavern to see how well he danced.


He peered through the shifting bodies, it
was dark and many of his fellow patrons were lost in the shadows, blissfully
unaware there was a predator in their midst, something feral and dangerous that
had come down to their water hole to feed.


I should warn him; Caleb thought wildly,
the dragoon was barely a boy. He should
warn him!


Caleb thought of the last time he had seen
Alyssa; he’d been astride a horse, cutlass in hand, trying to save Morlaine and Tommy Nimbles from
the vampire. He’d been a hero then, or, at
least, heroic. Not like him at all. He looked down at his dirty
trembling hands, he couldn’t imagine even being able to lift a sword now, let
alone swing one. He wasn’t the same man he had been then and, in truth, he
hadn’t been much of a man then either.


He should warn the boy.


Instead, he rose to his feet and stumbled
towards the door. He looked like a wild-eyed
drunk and was cursed as such as he barged through the crowd. He kept his head
low and let unkempt locks hair mask his face. When he finally reached the door, he risked looking around and caught sight
of them by the bar. The sight of her made his heart thunder in fear and he
wondered if it was loud enough for her to hear above the noise of the tavern.
And if she did hear it, would she recognise its beat? Was a heart as distinctive to a vampire as a man’s
voice was to mortal ears? Did it sound
the same as it had when he had laboured so eagerly atop of her?


His mouth was dry with fear, and he wished
he had brought the gin bottle with him, but Alyssa did not turn in his
direction, her eyes did not blaze with recognition and she did not run towards
him with her vampiric countenance
revealed. Instead, she was looking up at the young officer with large, adoring,
hungry eyes.


Perhaps she only wanted his body, not his
blood. Perhaps she would like the way he danced. Perhaps she would make him pay
a tuppence for his pleasure in some dark alley and
let him live. Perhaps she was not hungry, perhaps he would be lucky and live long enough to die on a Flanders field. Perhaps…


Caleb hurried out into the storm; it was
none of his business.


*


His clothes were soaked, but he did not
want to move to strip them off, he was cold, but did not dare to light a fire,
the darkness scared him, but he would not light a
candle.


Any little thing might alert her to the
fact that he was here, better to hide hunched up in the corner of the room. She
wouldn’t look here if he did nothing to signify his presence; would she? A few
more hours and the sun would come up and then he would be safe. He was grateful
he hadn’t gotten around to selling Scaife’s pistols
for more gin money; he’d hurriedly loaded
them with shaking hands and laid them on the floor before him. He wasn’t sure
if they were for Alyssa or himself, but he drew some
small comfort from them all the same.


Was she looking for him, was that why she
was in Bristol? 


He wrapped his arms around himself; of course,
that was why she was here. Somehow she must have heard he was in the city. He
thought of all of the Rothery’s possessions he’d sold
over the last year; her jewellery, dresses and perfume, Dr Rothery’s
instruments, books, timepieces. 


It had been foolish to stay. He might as
well have lit a bonfire to signify his
whereabouts. If she stumbled across something she recognised then it would only have been a matter
of time before she traced it back to its source.


Stupid, so stupid. How
many years had he lived off selling the things he’d stolen? Enough to know
better, enough to know you had to keep moving for if you ever stayed still,
still, still, ol’ Jack will come for the
kill, kill, kill. He had ignored the advice he’d spent twenty years following
and now he faced the prospect of something far worse than Jack Ketch’s rope.


What would she do to him if she found him?


Caleb thoughts turned to Rentwin again and
then to the last time he’d seen Alyssa, her torn dress soaked in blood, her
hair matted from the rain and the dark,
mad fury that had danced in the vengeful eyes of her long terrible vampiric face.


He shivered some more and picked up one of
the pistols, running a finger along its smooth wooden handle. A pistol ball in
the brain would be better, far, far better. A pistol ball in her brain would be
better still, but his hands were shaking so much he wasn’t sure he’d be able to
hit his own head, let alone hers.


He needed Madame Geneva. She would care for
him, and things wouldn’t seem so terrible if she were here. He could just drink
until the world went away, and if Alyssa did find him whilst he was passed out, well, he guessed he wouldn’t feel
anything then anyway. Sadly there was no gin in the room, but he did not want
it so desperately he would risk the terror this night concealed to find some.
Instead, he sat and listened to the rain upon the window, trying not to notice
how much it sounded like small bony fingers tap-tap-tapping insistently upon
the glass, trying to get inside, trying
to get to him.


“You needn’t worry, she wouldn’t recognise
you anyway.”


His brother was sitting next to him, or, at least, some indistinct form that was all
he could remember of him was.


“Ssssh” Caleb
hissed frantically, “she might hear you!”


The vague
figure leant in towards him a little,
Caleb couldn’t be sure because it was so dark and his memory was so poor, but
his brother seemed to be frowning.


“I only exist inside your head Daniel, how on earth can anyone else hear me? Most of the
time even you don’t hear me.”


“I don’t want to take any chances; I’ve
never been entirely convinced you’re not real.”


“If I were,” his brother sighed sadly,
“then I would not have allowed you to become such a sorry sight.”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“Daniel, you’ve become a pathetic drunk!”


“No, I haven’t… I just needed something to
pass the time…”


The figure cocked his head to one side.


“…while I waited.”


“Waited for what?”


“For Morlaine to
come back,” Caleb explained sheepishly, before adding
more assertively, “and my name isn’t Daniel anymore. I keep telling you this.”


“She isn’t coming back.”


“You don’t know that!”


“’tis been over a year little brother; if
she was going to come back, she would have done so by now. She’s
gone, and if you stay here it will be just a matter of time until you’re gone
too; gone for good!”


“I’ve already decided I’m leaving, I can
hardly stay here with Alyssa in town.”


His brother waved a dismissive hand, “Oh,
you needn’t worry about her.”


“You mean she is just a figment of my
imagination too? I could hav-”


“No, she’s real enough, but if you stay here, the gin
will kill you long before she can.”


“It isn’t that long ago I robbed her and
tried to kill her, I’m sure she hasn’t forgotten that.”


“Go and look in the mirror and tell me what
you see.”


“What bearing does that have on Alyssa?”
Caleb asked, eyeing the looking-glass that hung over the mantle. He didn’t much
like the idea of walking across the room.


“The shutters are closed, no one will see
you.”


“Wh-”


“Or hear your footsteps… Alyssa will be too
busy with her young dragoon to be looking
for you.”


Caleb stared at the blurred image, before
rising reluctantly and unsteadily to his feet. His eyes darted between the door
and the shuttered windows as he edged across the room, a pistol in each hand
just in case his movements were enough to bring Alyssa crashing into the room,
fangs bared and eyes blazing.


“Let’s hope the housemaid doesn’t choose
this moment to change your sheets or you’re likely to end up adding murder to
your troubles,” his brother said, waving an
indistinct hand towards Caleb’s pistols.


“The maids don’t tend to clean in the middle
of the night here, not that I have been too diligent regarding the state of my
sheets lately anyway.”


“You don’t say,” his brother noted, with
what sounded distinctly like a sniff.


“So, what am I supposed to be looking for?”


“What can you see?”


“Nothing, ‘tis rather
dark.”


“Then perhaps you should light a candle?”


“A candle!”


“Lighting a candle in a shuttered room, in
a city the size of Bristol, is not going to give your presence away to Alyssa.”


Caleb stared at one of the unlit candles by
the mirror uncertainly.


 “Light the candle little brother, you are not
being rational.”


“Rational…” Caleb mumbled, “…pray tell,
what part of being pursued by a murderous vampire is rational precisely?”


“You’re not being pursued, you just happen
to be in the same city.”


“She’s looking for me,” Caleb hissed, eying
the window, “out there she’s looking for me and if she finds me I’ll end up
like poor Rentwin. Nailed to a wall!”


“So, you haven’t quite given up on life
then?”


“What do you mean?” Caleb demanded, turning
back to face the figure that was still hunched on the floor in the corner of
the room, although it was hard to tell exactly where the shadows ended and the
imaginary dead brother began.


“If you’re scared of Alyssa, scared of the death she will bring you then perhaps Morlaine has not broken you entirely. Perhaps I can convince you not to drink
yourself to death.”


“Oh, you’re here to do that again. I did
wonder why you were putting in an appearance.”


“Do what?”


“Save me from myself, that seems to be your
God-appointed purpose in life.”


“Well reasoned
little brother, apart from the small matter of me being dead.”


“I’m well aware of your clever words; I’m not a boy with a broken heart
anymore. I should have stayed on Henrietta’s bed and died in that fire for all
the good running away did.”


“Running away gave you a life; if you’ve achieved nothing with it,
well, that is your fault alone.”


“I hate it when you preach, you remind me
of father.”


His brother sighed deeply, “Light the
candle.”


Caleb laid down his pistols on the mantle
before doing as he was bid, at the third attempt, with a hesitant and shaking
hand. He didn’t recognise the face that stared back at him in the flickering
light.


Between the long greasy strands of matted
hair that hung around his face and the unkempt and knotted beard, there was little to see. His eyes were
flat and sunken, peering out from behind swollen
red lids, his cheekbones appeared more prominent for Madame
Geneva had robbed him of most of his appetite and he’d been eating little, the
weight he’d lost gave his cheeks a hollow sucked in appearance. His skin was
blotchy and several sores were visible through his beard and around his dry, cracked lips.


He lifted a hand to his face and tried to
run long bony fingers through his beard, but the hair was too knotted, clumping
around morsels of food or, more likely, vomit that had become entwined in the
coarse mane.


He looked like had been stranded on some
barren and godless island for the last year.


“This is what Madame Geneva’s kisses have
done to you, she may seem gentler than Alyssa, but she will destroy you just as
ruthlessly in the end. If you let her.”


“I do not know myself,” Caleb muttered,
peering closer. He had not realised how gaunt he had become. He vaguely remembered
cutting new notches in his belt but had
been too drunk to think about why.


“And neither will Alyssa, from a distance
at least.”


Caleb turned back to look at his brother,
despite the candlelight his figure was just as vague and shadowy as before.


“Would Morlaine?”
Caleb asked, with sudden urgency.


“You should do as Morlaine
said, find a mortal woman and build a life for yourself. Forget Morlaine. You deserve more.”


“I deserve nothing!” Caleb spat angrily, “I
spent twenty years on the road looking for a mortal woman and all I did was
break hearts and ruin lives. I deserve exactly what I’ve got.”


“No, you spent twenty years on the road
looking for Henrietta, every woman you met you measured against her and
everyone you found wanting. Every woman that wasn’t her broke your heart again,
so you run away.”


“So I should set my sights lower perhaps?”


“Anywhere outside of the gutter would be an
improvement given your current state.”


“I miss her…” Caleb said miserably, turning
back to the wild-haired, sad-eyed man in
the looking glass that he did not really
recognise.


“I know you do… but she was right. It would
be no kind of life with her; it was just her beauty that entranced you, her
beauty and her strangeness.”


“It was more than that. I am not a stranger
to beautiful women or strange ones either. No one has ever moved me the way she
did, not since Henrietta at least. For a moment
I saw a different world, a world where I had purpose and love, where I could
mean something. Now… now I have nothing.”


“You have a son,” his brother reminded him.


“Danny…” 


“You never wrote to him, did you?”


Caleb shook his head, “I suppose he thinks
me dead if he thinks about me at all.”


“He is your son, you should go to him.”


“He does not know that; I am sure it is
much better for him to think his father was a great nobleman than… a wretch like me.”


“Oh listen to you,” the memory of his
brother snapped, “I do not know why I trouble myself!”


“I speak only the truth.”


“No, you just wallow in your own self-pity;
you who have had everything! What have I had little
brother, what have I had? They buried me in that stinking cold mud when I was
sixteen years old! Down in the dark and the cold, with the roots and the
maggots! My life was over before it could even begin, kicked to death by a couple
of blackguards for half a handful of faded clipped coins. That was all my life
was worth, a few small metal discs. If that
wasn’t bad enough now that I’m dead I find all that is left of me is your
memories, and I am tied to you forever because of it, watching you cavort and
carouse your way around Europe, a trail of discarded women in your wake.
Drinking the finest wine, eating the finest food, wearing the finest clothes,
nothing but the best for my little brother and all you do is carp and whine and
complain about your damned broken heart and your damned unhappiness!
I’ve tried to guide you, God knows I’ve tried, but you are only interested in
your own misery, your own conceit that you are the centre of the world and all
else revolves around you. I despise you!”


Caleb continued to stare at his own
dishevelled and unfamiliar face, “Are you crying?” he asked softly.


“Of course not, how can I cry? I am made of
nought but memories and shadows. How could such a thing as I cry?”


“I suppose not.”


“Find a woman to love, a real woman, not a
fantasy, not a ghost, not a monster. Find something real and you will find
peace. We both will find peace. Promise me you will try. In all these years
I’ve asked nothing of you but this. Promise me.”


Caleb nodded, “I promise I will try.”


“Then I can do no more…” the memory of his
brother’s voice was faint and indistinct as if it were coming to him from some
place far away.


“I’ve always loved you…” Caleb turned to
look at his brother, but the memories had fled from the room leaving only the
shadows behind.


*


His head pounded from lack of sleep and
lack of gin, but the cold, moist air that
was being chased off of the water by a gusting wind felt good
upon his freshly shaved skin. For the
first time in over a year he felt human
again.


He let his eyes flit around the bustling
dockside crowd, seeking familiar faces. The sun was up though it brought little warmth through the blanket of low drizzling cloud that had swept in with the
dawn off of the Bristol Channel. He did not expect to see Alyssa in daylight,
but if she were here it was possible Samuel Rothery and Scaife
might be in the city too if they still lived.


The dockside was as busy as ever, there
were always ships needing loading and unloading and people thronged around them
for all manner of reasons, but he recognised no one and the tightness in his
stomach eased a little.


Sleep had not come to him and as soon as
dawn arrived he had left the apartment, he had one day to get out of Bristol;
the daylight did not last long at this time of the year and he had much to do.
The first task being to find out what was left of his old self beneath the greasy unkempt hair, rank
unwashed skin and emaciated frame.


Even after a visit to the bath house the
barber had eyed him suspiciously, suspecting he was a moneyless vagrant until
he’d paid his coins up front. It always amazed Caleb the difference a few
pennies could make to someone’s attitude, for no sooner had they graced the
barber’s palm he stopped looking at Caleb like he was something floating by in
the gutter and started calling him “Sir.”


Next he had filled his belly with bacon,
bread, hot chocolate and bittersweet
apples. He had not eaten properly for months and with each mouthful he found
his appetite increased until he feared he was going to vomit. He’d returned to
the apartment then and tossed his foul soiled garments on the fire, replacing
them with his good travelling clothes that had been waiting patiently for him
for the last year. They felt loose upon him as if someone had sneaked in one
night and changed them for a much larger man’s attire.


He’d stared at the looking glass a while.
He still looked different, but at least
he didn’t look like a wretched vagabond any
longer. His head was completely shaved of
the tangled lice infested locks that had hung about
his face while his skin was blotchy and raw. He looked ill, but more food and
less gin would cure that. No gin at all, in fact, he’d kissed Madam Geneva for the
last time he’d decided. He owed his brother that much at least, even if he
wasn’t concerned about wasting his life
the thought of wasting his brother’s
memory brought a sharp acidic pang of guilt to his stomach.


He’d gathered
together the last of the Rothery’s possessions. Even the dress Morlaine had worn
the night they had gone to Riddon Hall, the night they had made love for the
first time, the dress he had often wrapped around himself after collapsing onto
the bed in a drunken stupor in the hope he might get some trace of Morlaine’s
scent before sleep took him. Of course, it just smelt
of gin, tobacco smoke, stale sweat and vomit now, but he still had to force it
into the bag with hesitant hands.


The pawnbroker had given him only a
fraction of their worth, of course, pawnbrokers tended to have an excellent nose
for the desperate. Caleb had said he was selling
up to take a new job in Penzance. He didn’t know if he believed him, but if
Alyssa happened to catch sight of her belongings in the shop window then that
would be what the pawnbroker would tell her, and she hopefully would head off
in the opposite direction to his.


He had enough money to buy a horse and he
would ride through the night to put the miles between himself and Bristol if he
had to. The only thing he hadn’t sold, other than his own few possessions and Scaife’s pistols, was Elsabeth’s
jewellery. He told himself he was saving them for an emergency, but, in truth, he
still felt ashamed that he had stolen them in the first place. They were a
constant reminder of what he was and that he still hadn’t found the man he
wanted to be, the man he could have been,
despite all he had been through since
he’d fled Venice. He smiled bitterly to himself, not only hadn’t he found the
man he could have been he’d come extremely close to losing the man he
was.


A commotion on the
dockside pulled his attention back to his surroundings. A group of cursing men
were pulling something up onto the quay, and a small crowd had gathered to
watch and commentate on proceedings. He had already half turned away,
dismissing it as an irrelevance when he realised they were not simply
manhandling some particularly awkward cargo up from a boat below.


They’d dragged a body out of the water.


He knew who it was immediately, but he
still went over anyway.


“Who was he?” he found himself asking some
weather spoilt fish wife.


“Dunno,” she shrugged and spat tobacco juice at the worn cobbles of the quay, “must have
been drunk and fell in last night. Happens all the time to
young fools here.”


“How do you know he was drunk?”


“Only drink makes a man die with a smile
like that on his face,” she laughed, turning away.


Caleb stared
at the flat dead eyes and the fixed distant smile of the young Captain of Dragoons before one of the dockers
threw a tarpaulin over him. 


“Don’t be so sure…” Caleb whispered.


He felt a pang of guilt, but he shrugged it
away. He had so many ghosts on his back already he didn’t have room for
another. Instead, he turned briskly on his heels; he had a horse to buy and he
wanted the deal done long before the darkness came again. 


Alyssa hadn’t cared for the way the young
dragoon had danced and she would be out hunting again tonight.


*


“I was told that you were dead!”


“You should never believe idle gossip,”
Caleb smiled apologetically once Danny eventually released him from one of his
characteristically un-English embraces. 


“To be fair, you do look half dead
old chap.”


They stood regarding each other. Danny
stared at Caleb curiously, as if he felt that etiquette demanded there was
something more he should say to greet a friend he
had thought dead, but he did not quite know what it was. Rather than let the
awkwardness linger Caleb looked around the once familiar room that was tugging
so insistently at his memories.


“Delightful room,”
he commented finally. It seemed a rather inadequate
statement, but Caleb was equally unsure how one went about returning from the
grave.


“It was my mother’s favourite… apparently,”
Danny nodded, his voice a touch strained as he led
Caleb across the room.


The library of the Duke’s home in St James’
Square had changed far less than Caleb had in the intervening twenty-odd years; the memory of his younger
self, resplendent in a scarlet footman’s uniform as he bore Henrietta’s cakes,
made him feel older and even more broken
than he had before. The only immediately apparent alteration to the library was
an impressive scroll topped mahogany desk that had been placed in the centre of
the room, facing the bay window where the Duchess had once sat to take her tea.
Caleb felt his chest tighten, even after so much had happened he found the
memory of Henrietta could still creep up and surprise him, an emotional
cutpurse ever eager to rob him of his senses.


Danny ushered him to the seat opposite the desk
and while the young Duke settled himself into his chair Caleb’s eyes wandered
to a portrait that had been hung on the wall behind Danny’s desk. At first, he had thought it was just another
painting of some dead aristocratic relative, the kind the nobility were so fond
of hiding their fashionable and expensive wallpaper behind. When he had finally recognised the woman’s beautiful face,
his words had crashed into the back of each other and he’d had to cover his
shock with a theatrically spluttering cough. The painter had known both his art
and his subject for he had perfectly captured Henrietta’s beauty and vitality.
The faintest hint of a smile dusted Henrietta’s lips while her eyes sparkled
with mischievous amusement as if she found his discomfort entertaining enough
to have to suppress outright laughter. 


It was an expression he recognised well for
it had haunted his dreams for over twenty years. 


The portrait was full length and very
nearly life-sized. Caleb fancied that if he were to sit alone in the library at
night with nothing but a candle and the brandy decanter for company then Henrietta’s portrait might easily
seem more like a ghost than a painting. He felt a strange pang of guilt as if
allowing Morlaine to break his heart was in some way
disrespectful to the memory of his first love.


When Danny moved to pour him a brandy,
Caleb shook his head firmly and forced his attention back towards his son. “I
think I’ve drunk enough recently,” Caleb explained.


Danny gave a little shrug and poured one
for himself before settling into the chair behind his
desk.


“I’ve been wondering,” Caleb asked when
Danny only stared silently at him over the top of his brandy glass, “do you
know what happened back at Lazziard’s house?”


 A frown slowly creased Danny’s
forehead, “I was rather hoping you might tell me?”


“I’d like to know what happened to the
others. I left in something of a hurry.”


“Once several weeks had passed without
further word from you I dispatched some of my men to travel down to Dorsetshire, fearing a calamity had occurred. They
eventually returned to report Lazziard’s house had
been gutted by fire and most of Dr Rothery’s party
was dead. Only Mrs Lazziard and some of her
servants were present at the house. They reported she did not appear to know
what had happened as she had been sent from the house prior to the fire, but
she did tell my men that Dr Rothery, his daughter, you and a number of her
husband’s men had died in the blaze. Mr Rentwin apparently died in a
rather gruesome fashion a few days earlier.”


“And what of Captain
Lazziard? Mr Jute?”


“Mr Jute was apparently distraught over the
death of Miss Rothery and had left the house in some distress before Mrs
Lazziard returned. Captain Lazziard went to sea shortly afterwards.”


“To sea?”


Danny shrugged, “Rather uncharitably it did
cross my mind that the good Captain had done away with the lot of you so he
could run off with my investment, but I checked with the Admiralty and Lazziard
was issued a commission with the Jamaica
Squadron within days of the fire. Coincidence perhaps; although it would have
shown some manners to have let me know what had happened, given I was paying
for most of your little adventure.”


“And you have heard nothing from him
since?”


“Might as well be dead for all I know,
though I haven’t seen his name recorded in the Admiralty lists.”


“He’s looking for the Marietta-Anna
again,” Caleb muttered half to himself. Had Lazziard really thought them all dead, he
supposed it was the only conclusion he could draw if Tommy Nimbles
had been true to his word and had kept quiet about what he had seen. Whatever
his orders, Caleb suspected Lazziard’s priority would
be to find Rochelle’s black ship and exorcise the demons that tormented him. It
least it meant that there was one less person likely to be looking for him.


“Marietta who?”


“I’ll tell you later.”


“I do hope so, I considered it rather bad form for Lazziard not to recount
what had occurred; I thought you to be dead, which at least gave you a
reasonable excuse for silence, but as that appears not to be the case…”


“I have been in a desperate place, you must
forgive me.”


“I understand,” Danny said in a quiet voice
that suggested he didn’t really understand
at all, “after all you were quite close to Miss Rothery; her death must have
been very… traumatic?”


“Ah, actually Alyssa isn’t dead either,
well not really…”


Danny raised an enquiring eyebrow. 


“Oh dear,” Caleb sighed, “this is going to
be a rather long story I’m afraid.”


The Duke of Pevansea
poured himself a second glass of brandy and settled back expectantly.


*


Initially, Caleb
had not been sure how much he should tell his son, but he was tired of lying,
tired of running and tired of being alone. Once the words he had held inside
himself for the last year begun to trickle hesitantly from his lips he found
they soon become an eager unstoppable torrent. He told
Danny everything, everything save the
truth about his mother of course; that was another story entirely.


All through the long uncomfortable ride
back to London, he had played this
conversation out in his mind; he’d feared that he
would see shock followed by revulsion upon his son’s face as he first explained how he’d decided to free Morlaine and then
how he had fallen in love with a monster. Rather than see the disgust he
dreaded in Danny’s eyes Caleb had stared
at Henrietta’s portrait instead though
he’d found no absolution in her fixed expression of heart-breaking amusement.


When finally he’d been able to drag his
eyes away from Henrietta to look at their son, Caleb had seen no scorn, nor
revulsion, nor any kind of judgement at all, if anything his eyes were
strangely glassy as if his mind was far away. He found Danny’s distant look
mildly unsettling, but as it was
infinitely preferable to revulsion he had
pushed on with his tale, pausing only when servants entered the room to light
candles and draw the curtains as the night began to push slowly against the
library’s windows.


Danny listened in silence, his only comment
a half spluttered “Good grief!” when Caleb had revealed Alyssa’s true vampiric nature.


“That is quite a story,” Danny finally
said, when the words had come to a stuttering halt after Caleb had recounted Morlaine’s departure.


“’tis all true.”


“I don’t doubt it… and you’ve been in
Bristol ever since?”


 “I was afraid to return to London, I
feared you were the only likely way that Alyssa might find me. Perhaps I regard
her desire for vengeance too highly, but I
believe she is out there somewhere looking for me,” almost despite
himself Caleb glanced nervously at the night beyond the windows, “perhaps she’s
out there now, watching the house, waiting for me to call...”


“You are frightened what she would do if
she found you?”


“A woman scorned can be a fearful thing, an
insane vampire scorned…” Caleb shuddered, “I am more than frightened of her
Danny, I am terrified; she is a monster, not the woman
you knew at all, that was just a mask and I have seen the madness that lies
beneath it. I cannot imagine what retribution she would have from me. I saw
what she did to poor Rentwin after all and he had never even slighted her, let
alone tried to kill her… you are sure you have not heard from her?” Caleb asked
anxiously.


“As I thought her as dead as you, I am sure
I would remember. She was the only reason you spent over a year hiding in
Bristol?”


“Not entirely…” Caleb admitted, his eyes
sliding away from his son’s, “…I fostered a fantasy that Morlaine
might change her mind and return to me; as I had no idea how I might find her I waited…” he shrugged and stared at the brandy
decanter on the Duke’s desk, “…and I drank.”


“Did you truly
love her?” Danny asked softly, “or was it just some vampiric
glamour she cast upon you, like the one your friend Defane used?”


“I’ve asked myself that a thousand times;
was it all just a trick to help her escape from her tormentors?” Caleb answered
his own question with a shrug, “If it was a trick it was a powerful one for I
still feel its effects long after she disappeared into the night.”


“You still her love?”


Caleb nodded and looked away, not sure if
he was more ashamed to admit such a thing to his son or in front of the
portrait of his first love. It was strange, Morlaine
breaking his heart afresh had brought him no respite from the pain Henrietta
had inflicted upon him all those years ago. Perhaps love had to be requited
before that could happen.


“Women,” Danny said with a sigh as he
raised his glass, “living or dead they haunt us.”


“Amen,” Caleb agreed glumly.


“So much for
the vampiric essence and eternal youth,” Danny
sighed once his glass was drained, “perhaps I should have invested in steam
pumps after all.”


“Rothery lied to everyone, including
himself. All he wanted was his mother back; he was never interested in refining
the vampiric essence,” Caleb shrugged, “Besides a vampire’s blood will keep you from
your grave for a long time without any refinement.”


“How old was Rothery?”


“Alyssa said she was around a hundred and
fifty years old, as she must have been in her early twenties when Saul changed
her. I’m sure you can do the mathematics.”


“Not exactly eternal
youth?”


“No, but he was quite sprightly for a
hundred and twenty-five-year-old.”


“Where do you think he is now?”


Caleb shook his head, “I feared he might
have come back to you for more funding to continue his work, but I suppose he
has started afresh somewhere else, new name, new
identity; unless Alyssa has grown tired of indulging him and forced her
vampirism on him of course.”


“And what of you?”


“Me?”


“Wasn’t that one of the reasons you freed Morlaine? So that she might make you like her?”


“I did, death has always scared me, the
thought of eternal youth was alluring,” Caleb admitted, “but not now.”


“Why not?”


“Because when I fell in love with Morlaine, I realised I wanted her and her only. Immortality
became irrelevant. What point is immortality when I have failed so miserably to
find happiness in a mortal life? Without her all I would do is continue down the same road I have always walked, I would be
a shallow miserable immortal instead of a shallow,
miserable man. It does not seem so much
of a bargain anymore. At least, as a mortal,
there will be an end to things, even if it is in Jack’s Kingdom.”


“Jack’s Kingdom?”


Caleb smiled sheepishly, “Forgive me, ‘tis
just a childhood thing. It means nothing.”


“So if I could produce a potion of refined vampiric essence, you would not want it?”


Caleb shook his head, “Without Morlaine what would be the point?”


“You’d have longer to find her again?”


“She made her choice, even if I did find
her, I cannot force her to love me.”


“You would not even want to try?”


“And end up like Defane? Driven insane by a
love he could never have, could never find? I know what love can do Danny,
better than most. ‘tis the most wonderful thing
in all the world, but it can destroy you if you let it. The memory of its taste
upon your lips is so sweet, so intoxicating, that you’ll spend your life
chasing a dream. You’ll go mad looking for Atlantis rather than living your
life, until one day you wake up like me…” he waved his hand in a sluggish
circular motion, “all the important parts of you broken or lost.”


The young Duke stood slowly up and turned
to face the portrait that hung behind his desk.


“Is that what she did to you?”


“Morlaine?” Caleb sighed, “No, she just made me realise what I’ve been doing
for the last twenty years-”


“No,” Danny interrupted, almost curtly,
still staring up at the portrait, “I didn’t mean the vampire. Is that what she
did to you?”


“Who?”


“My mother,” Danny whispered, nodding
towards Henrietta’s portrait.


“I don’t know what…” Caleb’s words faded as
Danny turned back to face him and he realised the young Duke’s eyes were
glistening.


“I know who you are …” he said thickly,
“you’re Daniel Plunkett… you’re my father…”


“Why would you say such a thing, Danny?” Caleb asked carefully after a
long empty silence.


“Because it is true,” he replied before
laughing loudly. Danny shook his head in apology, “you must excuse me, but your
tales of vampires seem far less fantastical to me than the fact I am sitting
with my father, my real father.”


“Danny?”


“I don’t know whether I should love you or
hate you. What is one expected to do in such circumstances?” 


Danny returned to his chair with a heavy
sigh. From his pocket he pulled a set of
keys which he used to open one of the drawers of his desk, from it he pulled a metal
strongbox, for which he had to use two further
keys to open.


“You ask me how I know you are my father? This is how I know,” he pulled a letter from the box
and carefully unfolded it before him, smoothing down the sheets of paper with gentle, precise strokes of his palm. Almost
reluctantly, it seemed to Caleb, his son slowly slid the letter across the desk
towards him. 


“I know because my mother told me.”


Caleb stared at the letter in much the same
manner as he might have done if it were a snake curled upon the polished
mahogany hissing at him. With his son’s insistent
eyes weighing heavily upon him Caleb reached out a faltering hand and picked up
the letter, the paper was yellowed and old and had clearly been folded for a terribly long time. 


The best part of twenty years Caleb
guessed.


 


 


My Darling Danny


I hope this letter finds you happy and
well. If my instructions have been followed diligently then today is your eighteenth
birthday. I have no doubt that you have grown to be a fine, strong and handsome young man, and a terrible sadness
consumes me when I think that I will never know you as such. Still, I can picture you in my mind’s eye, reading
this letter in the library at our St James’ Square home, the same room where I
sit now with ink, quill and paper before me. Unless some calamity has
intervened, I have left instruction that you should receive this letter here
for this has always been one of my most loved rooms for many reasons. I
sit now in my favourite window seat where the light has always been so pleasing as I write to you
my dearest boy. 


My body is so
very weary, but I shall say what I have to say here, for this is my favourite
place and I feel that somehow the years that separate us are thinner here.
Although we sit eighteen years apart, we shall sit together in this same room
with this same letter before us. I draw some comfort
from that notion as I imagine you here reading my words with only the veil of
years separating us.


I know that I am dying, I feel it in every breath I take and every movement I make. I mourn the
life I am to lose for it has been a good
life; I should be grateful for that, but I am selfish and wish for more of what I have and more of what I could have had if the
world was not ordered so. Of course, nobody will say I am dying to my face, not
even the physician who bleeds me with such diligent and expensive regularity. He would not be happy to see me out of my
bed, but I have matters to settle and I have always found it rather
disagreeable to write in bed. Better that I sit here to do what needs to be
done, by my favourite window, watching the world go ever by without care or knowledge of my slow passing. 


Everybody talks brightly of my recovery,
even the Duke, who rarely talks brightly of anything. They talk about me being well enough soon to travel to
the country, they talk of balls and receptions and dinner parties that I will
soon be able to attend. But their eyes tell another story, with their shy glances at each other and the way they
refuse to hold my gaze when I look at them. Yes, another story entirely do they
tell, but it is the same one my weak, frail
body whispers every time I move.


I feel the tears
prick my eyes at the thought that I will not see you grow into the fine young
man you are now, but I must not give into them for I do not have the strength
to both write and to cry. I must stifle my self-pity and sorrow for there are
things I must say and there are things you must know.
Regret is such a wasteful feeling, it serves no purpose but to remind us of our
own fallibility and the fact the world will do much as it cares to regardless
of our own heartfelt wishes and desires. 


Perhaps you will not care to know the
things I am about to tell you and perhaps you will think ill
of me for my actions have not been honourable and they shame me profoundly. Perhaps I am being self-indulgent in sending this
letter to you so many years hence when I will be long gone and mostly forgotten
in this world. Perhaps it would be better that you will know me only from the
(hopefully) kindly recollections of others, perhaps I should find some other to
confess my death bed sins to, but I can think of telling only you, my beautiful
sweet boy. However, as you lay beside me sleeping in your crib you are but an
innocent babe, the man I need to tell is still many years hence, so I send this
letter into the future to salve my soul in the present. Whatever you
think of me once you know the truth of things, I beg you believe that I love you with all of my heart and with God’s
grace I hope you will always find some
way to love the mother you never knew despite her many faults and human
frailties.


What you are about to read should never
be shared with another soul, once you have read this letter it should be burned
for if its contents were to become known
it would do great damage, not only to you but to Richard and Anne also. 


There is no easy way to impart this news
to you and I lack the time, strength and wit to find some more poetic and less
painful form of words. Forgive me,
please.


The Duke of Pevansea
is not your father. 


I assume by the time that you read this
letter the Duke will have joined me in the Lord’s care, though if there was
ever a man so stubborn and purposeful as to refuse to
die, then it is John Bourness. I cannot know how you
view the Duke, perhaps he will die when you are too young to know him, perhaps
he will live long enough to guide you through your formative years. I hope you
think well of him and have love in your heart for him, for he was always kind
to me and is the very best of men, despite the rather cantankerous exterior he insists on showing to the world. John Bourness is a remarkable man, but he is not your father.


As you probably know I was the Duke’s
second wife, I was younger than you are
now when we married, and it was not a marriage of love, he offered me wealth,
status, comfort… in return, he wanted an
heir for he considered his nephews to be a singularly unpleasant collection of
wastrels, gamblers and drunks. He was determined to go to great lengths to
ensure they did not inherit his title and estate.


His desire for an heir was not as
straightforward as it would appear, for the Duke is unable to father children.
He received a most unfortunate injury during the civil war that, and I can
think of no kinder way of saying this, unmanned him. His first wife he had
married for love and could not bear the idea of another man touching her, he
married me for children and the express desire that I should be touched by
other men.


John is a proud man, but he is also a
practical man. I believe he has grown fond of me, but I know it is not love,
and while I share a certain fondness for
him, I do not love him either. Our
marriage was an arrangement, a convenience. He was an old man when we wed and I
thought my duty would be fulfilled many years ago. As it is, he will be the one
burying me, which has a certain irony.


He encouraged me to take lovers to
father his children; he left the choice to me, only asking that I be discreet.
Richard and Ann have different fathers, and although I enjoyed the company of
those men, I did not love them either. They served their purpose shall we say.


Such was our life together, a lie and a deceit to the world at large, but not an unpleasant one. I was lonely, sometimes, but
though I took my lovers, I did not fall
in love with any of them. I thought perhaps my practical
soul and the nature of my marriage had made my heart quite impervious to
romance.


However some little time ago I met a
young man, like you his name was Daniel and like
the man you will grow to be he was handsome, intelligent, kind and gentle. I
intended to use him like my other lovers,
that sounds base and unkind I know, but I found him attractive, I was lonely, a
little bored with my lot perhaps and the Duke was keen for a second son. So,
you see, he was quite perfect. He was little older than you are now and I
seduced him, not an honourable thing, for he was young and naive in matters
concerning the Fields of Venus. He was not a gentleman, but a servant of mine.
I found gentlemen of standing had a tendency to brag about their conquests, while men like Daniel, well, shall we say,
they tended to be more controllable, besides who would believe them if they
talked anyway?


For shame I will not recount the
details, to begin with my motives were purely base, I wished a young lover and
my position, wealth, circumstances and beauty allowed me that luxury. I had
sought only pleasure and company and, ultimately, a child, but in a very little time, a surprisingly little time, in fact, I realised I had found something
more.


I found that I had fallen in love.


For the first time in my life, I knew what it felt like to be in love
and I found it a potent and heady brew indeed. For a married woman, love is a dangerous thing, especially
since Daniel’s station was so much lower than mine. It might be a scandal for a
Duchess to take some aristocratic lover to her bed, but to be found to be having
an affair with one of her servants would be a disgrace that would bring nought
but shame and mockery upon myself, my husband and our
family name. When one is pursuing such matters only for pleasure it can be controlled, when one pursues them for love everything is infinitely more complicated.


I tried to convince myself it was not love; it was just lust, it was
companionship, it was friendship, it was dangerous, thrilling, exciting and
wanton desire, it was anything at all, but it could not be love. No, it could
never be love.


That is the thing, my sweet, the lies we
tell ourselves are the most dangerous ones of all because we so very much want
to be fooled by their deceits and comforted by their falsehoods; but the truth
should never be denied, at least in the privacy of one’s own mind.


We never talked
of love, not the once, even though I could feel the heat of those words on
Daniel’s lips often enough. The way they fizzed and sparkled in his eyes, how
he almost shook from the need to utter them, but I was adept at avoiding them.
Turning the wheel hard to avoid the dark clouds that they signified, for it was
a storm I knew I must out run or else see the little boat that was my
comfortable life be dashed to splinters upon the rocks of his love.


I had a life of
wealth, status and comfort and I had a love of excitement, desire and
fulfilment, but I could not have both, so I chose the life I had over the one I
could have had. I told myself gold and jewellery and pretty dresses will never
fade while love, desire and the looks of a handsome young man surely would. So, I made my choices and we paid our prices, for there is always a
price my sweet Danny; that is a lesson you would do well to learn while you are
still young. There are always prices.


I fell pregnant with you little more
than twelve months ago, in the year of our Lord Sixteen Hundred and Eighty
Eight. Just twelve short months, it seems so much longer, but then the world
can travel an awfully long way in twelve short months. It was a dangerous time and many feared that England would be engulfed by
a new Civil War. Thankfully that did not come to pass, and King William and
Queen Mary now sit happily upon the Protestant throne of England, but during
those dark months when it looked like King James would fight for his crown, the
Duke sent the children and I to Babbington for safety. They were
difficult, frightening times, but they were wonderful too for Daniel and I
conceived you there and I drew closer to your father than any man I have ever
known.


I recall those
days so fondly, that summer seemed long and golden and perfect. Of course,
being England I dear say it rained just as frequently as it had any previous
summer, but in the glow of my memories the skies are always blue, the breeze is
always warm, and the air is always rich with the scent of flowers. If you have a mind for such things memories can be like that,
framed however you choose.


When I found that I was with child it was as strange a feeling as I have ever experienced for at the same moment I was both ecstatically
happy and desperately sad; happy for our love had produced the child I longed
for and sad for that child meant our love
must come to an end.


For a moment,
I did dream of simply running away with
Daniel and disappearing into the night to build a new life, but it was only for a moment. I am not some fanciful girl
with a head full of nonsense; I am a grown woman, with position and
responsibilities, not to mention two other children. What was I to do? Abandon
the children I loved, or take them with me and deny them their birthright for a future of uncertainty with a
man ten years my junior. It was absurd, ridiculous, unconscionable, a foolish
whimsy. Nothing more, nothing ever more.


But I did think of it all the same.


If I had gone with him, then he would be alive still and perhaps I
would not be dying, but that is a fancy only God can answer and as I will soon
have the opportunity to ask Our Lord directly I will not dwell on it further
here.


I am not long for this world now, but even
if I could live another hundred years I would never forget the look upon poor
Daniel’s face when I told him the truth of things, the truth of things other than my own heart of course. It
was best to be cold, I had thought, matter
of fact, callous even. Better that he hated me then spend the rest of his life
burdened by a poor and broken heart. I
should not have been so foolish, but I do believe I have always been
susceptible to believing that I am cleverer than I really am.


Poor Daniel was distraught, such hurt
and pain I have never seen, but I turned my heart from him, I was like a
statue; cold, lifeless and empty inside. I told him he must go, I told him we
had no future, I told him I had used him because I desired a child and his purpose was now served, I told him I
had what I wanted. I told him he could never see me again.


He wanted to stay by my side, be part of
my life. He asked for nothing more, but I told him I could not be so cruel as
to make him watch his child be brought up as another man’s. That is what I told
him, and that is what I told myself too. I do not know if either of us believed
it to be true. I think now it was fear that made
me send him away. The fear my unexpected love that had made me reckless for I
had not hidden our relationship well during our time at Babbington. I was
indiscreet, everybody must have known we were lovers and if it continued there
would eventually be a scandal. I feared that I was losing control, feared that
I would lose my comfortable life and my pretty things.


Perhaps if I had been born to wealth and
privilege, I would have been prepared to
risk more for love, perhaps. But I am the daughter of a country Parson of
little means and know what that life would entail. I have seen what hardship,
want and poverty can do to people, and I know my heart is not so strong that it
could produce a love strong enough to survive such travails. No, my heart could
only conjure a small and insubstantial love, a
love that would flicker and die in the cold realities of the world beyond
my privileged walls, a love that would begat something cold and bitter and hateful in its place. 


It was better this way, I would keep
control, I would keep my life, I would keep my pretty
things. I would have our child and my memories of what happiness could be and
Daniel, well I gave him some money and an excellent reference. How foolish of
me to think a man who loved me as greatly
as he did would take such things and simply walk away. What a wicked, foolish woman I was.


When finally he left me I went to my
room, I shunned food and my maids, I tossed my pretty
expensive dress over the back of a chair and took to my bed. A bad head, I explained when my maids called on me, I sent them away and laid
in the dark and tried to pretend that I did not love Daniel and wanted him
beside me so much his absence felt like a cold,
jagged dagger of ice cutting into my weak and lonely flesh. I squeezed my eyes
shut and pretended that no tears were trying
to force them open again.


That was the night Babbington
House burned to the ground. I am sure you must know that story, for it was a
great tragedy for our family which cost us dearly, but within that tragedy
hides another that you have probably not heard. Perhaps
you will recall being told that only one soul lost his life that night, and
given the ferocity of the inferno that consumed Babbington and the number of
people who had been housed within, it was only by the Grace of God that more
did not perish. What you will not know is that the one man who died was Daniel
Plunkett, your father, and he died because of me.  


I had found no
sleep that night and so heard the cries of fire immediately. I had already
climbed from the bed when my maids came to take me to safety, I had wanted to
dress appropriately and to collect my most valued possessions, but my maids
were most insistent for they feared we might be cut off from the exit by the
flames if we dallied too long. Perhaps at any other
time I would have been more assertive, but that night my mind was addled by
loss and both the hearts I had broken. So I allowed myself to be hurried from
the house. The night was cold and old snow still lay upon the lawn, I found Richard and Anne had already been brought
from the house and I took comfort from their safety.


My husband took
charge of trying to save the house, but we could all see it was hopeless. To
this day no one knows what caused the fire, a carelessly left candle, an
unguarded grate, I will never know, but the house was being consumed at an astonishing
rate, from one small flame that grand and beautiful house was destroyed.


Daniel found us as we watched that
dreadful fire. He looked terrible, his eyes were red and puffy, and his skin
was bloodless white. I told myself it was just the smoke from the fire, for he had been one of the last to emerge from the
house, but I knew no mere fire could
paint such despair into a man’s eyes. Even
though I had hurt him terribly, his only concern was for me, he even removed
his coat to warm me. It was a kindness I did not deserve, and I knew I must not
accept it, for my heart cried out for his embrace and if I were to give but an
inch to his kindness I would be lost. I had not realised quite how much I
actually did love him until I had lain alone in the dark and felt a pain that
racked my very being.


So, I made my face impassive and cold in
that awful flickering light. I ignored
his love and his pain and complained to the Duke of the things I had left
behind in the house; my jewellery, my dresses, my perfume. All
my pretty things. I thought to
show Daniel I cared more for such trinkets than I
did for him, I wanted the love he held for me to wither, for if he hated me then, it would be so much easier for him to
walk away from our love.


But Daniel, being the sweet, kind man that he was, thought only of
doing my bidding, of showing his love for me by risking his life. The Duke
forbade him of course as I knew he would, for he is a man loath to see men lose their lives whatever the reason. I
tried to persuade him otherwise, all in
the hope of convincing Daniel of my callousness, I did not think he would go
back into the burning building, not for a
moment. The Duke was a man whose orders were usually obeyed without question
and I had thought Daniel to be the same as every other man in that respect,
which of course was a stupid notion for every other man was not hopelessly in
love with me.


Daniel turned to walk away, and I
thought that would be that. He would take
himself off as far as he could from me and curse my name with every foul word
he knew. But your father was not that kind of man, not that kind at all. He was already halfway across the lawn by the time I
realised he was sprinting towards the house. The Duke called after him, called
for someone to stop him, but by the time the servants and soldiers milling
around were aware what was going on it was too late and no man dared follow
Daniel into that inferno.


I should have called too, I should have
screamed for him to stop, I should have
shouted for the world to hear that I
loved him, even if such words would shame myself and the Duke, who had always
been so kind to me, I should have, but I
did not. No words would come; the horror of seeing Daniel running into that
inferno robbed me not only of my voice
but my senses too. I do not recall much of what happened next. All I know is
that he never came out of Babbington House again, and
part of me died that night too. 


The fire was so intense that they never
even found anything to bury; I even went to look through the rubble myself, but
there was nothing to be found but ashes and memories.


I think if I did not have you inside me
I would have died there and then too, from the guilt, from the shame. I was
beyond any consolation. I had been so foolish to think cruelty could ever have
been a kindness. How I wish I could have that time again, how I would tell Daniel that I loved him, perhaps
there could have been some way we could have been together. Never as man and
wife, but it should not have beyond my wits to find some remedy better than the
disaster I created from my pride and love of shallow
comforts.


I should tell
you something of your father, your real father, Daniel Plunkett, but all you
need to know is that he was a good man from a humble background. He was honest
and true, he was my friend, my lover and my companion in a time when I feared
the very worst for my country and the people I loved most. I would tell you more, but Daniel never particularly cared to talk
about himself and as he is now long dead I will say no more. Our love may have
been illicit and sinful, but it was true and I cannot believe that true love, in whatever circumstances it may
arise, can ever be entirely wrong. We made each other happy, but happiness
alone could never be enough for me and because of that, a good young man died.


For that I will
have to answer to God. I can only pray the Good Lord can forgive me
sufficiently to allow me passage to his Kingdom so that I might be with my
Daniel again, for I am sure he is waiting for me there and I hope his arms and
his heart will be as open to me as they were when we were both alive.


There is so much more I wish I could
say, but I am so very tired, so tired I fear that when I succumb to sleep I shall
never wake again. There is no way that I can pour eighteen years of advice into
one letter and even if I could I am wise
enough to know young men rarely follow the advice of their mothers, regardless
of the quality of that advice. So I will
say only one thing more, you may think it
trite or obvious or a terribly hackneyed
cliché, but I will say it all the same in the hope you will see some truth in
it.


Happiness does not come garnished in pretty
stones or trimmed in gold, it is not to be found in grand houses or the power
and influence society awards us. Happiness is a rarer metal than that and if
you are lucky enough in your life to stumble across it, hold on to it for all
you are worth, no matter what other troubles having it may bring you. Life is
shorter than you can ever know and nothing is worth trading your happiness for.



Nothing.


 


Your Ever Loving Mother,


Henrietta Bourness,


This Day, 10th November, 


the Year of Our Lord, Sixteen Hundred and Eighty Nine


 


Caleb read the letter three times, on each occasion
more slowly than the last until he could hear Henrietta’s soft, confident voice clearly in his head. He
would have read it again, but one fat tear had already fallen onto the paper
and he didn’t want to make the ink run. Instead,
he turned and stared at the library’s window seat where Henrietta had sat to
pen the letter he held now in his unsteady hands, and for a moment, just a
moment, the veil of years that separated them seemed so thin he swore he could
see her there, as clearly as he’d ever seen the memory of his brother.


Despite the drawn curtains and the night
beyond the window, the light of a long set sun shone brightly enough through
her blonde hair to cast a shimmering halo about her head. She was so heart-breakingly beautiful. Her
eyes flicked up from the writing desk she would have had before her to find his
and that familiar smile of hers played across her face. The smile she had
always seemed to reserve for him. The smile that suggested she knew just
exactly what was going through his head, a smile that knew he had not died in
Babbington, a smile that knew, no matter how far he travelled, he would always
be coming home to their son and her letter.


Of course, it was just his imagination, but he closed his watery eyes all the
same, for she was breaking his heart all over again.


“Eighteen years,” Danny murmured, “eighteen years I dreamed of hearing
my mother’s voice, I yearned to know her, for her to speak to me so I might
know her like other boys knew their mothers,
then one day, out of the blue, she does speak
to me… and all she does is talk about you…” 


“Daniel Plunkett died in that fire twenty
years ago.” 


“You are not a particularly good liar,” Danny said impassively.


“On the contrary, I’m an excellent liar,”
Caleb insisted, wiping the back of his hand across his eyes before turning to
face his son once more, “but on this occasion I happen to be telling the truth.
For all intents and purpose, by every measure that matters, Daniel Plunkett
died in that fire… I just happen to be the small part of him that survived. The
same shell perhaps, the same flesh and bone, less his decency, kindness and
honesty. All the things your mother loved about him stayed in Babbington and were consumed by those flames, all that
remained was this bitter, broken man you
see before you, a man with nought but rottenness, rancour and lust where
Daniel’s good soul once resided. Daniel
wouldn’t know me at all; he wouldn’t even like me…”


Danny walked
slowly around the desk, for a moment,
Caleb thought he was going to drag him to his feet, and the image of the old
Duke’s horse whip flittered across his mind for the first time in twenty years.
Instead, the young man crossed his arms and perched himself on the edge of the
desk.


“I so much wanted to hate you,” he said
eventually, “I blamed you for taking my mother from me, I blamed you for dishonouring her, I
blamed you for making me a bastard.”


“I deserve your
hate,” Caleb said with a shrug, “I am a thief and a liar, perhaps if I had not
run …” He let the words fade away, the thought that Henrietta had actually
loved him was too bright and painful in his mind. He could not make sense of
it, let alone ponder what might have come to pass if he had returned to her
with her jewellery rather than running off into the night to become Caleb Cade.


“I don’t hate you; perhaps if you had been
presented to me as a stranger then I would have, but…” Danny shrugged “…I made
the mistake of knowing you before I realised who you were; ‘tis so much harder
to hate someone you like. For what it is worth I do not think you the
blackguard you make yourself out to be.”


“’tis worth a great deal,” Caleb offered
him a wan smile, “how did you know I was Daniel Plunkett, before I started blubbing over your
mother’s letter anyway?”


“You seemed familiar to me when we first
met, I was curious. I asked a few of my parents surviving friends about you,
but no one had ever heard of any Caleb Cade. When you kept avoiding my
questions about my mother, my curiosity
turned to suspicion. You remember the night I gave you and Alyssa a ride home?”


Caleb nodded.


“The driver of my carriage that night had
worked for my family for thirty years, he was at Babbington
during the fire, and I mentioned to him that you were an old friend of my
parents and asked whether he recognised you, I suggested I thought you might be
a gold digger of some variety. My man said he didn’t know you though you did have a remarkable
resemblance to one of my mother’s old servants,
but that must be just coincidence
because he had died the night Babbington burned.”


“He has a good eye for faces; I was but a
boy then.”


“He had a sharp brain too; I hope he did
not make the same connection I did.”


“He never read Henrietta’s letter.”


“She says you were not discreet, a Duchess
and her servant cavorting about the Fields of Venus is not a thing easily
forgotten.”


Caleb smiled a slow, sad smile, “I was too lost in happiness to know how
indiscreet we were being; even so I am sure we never did anything inappropriate
in public. If anybody had truly been sure of our relationship you would have
heard something by now, it would take no serious leap to work out what your
birth the following year might mean. And that sort of information would be
worth a pretty penny.”


“You are the only person who knows I am not
my father’s son, I can survive rumour and speculation. I don’t suppose there is
a noble family in the land that isn’t subject to some dark gossip or another after all. ‘tis only if you decide to talk
that my position would become…
uncomfortable.”


“I’ve done some despicable things in my
life, but I don’t think even I would stoop to blackmailing my own son.”


“I would hope not though I do wonder what you have done that is so terrible?”


“You mean apart from stealing your mother’s jewellery?”


Danny shrugged, “Under the circumstances I
might have done the same.”


“There were no circumstances, it was wrong
and if I hadn’t done it perhaps...” Caleb felt the weight of Henrietta’s gaze
bearing down upon him, and he rose to his
feet and walked slowly over to the window to avoid it. Carefully he opened the
drapes the servants had closed against the night; it was easier to stare into
the darkness than meet his son’s eyes.


“My mother didn’t die of a broken heart or
remorse for her actions, she never recovered from a difficult birth, she never regained her strength and succumbed to a fever. If
you are responsible for her death, it is
only in that you fathered her child.”


“I carry the guilt of several deaths on my conscience, Danny, directly or indirectly. One
more will not add greatly to my burden.”


“What happened when you run back into the
house?”


“I lived when I should have died. I had no
intention of stealing Henrietta’s jewellery; I had no intention of living. I
was broken and distraught, your mother was everything to me; to find out I had
been used… I can’t find the words to describe how I felt, even after twenty
years of trying I can’t find the words.
All I know is that I wanted to die.”


“What changed your mind?”


“My dead brother.”


“I’m sorry?”


Caleb shook his head, “It doesn’t matter. Let us just say that as I lay upon your mother’s bed,
waiting for the smoke and flames to chew through the door some part of me, call
it reason or cowardice, persuaded me it was not worth it, nothing was worth
dying for, that I was young, I still had a life to lead, I could still find
love. It turned out I was wrong, but it was compelling enough at the
time for me to collect your mother’s valuables and jump out of the window. The jump winded me, I didn’t think I had hit my head,
but as I lay in the mud and the slush, I decided I did not want to return to
Henrietta with her pretty things. I didn’t want to be some dutiful dog taking a
stick back to its master in the hope of getting a congratulatory scratch behind
the ear, before being sent away once more. Perhaps I feared that was all
my future would hold, to become some pathetic wretch following her around
forever hoping for some crumb of hope, some misbegotten expectation that
despite everything she might take me back, a path that could only lead to me
losing both my dignity and my sanity. The next thing I knew I was running into
the woods and I kept running until Babbington was
just a faint orange glow on the horizon.”


Caleb waited for his son to ask more
questions, but when he heard only silence behind him, he added in a small voice, “I’ve been running ever since.” 


“Where did you go?”


“After a few months of hiding out I went to
see my Uncle, he persuaded me I had no future in England, I was rich, but if I remained in England, I
would be living forever with the shadow
of Jack Ketch over me. I took passage to Amsterdam with a fine set of
travelling clothes, a small fortune in jewellery secreted about my person and
not the slightest idea of what to do with myself.”


“Perhaps I would have drifted around the
streets of Amsterdam until some cut throat took a shine to me and made the
luckiest killing of his life, but fate, as is its way, intervened. I met a
young woman during the crossing, Nicolet was her name, not beautiful like your
mother, not striking or breath-taking, but pretty, and funny and full of life
and to a man who had all but been drained of that she was… invigorating.”


“Perhaps you were not as heartbroken as you
thought?” Danny ventured.


“Oh no, quite the reverse, I was even more heartbroken
than I had thought.” Caleb could see Danny’s reflection in the window frown,
“Nicolet liked me, from the very start. It helped she thought me a rich young gentleman, but she liked me all
the same, and that like soon grew to love. I could see it in her eyes and her
smile. She spoke to me in a way Henrietta never had. She was a lovely girl, any
man… any normal man, would have fallen for her and found all
the happiness one might desire in her embrace.”


“But you didn’t?”


“I tried so hard to love her; we talked of
marriage, of children, of building a life together. Her father approved of me,
my obvious wealth meant he asked few questions about me, her mother doted on
me. I liked Nicolet, I was attracted to her, I
yearned to bed her, but I didn’t love
her, I couldn’t love her; she was not Henrietta. In the end that was what made me run, I could not stand the thought
of a life lived without feeling the way I had about Henrietta. I knew I could
never have Henrietta again, but I
convinced myself I could find someone
else out there that could make me feel the same way, someone that could make me
feel alive again, and if I settled for
little Nicolet I would forever wonder
what I was missing. So, in the end, I run
away, without a word or an explanation, I
bought a horse, packed my bags and rode
into the night. And so I stepped upon the road that I travelled for the next
twenty years.”


“Perhaps
everybody’s life is like that?” Caleb muttered, as much to himself as his son.
“Perhaps everybody gets one moment of perfect happiness, so pure and beautiful
it fills your very soul with joy and lets you walk upon the clouds and soar
above the earth like an eagle. A moment so incredible that it feels as if God
himself has revealed to you the world as he truly meant it to be and for an
instant, just an instant, you are granted a glimpse of creation itself…” he
pressed his forehead against the cold glass and closed his eyes, “…and then it
is gone, forever.”


“I would think,” Danny said quietly, “that any man who knows such
happiness is a lucky soul indeed.”


“You would think so, wouldn’t you? Not I though, I was so intoxicated by the memory of
that happiness, that love. I had never known such a thing, never expected to
know it, life was to be endured, a penance for the next life, that was what I
had been taught as a boy, but once I had
drunk from the well of happiness I wanted to do so again. I wanted to feel the
way I had with Henrietta, I wanted to
feel alive, I wanted my heart to race with joy at the
thought of another day. I wanted my happiness to last forever and I spent so
long looking for it I ended up with nothing at all. I spent twenty years
looking for my Atlantis, every time I saw a
pretty face I looked for the shade
of your mother in the cast of her eyes and the flicker of her smile, but I
never found her.”


Caleb turned back to face the room, Danny
was still perched on the edge of his desk, arms folded, eyes watching him
intently.


“I never found her, and in that endless search, I became something I despised. Your
mother’s jewellery was worth a fortune, but I squandered it; on women, on
gambling, on drinking, on my desperate
pursuit of happiness. When the money began
to run out I could not turn away from the road, I could not abandon my search.
I don’t know if I even really believed in love anymore, but I needed to keep looking for else I would
become nothing, not even a memory. The only way I could find more money was the
same way I had come by it in the first place; by stealing it. It was not hard,
I found women, lonely women mainly, and I made them love me; when I knew I did not love
them, I stole their money and returned to
the road. That is my curse you see, God’s little jest perhaps, women fall in
love with me, as easily as crossing a road or plucking a flower from the
ground, they fall in love with me, but that love is never requited, I thought
myself incapable of it. The one thing I wanted is the one thing I could never
have. But the memory of it burned me, haunted me, pushed me forever along that
road, made me break hearts and steal money so that I could carry on looking for
it. My love for your mother, which had begun as such a pure and beautiful
thing, had made me a cruel, heartless and
monstrous man; it made me a thief and a sharper of hearts. It made me
Caleb Cade.” 


“And what of Morlaine?”


 “I do not know. I convinced myself I
loved her, that of all the women I had
met since I lost Henrietta she was the
one I could love. Ridiculous, really,
that I have scorned and hurt so many good
women only to fall in love with a monster.” Caleb smiled bitterly, “God
and his jests eh?”


“Men’s hearts are a strange realm,” the
young Duke agreed.


“I don’t know what to do,” Caleb whispered,
“I stand upon a precipice and part of me wants to step forward and let myself
fall into the darkness all the way down into Jack Frost’s embrace.”


“Life is still there to be lived; it should
not be cast aside so easily.”


“I’m too scared to live anymore, scared of my feelings, scared of the road, my past, what I’ve become, scared that I will
never see Morlaine again and terrified Alyssa will
find me.”


“You think she is looking for you?”


“Oh yes, she’s out there somewhere, she
will have her vengeance; if I live long enough,
she will find me. She hunts me and Morlaine hunts her.”


“While you hunt Morlaine.”


“A dark bitter little dance is it not?”
Caleb turned back to stare out at the night, “Are you real Danny, do you really
exist?”


“What a strange question, of course I’m real. I am your son.”


“I had an older brother once,” Caleb whispered, “he died a long, long time ago. His
death was partly my fault and I have always carried that guilt with me. The
thing is, Danny, I still see him; ever since he died he has come to me. I told myself it was just my imagination. That I had
wanted him to be alive so much as a boy that my mind actually made him seem
real, my invisible childhood friend, a figment I conjured to find comfort when
I was alone, a friend for a friendless man; except I can see him, really
see him. That is madness is it not?
If I can conjure such imaginings from my mind,
then why not beautiful vampires, or Duchess’ who fall in love with me, or
faceless Countess’ who dance with their murderer, or a son that my love bore
who has grown to be such a fine young man, so unlike me and yet so much how I
would want to be? What if none of it is real Danny? What if I am locked
in some Bedlam cell and all that I see before me is as much an illusion as my
long dead brother?”


“Perhaps we are all
mad, and all our lives are just the fancies of lunatics, but that sounds a bit
too much like philosophy.” Danny moved across the room and placed his hand upon
Caleb’s shoulder; it felt warm and hard and reassuring, “and I’ve always hated
philosophy; it rather tends to make my head hurt.”


Caleb smiled despite himself, releasing the
curtain he turned and hugged his son who returned the embrace just as fiercely.


“What happens now?” Danny asked uncertainly
as he stepped back.


“I should go, my being here is dangerous
for you; dangerous if people find out I am your father, even more dangerous if Alyssa finds out I am your
father.”


“You are my blood; you can stay here for as
long as you wish. I would like to get to know you better.”


“Despite everything you know about me?”


“You loved my mother, you cannot be all
bad.”


“Perhaps.”


“I always knew, deep down, that there was
nothing of the old Duke in me. There was
never any love in his eyes for me, I always thought he blamed me for mother’s
death, but now I know it was because there was nothing of him in me. He was
never cruel or unkind to me, but he knew I was not his blood and he could find
no love for me. You are my blood.”


“I have little love to give Danny.”


“If you but gave yourself a chance…”


“I have had many chances and I have
squandered them all,” Caleb shrugged sadly, “I should go.”


“I won’t hear of it,” Danny insisted, “the
hour is far too late, you’ll stay here tonight, perhaps you’ll see things
differently in the morning.”


Caleb nodded, the thought that Alyssa might
be lurking out on the street, waiting for him, made his stomach tighten with
fear, “I do feel terribly weary.”


“I’ll get one of my people to take you to a
room.”


Caleb looked pointedly at his son.


“One of the younger ones,” Danny smiled,
“you need not worry, my coachman was the
only member of the household who was here in your day, and he died six months
ago.”


“Convenient.”


“Not for him.”


“There is something you should have,” Caleb
said after a moment’s hesitation, pulling the silver locket from beneath his
shirt and handing it to his son, “It was your mother’s,” he explained when
Danny stared at the locket and slender silver chain nestling in the palm of his
hand.


“It opens easily
enough; it has been well used over the years.”


Carefully Danny worked open the catch, and
smiled softly when it popped open, “I thought I owned every image of my mother…
the hair?”


“I took it from her brushes; ‘tis your
mother’s.”


Danny stroked the golden strands of hair
curled inside the locket with his finger, Caleb supposed in much the same way
he had done himself so many times over the years. He noticed the young duke’s
hand was trembling a little as he touched his mother’s
hair.


For several minutes,
Danny continued to stare at his mother’s image and stroke her hair, as perhaps
a child might stare up at their mother
and play with any loose strand that happened to dangle down into their crib. Finally, he closed his eyes and clicked the
locket shut; when his eyes opened, they
were glistening.


“I cannot take this from you,” he said,
handing the locket back to Caleb.


“I stole it, it belonged to your mother,
everything else is gone, but this I can return.”


“No,” Danny shook his head, “this must be
extremely precious to you for you to have kept it all these years. I could not
make you part with it, leave it to me in
your will if you like.”


Caleb smiled and took the locket back,
finding comfort in its presence as soon as his fingers
wrapped around it.


“Thank you.”


“Keep it close.”


“I always have…”


 


 











Chapter Seven


Shedding Skins


Duck Lane, London – 1709


There had been no fresh snow for days. However, it had remained so bitterly cold
that most of the street and its carpet of detritus were still obscured beneath
a covering of frosted and compacted dirty grey ice.
The course of the kennel that ran roughly along the middle of the road could
only be determined by the yellowish tinge the old snow had taken from the
frozen sewage beneath.


Caleb stamped his feet and snorted steaming
breath through his flaring nostrils. It was not a day for malingering upon the
streets, and the few pedestrians braving the cold hurried past as quickly as
they dared, for the crusty snow concealed patches of treacherous ice beneath.
Caleb, however, continued to hover uncertainly, pretending to browse through
the bookshop’s window despite the fact it was too fogged with condensation to
see clearly what lay on the other side of
the glass.


A spiteful, if uncertain, wind blew fitfully along the narrow street,
scouring his skin and tugging at his
coat. Although it was bitter enough to make his exposed skin tingle and his
eyes water Caleb almost welcomed its caress for it reminded him his senses were
no longer blurred by gin; every sensation seemed sharp and more clearly defined
than they had done before. Part of him still yearned for Madame Geneva’s
promises, but it was a distant part of him now. He was alive again and although
he was not exactly rejoicing, he was thankful his love for Morlaine
had not killed him. It was ironic that only his fear of Alyssa had brought his
senses back and made him realise he did not want to die, however pale and empty life without Morlaine might be.


He took a sideways glance at the shop next
door, which was much changed since the last time he had been here. The windows and woodwork were new, as was the door and
the fine flowing lettering above it. The brickwork had been cleaned and
re-pointed and although the building still sagged towards the street, it seemed
more casual now as if it were simply leaning upon its fellows for a momentary
breather rather than being strung between its companions like a saggy-kneed
punch drunk prize fighter about to hit the deck for the very last time.


When he’d first ambled casually past he had
noticed rows of neat and orderly books filling the stout new shelves while bouquets of dried flowers sat
upon the window still. They’d even been a few customers inside. It appeared
Harriet had spent her father’s money after all, and spent it wisely, for Brindley’s
Fine & Antiquarian Books now appeared
to be one of the busier bookshops on Duck Lane.


Although he
doubted Harriet wanted to see him anymore now than she had when they’d parted,
if Morlaine and the memory of his brother were right then only the love of a
woman, as opposed to the love of a monster, could ever bring him happiness and
peace. He just needed to learn how to give love a chance to grow in his own
heart in return and not run for the road if he did not immediately feel the way
he had with Henrietta or Morlaine. It was advice he did
not entirely believe, but it gave him some small nagging hope that he might
still be able to find the happiness he craved and that had been enough to bring
him here again, that and the desire to get out from under Danny’s feet.


He’d spent the last few weeks living under
the Duke’s roof, the comfortable bed and good food had restored his body and
the company of his son had done much the same for his spirits. Danny was a good
man; intelligent, honest, witty, loyal and kind, all the things he might have
been himself if his name were still Daniel Plunkett rather than Caleb Cade.


Caleb stared at the shop door. Morlaine was gone, he would never see her again, he could not waste whatever time he had left looking for
her, for that road would inevitably conclude the journey that had started in
Henrietta’s bed. It would break him, finally and completely, it would be an
obsession that would destroy him and he would know no peace until he lay silent
and cold beneath the hungry boughs of a twisted ancient yew tree.


He needed something else, something he had
never had before; a home, a wife, a family. Perhaps happiness had always lain
in such mundane things, but he had been too blind to see; blinded by his loss,
his pain, his poor broken heart, blinded by a young man’s love that he had
never allowed himself to grow out of. Perhaps that was where happiness truly
lay, not in pursuing your own happiness, but in making another happy and only
in their contentment can you ultimately find your own.


The door to the bookshop opened suddenly,
dragging his thoughts back to his surroundings. Wrapped in a heavy coat,
Harriet Brindley stepped tentatively out onto the icy street. Caleb thought she was going to march over to him and
demand to know why he was loitering outside her shop, but instead she was
followed out of the door by a tall middle-aged man who wore a soft, kindly
face, a well-tailored coat, expensive boots and a sensible wig. In every aspect
he had the air of a man most people would consider an excellent catch. 


The wide-eyed
smile Harriet bestowed upon the man as she took his arm once the door was
closed behind them suggested she would not have noticed Caleb if he’d been
standing butt naked in the filthy snow. The man returned the smile and said
something that sent Harriet into such a fit of unseemly giggling that she had
to clutch his arm tightly to steady herself on the treacherous surface. 


As the couple
turned away from him and walked off down Duck Lane towards Smithfields, too
lost in each other’s company to notice they were being watched, Caleb thought
Harriet looked remarkably different from the woman he had known a year and a
half before. There was no frown upon her face anymore, no hesitation in her
step, no timidity in her eyes. It was if all her fears and insecurities had
been stripped away to reveal the woman beneath, like a princess disguised in a
beggar’s rags; it was amazing the difference a little happiness could make to
someone.


He wondered what might have happened if had
not gone with Defane that night; would she be clutching his arm so happily now?
Might he not have found his own happiness reflected in hers? Or would he have
just broken her heart when the whim took him,
when he got bored and believed true happiness almost certainly lay just over
the next horizon? It was better like this; whoever he was the tall man with the
easy smile would make a better fist of it than he would have done, a better job
of standing up to her father too. Caleb
supposed the man was less easily bribed or bullied than he was.


He stepped out into the street and watched
them until they turned the far corner.


“Good for you Harriet,” he muttered, a
faint smile spreading across his face, “good
for you.”


*


Throughout December immovable grey clouds weighed down upon London, crudely conspiring
with the sulphurous exhalations of the city’s sea-coal fires to keep what
little light the winter sun offered as diffused and gloomy as possible.


Caleb didn’t like the short overcast winter
days at all; it seemed the presence of the night was so close the city could
not entirely throw off its shackles, even at midday.


He always made sure he was back in St James
Square before the darkness arrived; Danny had given up trying to persuade him
to accompany him to various social functions
though the weather had become so cold that even his son had started spending
most evenings at home too.


When Danny was
home they would talk quietly together, when he wasn’t Caleb would sit and read,
usually in the library. When the house was particularly quiet, he occassionally
imagined he could hear Henrietta laughing distantly from behind the veil of
years, and whenever his eyes raised from his book, despite chiding himself over
such foolishness, he half expected to find her standing over him. Of course, she never was,
though he did fancy that, occasionally, the smile upon her portrait was a
little broader and the sparkle in her eyes a tad more mischievous than usual.


Christmas was looming and Caleb found he
was dreading it. Danny had invited various family members and dignitaries to
dine with him and Caleb thought his presence could only raise awkward
questions. He had decided it best he leave beforehand, he doubted any of them would unearth the fact he was Danny’s father over glasses of mulled
wine and plates of glazed goose, but it was a risk he felt uneasy taking. Of course, there was another reason he did not
want to attend, the same reason he had refused all of Danny’s invitations up to
now. The more people that knew Caleb Cade was residing here, the more chance that piece of news might reach Alyssa Rothery’s ears.


And then what?


During the short hours of murky daylight he
convinced himself she was far from London and their paths would not cross again,
but as soon as the darkness fell beyond the windows of the Duke of Pevansea’s residence he expected her to arrive on its
coattails.


He feared living in such a constant state of terror would inevitably drive him
insane. With Morlaine, he had been too
besotted by the vampire’s beauty and the feelings she had awoken in him to care
about anything else. Later, during his drunken sojourn in Bristol, Alyssa had
been only a vague nagging worry that Madame Geneva continually reassured him
was really no problem at all. Now that he had neither gin nor Morlaine coursing through his veins, his fear had become a cloying paralysing beast that gave him no peace.  


Wherever she might be Alyssa was still too
close for comfort.


In the long hours he spent alone in Danny’s
library, when he wasn’t lost in his
memories of Henrietta and Morlaine or paralysed by
his fear of Alyssa, he came to the
conclusion that there was one more road he would need to travel before his
journey could come to an end. He was tired of the road, but running away was one of the few things he’d ever been any
good at and he guessed it would serve him well one last time. He did not know
how else he could escape Alyssa other than to travel so far away her teeth and
talons would never be able to find him. 


London might be the largest city in the
world, but it wasn’t large enough to spend a lifetime
hiding in; England herself wasn’t big enough for him to feel safe and he had
enough people who wanted to kill him strung across Europe as it was. He would
have to travel further than he had ever done before, but once he was in America
he would run no more.


A part of him
protested Morlaine would never find him again if he crossed the Atlantic, but
Caleb knew that voice and its sweet lies well enough. It was the one that
continually urged him to find solace in the arms of Madam Geneva, it was the
voice of desire and longing, the voice that whispered to him that he could have
whatever he wanted, if only he wanted it enough. It was
the voice he had listened to all his
adult life and he had no intention of listening to it again. Morlaine was gone, she’d made her decision, she didn’t love
him whatever that damn voice told him and he was no longer prepared to die for
the imaginary love of monsters.


You were wrong about Henrietta; perhaps
you’re wrong about Morlaine
too…


Just because he had no intention of
listening to that voice, it didn’t mean
he could make it go away.


Danny had tried as hard as Caleb’s inner
voice to persuade him not to go to America.


“You have a home here if you want it,” he
had said with heartfelt simplicity. When he realised that Caleb was not going
to change his mind, he had sighed, “well, you will have to wait a few months
regardless, the crossing is too dangerous at this time of year.”


Despite the fact
Caleb thought the prospect of Alyssa finding him far more terrifying than any
winter storm he had agreed, on the proviso that he moved out of St James’
Square.


Danny had looked mildly hurt and his
expression had looked so oddly childlike
Caleb felt a strange pang of regret that he’d never known his son when he was a
little boy. For a man who had never experienced a paternal feeling in his life it was strangely unsettling.


“I will not have my own father renting some
squalid little apartment,” Danny had protested.


Caleb had thought
to tell his son that he should not think of him as his father and certainly not
give the thought voice, it was too dangerous, but he knew the words would be
wasted. For whatever reason Danny had taken him totally to his heart, perhaps
seeing him as an explanation for the old Duke’s coldness towards him, perhaps
hoping he might find the love he had never received as a boy from Caleb.


When Caleb told him he had money enough for
comfortable rooms, his son had simply
waved him away. “I have some properties in London, several are empty, you can
stay in one for as long as you like.”


“Thank you… I won’t be putting one of your
courtesans on the street will I?”


“Of course not, I keep them in the better
properties I own,” Danny smiled, “but there is a little place above a shop in
Piccadilly which should be discreet enough for your needs and comfortable
enough for my conscience.”


Despite himself,
Caleb’s eyes had flicked towards Henrietta’s portrait. 


She seemed to be positively smirking.


*


Caleb could almost smell the rose-scented water as if the soft tendrils of perfumed steam which had risen from the bath
twenty years before had somehow wafted through the veil of years, a haunting
reminder of that long lost day when he had lain with Henrietta for the very
first time and his life had utterly changed.


“You know all this is your mother’s?” Caleb
asked softly, running his hand along the back of one of the throne-like chairs by the unlit fire, the chairs where he and Henrietta
had once sat and talked of all manner of things.


“Why else would I have kept all this stuff,
’tis dreadfully unfashionable you know?” Danny
glanced at him before adding in conspiratorially low voice, “I hope you will
keep this to yourself, ‘tis a bad business. A chap may be forgiven any number
of mistresses and courtesans, but polite society would gladly see him hung for
the heinous crime of  giving shelter to ugly and outdated furnishings.”


“They look better here,” Caleb smiled,
“’tis how I remember them…”


“I thought by keeping them I might get to
know my mother better, be closer to her,” Danny shrugged, “although I have no
idea why she kept them hidden away in these pokey little rooms.”


“They were her father’s, she had them
brought here from her family home when he died, she
thought they would look out of place in St James Square. Your mother came here
to escape and be surrounded by her childhood things. She brought me here…”
Caleb let the sentence drift away and when Danny continued to look expectantly
at him, he added, “…some things a child
does not need to know about his parents.”


“Oh…” he frowned, before asking hesitantly,
“was I… you know?”


“No,” Caleb shook his head, “you were
conceived at Babbington. We just practiced here…”


“Oh,” Danny said again. Suddenly looking
faintly uncomfortable he strode across the room towards the window that looked
down on the bustling traffic in Piccadilly, his heavy stride making the
floorboards creak a little in protest. They hadn’t been so noisy twenty years
before, Caleb was pretty sure he would have remembered.


“It seems a rather dull way to spend
Christmas, are you sure you won’t reconsider?” The young Duke, who rarely
passed up an excuse for a party, asked.


“The fewer people who know I’m here, the better,” after a moment’s thought
Caleb added, “the fewer people who know I’m alive,
the better.”


“Well, my guests aren’t really the sort to
consort with vampires,” Danny glanced back at him and grinned good-naturedly.


“You never can be too sure, besides, I’m sure if Captain Lazziard knew I
was still alive his wrath would not be so much kinder than Alyssa Rothery’s.” Caleb eased himself into one of the chairs by
the fire; it was the one he had always sat in when he’d been with Henrietta. He
stared at the empty chair opposite and felt a shiver run through him. He would
need to sort the fire out, the room was freezing.


“Is there anything else I can do for you?”


Caleb shook his head, “This is perfect
Danny, really quite perfect.”


“I’ll call back-”


“Enjoy Christmas with your friends, don’t
worry about me. I will be safe here until I can arrange passage to the
Americas.”


Danny meandered back across the room, “It
seems somewhat mean, especially as you are family.”


“I would not be good company.”


“Is there nothing I can do to change your
mind?”


“Nothing, I want to be alone.”


“I meant about going to America.”


Caleb had hoped he was going to avoid
another of his son’s lectures about how unsuitable the American colonies were
for a gentleman, “Danny, I know the place is full of puritans, savages, wild
beasts and unfashionable clothes, but I am still going.”


“I hear the women are dreadfully
unattractive,” the Duke sniffed.


“So you keep telling me.”


“Quite ravaged with all
manner of unspeakable diseases to boot.”


“Danny.”


“I do not want you to leave Father-”


“Never call me that, ever!” Caleb snapped.


Danny looked mildly hurt and dropped his
eyes to the ground, suddenly looking more like a small boy than a Peer of the
Realm. “There is nobody to hear us here.”


“This is London, there is always
someone to hear a careless word,” Caleb stamped his boot on the floorboards, “a
few inches of wood separate us from God knows who, words travel and they have
an uncanny way of finding their way to the human ear.”


“My mother thought it was safe to be…
indiscreet here.”


Caleb ignored the remark, “Just be careful
Danny, I do not want to see you ruined.”


“Is it so wrong to want your father close
to you?”


“I wouldn’t know,
I couldn’t get away from mine fast enough.”


“I have a grandfather?” Danny asked brightly
as if the thought had only just occurred to him.


“That is generally how it works.”


“Is he still alive?”


“God, I hope not.”


“Why do you say such a terrible thing?”


Caleb rose and
stood before his son, reaching out with both hands to squeeze his arms. “It was
all a long time ago Danny and I do not know which of my relatives are still
alive and, frankly, I do not care, they may be your blood, but do not concern
yourself with them. You are the son of John Bourness,
you are the Duke of Pevansea. If any word
of your illegitimacy should reach the ears of your
enemies, you will be ruined. Please, Danny, I ask this one thing of you, think of me only as your friend, not your father, not your
family.”


“I feel so alone,”
Danny admitted, “surrounded by my flunkies and my hangers on. All those people
who pretend to be my friends, but are only interested in the money and prestige
that comes with my title, all those mothers thrusting their daughters at me,
not because they like me, but because they want their precious daughters to be
a Duchess. But you’re different; you don’t want
anything from me. You’re my father…”


“I’m a thief, a liar and a sharper of
hearts; I am no manner of a friend and even less of a father. I have told you
more about myself than I have to anyone else... anyone else truly alive anyway,
you know what I am.”


“I don’t care, you are my father and you have lived a life I can only dream of, the
freedom, the lack of responsibility, the-”


“Do not aspire to my life,” Caleb barked,
“it has brought me no happiness and never will. I spent twenty years alone, my
only friend the imaginary ghost of my dead brother, everybody who reached out
to me I betrayed, I stole from, I used and I threw away. If I stay here, I will probably end up doing the same to
you.”


“I don’t believe that for a moment,” Danny
insisted vehemently, “You are a good man.”


“Then you are an exceedingly poor judge of
character.”


“Is that why you’re running to the Americas? You’re afraid you will use me?”


“I’m running away because I’m a coward,
‘tis what cowards do!”


“You are not a coward!”


Caleb threw up his arms in exasperation,
“There are two women out there, Danny, two monsters, one
who wants to slaughter me and the other is the woman I love, the only woman
I’ve loved since your mother. They both terrify me. If I stay here I will live
with that terror every day, and when a man lives with terror every day
eventually he either stops being scared, or he goes mad. I am weak Danny; I
know what will happen to me.”


“You do not appear mad to me.”


“You never saw me in Bristol,” Caleb
replied curtly before striding to the window. Piccadilly was as busy as he
remembered.


“If Morlaine is
the woman you love, whatever else she may be, you should stay here and find
her.”


“Perhaps, but as I said, I’m a coward. I’ll
run from Morlaine because if I don’t, she will become the obsession that
destroys me. Most of my life is behind me and other than the few brief months I
spent as your mother’s lover, I have never been happy. That and the one day I
spent in Morlaine’s bed. I have pursued happiness all
across Europe and I have found only misery and loneliness, Morlaine
does not want me and I will not make the mistakes of the past, I will not hold
on to a love that does not exist. I will
go to America and I will be another man. There will be no more ghosts, no more
monsters. Like a snake I will shed my skin and leave Caleb Cade to shrivel and
dry in the sun, I will be the man I could always have been.”


“And you cannot do that here?”


“Morlaine is
here, Alyssa is here, madness is here, so
I will run like I run from your mother. I
will run because I am a coward.”


“Perhaps you would be better staying and
trying to be a hero instead.”


“A hero!” Caleb snorted, turning back to face
his son. “If I were a hero I would never have stolen your mother’s jewellery
and run away, if I were a hero I would have stayed and fought for her love no
matter what the consequences and if I had known she loved me I would have, but
any chance I had of being a hero died the night Babbington burned to the ground
and Henrietta cast me aside. I wish with
all my heart I had known differently, acted differently, who knows where we
would be now if I had dusted myself down and returned her jewellery to her rather
than running into the night? Perhaps she would not have cast me aside, perhaps
she would not have been racked by guilt over my death, perhaps she would not
have died after you were born.”


“We’ve discussed this before. She died
after a complicated birth; it was not your fault.”


Caleb looked at his son sadly, “Perhaps
that complication was a broken heart?”


“You cannot change the past, but you can
alter the future. You can stay… for all you know Morlaine
has killed Alyssa by now and perhaps, like mother, she really does love you.”


He shook his head, “No, ‘tis my punishment
for destroying so many lives, that I can only fall in love with a woman who no
longer knows how to love, I can only love someone who is an even bigger monster
than I am…”


 “So there is nothing I can do to make
you change your mind?”


“I will go to America, I shall find a good
woman, hopefully one that is not too
unattractive or riddled with disease, I will marry
her, build a home, raise children and not worry myself about grand romantic
love anymore. I shall find a small ordinary love and I shall be content.”


“And you think that will make you happy?”


“I’ve tried everything else…” Caleb
shrugged and added in a hoarse whisper, “…and I’m so tired of searching for Atlantis.”


“Atlantis?”


“Just something someone much wiser than me
once said.”


They stood in silence for a while, before
Danny said suddenly, “I’ve decided to ask Lucy to marry me.”


“You have?”


“I miss her, I’m sure if my fath- I
mean the old Duke, were still alive he would disapprove thoroughly, but I can do what I like and it will keep all those
dreadful daughter burdened mothers away from me.”


“Is that reason enough?”


“I love her.”


“Better.”


“And her father is rich enough to provide
an absolutely huge dowry.”


“Better still.”


“Do you approve?”


“Why does that matter?”


“Because you’re my…” Danny looked around theatrically before adding in a half
whisper, “…you know what.”


Caleb smiled, “I hope you’ll be very happy together.”


“So I have your blessing?” Danny asked
earnestly enough for Caleb to realise that it was important to the young man.


“Of course,
you have my blessing,” Caleb replied and he meant it. He did not know what his son truly felt about Lucy. He doubted he loved
her the way that he had loved Henrietta or how he loved Morlaine, but that was
good, for his kind of love, grand, sweeping, storybook romance could only lead
to heartbreak and despair. The fates inevitably conspired against such things,
the human heart was too weak a vessel to contain such emotion, such love, such
happiness. No, it was better Danny did not feel that kind of love, for
that was the kind of love that could break a man so completely he could never recover from it. That was the kind of
love that made monsters out of mortal men.


Lucy would be his companion, his friend,
his lover and the mother to his children
and that should be enough for any man to find contentment, and if it were not then Danny would have no problem
finding mistresses and courtesans to fill the void. Lucy, however, would not
break Danny. Caleb hoped his son would never meet the kind of woman whose love
could break him, the way Henrietta had done to him. He didn’t deserve that kind of love, that kind of pain.


“I don’t suppose you’ll stay for the
wedding?”


Caleb laughed and for a while they talked
of happier things, Danny hadn’t seemed particularly keen to leave, but
eventually Caleb had told him he was tired and wanted to settle into the
apartments, one eye already on the gradually darkening window.


“You should let me arrange a maid for you,”
Danny had insisted as Caleb ushered him towards the door.


“Thank you, I think I can look after myself
for a few weeks.”


“I’ve got some very pretty ones…”


Caleb smiled and shook his head, “Thank you
all the same, but I’ll find another way to warm the bed.”


When he was finally alone he sat down again
in his chair, his coat still pulled about him and muttered to himself he really should get the fire lit, but his attention
was too firmly held by the past and the words he had shared with his son.
Instead, he pulled the little silver locket over his head and carefully opened
it up.


“Why didn’t you tell me you loved me?” He
whispered at the tiny portrait within, “just the once, if you’d said it but
once I would not have run away, I would not have become this man. Just the once. If you had… perhaps I would have become a man
as fine as our son.”


He pulled off his glove and run his finger
over the strands of Henrietta’s hair that sat curled inside the locket, closing
his eyes he thought of rose scented water and the love he hadn’t known he had
shared twenty years before. When he opened them again he was surprised to find
the room was dark, his cheeks were wet and his fingers numb with the cold.


He snapped the locket shut and put it back
over his neck once more before rising stiffly from the chair and lighting the
fire,  it took several attempts for the tinderbox to spark and the fire to
catch for his hands were almost painfully cold and clumsy. Once the coals began
to crackle he made no move to return to the chair; instead he sat on the floor
and watched the flames become wild, giddy
dancers whose pale orange light flickered across his expressionless face.


Twenty years ago he had lain here on this
floor with Henrietta curled around him, and watched those flames dance to a
cheerier tune.


Had he ever been happier than that moment
he had lain here with her? He thought of the conversation he’d had with Danny,
how many moments of happiness had he ever truly known? Precious few and the
only ones that hadn’t involved Henrietta had been with Morlaine.
He could not bring Henrietta back to life,
she was gone, but Morlaine, she was out there
somewhere, somewhere in the darkness beyond the window of this little room in
Piccadilly. Somewhere. Despite the way he’d insisted
to Danny he wanted to go to America, part of him believed his son’s words and
desperately wanted to stay and find Morlaine so much
it almost hurt, part of him still wanted to believe that such a grand and
powerful love could bring happiness.


“Do you still feel my love,” Caleb
whispered miserably, he looked at the fire but saw only raven hair and
impossibly dark eyes, “you drank my blood and said it linked me forever to you.
So, Morlaine, do you hear my voice in the darkness?
Does it sing to you in the shadows of the wind? Does
my pain and loneliness cut you? Do you feel my love?”


Caleb looked away from the fire towards the
window, the drapes were undrawn, and the night was a square of nothingness
beyond the glass, but no voice came from the shadows, no face pressed itself
against the pane. There was nothing to see but the darkness, whatever monsters
and lovers hid in its folds and creases they were not showing themselves to him
this night.


“Do you still feel my love?” He hissed
angrily at the darkness.


He rose, ignoring the tingling cramps that
run down his legs as he staggered to the window, pressing his face against the
cold glass.


Somewhere she was out there, somewhere beyond
the glass the only woman who could ever make
him happy was walking the night. Feeding, hunting, curing,
killing, forever haunted by the memories of two thousand years. What
could he be to her? Only one tiny memory lost amongst all the others; just
another grain of sand upon the beach.


He pulled back from the window and stared
at the sad-eyed reflection in the glass, he did not know what to do. Run away
from the woman he loved or stay and risk madness and despair searching for a
monster.


“What should I do?” He asked the ghostly reflection, but the face was instantly
obscured as his breath clouded the glass and the only reply came from the
disembodied voices in the street below. 


Caleb hurriedly pulled the drapes together
and moved away from the window, you never knew who might be watching at night
after all.


*


Time moved slowly in the rooms above a shop
in Piccadilly, only by the mournful cries of church bells tolling across the
city was he aware that another sluggish hour had slipped by. 


Occasionally he would walk the streets, but
only when he needed food and only around noon
when the wan winter light was at its
strongest. He resisted the temptation to find
solace and company in the taverns he passed. The warm glow of fires, the hearty
cries of drinkers and the hoppy stink of beer soaked timbers all sung to him,
but he knew they were just a siren’s call; a siren named Geneva who would break
him as surely as Alyssa would if he did not take care.


Abstinence did not
come easily to him, but he buried himself further into his coat and hurried by.
A time would come when he could drink again, but it was not now and each time
he returned to the apartment with his mouth still dry and his stomach free of
liquor he felt he had won a small victory against the demons that haunted him. He only wished Morlaine and Alyssa could
be dealt with as easily as Madam Geneva.


Christmas came and went and he spent the
day like any other, save for enjoying the sumptuous
hamper of rich food and spiced sweets
Danny had sent him. The bells tolled, the clocks ticked, his heart beat. Time moved on and he tried to dream of America
where he would live a better life and be the man he always could have been if
love had not broken him.


The long nights passed slow
and cold, he took to his bed as early as he could. Like a frightened child, he felt safer beneath the sheets as if
the bed he had once shared with Henrietta was a charm and within its care no
evil might see him and no harm befall him.


Some nights he slept deeply and awoke in
the grey morning light feeling vaguely guilty he had not spent longer thinking
of his troubles and guarding against the darkness. Other nights his sleep was
fitful and disturbed by dreams old and
new and he would awake with a start, heart pounding and slick with sweat, the
feel of cold vampiric fingers or the
rough bark of old dead trees still upon his arms. 


Once he hovered between the dream world and
the waking one, certain that a figure
stood at the end of the bed, the dark shadow of a woman in a flowing dress who
watched him intently. He tried to call out, but no words would come for he did
not know if the figure was Morlaine or Alyssa and
both terrified him in different ways.


“I will always feel your love…” the figure
had whispered but was gone before he
could raise himself to go to her. He sat up in the bed heart pounding, unsure
if the figure had been phantom or real. He stumbled through the apartment,
blindly calling out to her, bumping into tables and chairs and crying out in
surprise at each collision and then in despair as he recognised the smooth hard
touch of wood beneath his fingers rather than the cool caress of a vampire’s flesh.


He found the door was still locked and
bolted from the inside and the windows securely fastened.  


“Nothing but a dream…” Caleb muttered
bitterly before crawling back to bed, telling himself the faint hint of
cinnamon and musk upon the air was no more than the fragrant remnants of the
fancies his son had sent him for Christmas.


He did not sleep again that night. Instead, he lit a candle and stared at the tiny dancing flame as it battled
to hold the darkness in check. He left it
burning until the dawn because he knew in the absence of its light all things
seemed more possible, more real and less fantastical, be they trees that
talked, icicled haired imps that came to steal naughty boys away, faceless
women caught forever in their last dance, thieves that could never be hung, the
ghosts of brothers, fathers and dead lovers or even a vampire that might find
it in her cold ancient heart to love a foolish and broken man.


*


I have news, come to the house this
afternoon.


 


Caleb fingered the note in his pocket and
stared up uncertainly at the grand façade of the Duke of Pevansea’s
London home. He’d long been of the opinion that news was rarely good,
particularly the kind people were eager to share with you. He sighed and mounted the stairs, whatever it
was he would find out soon enough. 


Danny must have seen him loitering on the
street for he was already rushing down the stairs in a decidedly un-ducal
fashion as the servant swung open the heavy
black front door.


“Cade, splendid, you made it!” Danny
greeted him with a breathless enthusiasm and was pumping his hand before Caleb
had time to remove his coat and hat. At least,
he hadn’t called him Father.


“I cancelled all my engagements
immediately,” Caleb replied wryly as he deposited his sleet-flecked coat into
the arms of the footman. “Your note said you have news?”


“I have,” Danny nodded portentously after
he had waved away his servant. 


“The servants will get uppity if you keep
doing their work,” Caleb commented as he followed his son up the stairs and
past the imposing portraits of men neither of them were related to. Danny’s only response was a good-humoured grin and he said nothing more
until they reached the familiar doors of
the library.


“Caleb,” Danny said with soft
uncharacteristic seriousness as he turned away from the door to face him, “’tis
Captain Lazziard.”


“Oh God, he’s not here is he?” Caleb half
squawked as he fought down the urge to turn and run straight back down the
stairs again.


“No…” Danny shook his head emphatically and
placed a light, reassuring hand upon
Caleb’s arm, “…he’s dead.”


“He is?” In the grand scheme of his nightmares, William Lazziard was one of Caleb’s
lesser demons, but one less thing to be scared about was a blessing he’d gladly
take. “How?”


“His ship was lost off of the Windward
Islands.”


“What happened?”


“I’m still making enquiries, but no one
appears to know for sure as there were no survivors. He was hunting a French
privateer that had been harassing our merchantmen, apparently there was a great
storm and his ship never returned to port. The Admiralty has listed her lost
with all hands.”


“That privateer wouldn’t have been called
Rochelle by any chance would he?”


Danny shrugged, “I don’t know, does it
matter?”


“Probably not.” Caleb wondered what might have happened out on those distant seas.
Had Lazziard’s ship simply
fallen foul of a storm, or had he finally chanced upon the black ship that had
haunted him for decades and the women who had made him a monster? Was he really
at the bottom of the sea or had he travelled to some terrible place even
further away?


“I thought you would be… relieved?” 


“Some things you wouldn’t wish even upon your worst enemy.”


Danny looked perplexed, but Caleb smiled
reassuringly, “I’ll tell you another time, ’tis a good story for a cold dark
night.”


“I’ll look forward to it,” Danny half
opened the door before beckoning him to follow, “I did not ask you to come
solely to inform you about Lazziard’s demise. I have
an old friend of yours here, someone who appears most anxious to see you
again.”


Caleb started to protest that there was
nobody he wanted to see and how dangerous
news of his presence could be for both of them, but Danny was already gone and
he was left to fight the familiar impulse to run away again. With a deep sigh, he let his curiosity and manners get the
better of him and followed his son through the door.


She was sitting in the window seat bathed
in bright unseasonal light that was
flooding into the room, making a halo of her blonde curls.


It may only have
been for a moment, but it was a wonderful moment all the same. Caleb thought
she had come back to him. Danny must have found some arcane magic to breathe
life back into his mother, allowing her to step down from the portrait upon the
wall to once more sit upon her favourite seat, by her favourite window to await
her afternoon tea with the man he’d never known she had loved. 


Of course, it
wasn’t Henrietta; the woman was blonde and pretty, but she was not Henrietta.
Her face was round where Henrietta’s had been long, her eyes were timid and
uncertain where Henrietta’s had sparkled and danced with mischief, she was
shorter and her attire more modest and sober than anything Henrietta would have
been seen in, her hair less torturously crafted. She
did not take his breath away like Henrietta had, but when she smiled warmly at
him he was surprised to find his heart skipped a beat all the same.


“I had thought you dead,” she said, rising
and taking a tentative, uncertain step
towards him, “even when His Grace told me it was not so, I…”


“I am very much alive,” Caleb smiled, it
was a smile so bright even he felt its warmth and Elsabeth
Lazziard flushed and lowered her eyes as if there was something improper about
it.


“His Grace has just told me the news
concerning your husband,” Caleb said, crossing the room. When he took hold of
her hands, he noticed they were trembling
slightly. “I am sorry.”


“’tis a tragedy,” she replied evenly,
squeezing his hands in return, “that so many men should have lost their lives.”


“Terrible business,” Danny ventured with a
cough. When Caleb realised he was still
clutching Elsa’s hands, he hesitantly let them slip away. “Mrs Lazziard was in
London visiting family when the news came, she contacted me in the hope I might
be able to extract more information from the Admiralty as she knew her husband
and I were acquainted. We had corresponded in the aftermath of… the events
at Lazziard Manor.”


“And did you find any?” Caleb asked.


“Sadly my contacts in the Admiralty know
nothing more than the official version of events, which are disappointingly
patchy.”


“Which is to say they
know very little.” Elsa looked
evenly at the young Duke, “one would like
to be certain of the facts.”


Caleb could understand her need for the truth; if he had suffered the
misfortune of marrying the old brute,
he’d have wanted to be sure the bastard actually was dead before starting the
celebrations as well.


“Of course, I will make further enquiries,”
Danny smiled, “in fact I am off to the Admiralty this very instant if you do not mind Mr Cade’s company
for a while?”


“Not at all,” Elsa replied, perhaps a
little more quickly than was required.


“I will see you tonight?”


“I will have to return to my daughter
shortly.”


“Of course, tomorrow?”


“Indeed.”


Danny backed out of the room after a
theatrical bow and left the two of them alone.


“He is not quite what I imagined a Duke would be like,” Elsa noted once the doors
were closed.


“He is a good man.”


Elsa nodded and, at Caleb’s beckoning,
returned to her seat.


“You look well,” Caleb ventured as he sat
opposite her.


“For a widow in her
mourning gown?”


“He was not a man worth mourning Elsa.”


She averted her eyes, “You should not speak
ill of the dead.”


“He was a monster,” Caleb continued, not
heeding the advice, “you’re better off with him at the bottom of the sea. You
can live a life now.”


Elsa smiled wanly, “My husband is dead, my
house is a burnt out shell, there is no money, no inheritance, William spent it
all on…” she waved her hand in the air “…on I know not what.”


“You will have an Admiralty pension, there
must be land, the Lazziard’s
are a rich family.”


“The Lazziard’s were
a rich family,” Elsa corrected, “the
estate is crippled by debt. William’s creditors were lenient with him; I think
they were probably too scared of him to call in the money. Unsurprisingly no
one is the slightest bit scared of me.
The land and the pension will not cover a fraction of the debt. I may be free
of my husband Mr Cade, but a debtors prison for my daughter and I will be a
most bitter kind of freedom. I was better off with William alive; he was at sea
most of the time anyway. It was only when he was home that things became… difficult
for me.” 


Her eyes glazed for a moment and Caleb
thought she was going to cry, but instead she wrinkled her nose and stared at
the floor.


“I cried when I heard you were dead,” she
whispered eventually, “I think he rather enjoyed telling me.”


“I’m sorry… I had to leave. It was… better
they thought I’d died in the fire,” he shrugged and added almost to himself,
“’tis a habit I seem to have picked up.”


“He never did tell me what happened at the
house, what you were doing in the cellar, the fire, all those
deaths,” her eyes flicked up to meet his, “will you?”


“’tis complicated.”


“Which means no, I take it?”


He shook his head, “No, it means I am a man only recently accustomed to telling the
truth. Lies are so much simpler.”


“But so much less
rewarding.”


“It will take a long time to explain and it
will soon be night.”


“I am not afraid of the dark Mr Cade.”


“You should be home before the sun goes
down,” when Elsa stared at him curiously he added, “the streets of London are
full of cutthroats even in the daylight,
they are much worse at night. Certainly no place for a
beautiful young woman.”


“I see you are as flirtatious as I
remember.”


Caleb smiled, “Another of my bad habits.”


“Indeed.”


“Perhaps I can call upon you? I would like
the opportunity to explain my return from the grave and to apologise.”


“I see no need for you to apologise for not
being dead, ‘tis generally considered a relatively minor indiscretion, even in
the most polite of company.”


“I have other sins to apologise for, not
least for making things more difficult between
yourself and Captain Lazziard.”


“Things were always as difficult as Captain
Lazziard wished them to be, no more no less,” her eyes drifted away again,
followed by a sigh and a flickering smile, “my lodgings in London are not as
grand as the Duke’s, but I would be very happy
to see you.”


As Caleb followed Elsa to her feet she asked, “Perhaps you would be kind
enough to see me home? I’ve been warned London is full of cutthroats.”


“Of course.”


As Elsa moved towards the door, she paused
to look at Henrietta’s portrait, “Now that is a beautiful woman.”


“Yes, she was.”


“Who was she?”


“The Duchess of Pevansea,”
Caleb said softly, “the Duke’s mother.”


“And you knew her?” Elsa asked, tilting her
head a little to one side.


“Only briefly… a long
time ago.”


“But long enough for you to fall in love
with her?”


Caleb’s eyes widened and he shifted his
weight from one foot to the other, “What would make you say such a thing?”


“Because you cannot take your eyes away
from her, even as you speak to me your eyes slide across the room to steal a
glance at her.”


Caleb did not readily know what to say. He
hadn’t even been aware he had been looking at the portrait, perhaps it was like
breathing, something he did without even thinking about it. Twenty years ago he
had stood in this very room and stolen precious glances at Henrietta when he
thought, probably incorrectly, that she wouldn’t notice. Perhaps some habits
could never be lost.


“You are not jealous of the portrait of a
dead woman, are you?”


“You are avoiding my question.”


Caleb looked into her wide eyes and
shrugged, “She broke my heart a long time ago.”


“You are lucky.”


“Lucky?”


“I married a man I never loved who turned
out to have no heart at all,” she smiled bitterly up at him, “I dream of having my heart broken, for at least
then I might know what manner of thing love actually is.”


Caleb expected her to ask more about
Henrietta, but Elsa never said another word until they were on the street
outside the Duke’s house which gave Caleb a little time to think on things and decide there was one of Caleb
Cade’s many sins he could rectify.


“Do you need to be home soon?” Caleb asked.


“My Aunt serves dinner promptly at six.”


“Will you come with me for a while if I
promise to have you back in time for dinner?”


“Where do you wish to take me?”


“Back to my rooms.”


“Mr Cade, I am without a chaperone. It
would be rather improper.”


“I wish to make amends.”


“For what?”


“A number of wrongs.”


Elsa studied him as if trying to work out
whether or not he was trying to seduce
her and, perhaps, whether or not she wished to be seduced.


“Home by six?”


“By six. You have my word.”


“My Aunt’s cooking is almost as sour as her mood, neither the meal nor her
company will benefit from you making me tardy.”


Caleb smiled reassuringly, before turning
away to hail chairs to take them to
Piccadilly.


*


“Captain Lazziard told me they had been
lost in the fire,” Elsa said, still looking down at the open jewellery box that
sat on her lap, “I suspected he had taken
them to help pay off his creditors.”


“That was one crime he was not guilty of,”
Caleb replied. They were sitting opposite each other before the fire; Caleb
hunched forward, elbows on knees.


“I should have known,
he rarely felt the need to lie to me. The truth is usually much crueller and
was, therefore, far more to his liking,” Elsa muttered, her gaze rising from
the jewellery, “However, I do not understand how they came to be in your
possession?”


“I stole them,
Elsa,” Caleb replied simply.


“But why?”


“Because I am a thief.”


“’tis a poor thief that returns jewellery
rather than selling it, there doesn’t appear to be anything missing.”


“Everything is still there.”


“So you didn’t really steal them, you were just keeping them safe for me?”


“No, I stole them.”


“Then why
give them back?”


“’tis complicated.”


Elsa sighed heavily and closed the
jewellery box with a sharp snap, “I must say, absolutely everything seems to be
exceedingly complicated with you Mr
Cade.”


“I never meant to be this way Elsa; a
thief, a liar, a rogue… one day we unthinkingly take a single step upon a
different road and find ourselves on a journey we never intended to take. Sometimes that journey ends in a strange
and distant land utterly unlike the place where the road started. Sometimes…
sometimes the road brings you home. That is what’s happened to me, my road brought me home. Twenty years ago I stole some jewellery,
not for gain or greed, but out of spite for I thought I had been used terribly.
Now I know that was not the case, but by running into the night instead of
returning a box of pretty things to the
woman who owned them, I became a different man to the one I might otherwise
have become. A much lesser man. Now my road has
brought me home and given me the chance to start again. The woman I loved and
the things I stole are all long gone now, but I can return these things to you
and I can begin to make amends for my crimes. I can balance my ledger. I can
atone.”


“I could have you hung for this you know?”


“Then I am at your mercy.”


Elsa smiled ruefully, “I would much rather
have known you were alive this past year than have these things back.”


“Why do you say that? There are some
valuable pieces; they will help you settle your debts.”


“I say that, because these things mean
nothing to me,” Elsa looked at the fire, “I cannot say the same about you.”


“Do not fall in love with me Elsa; I really
am not worth it.”


“I think it may be a little too late for
that,” she said in a low hesitant voice,
before looking away, “ever since I met you, I have wondered… you were kind to
me… you were… different.”


Caleb sighed and followed her eyes to the
flames. 


God and his sense of humour. I steal, I cheat, I lie and they fall in love with me
regardless. All but the one woman I love
of course. The woman whose life I saved, who I never lied to and would have
followed to the gates of Hell in return for a smile or a kiss. Oh, how God
loves to taunt me.


“Are you angry with me?” Elsa asked in a
hesitant voice when Caleb continued to stare blankly at the fire.


“Angry? No of course not, ‘tis just-”


“Complicated?”


“Yes, complicated.”


“If it is of any help I do not know that I
love you, having had no experience of the emotion I am not entirely sure.
Perhaps it is just because you were kind to me.”


“Perhaps,” Caleb agreed.


“Though I think it has more to do with the
way you kissed me.”


“Ah that,” Caleb was about to add that he
had forgotten kissing her the evening
that Alyssa had arrived at Lazziard Manor, but he thought that might seem rude
so settled for a rueful smile instead.


“You’d forgotten, hadn’t you?”


“No, of course not!”


“Oh, I think you’ve kissed a great many women.
Why should you remember me?”


“Perhaps I should kiss you again, just to
refresh my memory,” the words tumbled out of his traitorous mouth before he
could stop himself. 


 “I think ‘tis time I was returning to
my Aunt’s.”


“I’m sorry, I meant no offence,” Caleb
insisted as he followed Elsa to her feet.


“I know you are just playing with me,” she
sighed, “it was so silly of me. When I
found that my husband is dead and you are alive in just a few days of each
other, I had a foolish thought. I thought perhaps God had noticed me at last
and had answered my prayers. I thought he might have granted me the chance of a
little happiness at last. So silly of me. I can see
myself out.”


“Not carrying a box of jewellery you’re
not!” Caleb insisted, hurrying after her, “not all the thieves in London are as
considerate as me.”


“Don’t concern yourself Mr Cade; if the
worst happens I know how to take a beating, I have considerable experience in
that regard.”


Caleb stopped and watched as she struggled
to open the door.


“I’m going to the American colonies, to
start a new life,” he blurted out.


“I’m sure you will be very happy there.” 


“Come with me.”


Elsa turned around from the open door, “I’m
sorry?”


“Come with me,” Caleb said again, with more
certainty.


“Is this some ruse to get me into your bed
for the evening?” Elsa demanded, her voice rising as her cheeks flushed. “Are
you dangling another carrot in front of me? Did you expect returning my
jewellery would be enough for me to open my legs in gratitude and now you are
trying other stratagems to achieve your goal?”


“No Elsabeth.”


“Are you going to tell me you love me after
all?”


Caleb shook his head, “No, I don’t love
you.”


Elsa peered curiously at him, her free hand
still clutching the edge of the open door, “Then why ask
such a thing? Why play with me so? I have just confessed my feelings for you,
why are you being so cruel?”


“Because I like you, I always liked you and
not just because you are beautiful. We are both lonely, we are both broken and
we both have nothing for us in England but ghosts and monsters. Perhaps we can
heal each other; perhaps we can make each other happy.”


“But you don’t love me?”


“Love is dangerous, but friendship can make
you happy.”


“Is that all you want, my friendship?”


“No, I want more, but for once that is what
I want to start with.”


“But why me?”


“I’ve heard the women are terribly unattractive
in the Americas and riddled with all manner of diseases,”
he explained earnestly. When Elsa stared
at him slightly aghast Caleb winked and grinned at her and after a moment’s
consideration she smiled too and stepped back into the room.


“I have a daughter.”


“I will look after you both.”


“And Elijah.”


“The slave?”


“I think of him as a man, he has always
been kind to me and I do not want to leave him behind.”


“Then your answer is yes.”


“This is madness you know?”


“Of course.”


“I have debts to settle.”


“Not if you run away.”


“Running away does not solve anything Mr
Cade.”


“Oh, once in while Mrs Lazziard, once in a
while…”


*


Despite the early hour, the quayside was full of bustle and commotion as dockers hurried to load ships for the morning high tide.
Caleb, however, sat motionless astride the single trunk that contained all of
his worldly possessions (which had been considerably bulked out by gifts from
his son), staring out across the Pool of London and the mist draped forms of the ships waiting their turn to come in to the quay.


His passage was paid for, his cabin
assigned. The final bolts of cloth that made up the bulk of the ship’s cargo
were being loaded aboard The Falconer, and she was due to sail at ten
for Boston. A new life in the New World.


And he would become a new man. 


He glanced along the quayside. There was no
sign of her yet. Would she change her mind at the last? He wouldn’t blame her
if she did. He was a self-confessed liar and thief, who didn’t even claim to
love her. What would he do in Elsa’s shoes?


He would wait till nine and then take his trunk aboard. If she did not come, she did
not come. He would stand on deck and watch
London slip away for the last time. The great dome of the virtually complete St
Paul’s, the countless spires of the city’s ancient churches. The Tower and the
warehouses, the docks and wharves, the taverns and theatres, the fighting pits
and brothels, the markets and counting houses, the mansions and hovels. All of
the great stinking, brooding, riotous, mess of the greatest city on Earth.
For the very last time.  


He’d returned to London to find the man he
might have been, he hadn’t found him, but
he wasn’t the man that had arrived back in London nearly two years earlier either; Morlaine,
Henrietta, Defane, Harriet, Alyssa and Danny had seen to that between them.


He watched the men working on the quayside,
shifting cargo and spitting curses into the cold misty spring air. He could
easily have been one of them, but the road had taken him on a decidedly
different journey. What would Daniel Plunkett be doing now if he hadn’t gone to
work for Lady Henrietta? He would never know, but his journey wasn’t quite
finished yet and he hoped it would take him to someone as far removed from
Caleb Cade as he was from young Daniel.


It was a journey he hoped to take with Elsa. It had been an impromptu
invitation, but the more he’d thought about it the more he wanted her to join
him. If she could find it in her heart to trust him, couldn’t he do the same?
He’d hoped she would have been here by now, but he’d prepared himself for the
fact she might not.


He was brought back from his thoughts as an especially fancy carriage trundled along the
quayside, much to the annoyance of the dockers who had
to scurry from beneath the hooves of the two dark mares that drew it.


“Cade!” Danny called as he jumped out.


He’d told his son not to come and had said
his goodbyes back at St James’ Square the previous night when they’d dined
together for the last time, but he wasn’t entirely surprised his son had
ignored his request in order to have one
final attempt at persuading him to stay in London. A duke’s movements were
often noted, and he didn’t want to draw any more attention to their friendship
than he already had, but Danny seemed to do pretty much what he pleased in most
matters. Caleb wondered where he might have picked up that particular trait
from.


“I thought I said-”


Danny waved him down, “I know, I know, but
I do have a reason to see you.”


“You’ve heard that there’s a new, even more
terrible, plague sweeping the colonies?”


“Is there? Well, frankly it wouldn’t
surprise me in the least. Ghastly place, really don’t
see the appeal myself.”


“I’ll take my chances.”


“Well, not sure if this will change your
mind…” Danny pulled out a letter closed with a small unmarked red wax seal.


“Who is this from?” Caleb asked, noting his
name written in a small neat hand on the
letter.


“No idea, my man found it on the door mat
late last night. I would have brought it earlier, but I was only given it when
I arose this morning.”


“You were up early?”


“Thought I’d take a
morning constitutional. Clear the lungs.”


“You’re not normally up before noon Danny.”


“When the occasion arises… and I have no
wench in my bed to cause distractions.”


“How are the wedding preparation going by
the way?”


“Somewhat time consuming, but Lucy appears
to be enjoying them thoroughly. Are you going to open it?”


Caleb turned the letter over in his hand.
He didn’t really want to open it; he could guess who it was from, “I think I
know what it is.”


“Mrs Lazziard?”


“She hasn’t arrived.”


Danny dug his hands into his coat pockets
and blew out a long steamy breath, “Shame... she seemed quite keen.”


“Yes… she did.”


“Still, perhaps she just needs a bit more
time. ‘tis not too late to cancel your passage and
spend a bit more time here. A little more wooing might do wonders. You know how
girls can be. They rather like to feel wanted.”


“Wooing?”


“How else would you describe what you’ve
been doing?”


Caleb glanced over at The Falconer;
the last bolts of cloth had been stowed below decks and the hands were busy
with their final preparations. “I don’t think I have enough time to explain.”


“Best to know for sure,” Danny encouraged
him softly, “she might just have a bad head or something.”


“Yes, of course.”


Caleb reluctantly broke open the seal,
realising he wanted Elsa to come with him even more that he thought he had. He
read the letter twice, then slowly once more to be sure, before screwing it
slowly into a tight ball and shoving it into
his pocket.


“She’s not coming?”


“No, she isn’t.”


“Well, let’s try a bit more wooing then.
You can borrow my coach, I find it impresses the ladies no end,” Danny paused,
before adding, “well, that and the possibility of
becoming a duchess of course, though I can’t help you with that one I’m
afraid.”


“I think it might need a bit more than
that.”


“Well, I know a shop that does the most
marvellous fancy chocolates…”


Caleb forced a smile, “’tis not going to work Danny. This is goodbye.”


“You won’t find anyone prettier in America,
they’re all dreadfully ugly over there you know?”


“Goodbye,
Danny.”


“I’m sorry.”


“So am I.”


Danny hugged him then and Caleb had to
screw his eyes shut to stop himself crying.


“You’ll write?”


“Of course,” Caleb nodded, eventually
pulling free of his son’s embrace.


“And if you change your mind?”


“I won’t.”


“Well, you never know.”


“No, you never do.”


They stood regarding each other. Caleb knew
he should say something wise and fatherly, but his mind was blank and any
advice he had was worthless; Danny was
already ten times the man he could ever hope to be.


Instead, he hugged him again and whispered
in his ear, “Goodbye, my son.”


“Goodbye father,” Danny whispered back,
before turning sharply and climbing back into his coach. He raised a hand in
farewell from the window before ordering the driver to return him to St James’
Square.


Caleb watched the coach make its way along
the quay, before finally turning out of sight. His throat was tight, his hands
shook and he didn’t know what to do.


“So, what happens now?” A voice asked from
his side.


“I was starting to think I’d lost you?”
Caleb asked, glancing at the vague shape of a long haired boy standing next to
him.


“So did I, but I think you have need of me
one last time.”


Caleb nodded, pulled the note from his
pocket and straightened it out.


“Yes, I think I do,” he whispered and read
it again.


 


My Dearest Caleb,


Elsabeth sends her apologies; she has decided to spend some time with me
instead of running away to America. Come to the Queen’s Theatre at midnight or
I will feast on sweet little Elsa and her squalling brat.


All my love


Alyssa


x











Chapter Eight


The Unlamented Death of Caleb Cade


The Queen’s Theatre, The
Haymarket, London – 1710


“Your hands are shaking.”


Caleb held both hands out in front of him
and willed them to stop; when that didn’t work,
he tightened both into fists and drove his fingernails into his palms. When he
straightened them out again, they were
still shaking.


“I don’t really think I’m cut out for
this…”


“Who would be?”


“I doubt William Lazziard would have stood
here shaking like an angry Quaker.”


“No,” the memory of his brother conceded,
“but would you want to burn that much of your humanity away in return for a
little more courage. He was as much a monster as Alyssa.”


Caleb shoved his hands in his pockets and
stared across the Haymarket towards the Queen’s Theatre through a cloud of frosted breath. He wished it was colder; it
would have been easier to convince himself he was shaking from something other
than plain bright terror.


“I burned most of my humanity away years
go.”


“That isn’t true
little brother.”


“Perhaps…”


“Are you sure you want to do this?”


Caleb pulled out a hip flask from the
pocket of his long black coat and took a slug of brandy. It warmed his throat,
but it didn’t seem to have any effect on his shaking hands. Perhaps he should
have copied the Dutch and taken his courage from gin like their sailors did before
battle. It might have been more effective,
but he couldn’t stomach the thought of giving himself to Madame Geneva again. 


At least, this way he got to choose which evil bitch killed him.


The memory of his brother was looking at
him carefully, his head tilted slightly
to one side like he sometimes did. He
seemed clearer tonight, more substantial;
more like he had when they’d both been younger. Perhaps terror sharpened the
memory at the same time it loosened the bowels.


He offered him the hip flask, “One for the
road big brother?”


“So much for giving up
drinking?”


“As I’m likely to be giving up breathing
soon…” 


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“I know I didn’t. I don’t want you to talk
me out of this.”


“I wasn’t going to try.”


“Really? You usually do when I try to kill myself.”


“Few men get to choose their own death,
‘tis almost noble.”


“…and almost certainly
stupid.”


“I still think you should have told Danny.”


Caleb shook his head, “No, he would have
insisted on coming, with numerous armed men to boot.”


“That would have been wiser, under the
circumstances.”


“It will take only
a moment for Alyssa to kill Elsa and Annabel. If she saw me approaching with
other men she would rip their throats out and be gone before we even got to the
front door,” Caleb shook his head and drank some more, the hip flask was nearly
empty, “besides I have a plan…”


“You have a very
bad plan.”


“…and if that doesn’t work, I have a second
plan.”


“You have a very
bad plan and a forlorn hope. I am not filled with confidence.”


“Then I will die… I doubt the world will
miss me much.”


“And she will kill Elsa anyway.”


“I can be quite persuasive you know. Particularly with women.”


“She isn’t a woman, she is a monster.”


“Well, there is that…”


Caleb looked up and down the street and swung
the hip flask back again until it was as empty as the street.


“Do you think it is midnight yet?”


The memory of his brother looked up, the
clouds were racing on the wind and the moon was bright, sharp and nearly full.
“Soon enough, though I doubt Alyssa will complain if you’re a few minutes
early.”


“What do you think she will do to me?”


“You’d better hope one of your half-witted
plans work.”


“I could still run, couldn’t I?”


“If you were going to run you would have
boarded The Falconer this morning and be safely sailing to America and a
new life.”


Caleb looked at his feet, “God knows I
wanted to, I am a coward after all. Running is what I do, but… I just can’t
have another ghost haunting me. Not Elsa, she doesn’t deserve this.”


“Who does?”


“You know, I can’t recall one selfless thing I have done in my life. Not
one.”


“You rescued Morlaine.”


“Hardly selfless. I wanted her. Even wanted to be like her.
No, it was far from selfless, but this… well, this should help my ledger
balance a little, don’t you think?”


“And that is why you are doing this, to
make your ledger balance?”


“No, I’m doing it because if I run it will
break me utterly, it might save my worthless neck, but I would become the man I was in Bristol again. Better that Alyssa
kills me; it will be a quicker death at least. I can’t let Elsa die for me. For
the first time in my life I am going to do the right thing, do something the
man I might have been would have done.”


“Even if it kills you?”


“Who’d have thought the road to redemption
would lead to damnation? Besides, it is only what I am due; we could probably
fill half that theatre with women who would cheer Alyssa on.”


“Only half fill?”


Caleb smiled despite himself and tossed the
empty hip flask away to clatter on the cobbled street. He had bought it that
morning and the brandy to fill it in the afternoon. He should have bought a
bigger one, he was nowhere near drunk
enough.


Every fibre of his being wanted to run. He wanted to hide down by the docks and
pay whatever it took to get the first ship out of London. But here he was. He’d
run from every problem life had ever thrown at him, from Henrietta casting him
aside to Isabella’s murder and every woman he hadn’t been able to love in
between. 


Now he was going to die for a woman he didn’t
love.


He liked Elsa, liked her a lot. But he’d
never had a problem liking women.
How many women like Elsa had he run away from over the years? He couldn’t even
guess. They had offered him nothing worse than a love he could not return and
he had fled into the darkness time and again. Alyssa was offering him a slow
and painful death, yet here he was.


“Am I becoming a better man or a bigger
fool?”


“You are not the man you were that is for
certain.”


“And Elsa will seal the final flourish on
my transformation. ‘tis a shame I will not live long
enough to get to know my new improved self. You know, I do believe I may even
have grown to like him a little.”


“I think it’s time,” the memory of his
brother whispered.


The door to the Queen’s Theatre has swung
open and a tall pallid figure stepped out onto the street. It was Alyssa’s man Scaife. He summoned Caleb with a curt flick of the wrist, before grinning at him from ear to ear.


“Well, at least
he seems pleased to see you...”


Scaife beckoned him again before disappearing back inside the theatre. He
left the door open behind him.


Caleb looked up and down the street half
hoping somebody might be on hand to arrest him, rob him or beat him senseless,
but the Haymarket was deserted save for a few drunks staggering home from the
taverns. There was no one to stop him crossing the road but himself.


“I’m not entirely sure my legs are still
working.”


“You have to go in there and try to save
her, or turn tail and run down the Haymarket and save yourself. You can’t just
stand here all night. You’ll freeze to death.”


“Will you stay with me to the end?”


“Of course, I’m always with you.”


Caleb glanced over, but the memory of his
brother had vanished into the night.


“How many times do I have to tell you, I
hate it when you do that!” 


*


He’d sat on his trunk on the quayside,
clutching Alyssa’s note and staring at nothing in particular, until an old
crone placed a wrinkly hand that stank of
fish on his shoulder and asked him if he was alright. She was balancing a basket
of herrings between her hip and her other hand. She must have wandered down
from the fish market at Billingsgate Dock looking for trade from the sailors and dockers on The
New Quay.


He’d thought about
telling her that as an insane vampire had kidnapped the woman he intended to
start a new life with. He had to decide whether to abandon her to a brutal
death and add her ghost to the long line of corpses that shuffled around after
him, or he could try and save her and almost certainly consign himself to an
even more bloody end.


Instead, he shook his head and muttered
something about bad news.


“Never mind love,” she’d reassured him
toothlessly,” before shuffling her basket in his face, “nice herring for you Sir? Best to have a good start to the day,
troubles is always lessened by a hearty breakfast.”


He’d waved her away with a half-hearted
smile and returned to his staring.


Some time later he’d been further interrupted by one of The Falconer’s
hands telling him he needed to come aboard as the Captain was nearly ready to
cast off on the tide. He came within half a breath of asking the man to help
him with his trunk. It would be that easy. Screw Alyssa’s note into a little
ball and throw it into the Thames with all the other shit. Nobody would ever
know. Nobody except himself.


“I have received news… bad news… I will not
be taking my passage.”


The sailor had offered neither
commiseration nor fish; instead, he’d
shrugged and ambled off to leave Caleb perched on his trunk.


Perhaps it is for the best, perhaps Alyssa
will be more forgiving than you give her credit for, and The Falconer might run aground in a spring storm anyway…


Caleb tried to smile, but nothing would
come. The memory of his brother would have to do much better than that if he
were to raise his spirits today.


He finally rose to his feet as The
Falconer cast off and made her way through the forest of masts that filled
the Pool of London, off towards the English Channel, the Atlantic and
eventually Massachusetts. He raised a hand and found himself waving her off.
Not that he knew anybody aboard. He was
just waving goodbye to the life he might have had. 


Eventually, when there was nothing else to
do, he hoisted up his trunk and carried it through the waggons clogging Buttolph’s Wharf onto
Thames Street and found a tavern with a room to let. After dumping his trunk, he resisted the urge to go downstairs
and start drinking. There was no hurry, it wasn’t even noon yet; he still had
over twelve hours left in which to drink himself into oblivion.


Instead, he obtained quill, paper and ink
from the innkeeper and returned to his room to put his affairs in order. He
didn’t expect that would eat up too much precious drinking time.


After staring at the tip of the quill
hovering over the blank page for a good ten minutes, he slowly wrote a letter
to Danny. He didn’t have Henrietta’s way with words, and he knew it would be
hard for the boy to receive letters from both his parents from beyond the
grave, but he had to warn him. Alyssa had sent her note to Danny, if her vengeance
was not sated with him, then his son
could be in danger. She must know, through whatever means, that they were close
and had been spending time together. 


He remembered her commenting how Danny and
he looked alike and shivered. If she knew
the Duke was actually his son…


He twice started writing before tearing up
the letters and tossing them aside. He didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t been
expecting to write a suicide note when he’d awoke that morning. In the end, he simply
explained what had happened and warned Danny that he was in danger. He made no
use of words that might appear inappropriate for a man about to die to send to
a Duke.


After folding the letter, he stared at it
for a while. He had only two items of worth to dispose of. He took out a
leather pouch from his pocket, removed the single sheaf of paper within and
carefully unfolded it. His young face looked back at him.


Something to remember me by…


With a start,
he realised that the old wharf he and his brothers had been sitting upon on
that long ago day when Caleb had sketched him
had stood on the site now occupied by The New Quay, from where he had waited to
board The Falconer. The road really
had run in one big circle. A circle it wasn’t letting him break. 


He put the drawing back into its pouch and
then took off the locket that never left his neck. When Alyssa ripped open his throat, he didn’t want his blood running over
it. He clicked it open and stared at Henrietta’s portrait, then tenderly
stroked the few strands of hair that were all he had left of her. 


Gently he lifted her image to his lips and
kissed it, “Goodbye Hetty…”


Shutting the locket he placed it on the table next to the letter and the leather
pouch. He would send them all to Danny, but they couldn’t be delivered until
the next day less Danny attempted to do
something foolish, like try to save his worthless
life. He could hire a courier for that, but if, for some reason, the package
were opened by anyone other than Danny then, those prying eyes, might wonder
why this man of no significance was sending the Duke of Pevansea
a locket containing a picture of his mother.


No, he needed someone he could trust more
readily than a stranger who delivered letters for money. The list of people he
could trust in London, however, was very small,
particularly when Danny Bourness’ name couldn’t be
included on it.


In fact, it was a list of one. 


*


Caleb only passed one corpse in the
theatre. Most of the lanterns had been extinguished and the few that remained
on had been turned down, so the lobby was deep in shadow.


Which didn’t make him
feel any better.


He didn’t bother to check to see if the man
was still alive, he doubted Alyssa would be that sloppy with her supper. He was
sprawled on the floor in the middle of the lobby, a night watchmen paid to keep vagrants out of the building Caleb
assumed. He lay face down; his right arm outstretched and finger pointing
towards the stalls.


She could have just left a note…


Scaife had disappeared by the time he had worked up the courage to cross
the road. In fairness, Scaife could have eaten a
hearty supper and washed it down with a couple of jugs of ale in the time it
had taken him to cross the road. He hadn’t been sure where to head for in the
theatre, but the corpse signpost left little doubt.


The doors to the stalls were stout, wooden and closed. He stood with his
hands against them. They were still shaking, his heart was pounding madly and
his stomach didn’t seem to have quite decided what it wanted to do.


He took a deep breath, steadied himself,
and let it out. He’d never expected his damnation to lie beyond two polished
doors that carried the faint aroma of beeswax. One day his luck was always
going to run out. With the life he had
led it had been inevitable, but he’d expected it to end with a wronged
husband’s blade or a hangman’s rope.


Not like this.


His fingers curled around the brass handles
on the doors. The theatre was silent; there was no sound he could hear but his
own breath. What lay beyond these doors? Had Alyssa slaughtered an entire
audience as a hors d'oeuvre as she awaited the main course of stuffed Cade?
Would he open the doors and find dozens
of slumped and bloody corpses waiting to bear witness to the final spectacle of
his life? 


His fingers slipped away from the handles
and he screwed his eyes so tightly shut fireworks exploded behind his eyelids.


“I can’t do this…”


He was walking to his own execution,
without a guard in sight to prod him on his way when the pace dropped. He
thought of the hanging days his father had taken him to see all those years
ago, those doomed souls wailing, crying and cursing on their final journey from
Newgate Prison to the Never-Green Tree. Would any of
them make that journey freely? Would any of them not have run away if nobody
was looking?


They didn’t all weep and curse.


“No,” Caleb agreed, not opening his eyes,
“Valentine Cade didn’t…”


The thief they couldn’t hang, the man
whose name you took.


 “You think if I walk in there with a
swagger in my step and cocking a snoot Alyssa won’t be able to hang me? ‘tis an even worse plan than the one I already have.”


Don’t go to your death a snivelling
wretch. You are here to save two lives. Even if neither of them will be yours.
You have shown your courage in coming here. You are not the coward you think
you are little brother. Now show that monstrous bitch who you can be and find a way
to save Elsa and her daughter…


“Valentine Cade had no courage, just
drunken bravado. Like him, I have no
courage, but I have no rum either, so how can I pretend to be anything other
than the coward I am?”


Look at me.


Caleb forced his eyes open. When he couldn’t see the memory of his
brother on either side of him he looked
over his shoulder. The faint outline of a figure stood by the door of the
theatre’s saloon, where he and Alyssa had drunk, gossiped and flirted a
lifetime ago.


“Drunken bravado
is better than sober terror…” the memory of his brother said, before turning
towards the saloon.


There was a clock in the theatre’s lobby.
There were fifteen minutes left until
midnight. He didn’t know what the etiquette was regarding arriving early for
your own execution, but from what he could remember Jack Ketch had never been
too bothered about his customers turning up drunk.


The door to the saloon was unlocked, which
saved him a few priceless minutes.
Someone had been careless cleaning up and
he found a half full bottle of rum on the counter. He uncorked it with shaking
hands and took a long swig. It wasn’t particularly good rum, but he couldn’t be
bothered to hunt around in the dark to find where they’d locked up the decent
stuff. There was only so much a man could drink in fifteen minutes anyway,
particularly when he didn’t want to be late for his own death.


Caleb sank to the floor behind the saloon’s
bar, bottle in his hands. Even after draining most of it he still didn’t feel particularly drunk, despite the fact that
he’d been drinking for most of the evening. He supposed a state of utter terror
was not necessarily conducive to the task of getting oneself completely and
utterly smashed senseless.


It was a fool’s mission of course; he was just being his usual selfish and cowardly
self. He was supposed to be here to rescue Elsa and Annabel, which would
probably require him to have at least some of his wits about him, but no, he
would spend his last few minutes on earth getting drunk in the hope it would
giving him some liquid bravado.


‘tis midnight.


 He took another swig. Curiously, his
arms seemed to be working perfectly well, while his mouth and throat were
handling the rum with no apparent difficulty. His legs, however, appeared to
have become utterly useless. No more than jelly in fact. Perhaps he should just
sit here and carry on drinking till Alyssa came looking for him.


It was not
like she could possibly get any angrier with him.


So much for bravado
then.


Caleb scowled, but as there was nothing but
darkness to scowl at, the gesture seemed slightly wasted. Instead, he took
another long swig of rum. He pressed his forehead against the cold glass; he
should have looked for a better bottle; a
mediocre drink to end a mediocre
life.


He put the bottle on the floor and hoisted
himself up. His legs felt unsteady, but the room didn’t spin at least, even
when he bent down and scooped up the bottle.


He took a few deep breaths, listened to his
heart hammering in his chest and walked slowly out of the saloon. He half
expected to find Alyssa standing in the lobby, fingers drumming on her hips as
she stared pointedly at the clock, however, the lobby was as he’d left it. Empty save for a solitary corpse.


He took another swig of rum and looked down
at the dead man. He shook the bottle, there was enough left to share.


“Here,” he muttered, putting the bottle
down by the man’s outstretched arm, “you look like you need a drink even more than I
do.”


When he got to the stalls doors, he glanced back at the corpse, “Save
some for me by the way…”


Caleb placed his hands on the brass door
knobs again. His heart was drumming even harder now, sweat broke out on his
back and his stomach was bubbling ominously. He wondered how Alyssa would feel
about him throwing rum and bile up all over her after she started to butcher
him.


“Fuck it,” he sighed, “it’s been a shitty
life anyway.”


He pushed open the doors and walked into
the theatre.


*


The shop was much changed since his last
visit. The dust, sagging shelves and endless piles of mouldy books had all
gone. Now the shelving was new, the remaining books were neatly stacked and looked unlikely to harbour any rot or creepy crawlies that might endanger
someone’s existing collection and there was not a speck of dust to be seen. Bright, warm light flooded in through new
enlarged windows, and there were also several customers browsing through the
stock. Some of them even looked like they might actually be prepared to buy a
book or two.


What did Brindley the Book make of all
this?


If the shop was much
changed, then so to was Harriet. She stood
behind a counter that had also been added, her back seemed straighter, her eyes
brighter, and her hair more carefully crafted. She even wore a dress which had clearly been cut to fit a woman rather than a
scarecrow.


“Mr Cade…” she said, her voice puzzled as
if she were unsure it was him or some other variety of scoundrel that had
stumbled over her threshold.


“Miss Brindley,” he nodded and stood across
the counter from her.


“I must confess I didn’t expect to see you
again, after our last meeting…”


“I hope you are not planning to hit me?”


“I haven’t yet decided, but I will keep a
book to hand just in case the need arises. A heavy one.”


“You look well,” he said when she made no
move to pick up the weighty ledger that lay open before her. She did look well
too. She had put on a little weight and it suited her, rounding out her face.
He hair had some lustre to it and she didn’t look like she was about to jump
from her skin if one of her customers were to
unexpectedly drop a book or clear
their throat.


“Thank you… you look… much as always.”


That wasn’t entirely true; his hair had yet to grow back to it old length and his affair with Madame Geneva,
followed by confinement to the rooms in Piccadilly, had burned away muscle in favour of a slight pudding belly and
hollowed cheeks.


“Your business seems much improved.”


“Yes… I made good use of the money you left
with me. I do hope you haven’t returned to ask for it back?”


“No… even I am not so
base. How is your father?”


Her smile faltered. “He passed away a year
ago.”


“Oh, I am sorry.”


“He left me the shop and my freedom. I
believe I am grateful for both.”


Caleb wondered what became of the money
Brindley had made at Mrs Crisp’s, but thought it best not to ask. 


“If you have come in search of an
inheritance…”


“No... I have come to ask a favour.”


“Of me? I can’t imagine what I could do for you?”


“I quite understand if you wish me to
leave… given…” he shrugged.


“I bear you no malice Mr Cade. I do not
know what passed between you and my father, and I do not wish to know. My life
is much improved and I doubt there is anything you could tell me that would
make it better.”


“I am glad things are going well for you.”


She nodded before meeting his eye,
something she had rarely done before, “So, what favour can I do for you?”


“Is there somewhere we can talk in
private?”


“I do hope you’re not going to proposition
me. I do recall you had a penchant for that kind of thing?”


“No... your honour
is quite safe with me. I am much changed.”


“That, I find difficult to believe.”


Caleb forced a thin smile and Harriet
ushered him to the back of a shop and into a small store room. He supposed previously the room would have been so stuffed
with rotting books it would have been impossible to enter, but now, like the
rest of the shop, it had been cleaned, organised and put to proper use. Caleb
wondered if Harriet would have been able to achieve a similar feat with him.


“So Mr Cade, what can I do for you?”


Caleb pulled a small packet from his
pocket, tied with twine and sealed with wax, “I’m hoping you can deliver this
for me?”


Harriet accepted the packet; her brows
furrowed quizzically and then deepened further as she read the name and
address. “The Duke of Pevansea?”


“An old family friend.”


“And you are unable to give this to him
yourself, ‘tis not so very far to St James’ Square…”


“I would like the Duke to have this
tomorrow morning, but I am leaving London this evening.”


“I still don’t understand why-”


“I’m sorry Harriet, I know I have no right to ask, but you are the only
person I trust in London. You deserve an explanation, but I cannot give you
one… you would think me mad.”


“You assume I do not think that already?”


Caleb forced another smile, “Please
Harriet, ‘tis very important.”


“Of course.”


“I have one other small task…” he pulled
his purse from his pocket; it contained every penny he had left, less enough to
drink himself into a stupor. The money he had intended to start a new life in
the Americas with. He handed it to Harriet.


She frowned again, feeling the weight of
the velvet bag, “This is a lot of money?”


“Not so very much. Really.
If I do not return in a week, I would
like you to give it to the poor, the sick. Whoever you think most deserving.”


Harriet cocked her head slightly to one
side, reaching out to place a hand on his
arm she asked, “Caleb… are you ill?”


“Never been better.”


“Then why?”


Her eyes were wide and her voice thick with
concern, her hand remained upon his arm and he wished with all his heart he had
never followed Louis Defane that night; that he had never walked through a door
which led to a world of madmen and
monsters. He wished he had stayed with Harriet.


He meant to say “I’m sorry I cannot say,”
but didn’t manage to get past “sorry” before his throat thickened and his eyes
had filled. Suddenly he was holding Harriet tightly to him; she stiffened at
first, before realising that he was not
trying to seduce her again and returning the hug.


“Please, what is wrong Caleb?” She asked
eventually.


He didn’t want to answer. He just wanted
her to hold him; she smelt of soap and leather and sanity. He felt safe in her arms as if one small woman and the shelves of
books that surrounded them could protect him from a monster. He almost asked if
he could stay. Instead, he stepped back and wiped the back of his hand across
eyes, his nose was full of snot and his throat felt raw. Stupid pathetic man,
he thought, a coward to the last.


“I am sorry Harriet,” he managed to say
finally, “I have a few… problems.”


“Have you broken the law?”


Caleb shook his head, “No… I’m not for Tyburn Harriet. I am probably just overreacting; I will see you next week to collect my money. Almost certainly. ‘tis just a
precaution. I wouldn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands, if the worst
happens then at least I will have
balanced my ledger a little. Probably not enough, but still…”


“Caleb, do you think you are going to die?”


He looked at the concern etched upon her face, which was deep and genuine. He
had hurt her terribly, she should hate him. Hate him as much as Alyssa did. He
did not deserve her concern or her friendship, but he was grateful for both all
the same.


“We all die
Harriet.”


“You know what I mean. Is it the Duke, have
you upset him somehow, or owe him money?”


He waved down her words, “No, no the Duke
is my friend. Hard to believe I know. He
is a good man. Please Harriet, when you deliver that package, give it directly to the Duke. No one else.
You understand?”


“Yes… but you’re scaring me. What is this
about?”


“Are you happy Harriet?”


She blinked, “Why, yes I am, but-”


“Have you found a man who deserves you?”


A faint blush immediately tinted her cheeks
and she looked away in the manner of the Harriet of old, “I have a gentleman
friend…” her eyes glanced back at him before falling away again “…we are to be
married in the summer.”


Caleb smiled genuinely for the first time
since had opened Alyssa’s letter, “Is he a good man?”


“Yes, I believe he is. Mr Burroughs, a
milliner and a widower. He seems to quite dote on me for some reason.”


“He is a lucky man.”


“That is what he always says.”


“I am glad Harriet, truly I am. I am sure
he will make you happy. I am sure he is a
better man than I.”


“He is a different man to you…”


He rested his fingers on her arms and lightly kissed her cheek,
“Goodbye Harriet,” 


“Caleb…”


He forced another smile, turned abruptly
and left knowing he would never see her again.


*


It had been Caleb’s intention to walk
boldly into the theatre; head high, back straight, stride purposeful. He may
not have lived like a man, but he wanted to try and die like one.


Instead, he found the doors to the stalls
to be both heavier and less well-oiled than he’d expected, forcing him to give
them an extra shove. The doors squeaked in protest and it took a further shove
to open them, at which point they flew back to slam against the side walls, leaving
Caleb to stagger ungraciously into the theatre much in the manner of a man who
had spent the evening drinking copious amounts of hard liquor.


At least he hadn’t fallen flat on his face.


The echo of the slammed doors still
reverberating in his ears he walked down the aisle towards the stage. There
were no more corpses scattered about the seats as far as he could see, he
supposed Alyssa was saving her appetite for the main course after all.


The theatre hall was dark save for a few
lanterns that burned above the stage. The curtain was drawn back and a woman
sat in a chair before a backdrop of
crudely painted snow-capped mountains. It was Elsa, her arms were behind her
back and her ankles tied to the chair legs,
a gag was in her mouth. Her eyes widened and she tried to call out to him, but
through the gag, it was just a strained,
plaintive squeal that could equally have been “help me” or “get out.”


There was no sign of Alyssa or Scaife. 


He kept walking towards the stage in what he
considered a purposeful manner, though as he couldn’t actually feel his legs anymore, that may have been wishful thinking. At least, he was managing to keep a reasonably
straight line and hadn’t walked into anything yet.


He was halfway towards the stage, Elsa was
still squealing frantically. Perhaps Alyssa had got bored waiting for him; perhaps she’d popped out for something or been
disturbed. Perhaps he’d just be able to untie Elsa and lead her heroically to
safety


“Bravo! Bravo!” A voice cried from above,
dashing his hopes. Alyssa was standing in the royal box overlooking the stage,
clapping wildly. Caleb hoped he hadn’t
cringed too much at the sound of her voice.


“The gallant hero arrives at last! What an
entrance!”


She wore a long flowing gown of ivory silk;
even from where he was standing he could see the intricate beadwork stitched
into the bodice was splattered with blood.


Alyssa put two fingers in her mouth and let
out a piercing whistle. Caleb suspected it probably wasn’t the most unladylike
thing she’d done that night.


“Ladies and gentleman of the audience,”
Alyssa waved a long gloved arm in the direction of the theatre’s empty seats,
“for one night only, I welcome you to the greatest show in London! The hero is arrived! The damsel is distressed! The evil
villainess is about to pounce! You will marvel, you will scream, you will cheer, you
will be captivated and transfixed! Ladies and Gentlemen,
welcome to tonight’s performance – The Unlamented Death of Caleb Cade!”


With as much ease as Caleb might jump off a
crate Alyssa vaulted over the side of the royal box, to land amongst billowing
skirts on the stage some twenty feet below. After flicking a stray ringlet of
red hair from her eyes, she stood behind Elsa and rested her hands on the back of the chair
she was tied to.


“Why don’t you come and join us, Cade? Then we can get the show started.”


Caleb took a deep breath and wondered why on earth he hadn’t boarded that ship. He could
be safely hanging over the side throwing his guts into the English Channel by
now. He was not a hero, never had been.


Too late to run now…


He looked about him, but the theatre was
empty. He had hoped that Morlaine would have felt his
fear and terror and come. If not to save him then at
least to kill Alyssa, but there was no one. So much for his forlorn hope; he
was alone.


“Expecting someone?” Alyssa asked, leaning
on the back of the chair. Elsa’s eyes were wide with fear and she was panting
hard. She was doing an even worse job of not looking terrified than he was,
though, in fairness, she hadn’t had the benefit of copious amounts of brandy and rum to help her.


Caleb willed his protesting legs to move,
which they eventually did.


“I must confess I am quite impressed Cade,”
Alyssa said, once he’d climbed up onto
the stage, “I didn’t expect you to have the guts to show your face.”


“I’m full of surprises Alyssa,” he pulled
open his coat, partly to show the vampire he was unarmed and partly so he
could stick his thumbs in his belt, which he thought would give him an air of
nonchalance as well as hiding the fact his hands were shaking so much. “You’re
looking well, by the way,” he added.


Alyssa raised an eyebrow, “’tis going to
take a little more than your shallow
charm to save you…”


Caleb shrugged, “I’ve worked that out, but
old habits die hard.”


“As will you.” 


Caleb tried to ignore her remark, but deep
inside he could hear himself screaming.


“If you knew where I could be found… why go
through all this? Why give me the chance to run away? I could have been in the
middle of the English Channel by now.”


“Oh… life is too long to do things easily.
Pleasure is always better when it is drawn out. I would have found you again
anyway and slaughtering this little bitch would have amused me if you had
scuttled off to hide under some rock.” Alyssa played with Elsa’s blonde locks,
stroking distractedly while her eyes remained on Caleb. Elsa was shaking
visibly at the vampire’s touch, her eyes too were locked on him, but hers were imploring.


“Well, here I am Alyssa.” He nodded down to
his belt, “alone and unarmed… let her go.”


“You’re in no position to give orders.
Little Elsa is going to provide some entertainment for us. I thought we’d take
seats and watch Scaife rape her for us, and when he’s
finished he’ll cut open her throat for
me. Refreshment in the interlude, isn’t that right Scaife?”


Caleb’s attention had been so fixed on
Alyssa and Elsa he hadn’t seen Scaife lurking in the
shadows of the wings. He smiled blackly
and pulled open his own coat to show the long-bladed
knife that hung from his belt.


Elsa let out a muffled sob, “Shush now
Elsa,” Alyssa scolded, giving her hair a playful tug, “don’t
be so selfish, Scaife has been looking forward to
this for ages. Haven’t you Scaife?”


Scaife let out a phlegm filled snigger and nodded his head vigorously.


“Besides, I know how much you enjoy our
little games…” she frowned and cocked her head to one side, “…or was that just
your husband? He definitely enjoyed my games…”


“Where is Annabel?”


“Who?” Alyssa replied, returning her attention to Caleb.


“Mrs Lazziard’s
daughter?”


Alyssa laughed, “Well, I do hope you’re not
always so formal with her, I always thought if you’re going to die for someone
you should, at least, be on first name
terms with them.”


“Where is Annabel?” Caleb repeated.


“Oh, I don’t have the faintest idea. At
home pining for her plain, dull mother I suppose.”


“You said-”


Alyssa tilted her head and pulled a pained
expression, “I know I did, sorry, I lied,
‘tis something I do.”


“Why?”


“Because lying is such
fun! You should try it. Oh, wait a minute, you
did!”


“I meant why did you not take her too?”


She shrugged, “Children aren’t to my taste.
Too sweet. Their screams are annoying to boot.”


Caleb pursed his lips and thought. Now was
the moment for his plan. For his big lie… but he knew it was never going to
work and trying to trick Alyssa wasn’t going to make her less likely to kill
him or Elsa. He had to try something else and all he could think of was to
reason with Alyssa. She had spared Annabel; she wouldn’t kill Elsa’s child,
just like she hadn’t allowed Saul to kill her son. There was still some
humanity in her, deep down inside her; if he could just find a way to connect
with that…


That’s an even worse plan!


He smiled and shook his head.


“What’s so funny?”


“Oh, ‘tis just the voices
in my head.”


“Pretending to be mad isn’t going to save
your worthless hide, Cade.”


“I’m not…” he shrugged, “…it doesn’t
matter. I was going to spin some fanciful tale that I had captured Samuel, and
if Elsa didn’t take them word then his captors were going to kill him, but…”


“You think I would have let you both go on the basis of that? I’m not a fool Cade.”


“No… I thought it might be enough for you
to let Elsa go. I’ll accept my fate, I just want her released. You can do what
you like to me.”


“I fully intend to.”


She sauntered around the chair, her stride
slow and meandering till she was standing before him. Caleb tried to
concentrate on her vivid green eyes rather than her blood splattered cleavage.


“It wouldn’t have worked.”


“It wasn’t a great plan,” Caleb admitted,
“but I didn’t have a lot of time.”


“You have another plan?”


“Appeal to your better nature.”


Alyssa threw back her head and laughed, “Oh
Cade, you do entertain me so.”


“You won’t hurt children, so there is still
some humanity in you.”


“Just how much have you drunk?” she
sniffed.


“A lot.”


“Can’t say I blame you… had a whore or two
as well I suppose?”


Caleb shook his head.


“Really? You do surprise me. Well, your loss,” she leant in and said in a lower voice, “the next time your cock feels
the inside of a mouth it will be your own
after I hack it off with a blunt knife and shove it down your throat.”


He felt he was either going to throw up or
his knees were going to buckle under him. It wasn’t entirely inconceivable he
might do both in the same instant.


“Release her Alyssa, please. I will go
freely with you; I’ll accept whatever you’re going to do to me. In truth, I deserve it a thousand times over, but
Elsa has done nothing to you…”


He looked across at Elsa, Scaife had moved to take Alyssa’s place behind her, his
hand was repeatedly running up and down
her throat, he was breathing hard, and bubbles of drool were popping between
his pale fleshy lips.


“Most people do nothing to me, but it
doesn’t usually stop me killing them if I want to.”


“Is Dr Rothery here?” Caleb asked
desperately, it didn’t seem likely, but if he were
perhaps he could persuade his mother to let Elsa go.


Alyssa dropped her eyes for the first time,
“Samuel… is dead.”


“I’m so sorry Alyssa…”


Her eyes snapped back up to his, “Are you?
You threw a lantern at him the last time you saw him.”


“That was just a diversion; I knew you
would save him. I meant him no harm”


“How considerate of you.”


“I saved his life, I could have just run
off with Morlaine, but I persuaded her to give him
her blood, despite all he had done to her, to keep him alive.”


“Samuel was in no danger, my blood would
have been quite sufficient.”


“I wasn’t fully aware of your… true nature
at the time.”


“You always were shockingly unobservant,
even for a man.”


“What happened? To
Samuel?”


Alyssa shook her head and half turned back
towards Elsa and Scaife, “I don’t wish to discuss
it.”


Caleb let his eyes drift out across the
theatre, but there was no figure among the seats waiting to save him. Not even
the memory of his brother.


“Scaife…” Alyssa
sighed “…let her go.”


“Huh?” Scaife
frowned, his hand freezing on Elsa’s throat as he peered quizzically at his
mistress.


“Don’t make me repeat myself, you know what
happens if I have to do that…”


Scaife took a step back before drawing the knife from his belt and slicing
through Elsa’s bindings. He looked like a little boy who’s just been told
Christmas had been cancelled.


Elsa remained seated, the gag in her mouth,
her eyes flicking frantically between Alyssa and Caleb.


“Go. Before I change my mind and let Scaife have some fun,” Alyssa snapped.


She stood gingerly and pulled the gag from
her mouth, throwing it aside in disgust.


Caleb brushed past Alyssa and seized Elsa
by the arms, “Go to the Duke’s house, don’t stop for anyone, find
a carriage if you can… you will be safe there.”


Elsa made no move to leave, “Why? Why did
you come for me?” She asked her eyes wet and incredulous.


“Because…” He couldn’t think of anything, his
head was throbbing and he could feel the bile rising inside him. He was going
to die soon. Very horribly in all likelihood, all he wanted to do was to curl
up on the floor and cry, but he couldn’t let Elsa’s last memory of him be that.
Instead, he hugged her briefly and then pushed her away.


“Go!” 


For a moment,
Caleb thought he’d have to throw her over his shoulder and carry her out of the
theatre himself, which would probably have just resulted in both of them
collapsing in a heap on the floor as he’d
never been particularly adept at being masterful.


“I can’t leave you, she’s…”


“I know what she is, for God sake Elsa
go!!”


Alyssa appeared at Caleb’s side and smiled
coldly, “If I can still see you in thirty seconds,
my dear, I will let Scaife have you after all…”


Scaife began a series of grunts
which Caleb guessed was counting, he moved to push Elsa away, but she had
already turned. She scrambled down from the stage and ran up the aisle as fast
her skirts would allow. She only looked back when she reached the door; he
forced a smile and lifted his hand to wave, which immediately felt absurd.


She mouthed something and then was gone; it
was far too dark to be sure what she’d said
though he had a pretty good idea.


“Awww… how
sweet,” Alyssa said, wrinkling her nose as she glided over the boards of the
stage to stand in front of him again.


She stared at him and Caleb felt the last
of his courage, if that was what it was,
draining away. He took an involuntary step backwards; he was going to scream at
any moment he knew, scream and cry and beg and probably piss his britches too.
He desperately wanted to die like a man even if he had never really been able
to live like one, but he knew well enough that there was no such thing as a
dignified death. Everybody cried at the end.


“Well… that’s enough of the theatrics, ’tis
good to see you again Cade,” she said, before leaning over to kiss him tenderly
on the cheek…


*


He sat engulfed in bible black shadow. Even on the darkest night, in the darkest room, some faint light from the moon or
stars might sneak around the corner of a door or curtain, but here there was
nothing at all; Alyssa had sucked all the light from the world. 


It must be like this in the womb, Caleb
thought, or a buried coffin. 


The coach had wooden shutters fixed on both sides of the windows and heavy velvet
drapes drawn across the inside; the night’s faint light was far too feeble to
steal inside.


Although he couldn’t see her, his other
senses confirmed Alyssa sat opposite him. He could hear her shallow breath and
smell her rose water scent while the
coppery taste of his own fear emanated from her too.


 “I had to get a new coach after I lost the last one…”


He jumped slightly as her voice drifted out
of the darkness; he hoped it would be masked by their clattering journey over
London’s rough roads. He might not be able to see her, but he was certain her
eyes worked well enough even here.


“’tis more comfortable than the old one,”
he managed to reply. His voice sounded weak and muffled, it was as if the
darkness was trying to force its way down his throat


“The upholstery is far superior… and much
easier to clean blood off of to boot.”


Caleb's fingers flicked over the smooth leather seat despite himself, it
was soft and expensive. His blood would wipe off it quickly enough.


“’tis much better at
keeping the light, and prying eyes, out too.
I’ve killed a number of men in here where
it is dark and snug, ‘tis very discreet. I should thank you for giving me the
opportunity to obtain a more suitable vehicle. Tell me, what did you do with my
old coach?”


Caleb felt his heart pound faster. Was she
going to kill him here too? It would make disposing of his body easier, just
get Scaife to pull up at some deserted dockside and
pour what was left of him into the Thames with all the other refuse Londoners
threw into it.


If she wanted to kill you quickly, she
would have done it at the theatre 


The memory of his brother was not at his
most reassuring.


“Your heart is beating faster. I can hear
its wee pitter-patter, pitter-patter song.
Does the thought of me feeding in here excite you?”


“No.”


“Just scared then?”


“No.”


“Liar.”


“I’m not scared,” Caleb insisted, “I’m
terrified.”


Alyssa laughed. It wasn’t a malicious
laugh, just a soft little chuckle, the kind a woman might make if a young child
amused her with its foolishness. When it faded away to nothing the only sound
left behind was the clatter of the coach’s wheels and the groan of the cobble
abused axle. Caleb didn’t know whether the laughter or the silence unnerved him
more.


“What did you do with my old coach?”
Alyssa repeated her question and Caleb repeated his startled little jump.


“I sold it.”


“To spend on her?”


“No, on another.”


“Some other whore?”


“In a manner of speaking.”


“Don’t speak
in riddles, I find them boring. I can
assure you that you really don’t want to bore me
Cade, I can forgive a man most trespasses, but not the sin of tedium.”


Her tone was colder and Caleb wondered if
her face had shifted. He dug his fingernails into his palms. His hands had
started to shake again.


“I spent the money on Madame Geneva; she’s
the only woman I’ve been with in the last
year.”


“What else did you spend it on?”


“Nothing.”


“That’s a lot of gin.”


“She took away my pain…”


“I can do that Cade.”


“I think you would cost me much more than
the price of a rickety old coach.”


Alyssa’s laughter came again, along with
the rustling of skirts, and he felt her slide alongside him. If the coach had
lurched as she’d exchanged seats and sent her sprawling on top of him, he was
pretty sure he would have screamed.


He could feel the silk of her skirts
against his leg, there was barely room for two people to sit side by side, and
if he pressed up against the velvet draped side of the coach any harder to get
away from her, he would be in danger of
bursting straight through the panel.  


“Did she hurt you?” Alyssa asked once she
was settled; her voice was gentle, softly spoken and only a few inches from his
face. He still couldn’t see a thing.


“She left me dead drunk every night, as you
said, you can buy a lot of gin for the price of a coach.”


“Not Madame Geneva… her…”


She’d leant
in close enough to whisper into his ear, close enough for him to feel both her
breath and hair stroke his skin. The scent of roses filled the darkness. He
strained to make something of the pitch dark before him, but there was nothing.
He still could not tell which face she wore.


“I lost myself for a while.”


“I find that hard to believe.”


“I was changed enough for you not to recognise
me when you saw me last.”


She paused and he felt her shift next to
him, he imagined she was frowning, “I have not seen you since Lazziard Manor.”


“Yes,
you have. I was in Bristol, last year; you were in
the Hatchett Inn with a Captain of
Dragoons.”


“Oh yes, I remember him,” she said after a
moment, “He was a tall and handsome young man, but sadly not at all interesting. He danced very poorly too…”


“I saw you come in…”


Caleb flinched as her fingers came out of
the night to stroke his face, “But why did I not see you? Or smell you? Or hear
the pitter-patter dance of your heart? I would recognise that well enough – I
lay awake and listened to it as you slept often enough after all.”


“I was somewhat dishevelled and smelt of
nothing bar gin and vomit, as for my heart… perhaps it was too broken to hear.”


Her hand slipped down to rest upon his chest, “It beats fiercely enough now…
don’t tell me dull wee Elsabeth has fixed it for
you?”


“No…” Caleb managed to say, her hand had
slipped inside his coat and lay flat over his heart. She had fed recently, draining, at least, one man. She could probably
pluck his heart straight out of his chest if she wanted to.


That would be far too quick…


He closed his eyes and told the memory of
his brother he really wasn’t helping. 


“…I fixed myself, with a little help from
you.”


“From me?”


“Seeing you that night scared me so much it
made me realise I still wanted to live.”


“Lucky for you, if I’d seen you then I
would have ripped you to shreds.”


Caleb swallowed; he wished he had some gin
with him now. A lot of gin. He’d been wrong; Madame
Geneva would have been a far kinder killer.


“Why did you come, Cade? If you don’t love Elsabeth,
why didn’t you just run away?”


“I… don’t know. It seemed the right thing
to do.”


“Now, that does not sound like you at all,”
her hand slipped out of his coat and he felt her move backwards, inspecting
him, “you are a ne’er-do-well, why risk your life for her? You must have
had better.”


“’tis complicated.”


“Luckily I’m a bright girl… and I have all the
time in the world to listen to your stories.”


“How much time do I have to tell them, Alyssa?”


“Well, I’m not going to tell you am I, silly
boy, where would the fun be in that?”


“I assume I won’t live to see the dawn?”
His stomach had shrunk to a small leaden ball forcing the brandy and rum he’d
drunk back up his throat.


“What could possibly make you think that?”


Caleb stared into the darkness as the coach
rattled on, “We didn’t exactly part on good terms…”


“I do so love your flair for understatement
Cade, as I recall you were trying to kill me.”


“You were trying to do much the same to
me.”


“I offered you the world and you betrayed
me for another! I believe most women would take such a rejection badly.”


“You are not a woman Alyssa.”


“What am I, if not that?”


The silence was heavy, he should keep
quiet, do whatever she wanted, do whatever it took to stay alive. Instead, he
looked hard at the point in the darkness
where he thought her eyes would be and said slowly, “You are a monster.”


He half expected her to hit him, at the
very least. Instead, she laughed and he
felt her moving back, relaxing.


“That’s more like it. Far
more entertaining.”


“Is that all you want from me? Entertainment?”


“Of course. What else have you to offer? What else has anyone to offer?
I have lived a long time,” she sighed, a long slow exhalation that caressed his
face, “I am bored.”


“Bored!?” 


“Is that so hard to imagine? I have done so
much, everything palls after time you
see. These last decades I have lived for Samuel, to keep him safe, to keep him
alive. I loved him, he was my life. Now he is gone. What am I to do with the
centuries ahead? I cannot have another child. I cannot have another life. This
is all that I am; a repulsive creature that lives in the dark. So what can I do
then? Crochet? Tea parties? Impress genteel ladies
with my pianoforte? All I have is the
blood.”


“And you want me to… what? Fill your time?”


“I wanted to kill you so much for what you
did to me. I wanted to torture and slaughter you. I wanted to break your body
in every way imaginable, then feed you my blood so you would heal enough for me
to do it all again. I spent day after day staring at the ceiling imagining what
I would do to you. Even my dreams became soaked in your blood. Then Samuel
died…”


“If you want me to replace your son you
might as well kill me now. I am not him,”


“I know that,” Alyssa snapped, “no one can
replace my precious boy, but most people bore me. Have you any idea just how damned tedious people are? With their dull, brief, pathetic little lives. Most of them
toiling for days on end just so that they can find enough coin to keep
themselves alive long enough to pass their misfortune on to another generation.
Riddled by disease, consumed by pain, terrified of everything, ignorant and
witless, driven only to breed before their flesh slowly rots on the bone;
finding pleasure only in their rutting or the oblivion of drink. And then they
go to church on a Sunday and thank their little God for his bounty. Pathetic.”


“Am I not the same?”


“No,” she whispered, and her hand reached
out of the darkness to caress his face, “you do not play that game. You play your own.”


“Perhaps… but I don’t understand. Revenge,
I understand that. I expected that…”


“You remember that night we went to the
theatre… to see that awful opera?


“Yes”


“I was going to kill you then. That was why
I asked you to accompany me.”


“I remember you telling me that before, in
Lazziard Manor.”


“I wanted you to have me and in return, I would feast on you. That is my life…
but the strangest thing happened… I found I liked you. You made me laugh… I
cannot remember a night I enjoyed as much as that one. Not
for decades at least.”


“So you kidnapped Elsa for what? Another night of bad opera?”


“No, I kidnapped her to see what kind of
man you really were. I didn’t expect you to turn up. I was rather looking
forward to eating her.”


“Now you know.”


“Yes, now I know. Which is why I let her
go, for you would never give me what I want if I’d killed her.”


“And what do you want, Alyssa?”


“What I wanted eighteen months ago.”


“Which was?”


“For you to sleep with me
without paying tuppence first; for me to let you kiss
my lips.”


Oh, little brother…


“You want me to love you?”


“Is that so impossible?”


Caleb fought down the urge to laugh. He was
pretty sure it wouldn’t go down well.


“I don’t fall in love very easily,” he
finally managed to say.


“I know.”


“You want me to pretend?”


“No, what would be the point of that?”


“Stopping you ripping my
head off.”


“I am not that perverse.”


“And if I don’t love you.”


“It won’t cost you your life. Just a tuppence. Here and there.”


“And if I refuse to be your… companion?
Then what?”


“You will be free to go. At any time you
wish. I will not harm you.”


“Really?”


“Cross my heart… I’m sure I can find it
more readily than you did with your
sword. I want you to stay and be with me. I don’t expect you to love me, but
yes, I would like you to be my companion.”


“Without duress?”


“I won’t stop you leaving me… though,” she
added after a long heavy pause, “I will kill everyone you hold dear if you do. Elsabeth, her daughter, even that mousey little bookseller
you went to see this afternoon and when they are all dead, I will kill your son
and pin his bloodless mutilated corpse to the dome of St Paul’s for all London
to gawp at. You will have to give yourself to me; if you can’t give me love, then you will,
at least, make me happy, like that first night we spent together. You
will have to please me in any manner I choose if you want them to live. You
don’t just have to sing for your supper,
Cade… you will have to sing for their souls as well…”


It was still bible black inside the coach,
but Caleb didn’t need his eyes to know Alyssa was smiling.











Chapter Nine 


The Love of Monsters


Bennett House, Mortlake,
Surrey - 1710


The room was comfortably furnished; there
was a large bed with thick blankets, cotton sheets and feather pillows, a chest
of drawers made of sturdy oak, a well-upholstered
chair faced a fireplace next to which logs had been piled. A small table sat
under the window with a vase of dried roses upon it. Outside the early morning
sun was glinting off a river he assumed was the Thames. If he had known
twenty-four hours earlier that Alyssa was going to whisk him away somewhere,
this would not have been the kind of prison he would have imagined.


Caleb stared out of the window a good long
while. He hadn’t expected to see the sun again.


He wasn’t entirely sure where he was. He
hadn’t asked when they arrived in the early hours of the morning and had been
ushered from the coach into a large
well-appointed house. The river was narrower here than in London, so he
assumed that they had gone west, he didn’t think they’d travelled long enough
to reach another river as wide as the Thames, but he couldn’t be entirely sure.
The passage of time had not been his primary concern during the coach journey.


Alyssa had brought him up to the room. Told
him to treat the house as his home and, much to his surprise, had bid him good night. He didn’t know what to make of it
at all.


He had thought, without a shadow of a
doubt, that she had intended to kill him, probably slowly or, at the very
least, drain him of his blood. Instead, she appeared to want him for other
purposes entirely.


He sat on the bed, which was as comfortable
as it had appeared though he had not
tried to sleep on it, and left the memory
of his brother to enjoy the view.


“’tis the strangest thing,” he said,
pressing his nose against the glass, “even when you try to lop off their heads,
women still appear to fall in love with you.”


“Gypsy love magic,” Caleb sighed.


“That must be it. There is no other
possible explanation.”


“What am I to do?”


“Put it in a bottle it and sell it. You
will make an absolute fortune.”


“I meant about… my situation.”


“Oh… well. The door is unlocked, the
windows unbarred and the sun is shining brightly outside. There is nothing to
keep you here.”


“Save the fact she will kill Danny, Elsa,
Annabel and Harriet if I do.”


“Yes, there is that. How do you think she
knew about Harriet?”


“I’m trying not to think about it. I can’t
believe I have put her in danger for the sake of a drawing and a locket.”


“She must have been following you,” the
memory of his brother mused, turning from the window. The morning sunshine was
streaming through what remained of his body.


“Not in daylight.”


“Scaife
then.”


“I would have recognised him.”


“You were too lost in your own misery to
notice if Old Nick himself had been following you with his cloven feet clomping
on the cobbles.”


“Perhaps…” 


Further discussion was interrupted by a
sharp knock on the door. Caleb glanced at the memory of his brother, who
shrugged, “Don’t look at me; I’m not getting it for you.”


Reluctantly Caleb got up and went to the
door, his stomach tightening as he still had not accepted Alyssa didn’t want to
kill him. Half expecting her to come flying into the room with her fangs barred
he hesitantly opened the door, only to find Scaife
holding a tray of food, his face compressed into a bright and welcoming scowl.


When Caleb just
stood and stared at him, Scaife nodded at the tray in
his hands and made a little grunting noise, which made Caleb wonder if having
his own tongue ripped out would be part of Alyssa’s deal. 


He stepped aside and let the servant in. Scaife crossed the room and put the tray on the table by
the window. He didn’t exactly slam it down, but he did it forcefully enough for
ale from the mug upon it to slosh over the side. In addition to ale there was
bacon, bread, cheese and a couple of small dried apples.


“Breakfast?” Caleb asked, somewhat unnecessarily.


Scaife shot him a look that suggested he thought he was an idiot and left
the room, banging the door shut after him.


“He doesn’t seem particularly happy.”


“This looks rather good,” the memory of his
brother commented, leaning over the plate.


“The condemned man’s
hearty breakfast?”


“Or the way to a man’s heart?”


“Bacon?”


“Kindness.”


“In my experience,
neither will work.”


“You should eat. You’re hungry.”


Caleb stared at the plate and realised his
stomach was rumbling. He pulled up a chair and looked uncertainly at the food.


“I’ve always thought of Alyssa as more of a
rip-your-throat-out-with-her-teeth kind of girl…”


“Yes, I suppose poisoning wouldn’t really
be her style.” 


Once he started to eat Caleb barely drew
breath until the plate was empty.


“That wasn’t at all bad,” he announced
washing the final mouthful down with the last of the ale before belching
loudly.


“Definitely gypsy
love magic…”


“Huh?”


“Nothing… so what are your plans for the
rest of the day?”


“Keeping myself and four
other people alive.”


“And how do you intend to achieve that?”


“Do whatever Alyssa wants.”


“She is quite mad you know?”


“I have noticed…” he shrugged, “…I don’t
really have a choice do I? Besides, if there’s one thing I know how to do; it
is keeping women happy. If I can manage it with fat, noxious-breathed, German widows I’m sure I can do it with homicidal vampires.”


“You kept them happy till you run away.”


“I’m not planning to run away this time.”


“So you are going to stay here for the rest
of your life?”


“No, just until I figure out a way to keep
everybody alive.”


“You’d better hope she doesn’t get bored
with you first then.”


“Please!” Caleb stared at the memory of his
brother aghast, “Now you’re just being ridiculous…”


*


“I thought you might have been sulking,”
Alyssa said, looking up at him.


“Because you didn’t kill
me?”


“Men can be most peculiar.”


“I decided to sleep in, I had a rather
eventful night,” Caleb peered at her, “Is that crochet?”


“Do you like it?” Alyssa asked, smiling
broadly and holding up her work. She was sitting in a large chair by the fire.
The curtains were drawn and as the room was only dimly lit Caleb hadn’t
initially been sure what she’d been doing when he’d entered the room.


“I thought you said you didn’t want to
spend your time doing things like crochet?”


“I said I
was bored. ‘tis either this or sacrificing
babies, but they do make an absolutely dreadful din when you starting cutting
them up.”


Caleb stared blankly at her.


“That was a joke.”


“Oh, sorry. Vampire humour. It takes some getting used
to.”


“You seem more like your old self, I must
say.”


“Oh you know, some sleep, some breakfast,
some not being terrified you’re going to have your throat ripped out at any
moment. Does marvels for one’s temperament…”


“Please sit down… leave the door open if it makes you feel more comfortable.”


Caleb closed the door and took the chair on
the opposite side of the fire. Alyssa didn’t take her eyes off him. She wore a
pale blue dress and her hair was tied up loosely above her head. A black and
white cat was curled up in front of the fire at her feet. She looked entirely
like a proper young lady might. There weren’t even any blood stains on her
chest.


“Where are we?” Caleb asked.


“This is called the drawing room.”


“I meant in England?”


“Oh… just outside the village of Mortlake, west of London.”


“I’ve never had the pleasure.”


“’tis a nice place. By the Thames, very quiet.
There are swans and ducks and things apparently.”


“And how are the neighbours? Have they
tried to burn you at the stake lately?”


“Oh, I keep myself much to myself. I am
sure they are quite delicious, but I prefer to dine in London if at all possible.”


The cat looked up and inspected him,
yawning dismissively once it had his measure before returning to the business
of sleeping.


Is that what I am? Caleb thought, another
pet? He could live with that he supposed; it was preferable to being dead.
Instead, he inspected the room; it was
tastefully furnished, shelves lined one wall, heavy
with books. Thick, expensive rugs adorned
the polished floor, a piano sat in one corner and heavy curtains draped the
windows which, he assumed, looked out on the house’s gardens. Whatever else
Alyssa was, she clearly had money.


“Do you like it?”


“Sorry?”


“The house?”


“Yes. ‘tis very nice.”


“Nice. Such a
dreadful wee word, do try not to use it. I spent some time having the
place decorated. I have an abundance of time after all. I did have some old
weapons as ornaments in the hall outside, but I had them removed. I thought the
swords might give you
ideas.”


“I’m not much of a swordsman.”


“So I recall.”


Caleb looked at her staring at him for a
moment, before averting his eyes to the flames of the fire.


“I think this is the part where you
apologise.”


“For trying to kill you?”


“Yes. Why did you do it?”


“You were going to kill Morlaine.”


“True.”


“Not to mention Rentwin and the other
people you had already killed.”


Alyssa folded up her crochet, put it to one
side and demurely folded her hands in her lap, “I see we are going to have to
talk about this, aren’t we?”


“I am your prisoner. We can talk about
whatever you like.”


“You are not my prisoner. You can leave
here whenever you like.”


“But you will kill people I care for if I
do.”


“Care? Do you really?”


“I don’t have your flippant attitude to life.”


“’tis my nature. I kill. You do not criticise this cat for killing mice do you? His
name is Mallory, by the way.”


“You don’t kill mice, you kill people.”


“There is little distinction.”


“You need blood to feed, you don’t need to
kill.”


“I have my reasons.”


“Morlaine doesn’t
kill; she only takes the blood she needs.”


“Her again…”


“It proves it is possible.”


“Would you love me if I didn’t kill?”


“Would you stop if I said yes?”


Alyssa smiled, “No, your love isn’t worth
my sanity.”


“Your sanity?”


She shook her head and looked away, “I do
not want to talk of this anymore. ‘tis boring, lets us
talk about something else.”


“Anything you suggest?”


“How about your son?”


Caleb shifted uneasily, “I have no son, you are mistaken.”


“Just how did you father the Duke of Pevansea? That must be quite a tale?”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“Don’t lie to me Cade, I knew from the
moment I saw you together. You have the same scent, ‘tis only thanks to the
stupidity of men that it is not public knowledge; which is just as well, for
I’m sure it would be quite ruinous for him to be revealed as a bastard.”


“Leave him alone.”


Alyssa smiled, “Oh, he has nothing to fear
from me.”


“Unless I walk out of
here?”


“Quite so.”


“So I am your prisoner, ‘tis just that the
bars of my prison are not made of iron.”


Alyssa shrugged, “Well, shall we agree you
are not my prisoner and that the Duke isn’t your son? Then can we be friends
again?”


Caleb stared at her without reply; he
really didn’t know what to say. 


“I will also promise to forget you tried to
kill me and you shall forget I am a murderer?”


“Until you come home with
blood on your dress?”


“Does it really trouble you so? You seemed
to like me well enough before you knew what I was. Yet you followed Morlaine quite happily, so it is not being a vampire alone that is the problem. Is it?”


“I cannot love a woman who kills people…”
Caleb didn’t add that he’d spent twenty years successfully not falling in love
with a succession of women who had far less obvious failings.


“One day you will.”


“You will be waiting a long time for that.”


“Oh, that is no matter. I have all the time
in the world…”


Alyssa smiled radiantly at him before
returning to her crochet.


*


It was strange how quickly terror turned to
tedium.


Caleb strolled in the garden, the first
spring flowers were starting to shoot, but there was still a bite in the air
and the sky was dark and threatening. It
would rain soon and he would have to head back into Bennett House, which he’d
learned was the name of Alyssa’s home.


The house sat atop a gentle hill, which
afforded views over the grey-ribboned Thames and the
village of Mortlake huddled around its church spire.
Alyssa had said he was free to walk down to the village, there were several
taverns apparently, or anywhere else he cared to go. So long as he returned by
nightfall.


He wasn’t sure how much freedom she would
actually afford him, he would have to test the length of his chain at some
point, but, for now, he had decided to limit himself to the house
and grounds, which he’d been wandering like a restless, brooding and rather confused ghost.


If he could go down to the village, he could send a letter to Danny, but
he somehow doubted his freedom would be entirely unsupervised. He’d been
followed to Harriet’s shop and, despite the memory of his brother’s opinion, he
was sure he would have recognised Scaife. He hardly
had a melt into a crowd look about him, even taking into account the general
level of ugliness and disfigurement to be found on London streets. Which meant she must have other mortal
helpers who could keep a discreet eye on
his activities. If he chose to wander off
down to the village for an innocent ale to idle away a few hours gossiping with
the innkeeper, he had a feeling Alyssa would soon hear whether he’d been
talking about the shocking state of the weather, the fertility of the local
cows, an increase in the mortality rate since the strange red-haired woman
moved into the Bennett House or whatever else passed for conversation in sleepy
little places like Mortlake. 


Whoever else was in Alyssa’s employ, they
didn’t seem to be living in Bennett House. It was a well-apportioned home for a well to do family and he’d visited
every room save for Scaife’s quarters in the attic
and Alyssa’s bedroom, which she had made abundantly clear he should not
consider to be off limits in any way. Night or day.


He had, rather lamely, told her he didn’t
have any coins on him, having spent or given away all of his own beforehand in
the expectation of an imminent grisly death. She’d smiled knowingly and told
him to check the top drawer of the chest in his room. He’d opened it before
going to bed that night; it was full to the brim with penny pieces.


It will take a long time to work your
way through those, the memory of his brother had
whispered helpfully in his ear.


The grounds were quite unremarkable; there was a barn and stables at the rear of the house which overlooked a small meadow where Alyssa’s horses
grazed. The gardens were well-maintained
and bordered by oak trees on two sides. A few weathered lumps of masonry poked
through the shrubbery here and there, indicating something else had stood here
before Bennett House. However, at the bottom of the garden, behind a blackthorn
hedge, Caleb found a grave.


It was unmarked and looked relatively new. 


“Dr Rothery,” Caleb muttered. Alyssa had
said nothing as to how her son had died and he hadn’t pried, “Thank you for my life; despite everything I will be
eternally grateful to you,” he whispered, standing at the foot of the grave. 


He may have been mad and he’d done the most
appalling things in his search for a cure for Alyssa’s vampirism, but he would
be just another of Defane’s skeletal keepsakes if Dr Rothery hadn’t saved him. 


Upon the grave lay a single red rose. Caleb
crouched down and picked it up; its scent was sweet and fresh. It reminded him
of summer.


He carefully placed the rose back on the
grave and stood up, for a moment he stared at the flower. Before turning on his
heels and heading back inside. It had started to rain and he didn’t want to get
drenched while he pondered on where you got roses from in March.


On his third evening in the house, he had returned to his room to find his
trunk sitting on the rug by the fire.


He’d gone back downstairs and found Alyssa
where he had left her, reading by the fire. He was starting to think that, for
a blood-crazed killer, she seemed to live a rather sedate life.


“Why is my trunk in my room?”  He’d
asked.


“You need a change of clothes,” Alyssa
replied, wrinkling her nose, “you’re starting to smell a wee bit.”


“But how did you know where it was?”


“Oh, Cade, do you not remember? I know everything…”


He wondered if she knew he’d given all his
money to Harriet… and whether he could get it back before she gave it all away
to the poor…


*


“Perhaps we should go out for the evening?”
Alyssa mused, “it might help matters along.”


“Which matter would that be?”


“Our relationship of
course.”


“You mean prisoner and gaoler?”


“You know, I believe I might have preferred
you when you were terrified of me,” Alyssa sighed, running a finger tunelessly
along the keys of the piano.


“I still am.”


“Can you play?”


“I’m sorry?”


“The piano?” she shuffled along and patted
the stool.


“No, it wasn’t on my father’s curriculum
when I was a boy.”


She patted the stool again, more
forcefully, in the way you might summon a child or a cat. Caleb took the hint
and tried not to look too reluctant as he sat next to her. He still felt more
comfortable outside of her biting range.


“Shall I play something for you?” She
asked; her eyes didn’t waver from his. Her lips were slightly parted and the pupils
of her vivid green eyes were dark and wide.
He’d seen the look countless times before on God alone knew how many different
faces. This, however, was the first time he’d wished it wasn’t there.


“Are there any good vampire bloodletting
songs you know?” He said before he could
stop himself.


“Do you have to do that?”


“Do what?”


“Constantly remind me what I am!” She
pulled her eyes away from his and stared at the keys, “I did not choose this…
to be like this.” Her voice was small and hesitant; he couldn’t remember
her ever sounding quite the same before; like a small
lost girl.  


“I know you didn’t… but you choose how to
live your life now.”


“Don’t lecture me. You do not understand
what makes me so…”


Caleb said nothing, he supposed he didn’t
have a clue though he was pretty sure
whatever it was it didn’t justify nailing a man to a church wall.


Alyssa let out a long sigh and began to
play the piano; Caleb didn’t recognise the song, either as she played it or
after she began to sing. Her voice was rich and deep
and quite beautiful. The song was about a mother’s love and he felt the hairs
on his neck rise because her voice was so
full of loss and regret.


When she finished she smiled faintly
without looking, “I used to sing that to Samuel when he was a boy… and I sang
it as I held his body in my arms when I found him dead too. 


“How did he die Alyssa?”


“He was sick; my blood had lost its power
to heal him anymore. It only works so many times. I told him he had no choice
now. I had to change him, give him my gift so we could be together forever. I
told him there was no other way.”


She paused and let out a long, slow sigh,
“I was wrong of course, there was another way. My Samuel killed himself. Opened his veins to let his life blood wash away before I could
replace it with mine. I found him in the morning. Too
dead to help.”


Alyssa was looking down at the piano keys,
Caleb got the impression she was trying not to cry. She seemed unrecognisable
from the monstrous creature that had come lurching out of the flames of
Lazziard Manor. Was this just some show to manipulate him, or could monsters
genuinely feel sorrow and grief too?


“How repulsive must I be for my son to kill
himself rather than be like me?”


“You are not repulsive Alyssa,” Caleb said
eventually, “but the things you do are.”


“Ah…” she sighed, “we are back to that
again.”


“I don’t understand you Alyssa, the things
I’ve seen you do… the things you are capable of. Yet, at other times…”


“I do not seem so monstrous at all?”


“I wouldn’t go that far.”


She glanced at him and smiled, “Is it so
wrong for me to want a friend?”


“No, but keeping me here is.”


“Ah, but therein lies the problem my dear
Cade, if I didn’t make you stay you would run off to find wee Elsa or beautiful
Morlaine, and I would be left alone. Again.”


“The world is full of men…”


“Ah, but none are quite like you…” she turned to face him fully. She really did
have quite beautiful eyes. It was a shame all he could see in them were Richard
Rentwin’s dead ones…


*


The shutters were open and the drapes drawn
back, it was still dark inside the coach’s cabin, but he could make out Alyssa
sitting opposite him this time. Which he considered to be an
improvement.


As soon as the sun had set she had ordered Scaife to prepare the coach. Caleb wasn’t offered the
option of whether or not he wanted to come.


“I would like a gentleman escort,” she had
explained.


“Where are we going?”


“’tis just a coaching inn I frequent from
time to time. However, they have musicians
on a Saturday evening for entertainment. There is no need to look concerned… I
know you can dance.”


Caleb was going to ask what she meant by
“frequent,” but thought better of it. He probably didn’t want to know.


“The nights are drawing out,” Alyssa sighed,
staring out of the window towards a sky that was darkening with both the twilight and heavy
cloud, before turning her eyes across to him, “what am I going to do to
keep myself entertained during those long summer days?”


“I can juggle… a little.”


“I would prefer other entertainments.”


“Your life does seem more sedate than I
recall.”


“Sedate?”


“You don’t seem to sneak out for
assignations with strange men like you did when I first met you. Though I
suppose they weren’t really assignations, were they?”


She rolled a curl of her hair around her
finger whilst staring at him, pulling it
straight before letting it spring back, “Do you suspect I was out killing
people?”


Caleb nodded.


“Sometimes… sometimes
not. It depended on my mood and my hunger. Out
here in the country, there are fewer
opportunities.”


“For assignations or
killing?”


“Both.”


“Now you have me.”


“You seem uninterested in assignations
and I have no great desire to kill you, anymore, so you currently serve neither
purpose.”


“I’m sorry to disappoint.”


“I am patient… I know your dark heart, Cade. I know your desires. You will come
to me again; I do not see you living the celibate life for long.”


How long has it been now?


Caleb’s eyes drifted out to the passing fields that were now clothed in the
last soft light of dusk. He hadn’t been with a woman since the night Morlaine had left him. Perhaps Madame Geneva had robbed him
of his lust, perhaps he truly was broken hearted. Either way, he had no desire for Alyssa, even if she had been no
more than a Doctor’s daughter.


His attention was pulled back to Alyssa as
she leant slightly towards him, affording
him a better view of her deep cleavage. 


Well, almost no desire.


“Do you not find me pretty anymore Cade?” She asked, before raising an eyebrow and
pouting.


“You are as comely as you were when I first
met you, but circumstances have changed.”


“You know what I am now?” 


“I know what you do now.”


“If you do not see what I do, then can you
not simply forget it?”


“You are not asking me to overlook the
occasional indiscretion, besides… I am not the man I was…”


Alyssa laughed, throwing back her head to
reveal the soft pale hollow of her throat.


 “I don’t see what is so funny.”


“You can no more change your nature than I
can, we both hunt what we desire, ‘tis only our prey that differs.”


“I am nothing like you.”


“Believe what you will, whatever makes you
feel better.”


He looked out of the window for a few
minutes, but there was little to see and he could feel Alyssa’s unwavering
gaze.


“I’ve been wondering,
how did you know about Harriet?”


“I know everything,
Cade.”


“Yes,” Caleb sighed, “so you like to tell
me, but how?”


“I’m a vampire…” she wiggled her fingers
before her face for a moment, “…I have uncanny and diabolical powers.”


Caleb continued to stare at her.


“Oh well, I suppose even you’re not
gullible enough to believe that.”


He shook his head.


“I had the Duke’s house watched; I knew you
would go back there eventually. Kith and kin after all.
I must admit I didn’t think it would take over a year, though.”


“Watched by whom?”


“Oh, London is absolutely teaming with folk
who will do just about anything for a handful of coins. A few street urchins
were all it took, once you returned I had you watched and followed by my happy
band of helpers.


“I never noticed a thing.”


“That is because either the vagrant,
uneducated little urchins I employed were masters of subtly, disguise and
general underhand sneakiness or you’re so unobservant you don’t notice anything
unless it is hanging off your cock,” she smiled brightly, “I know which one my
money is on.”


Mine too…


Caleb chose not to answer either Alyssa or
the memory of his brother and tried hard no to feel too picked upon.


She stared at him for a while; her green
eyes were vivid even in the half-light, like an owl spying a field mouse. After
they had rattled on a little further she said, “As we’re passing the time by
asking questions, tell me, did you really
kill Isabella Medina?”


Caleb’s eyes widened and his stomach turned
sickly, the only people who knew about Isabella were Harriet and, possibly,
Defane. He doubted Alyssa was on speaking terms with either of them. 


Alyssa laughed, “My my,
your face is quite the picture.”


For a moment
he thought to deny all knowledge of the beautiful young countess whose death
had made him flee Venice, but that seemed pointless as his face had already
betrayed him. 


“How do you know about Isabella?”


She leant
back and threw out her arms along either side of the coach’s seat, “How many
times do I need to tell you that I know everything? Perhaps I will tell you.
Perhaps I will require something in return first.”


“Such as?”


“A night in my bed?”


“You mean to blackmail me?”


“Blackmail? How vulgar. I don’t intend to tell anyone; if I wanted harm done to
you I am more than capable of doing that myself, it
just seems, as you are proving immune to my charms, that you require a little
incentive to do what is required of you.”


“I’m not that curious.”


“Hmmm… I should be offended; most men would
die to spend the night with me. In fact,
quite a few have, however, I see I will have to think of something else to
motivate you. I do so like games.”


“This isn’t a game.”


“Life is always just a game Cade; you do
know that, don’t you?”


“How do you know about Isabella?”


“Did you kill her?”


“Of course not.”


“I wouldn’t think any less of you if you
did.”


“I am not a murderer… how do you know about
her?”


“Well, I can see you’re going to get rather
tiresome if I don’t tell you… oh, we are here!”


The coach had pulled up in the courtyard of
a large inn, several other coaches were already present and being unloaded of
passengers and luggage. He assumed they must be on the main London to
Portsmouth road.


“Alyssa?”


She looked pointedly at the door, “I do
hope you’re going to be a gentleman and help me out. Manners are so terribly
important to a lady you know.”


“You’re no la-”


She pushed a finger against his lips, her
skin felt like satin that had been blowing in a cold winter wind, “Please Cade,
don’t hurt my feelings. Deep down I really am quite
sensitive.” She smiled sweetly at him.


Caleb shook his head, threw open the door
and climbed down. He held out his hand, which Alyssa took with a smile. Out of
the corner of his eye, he could see Scaife
scurrying over to help his mistress. When he saw that Caleb had gotten there first he glared at him as if suspicious he might be
planning to deposit Alyssa’s backside on the wheel polished cobbles of the
courtyard.


Alyssa was wearing a simple cream gown,
with little embellishment and a modest amount of skirt. She seemed to favour
light coloured dresses, which didn’t seem
practical given how often they must have blood splattered over them.


“Thank you,” she smiled again, once she was
safely on the ground. Given she’d comfortably jumped from the royal box to the
stage of the Queen’s Theatre,
Caleb knew she needed no assistance whatsoever, but, as she’d said, everything
to her was just a game.


 “See to the horses,” she said to Scaife, without looking at him, slipping her hand through Caleb’s arm, “I hope you are ready to
protect my honour, these coaching inns can be quite coarse.”


“I will do my very best to keep all those uncouth men from attacking your fangs with their throats.”


“Oh, don’t fret, I
only have eyes for you tonight my dear.”


“’tis not your eyes that
worry me.”


“Come, let us have fun.”


Caleb wanted to question her further about
Isabella, but he saw no point in doing it out in the cold. A fine drizzle had
begun fall, slickening the cobbles, so he hurried Alyssa inside.


The Inn, the rather unoriginally titled The
Coach and Horses, was busy without being packed, as travellers and locals
supped ale, ate food and entertained each other with gossip and tall tales in
much the same was as any inn in the country might. All entirely
oblivious to the monster that he had walked in on his arm, though plenty of the
men were glancing in Alyssa’s direction.


A woman was singing in one corner.
Accompanied by a young fiddler, the song was slow and her voice mournful as she
sang about being haunted by a lost love. Perhaps he should have a word; he
could tell them a thing or two about that.


“Rather drab,” Alyssa sniffed, “I do hope
they will get more cheery, if I wanted to be depressed I could have just stayed
at home and stared at you.” 


They found a table and ordered ale. Recalling Alyssa’s thirst from previous
drinking nights, he ordered four.


“I hope you brought money,” Caleb muttered,
once the serving girl had left them.


“Didn’t you bring any of those coins I left
in your room?” Alyssa muttered, resting
her chin on her hand as she watched the girl return to the bar, “…She’s rather
pretty, don’t you think?”


“I thought they were for other purposes…
and yes, I suppose she is.”


“You can spend them however you wish,” she
turned her eyes back on him, “…you seem far less
lecherous than I recall. Disappointing.”


“Most women prefer their escorts to have
eyes only for them.”


“I am not most women.”


“That is one thing we can agree on at
least.”


Caleb waited until the girl returned with
their ale before questioning Alyssa further, and then waited some more while
she downed the first drink in one long swig.


“Isabella?”


“If only you were so persistent in other
matters,” she sighed, wiping the froth from her lips with an unladylike swipe
of her hand.


“I’m curious to know how you came by the
name of someone I’ve mentioned to virtually no one.”


“Well… I could claim my powers are so great
that I can read every little thing that rattles around in that pretty, but rather vacant, head of yours…”


“But that wouldn’t be true.”


“Well, not entirely…” she sighed, in the
manner of someone resigned to having to explain something carefully to a
particularly inattentive and dim-witted student, “…a man came looking for you.
He told me about the beautiful young Countess
and her terrible demise.  I was most appalled. Obviously.”


“I wouldn’t have thought you so squeamish.”


“Cutting off a woman’s face…” she wrinkled
her nose, “…’tis not to my taste.”


“No, you are much more of
a nailing men to the wall type
aren’t you?”


“I had my reasons for doing that.”


Yes, you are a lunatic…


Caleb shook his head distractedly; he
didn’t need the memory of his brother to be whispering the obvious in his ear just at the moment.


“Who was this man?”


Alyssa frowned, “Oh, Antonio something or
other… I don’t quite recall. It was just after you had left the house in
Lincoln’s Inn to go and play with Morlaine down in Dorsetshire with Samuel and Capt’n
Billy.”


“He’s dead by the way.”


“Apparently.”


“I suppose you know something about that
too?”


“Some men die harder than others Cade.”


“Is he still alive?”


“Antonio… Antonio… no, it won’t come. My
memory is not what it used to be,” she smiled radiantly at him, “I must be
getting old.”


“Very well, one story at
a time then.”


“He was Italian, from Naples I think, very
dark, probably passably handsome when he was younger, but he had lived a rough
life, his face was weathered like a rock on a mountainside and his hands felt
like cheap splintered wood. I think he was a mercenary of some kind, a man well
used to blade work anyway. He was looking for you.”


“I don’t know anyone called Antonio.”


“I don’t think he was someone you’d met. I
think you’d remember him if you had. He had dark liquid eyes and a cold, humourless mouth that was perpetually
turned down at the corners as if he saw nothing in the world that much pleased
him. A face that would frighten children, I think. I believe he killed people
for a living.”


“As opposed to for pleasure?”


“Or necessity. Many men kill for money, but
I think he enjoyed his work very much.”


“And he is looking for me?”


“Apparently Count Marco, whom I believe was
Isabella’s husband, has hired a number of,
shall we say, men of particular talents,
to scour Europe for you. I understand he believes you helped kill his wife. I
also understand he is not a very nice man
at all. If he ever gets his hands on you,
I believe he would take a good few months
slowly teasing your body apart. He sounds
quite a fascinating fellow.”


“You would get on famously,” Caleb
muttered, staring down into his ale.


“There is nothing to worry about, I will
protect you. Nothing can harm you now.”


“What did you tell this Antonio?”


“Oh, I told him everything I knew about you
and where you were.”


“You did?”


“Of course, what was the point in lying? He
wasn’t very grateful to be honest. Once I’d told him all I knew he decided to
have some sport with me. He hit me a few times and then tried to rape me. He
didn’t get very far obviously.”


“What happened?”


“I ate him. He was delicious. He tasted of olives
and corruption,” Alyssa sighed and closed her eyes, “I have always wanted to
visit Italy. We should go. I’m sure all the men are not so brutish.”


“He tried to rape you?”


“You sound shocked? You know how some men
are when they’re alone with a vulnerable wee girl. You should have seen his
face when I showed him my fangs…”


Caleb looked up and stared blankly at
Alyssa, who reached over and took both his hands in hers, “’tis alright, you
can thank me later…”


“How did he even find me?”


“He didn’t elaborate
though I got the impression he had been looking for you for quite some time.
Following your stink across Europe, I think, was his expression.”


He hadn’t realised he’d been so easy to
follow; he hadn’t lingered long in any one place after leaving Venice and had
meandered in no particularly logical fashion back towards England. In truth, he hadn’t been fleeing with any great
speed or effort to hide his tracks. He’d simply thought once he was out of
Venice he would be safe. After all, he hadn’t
actually killed Isabella. Clearly he’d been naive when it came to rich men and
their need for revenge.


“What did he say had happened?”


“That you and another man, I don’t recall
his name-“


“Leon Foscari.”


“Yes, that was it. Had kidnapped Countess
Isabella from a masquerade, whether you wished to ransom her or had intended
some terribly vile debasement from the offset, he didn’t know, but the Countess
had been found butchered and defiled the next day along with this Leon’s body.
There were several theories as to what had happened, but all Antonio knew was
that you had been seen fleeing from the scene of the murder. This, apparently,
made you worthy of a death sentence in your absence.”


“I didn’t kill her.”


“You don’t have to explain your actions to
me; I do not particularly care about your past.”


“Leon killed her after she spent the night
with me. He was… insane.”


“’tis important to you that I don’t believe
you killed her?” Alyssa asked earnestly.


“I don’t care what you think.”


Alyssa plumped her lips up into a pout,
“And yet you insist your innocence most vehemently? Perhaps, somewhere deep
down, you do care what I think?”


Caleb turned away from her eyes, which
suddenly seemed bigger and brighter than usual, she was as mad as poor Leon had
been. He certainly didn’t care what she thought. All he cared about was ensuring she wasn’t going to kill any of his
friends. He felt a peculiar sense of pride at that though he wasn’t entirely
sure whether it was the thought that he
actually had friends or that he had become so selfless that made him feel
flushed. 


He looked down at his tankard, which was
inexplicably empty. Perhaps it was just the beer.


Rather than stare at Alyssa, who continued
to gaze relentlessly at him, he looked over the crowd. More patrons had hurried
in, their clothes slick with spring rain. They seemed unremarkable enough,
nobody seemed out of place, just the usual collection of drinkers, travellers,
workers and wastrels one might find in any tavern in
England. But how did he know? Any one of them could be in the pay of Count
Marco, looking to haul him off to a slow and agonising death for a crime that,
for once, he hadn’t actually committed.


He had only just come to terms with the
fact that he wasn’t going to be butchered by Alyssa and now he had to worry
about yet another lunatic who wanted to kill him.


“I don’t think there are any killers in
here?” Alyssa said, reaching over to place a cold soft hand on his again.


“Other than you?” Caleb asked, pulling his hand back.


Alyssa’s eyes flicked away and she sat back
looking, if anything, a little hurt. “Perhaps I should have left Antonio alive,
perhaps you would have found Count
Marco’s company preferable to mine?”


“You are easier on the eye.”


“Well, that is something, I suppose,” she
finished her second ale and ordered more
with a flick of her finger in the direction of the passing serving girl, who
smiled in acknowledgement and hurried off to fetch their drinks immediately,
despite the growing throng of other drinkers.


“Special service?”


“They know I never ask for change,
generosity is one of my many virtues.”


“I’ve never said you were all bad.”


“There are others.”


“Others?”


“Other men like Antonio, looking for you.
Count Marco is even more generous than I
am. Apparently.”


“You’ve looked into the matter?”


“I asked a few questions. Antonio became
quite eager to be helpful in the end.”


“Well, nobody has found me yet.”


“They are still looking. The Count has
offered a considerable fortune for anyone who can arrange your return to
Venice.”


“I guess I am safe enough hiding in your
bedroom.”


“We should go to Venice…”


“You plan to hand me over?”


“Of course not. If I wanted you to die a slow and agonising death, I’d do it myself. No, I’ve always wanted to visit and I can
arrange to resolve this misunderstanding while I am there. I wouldn’t want any
brutish thug to drag you off in the middle of the day. After all, I might think
you’ve just run off and then I’d have to kill all of your friends. Which would be unfortunate.”


“And how would you resolve this Alyssa,
vouch for my good name and explain I was
only fucking the Count’s wife. I’m sure he’d understand.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t waste my breath; you know
how obstinate the aristocracy can get. No, I’d just kill him. No Count, no
blood money.”


“Just like that?”


“Of course. I’m sure I could get the man alone. I have ways in that regard.”


“That won’t be necessary.”


“Hmmm… I don’t think you’ve been paying attention, Cade. I want to go to Venice…
and the rest of Italy too, but that will be a good place to start.”


Caleb shifted around in his seat, “And you
want me to go with you?”


“No, I thought I’d leave you here to look
after the house.”


“Oh, well I’m sure I can make a decent fist
of that.”


“Please don’t be obtuse. Well, any more
than normal at least.”


“I’m not sure that is a good idea.”


“I don’t recall asking your opinion,”
Alyssa pushed some coins into the palm of the serving girl after she returned
with more beer and waved her away with a smile when she started fumbling for
change. “What makes you uncomfortable, travelling with me or returning to
Venice?”


“Both.”


“Well, by the time we reach Venice you will
be hopelessly in love with me and I will dispose of the Count first thing, so
there will be absolutely nothing for you to trouble your pretty head about. I
will get Scaife to start making preparations in the
morning.”


Did she really think he was going to fall
in love with her? Was this some little joke to amuse herself with, or did she
actually believe it? If she did, she was going to be sorely disappointed. 


It would be a cold day in hell before he’d
ever feel anything for her but revulsion.


*


His head was buzzing slightly as he helped
Alyssa back into the coach. Actually, his head was buzzing quite a lot. He couldn’t
remember exactly how many beers he’d drunk, but they’d been quite a few and he had lost some of his tolerance in the months
since he’d left Madame Geneva in Bristol and stopped drinking. Well, apart from
the night Alyssa had summoned him to the Queen’s Theatre, but abject
terror had proved an effective way of burning off alcohol and tonight he wasn’t
terrified.


He let his hand curl around Alyssa’s behind as she clambered into the
coach. No, he wasn’t terrified at all anymore.


Alyssa giggled and he pulled his hand away
quickly, looking at it aghast as if it had suddenly taken on a life of its own
when he’d been presented with the sight of a woman’s backside.


Well, that’s never happened before…


“Oh do shut up.”


Alyssa poked her head out of the door, “Are
you going to get all masterful with me now?” 


“Sorry, wasn’t talking to you.”


Alyssa glanced at Scaife,
who was hovering behind Caleb looking as sour and damp as a washerwoman with toothache and a leaky bucket.


“Not him either,” Caleb
muttered, climbing into the coach and settling himself down in the seat
opposite Alyssa, “’tis a long story.”


Scaife slammed the door shut after him.


“Have I done something to upset him?”


“Apart from hitting him
and robbing him of my possessions?”


“Oh, I’d forgotten about that.”


“He took it rather personally,” she leaned
towards him as the coach rolled forwards, placing her hands on his knees for
balance, “he’s not as forgiving as me.”


She leaned forward further until her
forehead rested against his, “I have enjoyed tonight…”


“It was only drinking and dancing,” Caleb
replied, a number of soft curls had
worked free of the pins that held her hair up as they’d danced, now they played
across his face in time to the roll and rhythm of the coach. The scent of beer
on her breath mixed with the rosewater of her perfume.


“It made me happy.”


“I thought you lived for pleasure?”


“I live for
blood… but it doesn’t make me happy.”


“And I do?”


“’tis a strange world…”


Caleb closed his eyes and reminded himself
she actually wasn’t just a woman.


“One day you will love me and then I will
be able to kiss you,” she breathed.


He didn’t reply; he didn’t want to think
about kissing her or the feel of her hair, or her scent, or the pressure of her
hands on his knees or the fact that if he
opened his eyes he
would be staring down into the shadows of her cleavage.


“You want me, don’t you?”


“No.”


“Liar…” she leaned forward further and
nuzzled his ear, “come to my room tonight… bring tuppence
with you…”


“No…”


“But you want me…”


“No.”


“We both know you’re lying
Cade,” she eased back and settled into her seat opposite, “which is, at least, progress.”


You shouldn’t have drunk so much.


Don’t you start; beer doesn’t change what
she is.


No, but it changes how you see her,
doesn’t it?


“Back in the theatre, why did you say you
were going to kill me?” Caleb asked, not entirely sure who he was trying to
distract the most; Alyssa, the memory of his brother or his lust.


“So many questions tonight Cade…”


“Indulge me.”


She twisted out another of her carnal
little smiles, “I would love to.”


He ignored her invitation. Again. “Why the show?”


“Partly for Elsa’s benefit, better your
friends think you dead, they won’t spend so long looking for you that way. I’m
sure they must think you’ve come to a most sticky and unpleasant end by now and
are grieving terribly, the poor lambs,” she pulled a long face of mock sorrow,
before shrugging, “still, never mind, they’ll get over you soon enough.”


“I doubt that.
I’m much loved.”


“Not to mention extremely conceited.”


Caleb let that one go by, “But mainly?”


“Mainly because I enjoyed it, seeing the
fear on your face, seeing you try so hard to be brave. I decided to let you
live because I want you, but I haven’t entirely forgiven you for what you did
to me. I’m hardly a saint, after all. As much as I love you, Cade, there has to be some reckoning. I could have killed you,
slowly. I would have enjoyed it, but that would not last very long and then
what would I be left with? Just another bag of flesh to
dispose of. This way is better. I get to torture you forever this way.”


“You don’t torture people you love.”


“You don’t?”


Caleb frowned at her, he wasn’t sure if she
was teasing him or not. 


“I could break you into little pieces and
then stick you back together again, but after a while the mind just…” she made
a popping noise with her lips “…bursts, like an overfilled water bladder and
all that remains is an empty vessel. And
that’s no fun at all.”


Her tone had become dark and sober, her
eyes narrowed and a distant look settled upon her face that was equal parts
recollection and disappointment like
other people might recall the shortcomings of old lovers who had, eventually,
revealed themselves to be regrettably inadequate.


Caleb couldn’t help but be perplexed by
Alyssa; one moment she was a giggling and flirtatious young woman, the next she
wistfully recalled the failings of old
torture victims. He found it all rather unsettling.


“This is so much
more fun,” she continued after a pause, her face suddenly brightening. “Love is
the most exquisite torture there is, after all,” she smiled again, her eyes
never leaving his, “and it has the advantage of taking so much longer to drive
a man insane…”


The coach slowly trundled to a halt and a
knuckle rapped on the outside of a small
hatch behind Alyssa, which was enough to save Caleb from replying or thinking to deeply about the implication of her
words. 


Alyssa turned away from him, her lips still
twisted into a knowing little half-smile, as she opened the hatch Caleb could
see Scaife peering down; he heard several grunts from the servant followed by a few
whispered instructions from Alyssa before the hatch
snapped shut.


“What’s happening?” Caleb asked.


“Supper.”


The coach moved forward, but only for a few
moments before coming to a halt again. This
time, Alyssa shuffled over to the window and leant out to speak to someone on the road, her voice was soft and low, but he could make out enough to hear that
she was inviting them to come aboard the coach, the rain was getting heavier
and they were heading the same way. It was the Christian thing to do, after
all.


Eventually, she leant back and returned to
her seat. As the door swung open, there
was something cold and feral about the way she smiled at Caleb whilst playing with the curls of her hair.


A young man clambered hesitantly aboard,
rainwater sloshing from his hat; he glanced in Caleb’s direction before his eyes snapped backed to Alyssa.


“I’m much obliged Miss, but I’m happy to
sit up top with the driver.”


“Don’t be silly,” she chided, patting the
seat next to her and shuffling over, “’tis becoming a foul night, we would hate
for you to catch your death.”


Caleb wanted to scream at the boy and get
out, to go back into the rain and run across the fields as fast as his legs
would carry him, for there was nothing out in
that cold, rainy night that was anywhere near as dangerous as Alyssa Rothery.
Instead, he sat expressionless as the young man shut the coach door and settled
in next to Alyssa, leaving Caleb to silently curse his usual lack of courage.


“Thank you,
Miss, Sir,” he nodded at both of them. Once he’d removed his hat and swept back
his long fair hair that was damp at the end of the short ponytail he wore it in, Caleb could see he was
only a boy of sixteen or seventeen.


About the same age I was when I was murdered.


Caleb blinked and stared imploringly at
Alyssa.


“You are most welcome, I am Miss Rothery, this is my friend Mr Cade.”


“Sorry, Miss, forgetting
my manners. I’m Adam, Adam Coles.”


“Well Adam Coles,” Alyssa asked primly as
the coach began to move again, “what
brings you out on the road on such a wet and
loathsome night?”


Caleb had expected her to be at Adam’s
throat as soon as the boy had climbed aboard, but for now she was keeping her fangs to herself.


Adam’s eyes flicked between them before
grinning, “I’ve been seeing my sweetheart Miss.”


“At this late hour?”


Alyssa was staring at him, and he looked
down at the hat he held in his lap, “I quite
lost track of the time Miss.”


“I can imagine,” Alyssa laughed softly as,
even in the coach’s poor light, it was clear Adam was blushing.


They rattled on in silence for a while,
before Alyssa reached out and took Adam’s hand.


“Miss?”


“You must be very tired.”


“A little Miss.”


“Then close your eyes and let the world
slip away, you’re quite safe here, you know that don’t you?”


“Yes,
Miss.”


“That’s it; just feel the gentle sway of
the road, Adam,
like a babe’s cradle, rocking you away. You will get home in plenty of
time, safe and sound, just close your eyes and slip, slip away…” Alyssa’s words
were soft, compelling and they fell from her lips like honey running from a
spoon.


“Am feeling… rather tired Miss,” Adam’s
voice had become thick and slow.


“Of course
you are. Just take a little nap… rest
your head on my shoulder a while.” Adam did as she suggested and Alyssa begun
to stroke his hair and whisper in his ear, all the time her eyes fixed on
Caleb.


Do something!


“Alyssa!”


“Shush!”


Adam had begun to snore faintly, through a
soft and contented smile which had slowly spread across his features at the
same rate his eyelids had grown heavier. Caleb thought of the look upon the faces of the dead Captain of Dragoons
in Bristol dock, and the footman, Waller, that Alyssa had hung from a meat hook
in the pantry of Lazziard Manor. This is how they had died, not in terror, but
in a contented doze.


“What are you doing?”


She smiled, still stroking the boy’s hair
with long, slow caresses, “’tis just a trick I learned
though it only works on the weak-willed and suggestible. Surprisingly it has no
effect on you.”


“Let him go.”


“Why should I? I’m hungry.”


“He’s just a boy.”


“Yes,” Alyssa admitted a long drawn out
sigh, “his blood will still be sweet and sickly with youth, but as needs must. I
generally prefer my blood aged so it tastes of the life that has been lived.
I’m sure yours is rich and delicious.”


“Don’t kill him
Alyssa, please.”


“What is he to you? Just a stranger you
would not even notice normally. I have
put him to sleep, he will not suffer, I promise…” He face shifted then, becoming long and bloodless, like it had been
the night he had fled from her.


“If you need to feed, drink my blood
instead!” Caleb pleaded, pulling off his jacket and offering her his arm.


“My, my, you sat in that seat last week
shivering and shaking in the dark, terrified of what I might do to you. Now
you’re offering yourself to me like a spit roast hog at a county fair. Why
might that be?”


“I can’t sit here and watch you kill a
boy.”


“Might it give you bad dreams?”


“Stop this!” Caleb cried, half rising to
his feet.


“Sit down,” Alyssa’s words were softly
spoken, but they stilled him all the same and he sank back meekly into his
seat. What could he do anyway? She could break him like a dry twig if she
wanted to.


She stared at him in silence for a while,
still stroking Adam’s hair, her vampiric
face both monstrous and incongruous beneath the long red curls tied atop her
head.


“What is his life worth?” She asked
eventually.


“Worth?”


“What will you give me for it?”


“Alyssa I have nothing to give… other than
my blood and I have already offered that.”


“I don’t want your blood Cade, I want your
love.”


“It isn’t
mine to give.”


“No, your heart does what it chooses.”


“Alyssa, you can’t claim to love me and
then slaughter this boy in front of me.”


“That would depend on your tastes.”


“I am not Saul.”


She smiled and her face softened, melting
back into her human countenance, “Perhaps, not now, but if I changed you…”


“Then I would not be me, I would become
some other manner of monster entirely.”


“Come to my room tonight.”


“And you will let the boy go?”


“I’m prepared to go hungry…” she pulled her
fingers from Adam’s hair, “…for now.”


“Very well…”


“Now that wasn’t painful was it?”


Caleb sat and wondered if he had just sold his
soul to save a boy’s life.


*


He’d made every effort to avoid Alyssa’s
bedroom since he had arrived at Bennett House. Part of him had expected it to
be decorated with desiccated corpses, instruments of torture and, at the very
least, blood splattered walls. Instead, it held only what anyone might expect
to find in the bedroom of a young woman of comfortable means. Chests of
drawers, a dressing table, a fine looking-glass, various bottles of perfume,
hair brushes, a pewter jug and basin, silver candlesticks,
thick woven rugs, drapes and, dominating the room, a large four poster bed made of polished walnut. 


And a half naked vampire.


“You do not have to look quite so
miserable,” Alyssa chided, she had spread herself across the bed, laying on her side. She wore
a white nightgown but had neglected to
tie up the front, while it had ridden up far enough to reveal the pale curves
of her legs.


“I agreed to come here; not that I had to
be happy about it.”


“Am I so terrible to look at?” She asked,
pulling on one of the long strands of her hair that hung loosely about her
face.


“There are more traditional ways for a
woman to entice a man into her bed chamber than blackmail. Personally, I much
prefer them.”


“Blackmail indeed, I never threatened you.”


“No, you would just have murdered that boy
in front of me.”


“Well, we dropped him off outside his
mother’s cottage quite unharmed. He is safe now, save possibly from a scolding,
so we do not need to discuss the matter further.”


“Whatever you command.”


“Take your clothes off.”


“Sorry?”


“You said whatever I commanded,” she rolled
onto her front and cupped her hands under her chin, “so do as you’re told.”


Caleb shrugged and moved to blow out the
candles, “Leave them. I want to see.”


He knew well enough the candles were more
for his benefit than hers, but he shrugged and did as he was told. After all,
she had seen him naked before. Alyssa said nothing, but her eyes followed him
as he stripped down, each item of clothing deposited over the back of a chair
after he had kicked off his boots.


“You have let yourself go to fat.” She commented, nodding towards his
slight paunch.


“I’m getting old.”


Alyssa raised an eyebrow as she pushed
herself up till she was kneeling on the bed. She pulled her nightgown over her
head and tossed it aside. Her skin was milk-white in the candle light and her
breasts were heavy and perfectly formed.


“’tis not age Cade, you have just let yourself become soft…” her eyes
flicked up and down him, “…in several regards.”


She pulled back the sheets and climbed into
the bed, “You may out the candles now if you wish.”


Caleb did as she asked, before feeling his
way back to the bed in the darkness. She giggled softly; he supposed he looked
foolish to her overly sensitive eyes. He remembered how frightened he’d been
the last time he had been in the dark with her. Now there was no terror, just
apprehension.


Once he was in bed he lay upon his back and stared up into the darkness, he jumped only slightly as he felt her curl
around him, a knee hooked over his legs, a hand upon his stomach, the downy curls of her hair settling across his
chest. After a moment, he laid an arm
across her and remembered the smoothness of her skin.


“That is better,” she breathed. She kissed
him lightly on the chest but did nothing
else.


“What do you want of me Alyssa?” He asked eventually.


“Not a thing,” she murmured back, “not a
thing but this. I just want to feel your warmth and listen to your heart’s
song.”


“Nothing else?”


“No… Unless you want to.”


When Caleb didn’t reply, she sighed, “I’m sorry.”


“You are? For what?”


“I should not have threatened to eat that
boy. I know how you feel about it… sometimes I am too… playful.”


Caleb stared into the night and tried not
to see Richard Rentwin’s cold dead eyes staring back at him.


“Then why do it?”


“I did not want to be alone in this bed.
Not tonight.”


“Why not this night?”


She was silent for a while, her hand
running back and forth over his chest before she answered. “’tis six months
since Samuel killed himself.”


“I… am sorry.”


“Why should a date matter? He is no more
dead tonight than he was a week ago, no less than he will be in another six
months. But I miss him so much and I have nothing else to comfort me other than
you. Even if you do hate me.”


“I-”


“Shsssh… I’m not
stupid Cade. You’re only here because I threatened to kill your son. Why would
you not hate me?”


“Well, you haven’t tried to kill me...”


“I cannot do that. Anyone else I could kill
without hesitation, but not you. ‘tis a strange power you have Cade, to make
women love you.”


“I don’t make women do anything… it just
seems to happen.”


“Poor you.”


“I wasn’t complaining… well, up to now.”


“Careful, I may still eat you. I am quite
hungry.”


Caleb sighed and shut his eyes, “Feed from
me.”


“I can’t Cade. I don’t want to kill you.”


“You don’t have to kill me. You need blood;
you don’t need all of it.”


“I am not that strong.”


“Morlaine did it,
she could stop herself.”


“I am not that crazy.”


“Crazy?”


“’tis not because I
cannot stop. That is easy. ‘tis
the effect of the blood, it links me to my prey, somehow. I feel them, inside
me. “


“I know, Morlaine
told me the same thing. The ghosts in the blood…”


“I don’t hear their thoughts, just feel
their emotions. The more I have drunk from one person, the stronger the link.
The stronger the emotion, the more
powerfully I feel it. ‘tis strange how much more common, and powerful, the negative emotions are; anger, hatred, envy, jealousy,
spite, lust, avarice… can you imagine Cade? Not just one person’s mind, but
dozens, hundreds, thousands? All that bile, all that blind,
ignorant rage. Ceaselessly churning in your mind.
Can you imagine it? Every moment of every day, to feel that awful, corrupting, puss filling your head till you want to scratch
your own eyes out to get rid of the pressure of it pushing against the inside
of your skull. That’s why I kill, if I didn’t kill them, they would drive me insane and if I don’t eat I die. What else
am I supposed to do?”


“I’m only one man; take what you want,
surely just one man’s feelings, even mine. can’t be that
much to endure? Then you wouldn’t need to kill.”


Alyssa raised herself up on one arm and
reached out to caress his face, “But if I do that, I’ll know your feelings.
Every time you look at me I will feel the
revulsion you have for me… and that would break my heart utterly…”


When Caleb said nothing in reply, she
lowered her head back to his chest and made no other sound than the faint
murmur of her breath, which slowly thickened as she slipped into sleep, leaving
Caleb to stare across the darkened room and wonder how a monster possibly could
have a heart to break.


*


 He awoke with a slight start and found the sheets damp with his sweat. He had
been dreaming of Jack Frost again though
the King of the Winter had worn Louis Defane’s face
this time, he’d been swinging his legs from the branches of the old yew tree
and looking down at him, laughing so hard the whole tree had shook with his
mirth. Fat cold drops of ice water had splashed Caleb’s face as he’d stood looking up, at first,
he’d thought the King of the Winter had been weeping ice tears through his glee until he realised it was just melt water
dripping from his translucent teeth of ice.


You’re better off with us, the tree had told him, better than with her, we will have such
fun, me and thee and the King of the Winter. All
you’ll do if you stay with her is break her heart,
like you always do with women. And she won’t be happy about that, no sir, she
certainly won’t be happy about that at all…


The tree had shook and Jack Frost/Louis Defane
had laughed and ice water had dripped on his face.


He sat up and let his heartbeat return to normal. He looked over to
see if Alyssa had been woken by his sudden movement or thundering heart, but
the bed was empty. The room was dark
though he could make out the fuzzy grey
outlines of the drape, it was not yet morning.


Had she slipped out to kill while he’d
slept?


He found his clothes and dressed in the
dark, he had no desire to remain in Alyssa’s bed. Once he’d pulled on his boots, he headed downstairs and let himself out
into the garden. The rain had passed and a faint mist hung around the trees,
the sky was lightening slightly in the west. Dawn was not far off.


The air was cold enough to burn his lungs
as he stood and shivered on the doorstep. Winter was still clinging to the
land. He looked at the outlines of the trees at the end of the garden. They
were oaks rather than yews and no icicle-haired imp was sitting in their branches
laughing at him.


“Why are you standing in the cold?” The
memory of his brother asked, appearing out of the mist suddenly enough to make
him jump slightly.


“Do you have to keep doing that?”


The ghostly figure shrugged his young
shoulders, “You really should be used to it by now. Are you planning to run
away?”


Caleb stared at the short pathway that led
from the house to the lane which meandered down to the village.


“No…”


“Go back and keep Alyssa’s bed warm for her
then.”


“I am not her pet.”


“Are you not? As I see it there are only two ways this ends. Either
you kill her or you will become her creature.”


Caleb started to walk around the house, his
boots squishing into the sodden grass,
“There is another possibility.”


“Really?”


“I could change her.”


“I do so love your hair-brained schemes.”


Caleb scowled, “She is not as I had imagined
her to be, she still has some humanity in her.”


“Just because she hasn’t killed you, as we
expected, it does not make her a candidate for
sainthood.”


“If she is capable of feeling love, then…
then surely it is possible to make her…”


“A better vampire?”


“Why not? Morlaine managed it. She did things just
as terrible as Alyssa, but she found redemption. Now she saves lives rather
than takes them. Why not Alyssa?”


The memory of his brother shook his long locks
as they turned the corner of the house, “Just because Alyssa says she loves
you, it doesn’t mean she does. You are hardly an expert when it comes to
knowing your own heart, let alone someone else’s. Where are we going by the
way?”


“To find Alyssa.”


“How do you know where she is? She could be
busy slaughtering farm boys for all you know.”


“She isn’t, I want to help her.”


“Help her?”


“She is lost, can’t you see that? Saul
destroyed her, broke her into little pieces and made a monster out of what was
left, but losing Samuel has torn a hole into her. It is a way to get inside
her. To mend her.”


“Art thou a doctor of the soul now too?”


“Perhaps this is what I was meant to
do?  The way to balance my ledger, my way to atone for all the monstrous things I did by saving Alyssa.”


“An axe through the head would be far more
likely to succeed in that regard.”


“Now you sound like William Lazziard.”


“He wasn’t wrong about everything.”


“Yes. He was.”


Caleb reached the end of the garden and
turned around the screen of blackthorn bushes to find Alyssa kneeling by
Samuel’s grave. She had a knife in one hand and was squeezing blood from the
other which she had clenched into a tight fist.


 “Samuel always loved roses,” she
said, without looking up at him.


Caleb watched the bloody raindrops fall
from her fist onto the rose that lay on
the grave, even as he watched, the petals, which had begun to shrivel and rot,
reformed and flushed with life, like crumpled silk being stretched out flat.


“That is how you get roses in March,” Caleb
muttered, glancing at the memory of his brother.


“’tis very strange,” Alyssa whispered in a faraway voice, “that my blood is so full of
life and yet I am quite dead inside.”


She rose to her feet, she had put her
nightgown on again and in the early morning mist she looked as ghostly and
insubstantial as the memory of his brother, other than the blood that dripped
from her cut hand. She turned towards him and her face was slick with tears.


“I used to cradle him in my arms when he
was a wee little thing and sing lullabies till he slept like any young mother would. Now I am a monster who kills for
pleasure, how did such a thing happen Cade?”


Caleb took a hesitant step forward and
removed the bloody knife from her hand; she let it slip from her fingers.


“You still bleed.”


“It will heal, these kind of wounds always do.” She looked at the knife he held
before turning her big green eyes up towards his, “if you plunge that through my heart all of our troubles would be
over. ‘tis here…” she whispered, splaying her fingers
over her left breast, “…be sure you do not miss it this time.”


“You don’t want to die Alyssa.”


“I do not know what I want. I lived for
Samuel. I lived for pleasure. I lived for blood. All that is left now is the
blood. I do not think it is enough anymore.”


Caleb placed a hand on her arm, “Come
inside, ‘tis cold and the sun will be up soon.”


“Yes… the sun makes me cry,” she half
smiled and wiped her hands over her tear stained face, leaving blood smeared in
their place.


Caleb gently put his arm around her
shoulders and led her back towards the house.


“It that all it takes?”


“All what takes?”


“For you to be kind to
me. A few tears?”


“I have never been anything other than
kind. You give me no other choice.”


She nodded vigorously, her long red hair moving
like writhing flames in the mist, “If I
give you a choice, you would just run away. How else am I supposed to make you
love me?”


He was going to tell her it was impossible
to make someone love you, he’d failed miserably with Morlaine
in that regard after all. Then he
remembered that he’d actually made a career out of making women love him. So he
said nothing instead.


“Thank you for coming to find me. How did
you know where I’d be?”


“I know a thing or two about ghosts.”


They walked in silence back to the house,
when they were inside she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him hard. 


*


“Keep still,” Alyssa ordered, “I’m
concentrating.”


“Of all the horrors I thought you might inflict upon me, I never for a
moment thought, even you, could come up with something as despicable as this.”


“If you keep up this moaning I will make you wear it… the colour
suits you after all,” she glanced up and grinned at him.


Caleb pursed his lips and clutched the
dress firmly to his chest and hoped she was joking
while Alyssa continued to pin up the hem.


“Why do you usually wear light coloured gowns?” Caleb asked eventually, deciding the
threat had been idle.


“Instead of black? Being evil that would be a more suitable colour I suppose?”


“Just wondered,” he replied, deciding not
to speculate about the visibility of blood stains.


“’tis more flattering I feel, being pale
skinned light tones match my complexion, rather than highlight it.”


“Oh… I did not realise you were so
concerned about your appearance.”


Alyssa paused, shuffled slightly on her
knees and looked up at him again, “You mean I appear too much of a ragamuffin
to look like I give any thought to my appearance?” She smiled, not entirely
sweetly, “I should warn you these pins are quite sharp, if I were to be
careless with them I could easily draw blood and then who knows what might
occur?”


“You look very fetching. Always.
‘tis just… I don’t know, I
just did not expect such… domesticity.”


Alyssa laughed, “I do not spend all of my
time cackling at the moon and torturing kittens Cade. Actually, I’m quite fond of
cats.” As if to emphasise the point she reached over and scratched Mallory, who
had interrupted his sleeping to stare at them, under the chin.


“You are, really, quite contrary.”


She rose smoothly to her feet, “I am a woman,
‘tis only to be expected. Is it not?”


“Well, yes – owww!” He yelped as she stuck a pin in his hand.


“Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” she smiled,
licking the tip.


“So, will you know all my feelings now?”
Caleb asked with a scowl, rubbing the back of his hand.


“It takes a little more than that. Now stop
making a fuss, was only a pinprick,” she
said, taking the dress from him.


“I’m not good with pain.”


“Pity,” she laid the dress over the back of
a chair, before offering him the pin, “you can prick
me too if you like?”


“Would you enjoy that?”


Alyssa screwed her mouth up and winked at
him.


“I don’t see the attraction of pain.”


She scooped up the dress and sat down,
spreading the garment over her legs, “I find it… pleasurable. Though more so to give than receive.”


Caleb stood awkwardly, not entirely sure
what to say. She wasn’t some lusty wench who enjoyed being put over the knee
after all. That seemed as innocent as a child making daisy chains compared to
the things she did.


“I have not killed anyone since you came
here,” she said suddenly, “in case you wondered.”


“That is… good. Why?”


“Because you object.”


“But you still want to?”


“Part of me.”


“Then eventually
you will.”


“And what will you do then?”


Caleb shrugged, “What can I do?”


“Kill me… oh come now, I’m sure that
thought has crossed your mind.”


Well, not exactly his mind. He sat
in the seat opposite Alyssa, careful to stay out of pin pricking range.


“I’m not going to kill you.”


“Because you love me?”


“No, because I’m too much
of a coward.”


Alyssa began to stitch up the hem of her
dress, “That is not quite the answer I wanted; although I still hope to turn
hate into love eventually.”


“I don’t hate you Alyssa.”


“Really?” She paused in mid-stitch, her attention focusing entirely on him,
which Caleb had come to find particularly unsettling.


“Believe it or not I actually like you
Alyssa; at least, I like this
Alyssa, the one I share this house with. I liked the Alyssa I met back in
London too… ‘tis the thing you became in Lazziard Manor that I hate.”


All motion drained from Alyssa’s body and
she seemed to stare even more intently at him. Caleb tried hard not to squirm,
not entirely successfully.


“I remember how you sat in my carriage
shaking with terror, which is generally how I prefer my men. Now you feel bold
enough to insult me?”


“Look upon
it as progress.”


“Rather than rudeness?”


Caleb stood quickly. Alyssa didn’t exactly
flinch, but her eyes flickered a little, unsure of his intention. However,
Caleb, for the first time since coming to Bennett House, knew exactly what he
was going to do. There were times in life it paid to have a decisive plan. 


He strode past Alyssa, crossed the room and
poured himself a large brandy, which he promptly downed in one.


He hadn’t drunk anything but weak beer
since he’d met Alyssa at the Queen’s Theatre, he’d wanted to avoid
stepping back onto the path that had led
him to Madame Geneva and a first rate attempt at drinking himself to death.
Suddenly, however, the call of the bottle had become too much, he was tired of
dancing around Alyssa and having no real plan of what to do other than to try
and lead her to some kind of redemption, though he had no idea how he might
achieve such a feat. That and staying
alive.


The brandy didn’t give him inspiration, but
it eased the dull knot of hopelessness
that had been slowly growing in his stomach for days. He had no plan but to
speak his mind and he didn’t know if that was a plan that would simply lead to his death.


“Am I driving you back to hard liquor?”


“Alyssa, I can’t live like this.”


“I’m sorry, truly… I promise never to ask
you to help me with my needlework again.”


Caleb smiled and shook his head, “That’s
the problem Alyssa… I can’t match the person you are here to… that thing
I run a sword through.” He poured another brandy. He noticed that his hand was
shaking again.


“Perhaps I have a monstrous twin sister and I am no more than the girl you see
before you…”


Caleb looked back, raised an eyebrow and
asked hopefully, “You do?”


“No, it was me.”


“Pity.”


“Why a pity?”


“Because I like you! How on God’s Earth can that be possible?”


“Because I have many
appealing features?”


“You nailed my friend to a wall!”


“And I enjoyed it,” she replied coldly,
putting aside her sewing.


Caleb retreated quickly behind the table
when she rose and came to stand before him, “What do you want of me, Alyssa?”


“You know what I want.”


“You can have me as a friend, companion or
lover, or you can have me as some creature to play with, torture and discard.
You can’t have both.”


“I am quite used to getting whatever I
want.”


“If you want my
friendship, my… love. You cannot be that thing
anymore.”


“You think I would change that much. For you?”


“No… I think you can change because you
want to, or, at least, part of you wants
to. Samuel’s death has changed you.”


Her eyes dropped and her lips tightened.
Caleb wasn’t sure if she was going to cry or hit him. Instead, she took the
brandy glass from his hand and drained it.


“It was just a fleeting weakness… when you found me in the garden.”


“No, that was your humanity.”


“That’s what I said,” her eyes returned to
his as she placed the glass back next to the bottle.


“Is that how you see it? Weakness?”


“Don’t you?”


“No.”


“So you’ve never done things simply because you wanted to, for your own
selfish needs and desires, regardless of the effect on others?”


Caleb worked on his not squirming again,
“Well…”


“Why don’t we get drunk?” Alyssa asked,
pouring two glasses, “then you can ravish me.”


He took the glass
but didn’t comment on the offer.


“You can do anything you like to me…”


Caleb emptied his glass. The brandy was exquisite and best savoured slowly, but he
wasn’t drinking for the taste.


“I’ve done many selfish things,” Caleb
chose to ignore her offer, as well her large beguiling eyes, the twist of her
lips, the gentle arc of her neck or the fact her cleavage seemed to have
suddenly become more prominent. He was pretty sure the last one wasn’t a trick
particular to vampires and put it down to the brandy instead.


“I know…” she leant over the table, close enough to taste the brandy on her
breath, “…there’s no need to stop on my account.”


“Stop flirting.”


“Flirting? Who’s flirting?” She smiled
coyly before twisting away fast enough for her hair to fly around his face,
adding the scent of almond oil to the brandy fumes, before scooping up the
bottle and retreating to her seat by the fire.


“But what you do is beyond selfish… and at least I feel some regret.”


She laughed, “Regret? That’s makes
everything alright does it? Well, I’ve regretted some of the things I’ve done
too. So, now we can be friends?”


“No.”


“Don’t make me regret letting you
live Cade…”


He felt the need for another brandy.


“Why don’t you just kill me? It would
probably be preferable to going mad.”


“I can assure you it wouldn’t…” There was a coldness in her voice that suggested insanity would be the
sensible option.


“I can’t be your creature Alyssa, I’m not Scaife. If you truly love me, as you say you do, then you must change.”


Her mouth bent
into another of her lop-sided carnal smiles, “Change how?”


“Embrace your humanity.”


“And what do I get in return?”


“Me. Mind, body and soul. Forever.”


“I already have your body, your soul I have
no interest in and your mind I can bend
anyway I wish, given enough time.”


“Perhaps. But you wouldn’t have love, would you? Just some broken mocking
parody of it, the way Scaife loves you, but not the
thing you crave.”


“You think I crave love? You think me so weak?”


“Did loving your son make you weak?”


“Some people might say so.”


“Saul?”


Caleb’s heart beat faster as he saw anger
send a rare flush of colour across Alyssa’s pale cheeks at the mention of
her maker. How little would he have to say to make her kill him? How much could
he say without changing her? There was only a thin margin, he guessed, between
saying too much and too little; a narrow shore pressed between a raging violent
sea and a barren, lifeless desert and if
he strayed too far into either he would be utterly lost.


“Do you wish to talk about him?” Caleb
asked, almost hearing the waves smashing onto his slender shore.


“Why would I wish to talk about him?” She
replied, eventually, “I told you all I care to, in Lazziard Manor.”


“Morlaine is
searching for him. She intends to kill him.”


 “Good luck to her,” she knocked another
slug of brandy back. He tried keeping his eyes on her rather than the bottle.


“Do you love him?”


“Why the sudden
interest?”


“Have I annoyed you enough for you to kill
me yet?”


“No.”


“Have I annoyed you enough for you to keep
that bottle to yourself?”


“Possibly…” 


She rose from her chair and stood over him,
he had the uncomfortable feeling that somewhere deep behind her bright green
eyes she was weighing up whether to give
him a drink or club him around the head with the bottle. She smiled ruefully and
handed him the brandy.


As she hadn’t given him a glass he assumed
she wouldn’t be unduly worried by uncouth manners, so he took a swig from the
bottle, though he kept his eyes fixed on hers just in case.


Alyssa knelt slowly before him as he drank
and pushed his legs apart. She pressed her lips into a tight, dirty, smile that
made him wonder what she might have in mind
before she turned around and sat on the floor, her shoulders resting between his thighs. After a moment, she raised her glass above her head
without looking round at him.


He filled her glass. Once she had taken a sip she placed it on the floor and wrapped her
arm around his leg, put her hand on his
knee and softly rested her head on his thigh. As she wasn’t looking he took
another swig from the bottle, this time not having to worry about keeping his
hands from shaking.


“What were you like before?” He asked once the liquor had burned its way down
his throat, “Before Saul made you?”


She was silent for a long while, her
fingers kneading the flesh of his thigh, just as he assumed she was not going
to answer she let out a long slow sigh, “It was so long ago, I barely remember…
I was just a girl… just an ordinary girl.”


“And he turned you into something else?”


“He found the darkness in me.”


“Found it? Or put it there?”


“’tis easy to blame him, but you do not
make monsters out of sweetness and innocence, it must always have been inside
me. He just saw it.”


“Morlaine said he
was a good man before she changed him. It was the blood lust that corrupted him.”


“I saw no good in him when I knew him, but
I was drawn to him; a damned soul to a black flame. All I wanted was to be with
him and do whatever he wanted of me, no matter what. If it had not been for Samuel, I would probably still be with him and
I cannot imagine what manner of creature I would be now. I have never met a man
like Saul, that I could lose myself so entirely to…” she squirmed on the floor
and pushed her head back, her eyes raising to look up at him “…until I met
you.”


She smiled a quirky little upside down
smile, “I have not felt this way in a hundred years, I thought Saul had burnt
such a thing out of me…”


“Perhaps I can give you back what he took.”


“Samuel spent decades trying to give me
back my mortality and he could not do it, what makes you think you can?”


“Because my medicine is
stronger. Samuel thought the answer lay in your
blood, he was wrong…” Caleb reached down and placed a hand flat against her
chest “…’tis in your heart…” 


“I killed many people over the years to
stop Samuel’s work… why should I let you finish yours?”


“I can’t make your mortal Alyssa, you will
always be vampire… but I could make you feel human again, all the same. If you let me.”


Alyssa twisted around, resting on her
knees, her hands on Caleb’s thighs, “When I found you with Samuel and… her, I wanted to kill her because she had
what I didn’t, what I could never have. I didn’t realise I loved you till that moment. I had no desire to eat a
vampire’s heart. I just wanted to be with you and I couldn’t see how I could be
with her alive…”


“Now you can.”


“But you will never love me, will you
Cade?” Her eyes were wide and large and
quite lost. He lowered his head and buried his face in the softness of her hair
till the scent of almond oil filled his nostrils.


“I cannot,” he whispered, “I am even more dead inside than you.”


“Yet you loved her?”


“I thought I did.”


“Now?”


“I do not know…”


She pulled away, far enough for her
sparkling eyes to fill his vision, “Perhaps you can teach me how to be human
again and I can teach you how to love?”


Caleb smiled, “Do you think we are best
qualified for those roles?” 


“A heartless man and a cold-blooded killer?”


“’tis not the most
promising sounding of arrangements.”


He placed his hand under Alyssa’s chin and
lifted her face slightly, her skin was soft as silk and smooth as porcelain.
“Do you wish to change Alyssa, truly?”


Her eyes flicked away from his, “I want
you, ‘tis all I know for sure…”


She stood then, slowly and reluctantly it
seemed, before walking to the window and drawing the drapes back. Night had
fallen. 


“I must go,” she announced, looking over
her shoulder at him.


“Where?”


“I said I have not killed since you came
here, which means I haven’t eaten either. I must feed.”


 “Feed
from me…” Caleb rose to his feet, but she shook her head and turned
towards the door.


“I explained why I cannot…”


“Alyssa please.”


“I’ll be back before dawn… wait up for me.”


Caleb followed her out of the room where Scaife was already helping her into her coat in the hall.


“I said wait,” she ordered coldly, turning
away from him without further comment. 


Once he had let Alyssa out, Scaife paused in the doorway to look back at Caleb and made
a sudden stabbing motion into his own chest with one hand, while his finger
moved first to his eye and then towards Caleb. Finally, his face convulsed into
a thick broad smile before running his finger slowly across his throat. His
eyes never left Caleb till he had followed Alyssa out into the night.


For a man who couldn’t speak, he had made
his feelings very clear.


Given he had no other pressing plans for the night and the brandy
bottle was still three-quarters full
Caleb decided to get drunk.


He’d found, over the years, that there was
nothing quite so effective at removing your woes as strong liquor. It had the
almost miraculous consequence of making problems go away, nothing quite seemed
so bad or so unsolvable. When booze
flowed through his veins his wit was magnified, his schemes became bolder, his
tongue was smoother and his craftiness became more…well, crafty.


Of course, he’d generally awoke to find
none of the above to be true, his head was sore, his stomach was sick and his
wit, schemes, tongue and craftiness had often combined to get him into even
worse situations than the problems that had caused him to drink in the first
place.


Still, this time, he could drink with
abandon. He was the prisoner of a cold-blooded
killer threatening to slaughter all the people he cared for if he left her, who
wanted to split her time between being hopelessly in love with him and
butchering anyone unfortunate enough to cross her path when she was feeling
peckish and, even if she didn’t hold a grudge for him trying to kill her
eighteen months earlier, her mute, probably homicidal, servant certainly did.
And, even if he could figure out some way of resolving matters, Count Marco had
men scouring Europe to bring him back to
Venice to be tortured and executed for a crime he hadn’t committed.


What could he possibly do to make things
worse?











 Chapter Ten


Drinking to the Devil


Bennett House, Mortlake,
Surrey - 1710


“I just can’t believe you actually fucked
her!”


Caleb looked up. The bed was empty, the
sheets and blankets were crumpled and spread randomly about him, the room smelt of sweat and sex. His head hurt. The memory
of his brother was angry.


“I did?”


“You’re not that befuddled by drink!”


Caleb rolled, eventually, onto his back,
patted down the bed till his fingers found a blanket and pulled it up over him.
He was cold as well.


“Where’s Alyssa?”


“How should I know? Probably out
dispatching another vagabond I suppose.”


“She didn’t kill anybody.”


“So she said,” his brother sniffed
dismissively, before adding with a start, “Oh,
you remember that bit do you? ‘tis just the frolicking
that’s a little hazy eh?”


Caleb slapped his hand over his eyes, “Yes,
it’s coming back to me now.”


“Well, I hope you’re proud of yourself.”


“You’re supposed to be my brother, not my
mother.”


“Well, I do seem to be the only one in this
house with any moral spine.”


“Was the brandy.”


“Was your cock more like, I’ve been
wondering when that thing would raise its ugly head again; as if it hasn’t
gotten you into enough trouble over the years!”


“To be fair,” Caleb mumbled, “despite her
faults, she is very talented in that regard.”


“Despite her faults? You mean, being a murderous lunatic who enjoys nothing more than a
bit of mindless torture to go with her blood-letting.”


“What else am I supposed to do?”


“Keep your britches on? What is she going
to do? Rape you?”


“I wouldn’t put it past her,” Caleb splayed
his fingers and peeked at the ghostly figure standing at the end of the bed. He
might be only the shadowy suggestion of a
boy, but he was clearly fuming, “seriously, what can I do?”


“I’ve told you before…” the figure mimicked
holding an axe and a severed head in either hand in the manner of a royal
executioner showing off his handiwork.


“I can’t do that…”


“Pity she’s not so squeamish…”


Further conversation, or more accurately nagging,
was interrupted as the door swung open and Alyssa wandered in carrying a tray.


“Can’t do what?”


“Eh?”


“I heard you say “I can’t do that,” I
thought you were talking to someone?”


“Yeah, you caught me fair and square.
There’s a milk maid under the bed, she wanted me to do the most depraved things.”


“Oh good…”


She sat on the edge of the bed and plonked
the tray unceremoniously on his lap.


“What’s that?”


“Breakfast… well luncheon, I thought you
might be hungry.”


Caleb considered the matter for a moment,
when his stomach rumbled at him he levered himself up into a sitting position,
there was stew and coarse bread and a mug of milk.


“Looks good,” Caleb said appreciatively,
grabbing a spoon.


“Scaife is a
surprisingly good cook.”


Caleb let the spoon fall away from his
lips, “Needs to cool down a little more.”


“Very well,” Alyssa smiled at him, before
leaning forward and kissing his forehead, “you should drink brandy more often.”


“Regretting it a little now,” Caleb winced
and pointed to his head.


“Not regretting everything I hope?”


“No,” he replied, meeting her eyes.


She sat as if unsure what to say, her hand
reaching up to tug at one of the fiery red curls that hung down from her hair,
which had been bundled casually atop her head.


“I truly didn’t kill last night,” she said
eventually.


Oh, give that girl a flower!


“I believe you,” Caleb replied, trying to
shake the voice of his brother out of his head.


She had returned in the early hours of the
morning, flushed with blood and seemingly almost as intoxicated as Caleb, who
had been dozing by the fire with an empty brandy bottle at his feet and a
purring cat in his lap.


Alyssa had shaken him roughly awake, to the
annoyance of both Caleb and Mallory who
had quickly leapt off and padded out of the room in disgust.


“You are drunk?” She’d asked as he’d tried
to focus on her.


“You have blood on your chin.”


She’d laughed and wiped her hand over her
mouth, “Messy eater!”


“Alyssa…” he’d muttered, but before he
could say anything further she had bent
over and hugged him hard, which had resulted in his ribs groaning in protest.


“Sorry,” she’d giggled, releasing the
pressure a little before he’d got his scream fully out, “I forget my own
strength sometimes.”


She backed away, her eyes sparkling wildly
in the light of the few remaining burning candles and the embers of the fire.
He tried to speak again, but she just
pressed a finger against his lips.


“I did it!”


“I can see what you’ve done.”


“No, you don’t understand. I did it. Or
rather I didn’t!”


“I’m sorry?”


“I fed, from an old vagabond we found by
the road, his blood tasted of cheap gin and turnips, I suppose you eat what you
can get hold of… anyway, I let him live… I can’t remember the last time I did
that. I did no harm. He will wake as weak as a kitten, but he will be alive and
will even find a few pennies in his pocket for his trouble. Enough
to buy a good many turnips at least.”


Caleb had reached out and let his fingers
run through her hair, “I don’t understand. Why?”


“I… don’t know. Perhaps you are right,
perhaps Samuel’s death has, somehow, made me feel human again. I have been so
miserable since he died, I thought it but simple
grief, but now I am not so sure because I let an old man live and I feel… alive?”



She pulled away from him far enough for him
to see a strange, uncertain smile
splutter over her face until it caught the breath of her happiness and she
beamed at him. Although he had often thought her striking or captivating, he
had never thought of her as beautiful before.


She kissed him then, for the first time,
softly upon the lips.


“I thought you said-”


“I know what I said, it doesn’t matter
now…”


Then she had kissed him again and that had,
pretty much, been that.


*


Scaife shuffled the axe from one hand to the other and back again, his
eyes fixed on Caleb and his face curled into one of his more familiar scowls.
It was one of the ones that Caleb had come to interpret simply as “I want to kill you.” 


Curiously, the axe he was holding made the
scowl seem even more intimidating. 


“Miss Rothery said I should help you,” he
said eventually, finally remembering Scaife was
unlikely to start the conversation.


Actually, Miss Rothery had said he was
getting fat and if he was going to spend time in her bed, he needed to take matters in hand. She’d pointed out they’d
had a delivery of logs that morning and he should go and help Scaife split them. If he’d realised one of the consequences
of finally sleeping with Alyssa would be the requirement to do menial work, he
might have taken his brother’s advice and kept his britches on a bit longer.


Scaife hoisted the axe over his shoulder before cleanly cleaving a hefty log in two. Given his lack of a tongue
the man was unable to say, “I could do exactly the same thing to your head,”
but the way he grunted when the blade hit the wood said much the same to Caleb.


“Of course, if you’ve got everything under
control-”


Scaife tossed the axe in Caleb’s direction, which he managed, just about,
to catch without losing any significant body parts. The servant favoured him
with one of his milk curdling smiles before turning his back and stomping off
towards the house.


“I’ll be getting on with these then,” Caleb
said cheerily to the man’s back.


Once he’d disappeared around the corner of the house, Caleb tested the weight of the axe by juggling it
between his hands in the way Scaife had, though when
he tried it, he managed to drop the wretched thing and had to jump backwards
quickly to avoid the blade slicing off his toes.


Caleb decided he didn’t have any more
ability with an axe than he did a sword and sat down on the tree stump that served as a chopping block. He looked glumly
at the pile of logs that required splitting into
more manageable firewood. It was a very big
pile, in fact, far too big for a man with a sore head even to contemplate.


He rubbed his temples and wondered why
Alyssa had waited till after she’d had her way with him to start the torturing.



“Why don’t you have a few practice swings?”
the memory of his brother suggested, innocently, “it might come in useful one
day.”


Caleb sighed, “I’m not going to chop
her head off!”


“You should think about it, many of our
problems would be resolved most satisfactorily.”


“She has changed.”


“How long do you think it will be before
the novelty of leaving a few coins in a vagrant’s pocket will wear off and she
remembers just how much more fun it was to nail men to a wall for her
amusement?”


“’tis a process,
‘tis not yet complete. She has a gift and I will do my best to make sure she
uses it correctly.”


“You mean using her blood to heal?”


“Yes, once she has embraced her humanity it
will give her a purpose and that purpose will be her redemption.”


The memory of his brother wandered round to
the other side of the log pile and Caleb had to squint against the afternoon
sun to follow him, “You do know what you’re doing, don’t you?”


“I’m trying to do something good. For once.”


“No little brother, you are trying to
remake Morlaine.”


“What are you jabbering on about now?”


“You couldn’t have Morlaine,
you couldn’t live without Morlaine; now you are forced to live with another vampire, so
why not change her so she is more like the woman you actually love. Get her to
heal the sick too, get her to live the life you wanted to have with Morlaine. Perhaps Alyssa will even wear a dark wig if you
ask her nicely.”


“Such nonsense!” Caleb snorted and shifted uneasily on the tree stump. 


“Be careful little brother… she is very
dangerous.”


“I know…” Caleb sighed, picking up the axe
and laying it across his lap.


“I suggest you start getting used to using
that. Just in case.”


“I am not a killer.”


“No, but she is and now you have given her
what she wanted; who knows what she might want next?”


“I have nothing else to give.”


“Really?” The memory of his brother hunkered down next to him, amongst the
grass and log splinters, “you are trying
to change her. Has it not occurred to you that she might also be trying to change you?”


“Change me how? Am I not perfect already?”
Caleb added with a grin which his brother’s shade did not return.


“You love Morlaine
and wish Alyssa to be more like her. Perhaps she wants you as a replacement for
another too?”


“Like Dr Rothery?”


“No little brother, like Saul.”


Caleb’s eyes widened and his forehead
crumpled, “Why would she want that?”


“Because she is a monster… who else would a
monster want to love more than another monster? She said a monster cannot be
made from sweetness and innocence.”


“I am not a monster…”


“No, but you have done monstrous things. Is it such a leap to believe
a man capable of breaking hearts and lives for his own purposes could not,
eventually, become a man that breaks bodies for pleasure?”


“I could never do that.”


“Alyssa said she saw a
darkness in you, remember, back in Lazziard Manor?”


“Yes.”


“And Morlaine
wouldn’t countenance changing you for what it might do to you. Saul was a good
man and it turned him into a monster…”
the memory of his brother’s eyes were smoky and
indistinct, but Caleb could feel them all the same without having to look
“…you, little brother, are not a good man…”


Caleb sat in silence staring at the small
splatters of mud that flecked his boots, listening to the birdsong and the breeze, after a few minutes he
stood up and placed a log on the stump. He picked up the axe and swung it over
his head, aimed it at the log and with a hearty grunt managed to just about
catch the left side of the log, sending a few derisory splinters somersaulting
into the air.


“Well, you might just about have shaved off
an ear with that…”


Caleb glanced at his brother, still wincing
from the vibrations that had shot up his arms, shoulders and neck directly into
his brandy abused brain.


“Luckily, there are plenty of logs for you
to practice on…”


*


The days at Bennett House took on a
fragmented routine, largely dependent on
Alyssa’s sleeping patterns, sometimes she would sleep all day and prowl at
night, other times she would remain at home during daylight and spend the night
in bed. Caleb spent his days chopping logs until
his arms and shoulders went numb. As the days slowly warmed he took to taking
longer and longer walks across the fields and lanes surrounding Mortlake, he
even considered swimming in the Thames. Upstream from London, the water would
be clean enough, but the banks were muddy and the water cold. Perhaps in
the summer, if he was still here.


His time with Alyssa was split between
reading together in her living room, pouring over maps and making plans for
their tour of Europe, accompanying her to dances (wherever she could find them)
and spending long tiring hours in bed together.


It was only when they lay in the darkness
and Alyssa slept curled up next to him that he stared at the ceiling and
thought about killing her. 


He imagined standing over her sleeping
form, the smooth worn shaft of the axe in his hands, the blade hoisted above
his head. He imagined being poised like
that, feet spread, hands sweating, heart pounding, watching her sleep, seeing
not a monster, but a defenceless young
woman, a woman he actually quite liked when he could forget about the monster inside
her. He imagined sending that axe down, as he had into countless logs over the last few weeks. 


He imagined her head cleaved in two and her
brains splattered over the pillow.


Whatever she was and whatever she had done,
he knew, without a doubt, he could not kill her. He didn’t have it in him. Even
when he saw Richard Rentwin’s broken bloodless
body standing at the foot of his bed, his eyes still flat, still dead, still
accusing.


So he would turn on his side, screw his
eyes shut and tell himself the next day he would chop more logs, walk further,
swim in the freezing muddy Thames and make love with her for longer till he was
so tired sleep would take him easily and
dreamlessly through to the next day.


He watched her closely, not knowing what he was really looking for. Some sign of
the thing that had come staggering out of the flames of Lazziard Manor he
assumed, but save for the occasional flash of temper,
that was generally more fleeting and mild than most of the women he had spent
any time with, he saw nothing.


But what did she do when he wasn’t with
her?


Once every week or so she
would go off with Scaife in the carriage to feed. He knew now when it was coming, there was a slight listlessness
about her when she wanted blood, her eyes sparkled a little less fiercely and
the faintest hint of puffy bruised bags formed beneath her eyes.


She came back full of life, energy and
appetite. She told him she hadn’t killed, that she’d
either used the trick she had on young
Adam and sent them to sleep or given them wine laced with some potion that her
son had concocted before she fed. They
had all been alive when she’d left them. So she said.


What could he do but believe her? He
couldn’t follow her. He thought about asking to go with her when she fed, but
that was tantamount to saying he thought she was lying. So he sat and wondered
what happened when she left him alone; wondered if out in the darkness someone
was dying beneath her fangs.


*


Sally came on Tuesday and Thursday to clean
and launder. Caleb had initially thought Scaife
managed to undertake all of the household chores for his mistress, but it
seemed there were limits to what even he could achieve alone. He’d been
surprised, during the early days of his internment in Bennett House, to walk
into the drawing-room one morning and
find a young woman with her head in the fireplace.


Still being unsure
as to what passed for entertainment in the household, the thought did cross his
mind that she was some poor unfortunate Alyssa had discarded in the hearth for
Scaife to clean up. However, the girl had quickly looked around and smiled at
him brightly, before leaving the ashes she had been sweeping out of the
fireplace.


“Very good
morning Sir, you must be Mr Cade, Miss Rothery did say she had a guest up from
London staying with her, ever much my pleasure to meet you, Sir,” she had said, without respite for breath while curtseying.


Sally was short, slender and fresh-faced,
with big chestnut eyes and cheeks that
seemed permanently flushed. She punctuated every sentence with a smile and
generally appeared to be so overtly happy Caleb did consider the possibility
that she was slightly dim-witted; in his experience such a degree of gratuitous
cheerfulness was entirely abnormal in a servant, not to mention slightly
unnerving. 


He quickly found she had the propensity to talk a lot without actually
saying anything of much significance
though he did quickly became quite knowledgeable in regards to the general
goings on of the good people of Mortlake, albeit
without having the faintest idea who any of them were. 


Within five minutes of meeting the girl he had already been fully briefed as
to the latest misfortunes regarding Mr Marston and his errant geese and
would have similarly learnt the full extent of the scandal surrounding Mrs Cromwell’s
yeast had Alyssa not rescued him.


 “I do hope you are going to behave
yourself? I know how partial you are to maids,” Alyssa had whispered, once
she’d ushered him to safety, before adding with a wink, “This is a respectable
house I’ll have you know.” 


If Sally had any concerns about her employer, she never revealed them to Caleb though she did seem particularly
interested in the exact nature of Alyssa and Caleb’s relationship in general
and the amount of bed linen she was required to wash in particular. No doubt if
the sheets for only one double bed were to be found in the laundry basket, the scandalous news that Miss Rothery had fallen to
moral ruin following the death of her father would go down the streets of Mortlake quicker than the first pint on pay day.


He quickly developed mixed feelings about
running into Sally; on the one hand, her smiling face and idle gossip were so
mundanely normal he almost could forget
the strange life, and stranger
companions, he had in Bennett House. On the other hand, she was unutterably
dull.


“Good Morning Mr Cade!” she bellowed,
fairly unnecessarily, as he wandered into the kitchen one morning. He’d developed the notion that Scaife might be finding
entertainment by trying to poison him, or at least slipping sundry unpleasantries
into his food. So he’d been trying to fend for himself more in regard to eating
of late and was heading for the pantry to scavenge while Scaife was out in the
barn where the coach was stored.


Sally was pouring hot water into a large
wooden laundry vat, she put down the metal pall
she’d heated the water in and wiped away a few locks of hair from her face,
which was even more flushed than usual.


“Good morning Sally,” Caleb replied,
wondering whether he’d be able to get in and out of the pantry before dinner
time, which was only two and a half hours away. 


“Are you well today Sir? You seem to have
quite the spring in your step if you don’t mind me saying?”


“I do?”


“Quite the spring,” she repeated, with a
knowing look.


This was news to Caleb, who was feeling somewhat tired and morose given he’d
lain awake for half the night thinking about chopping Sally’s employer’s head
off with an axe. He hadn’t gotten much sleep for the first half of the night either
though that had been for entirely different reasons.


“Must be the lovely spring weather,” Caleb
replied.


Sally frowned and glanced at the kitchen
window, upon which the rain drops were being pushed around in merry patterns by
the howling wind.


“Oh, I thought it might be… the company
you’ve been keeping,” Sally smiled, knowingly, again.


“Well, it’s always a delight to see you
again Sally.”


Sally squealed with laughter, “No, not my
company. Miss Rothery’s!”


“Ermmm… I
suppose, why would you-”


“’tis not really for me to say, Sir…” Sally began, clearly with every
intention of saying, “…but you does make each other
happy. Everyone says so.”


“Everyone?”


“In the village, Sir. Everyone says what a good thing it is.”


As Caleb didn’t actually know anybody in
the village, save the occasional farm hand or milk maid he’d passed on his
walks, he’d been under the misapprehension that nobody in the village would
know him either.


“I’m sorry Sally. What is a good thing?”


Sally smiled and remained
uncharacteristically silent.


Caleb felt torn between finding out what
the girl was blabbering on about and helping himself to some cheese and a mug
of ale before Scaife had the chance to piss in it. It took him no more than five seconds to
work out his stomach was much more in need of sating
than his curiosity, and he made to move for the pantry. 


Seeing that her prey was on the move, Sally grabbed a handful of Alyssa’s worn
dresses that were sitting in a pile awaiting the attention of the laundry vat.
In doing so, she inadvertently managed to
place herself between Caleb and the pantry.


“Miss Rothery and yourself Sir…” she said
in the kind of low, slow tone usually reserved for the explaining
of the blindingly obvious to young children and slow-witted adults, “…’tis
a  very good thing.”


“Really?”


“Why yes Sir. Miss Rothery was most forlorn
after the death of her father; they were very close you know. Heard some most
terrible crying I must say. Fair broke my heart it did, what with her being
such a generous and kindly young woman. Despite being… well, you know?”


“You know about her?” Caleb asked in
surprise.


“’tis not an affliction you can really hide is it, Sir? Not
from those with their wits about them anyways.”


“I suppose not…”


“Still, I have no problem with it; I knows there’s some that do. You know how mean
some folk can be, but I don’t hold it against her. Live and let live I says. ‘tis the Christian
thing after all.”


“That’s quite… commendable.”


“After all, at the end of the day, ‘tis not
really her fault is it?”


“Well no.”


“She just happened to be born up there, she
never asked for it. I mean, who would?”


“I’m sorry… born up where?”


“Scotland, Sir.”


Caleb let out a long breath and tried not
to roll his eyes.


Sally leant
in and asked in a conspiratorial whisper,
“You do know that she’s Scottish don’t you?”


“That’s not really an affliction Sally.”
Caleb sighed.


“Oh, I wouldn’t like it Sir, speaking funny
like that and being brought up in the cold and the dark. Explains why they’re
such a miserable bunch, though, do you
know Mr Cummins? Well he-”


“I really need to get something from the
pantry.”


“Of course Sir, shouldn’t really be standing here prattling away when
I’ve got all Miss Rothery’s dresses to wash.”


“I’m sure you’re very busy.”


“I am
though things is
a bit easier now Miss Rothery’s health has improved
so much.”


“It has?”


“Oh,
very much Sir, ever since you came to stay,
I noticed. That’s why I think it is such a good thing.”


“In what way?”


Sally nodded towards the dresses she was
still clutching, “Used to have the Devil’s own job getting the blood off these.
What with all the nose bleeds Miss Rothery used to
suffer. A martyr to her nose bleeds was Miss
Rothery, don’t know how she stood it! Sometimes there would be blood everywhere,
but since you came Sir, there’s hardly been a spot to clean,” she leant in
towards him again and added in a lower voice, “I think there’s a connection.”


Caleb was staring at the bundle of clothes.
There was no blood on any of them that he could see.


“A connection?”


“She is happy Sir, with you here, and when
the mind is happy, the body is healthy.
That was what my grandma said and it must be true as my mother was forever ailing, and she was always a right miserable
cow.”


There had been part of him, more than a
part if truth be told, that thought Alyssa was lying about her change in eating
habits, but if she’d happily given her blood soaked dresses to Sally to clean
in the past, why change now? Was she just being more careful or did the laundry signify she wasn’t letting as much
blood? She wasn’t killing?


“That’s remarkable…”  Caleb heard
himself say, mind still turning.


“’tis amazing what love can do…”


Caleb pushed a little smile on his face, “I
suppose.”


“If I might be so bold Sir, can I might
suggest one other little thing to benefit Miss Rothery?”


Doubting there was much he could do to stop
her, Caleb nodded.


“Just make sure she gets a bit more
sunshine, she’s ever so pale is Miss Rothery; it would do her a world of good. She is such a
pretty young lady, but she would benefit from a little more colour.”


Pretty wasn’t a word he generally
associated with Alyssa; striking, captivating, eye-catching, possibly,
homicidal, certainly, but not pretty, but
he smiled and nodded all the same.


“Yes,
I can see that. I will try my best.”


Sally beamed at him, “Thank you, Sir, that will
work a treat. That and you proposing.
That would be the very best medicine for her and it would stop all those
vicious little gossips down in the village too…”


*


The next day the sun rose bright and warm.
It felt like summer.


He’d told Alyssa he was going for a walk
down to the river, she’d shouted at him to close the drapes before she burned
to a cinder. 


He raided the pantry before Scaife showed his face and stuffed dried fruit and bread
into his pockets before setting off. The morning sun was warm on his face, the
birds were in full song and flowers were bursting from the ground. He set a
brisk pace and found he was whistling tunelessly.


If Sally had been around to see him, she would definitely think he had a spring
in his step.


His walks had become longer and more
frequent as the weather had improved. Alyssa never queried his movements or
imposed any restrictions. Just so long as he returned. He laid his hand on his stomach, it was getting flatter, the weight was falling off him. Alyssa would be pleased.


He realised that, for the first time since
Alyssa had brought him here, he felt almost cheerful. It wasn’t a state of mind
he was overly familiar with at the best of times so he couldn’t be entirely
sure and it did seem slightly strange given that he was still, effectively, a prisoner.


He could not immediately recall the cause
of the few occasions that he had been cheerful in his past life (he didn’t count the times when he’d simply been drunk), but he was pretty sure
it had never been due to laundry.


It didn’t really
prove anything, of course, Alyssa could
still be killing with gleeful abandon, but if she wasn’t…


Caleb looked around for the memory of his
brother, but he was nowhere to be seen. He’d
always found it slightly annoying that, given he was just a figment of his
imagination, his brother seemed to come and go as he pleased. Often when he
actually wanted to talk to him, he steadfastly refused to appear, whilst happily popping up when all he wanted
was to be alone with his less three-dimensional
thoughts.


He’d also noted over the years the memory of his brother had developed the
irritating habit of becoming scarce whenever he’d been wrong about something.


Of course, even if she had changed it
didn’t mitigate all the crimes she’d already committed, but she had the power of life in her blood and in
that gift she held a key to atone for those atrocities and find redemption. And
if someone as monstrous and broken as Alyssa Rothery could find redemption,
then could he not find it for his own,
not quite so monstrous, past?


Caleb looked up at the blue, almost
cloudless, sky and thought it funny that, much like a bottle of brandy, a sunny
day could make almost anything seem possible.


*


They’d been another delivery of logs while
he’d been out walking. Alyssa was getting through such an inordinate amount of
firewood Caleb had started to suspect she was buying it solely for the benefit
of his muscles.


For a man who had
pretty successfully avoided doing an honest day’s labour since leaving the
employment of Henrietta Bourness twenty-two years earlier, Caleb had come to
find the simple mechanical act of chopping wood to be rather soothing. At least
once he had become proficient enough to ensure the axe head landed nowhere near
his toes anyway. 


Or the memory of his brother wasn’t
encouraging him to imagine the log was Alyssa’s head.


The day had warmed nicely and he had a sheen of sweat beneath his shirt, taking off his jacket he
lifted the axe and set to splintering more logs. He split the first log in one
swing straight down the middle, which gave him an
almost unseemly amount of satisfaction. When the second and third went
the same way he was getting almost smug, unfortunately with his fourth swing he
only clipped the log and the axe head flipped off the shaft to bounce across
the grass.


Caleb looked up sheepishly to see if anyone
had been watching, but other than a few disinterested sparrows he was quite alone.


He retrieved the axe head and looked from
the blade to the shaft and back again. The end of the shaft had splintered and
he rather hopefully fitted the two together. He gave the axe an experimental
shake, but the head immediately fell off again. He stared at the broken axe for a moment in the manner of a man
unexpectedly betrayed by an old and trusted friend.


It was his custom, whenever he broke anything, to leave the scene of the crime
immediately and deny all knowledge. However, given there was no one else to
plausibly blame for the damage he would, in his new more responsible manner,
have to repair it. Or rather get Scaife to do it as
he didn’t have the faintest idea how to go about such a task.


He looked glumly about for Alyssa’s
servant, but there was no sign of him. It was late afternoon, so he assumed Scaife was probably busy in the kitchen sprinkling chicken
droppings over Caleb’s dinner.


Taking the broken axe in hand, he wandered around the house to the barn
and stables at the rear. A small meadow backed on to the outbuildings and the two horses that pulled
Alyssa’s coach were busy grazing. The coach itself was housed in a small wooden barn, Caleb had noticed Scaife had been going in there quite frequently, presumably
working on the coach, and he popped his head in on the off chance the surly
servant was about; however, the barn appeared quite empty.


There were various
tools stored along one side of the barn and once he was sure Scaife wasn’t
lurking about he went in to inspect them to see if there was anything he could
use to fix the axe or, even better, if there was another axe amongst the tools
that he could swap the broken one for. He wouldn’t have
put it past Scaife to have made sure he had been
given the bluntest most rubbish axe on the property to work with.


He eased past the coach, there wasn’t a
great deal of room between it and the barn wall,
and inspected the sundry hammers, saws,
hoes, shovels, chisels and more esoteric implements that weren’t immediately
familiar to him. No axes.


The barn was gloomy, cool and smelt faintly of lacquer, which probably explained
what Scaife had been up to. No doubt Alyssa liked her
coach to look spick and span when she was out and about on the business of murder. He sauntered past the coach to the back
of the barn, not yet giving up on the hope of avoiding having to take the
broken axe to Scaife. He
found a large pile of firewood under a
tarpaulin, but still no axe. Another tarpaulin
lay on the ground and he peeked under that. Frowning he pulled the covering
away completely to reveal two sturdy wooden doors in the ground, secured by a heavy iron chain and a padlock. He
rattled the handles of the doors, but
they opened only an inch or so and were too securely fastened to reveal what
lay underneath them. He looked around to see if any
keys were hanging nearby, but could see nothing.


Frowning he stood back and stared at the
doors.


“Now why would someone have locked doors on the floor of an old barn?” the memory of his
brother wondered aloud.


Caleb glanced at the shadowy figure that
had appeared, sitting atop the log pile. He didn’t know, but he didn’t like
either it or the fact his brother had decided he needed to appear to comment upon it.


He hastily covered the doors again and
turned his back on both them and the memory of his brother.


*


Southwark was much as he remembered it. 


It was Saturday night, and the locals were
making the most of the fact that they had tomorrow off work to tend to their
spiritual needs by getting roaringly drunk, fighting
with strangers or fornicating with whoever would oblige them; or, if at all
possible, all three in quick succession.


Caleb blinked and sat back hastily from the
window as a fat crone, with a face the
colour and consistency of a rotting plum, started slapping the coach door with
her palm and bellowing incoherently at him.


“Oh no,” Alyssa said, wrinkling her nose,
“she won’t do at all.”


“Not to your taste?”


“I prefer at least some blood with my gin.”


The woman turned away from the coach as Scaife got it moving again, laughing uproariously as she
downed more gin from an earthenware cup and staggered off pointing at someone
she knew. Or was about to get to know.


The theatres, taverns, brothels and
fighting pits clustered around the southern end of London Bridge were doing a
roaring trade, and despite the late hour the streets were packed with
revellers, drunks, whores, beaux, street vendors, sailors and anybody else who
wanted to forget their cares.


There was also
one vampire looking for supper.


“Why do you want me to come with you?”
Caleb had asked sceptically when she’d told him she was going hunting in London
that night.


“’tis one thing for me to say I can eat
without killing, but I need you to believe me.”


“I do believe you,” Caleb had insisted, not
particularly keen to see more blood-letting, especially as he’d unearthed a rather splendid brandy he suspected Scaife had hidden away from him.


“’tis important to me. You must see that I have changed.”


Like most aspects of their relationship,
Caleb knew he didn’t have a great deal of say in the matter and had acquiesced
gracefully, before concealing the brandy behind a couple of books just in case Scaife had any ideas about spoiling his pleasure as soon as
his back was turned.


They had set out before sunset to head for
London, the shutters and blinds closed to protect Alyssa’s eyes until the sun
was below the horizon.


“You like to feed on the lower orders?”
Caleb had asked when she’d told Scaife to head for
Southwark.


“More to choose from,” had been Alyssa’s
only response.


The roads were clogged and progress was
slow once they finally made it to Southwark, whether it was due to the weight
of traffic or some obstacle up ahead Caleb couldn’t tell, he’d assumed they
would continue on foot, but Alyssa had shook
her head, “I want to eat first.”


“First?”


“I thought we could drink and dance
afterwards.”


“Oh,” Caleb nodded, returned to staring at
the passers-by and thought about what he should do if Alyssa ended up killing
her meal. Was there etiquette about such things? Was it considered rude to
mention an accidental killing in vampire circles, much like a vicar
unexpectedly breaking wind with the force of a chain of firecrackers when he
dropped by for tea and cake? Or would she just brazen it out?


“Whoops! Silly me!”
Alyssa might declare as the corpse hit the floor, “Guess I was hungrier than I
thought. Never mind though, eh? Up for a
wee jig now then Cade?”


Caleb felt his stomach grow heavy and wished he could disappear into the
crowd.


Alyssa leant
across and placed a hand on his knee, “Do not look so worried, this will work.”


“Why should I be worried, ‘tis not me you
might kill tonight.”


Alyssa pursed her lips and sat back, “’tis
most inconvenient you made me fall in love with you know? This whole
predicament is entirely your fault?”


“How, exactly, is it my fault?” Caleb
protested.


“Well, if I didn’t love you I would have
simply killed you in some amusing fashion and I wouldn’t have to go to all this
bother.”


“Well, if you put it like that I suppose it
was rather selfish of me,” he didn’t add that he hadn’t done a thing to make
her love him, he never had to with any woman, they
just did. Actually, that wasn’t entirely
true, he had tried to make Morlaine fall in love with
him, but that hadn’t worked out so well in the end.


“I’m not a fool you know Cade?”


“I have
never for a moment suggested that was one of your faults.”


“I will pass over the implication that I
may have any faults for now,” she smiled at him, before adding, “I know you
resent me keeping you with me.”


“Resent? Why should I resent anything? ‘tis entirely preferable to be a prisoner than to suffer death,
whether it be an amusing one or otherwise.”


“Therefore,” Alyssa continued, ignoring his
sarcasm, “I must take steps to accommodate your… sensibilities. I want
you to be happy with me, eventually…”


Caleb raised an eyebrow, “Is that why your
house is so well stocked with good brandy?”


“We are meant to be together, as you will
realise eventually.”


“I should warn you, I’m notoriously slow on
the uptake,” 


“Except when it comes to finding my brandy,
it seems.”


Caleb smiled and hoped it masked his
unease; there was certainty in Alyssa’s tone. He would love her; it was just
a question of time. She wasn’t trying to change out of conscience or
realisation that she didn’t actually need to kill in order to live; she was doing it to win his heart. Which begged
the question, what would she do when she found out he didn’t actually have a
heart for her to win?


“So how does this work? Do we just drag
someone into a dark alley?”


“Of course not. If anyone is going to get dragged into a dark alley one would hope that it might be me…” she smiled
radiantly at him.


“Then how?” Caleb asked, choosing to ignore
the invitation.


“Oh, ‘tis surprisingly
easy to get a complete stranger to climb
into a coach with you. Once the door closes,
well, then it is just a matter of charm.”


“Charm?”


“That, or brute force,” Alyssa leant forward to look out of the window, Scaife had come to a halt. Caleb hadn’t been paying too
much attention but thought they must be
in a lane close to St Mary Dyer’s Church.


“Are we getting out?”


“Oh no, the food will come to me.”


“Really?”


Alyssa looked back at him from the window,
“I have a fancy for a pretty young harlot
tonight so we will have that in common at
least.”


“Where are we exactly?”


“Foul Lane.”


“How appropriate.”


“’tis a hangout for two
penny bunters plying their trade.”


“You’ll be lucky to find a pretty one,”
Caleb noted, “or one whose blood doesn’t taste of gin.”


“We shall see.”


They had only been stationary for a minute or two before they were approached though it was a man who peered into
the coach rather than a street walker.


“You be lost Ma’am?” he asked, his tone easy and pleasant. He had a scratchy
half-hearted beard beneath a broad flat nose, a slightly battered tricorn hat and a faded silk scarf tied around his neck.


“Not at all, my husband and I are just
looking for a young lady to join us for the evening… would you know of anyone
suitable?”


The man’s lips curled back to reveal the
blackened rubble of his teeth, “Well, as it happens I does know the acquaintance of a young lady or two who might not
have any engagements tonight.”


“Just the one young lady will be
sufficient,” she glanced back at Cade, “there is no need to completely
spoil my husband.”


“Husband?” Caleb asked after the man
tipped his hat and scurried away.


“Well, I wouldn’t want people thinking we
are in any way disreputable.”


“No that would never do, one must always
consider one’s reputation whilst going
about the business of procuring whores.”


“Precisely!” Alyssa grinned at him and held his gaze, an expression upon her face that he might have thought of as
adoration in a less murderous woman.


She did not pull her eyes from him until
the man returned shepherding a handful of bedraggled looking harlots in front
of the window for Alyssa’s consideration.


“A lovely bunch, I’m sure you’ll agree Ma’am,” the man beamed, “all fresh from
the country, lungs clean of London air and cunnys
clean of Lond-”


“Yes, I understand. Mr…?”


“Sermon, Ma’am… people call me Sermon,” he
tipped his hat and flashed his ruined teeth once more.


“Well, Mr Sermon, I require the company of
one of your acquaintances for the whole night – I trust they have no other
engagements?”


“Well, I gotta go
round the Bishop’s house for tea later,” one of them cackled, “but I suppose I
can let him down if you makes a better
offer.”


“My offer is very generous,” Alyssa
produced a small purse which she rattled, the girl’s eyes fixing on it in the
manner of a cat that had just spotted a mouse ambling into its path.


“They’re all available, for as long as you
want em,” Sermon piped up quickly.


“Which one do you think dear?” Alyssa
asked, moving aside slightly to afford Caleb an unobstructed view.


He didn’t really want any part in the whole
charade, least of all picking the unfortunate girl who was going to provide the
main course at a vampire’s banquet. However, what he thought of as professional
curiosity got the better of him and he leant
forward for a better look.


In truth they were a sorry collection of young women, with tired sunken eyes looking out from behind cheap powder, threadbare
shawls pulled back to reveal the cleavage displayed by their tatty dresses. These were not the kind of girls
gentlemen would usually frequent. These
were streetwalkers who performed tuppence tricks in a dark alley for sailors, labourers and
those too drunk to care.


There were five girls in all, two were
older, and had probably been selling themselves for years. Both girls were well
progressed on the slide into a gin-soaked, pox-riddled death in the gutter.
They had probably once been pretty enough to work in a bawdy house or have
rooms to entertain gentlemen, but time and abuse had eroded their looks and gin their money. Now they did what they could
to earn a few coins to survive. 


The other three were younger, and Sermon’s
claim that they were fresh from the country probably wasn’t an entirely
inaccurate boast. Many young women washed up on London’s shore for all manner
of reasons, but there were limited means for a woman to make her fortune in
London, and ones that didn’t involve marriage, housework or selling wares
revolved primarily around opening their legs for coin.


Bawds would trawl the coach stops each day for fresh young meat to satisfy London’s voracious appetite for sex. The
pretty ones were offered free food and
lodgings, fine clothes and a lifestyle they could only dream of while the bawd
sold the right to deflower them to the highest bidder. 


The plainer the girl, the less she would be
offered and the three that huddled around Sermon were plain enough that they
were already resorting to being pimped on the street.


The girls giggled and waved at him in, what
he suspected they considered to be, a coquettish manner. He forced a smile. How
many women had he paid for their favours over the years? God alone knew though he suspected God had given up and
stopped counting a long time ago too. He had never felt a moment’s regret for
using them before, but as he sat and looked down at the women in their
threadbare clothes and garishly made up faces
he felt revolted by both them and himself. 


He sat back in mild surprise and considered
the very real possibility that he’d become a prude.


“The choice is entirely yours… my dear.”


“Always the gentleman…” she leant out of the window, her fingers drumming
out a rhythm on the door as she pondered her choice. Caleb was reminded of
Henrietta poised over her tray of afternoon cakes, deciding which fancy to
indulge herself with.


Alyssa eventually pointed to one of the
older women, though, in truth, they were both still in their twenties. Looks of
indifference or disdain flickered across the faces of the others and they
evaporated back into the shadows of Foul Lane without further comment.


She tossed a coin in Sermon’s direction and
he caught it deftly, “For your trouble Mr Sermon…”


“How long will you be requiring young Hannah’s company?” Sermon asked after inspecting
the coin and finding it to his liking.


“Till the morning…” Alyssa rattled her
purse and added, “…she will be well rewarded for any inconvenience.”


“Oh, Hannah just loves being
inconvenienced, don’t you girl?”


Hannah nodded, her eyes fixed glassily on Alyssa’s purse.


“Well, let us not tarry any longer and keep
you from your evening, Mr Sermon,” Alyssa
opened the coach door and sat back, indicating Hannah should join them with a
casual flick of her wrist.


Sermon slapped Hannah’s rump and told her
she should do as she was told, before gripping her wrist and whispering in her
ear, probably something to the effect that she should remember to find him
first thing in the morning with his cut of her earnings.


The girl nodded her understanding before
hitching up her bedraggled skirts and clambering aboard. She paused in the
doorway, uncertain which side of the coach to sit until Alyssa patted the seat
at her side.


Once the girl was settled Sermon closed the
door and tipped a knowing wink in Caleb’s direction before Alyssa slapped her
hand on the roof of the coach and shouted, “Move on!”


The coach
trundled forward as Scaife took up the reins. 


“So,” Alyssa smiled, “you are happy to
please us both?”


“I’m happy
to do anything if the price is
right,” Hannah replied, eyes flitting between Alyssa and Caleb. Her accent was
West Country though it was blurred by
both the years spent in London and, Caleb guessed, a considerable amount of
gin.


“That is not a problem,” she took the
girl’s hand and pressed the purse into her palm, “That should be enough to
cover all eventualities, don’t you think?”


“Yes, Ma’am,” Hannah’s eyes bulged as she
felt the weight of the purse, there was probably more money in her hand than
she would normally see in months. She
tossed the bag in the air a couple of times before looking up at Alyssa, “I
will do whatever takes your fancies for this much!”


“Excellent…” Alyssa reached over and
stroked Hannah’s hair, which was a flat straw blonde, pulled unceremoniously
back atop her head. She wore an old paper rose above her left ear, which was
almost as tired and faded as she was.


She’d been pretty once, Caleb could see,
but now her skin was sallow and waxy even beneath her rough powder; dark rings
circled her flat eyes and spare flesh
hung from her sparse frame. She smiled at
them both and Caleb could still see a trace of her former beauty in its
reflection despite her blackened teeth, several of which were missing.


“How long have you been doing this?” Alyssa
asked, her voice gentle, almost compassionate. 


Her eyes pulled away from Alyssa, who was
staring at her intently. “Since I was fifteen Ma’am…”
for the first time she looked uncertain as she added, “…you ain’t
trying to save me soul are you?”


It was a fair question; it must have seemed
a curious arrangement for a wealthy couple to roll into Foul Lane in a fancy
coach and offer a tuppenny whore a purse full of
coins for her favours. The thought that they were do-gooders looking to save
fallen women had clearly crossed her
mind.


“We’re only interested in your body… God is
welcome to your soul,” Alyssa said, “I just like a girl with experience.”


“Devil took me soul a long time ago Ma’am…”
she let her thin woollen shawl fall from her shoulders to reveal the soft sagging flesh of her cleavage. 


Alyssa conjured a bottle that had somehow
previously escaped Caleb’s attention, “Well, we can drink to that eh Hannah?”
She pulled the cork free and tilted the bottle in Hannah’s direction, “To the
Devil!” 


Hannah watched greedily as Alyssa took a
long uncouth swig, before handing it across to the harlot, a rivulet of red
wine trickling down her chin.


“Aye, to the Devil Ma’am!” Hannah grinned before taking an even longer swig, her lips clinging
desperately to the rim of the bottle as the coach clattered over some
particularly juddering divots in the road.


When Hannah finally offered Caleb the
bottle he noticed Alyssa give the briefest shake of her head.


“No thanks,” he said.


Hannah shrugged and took another long swig;
Alyssa winked at him and smiled.


“I don’t drink to the Devil,” Caleb said in
a low voice, his eyes fixed on Alyssa, “I just live with her…”


*


Hannah was still curled up on the floor of
the coach when they returned, any thought that she might have died during their
absence was dispelled by the loud blubbering snores
that greeted them.


“How delightful,” Alyssa muttered as she
stood by the door Scaife had scrambled to open for
his mistress. Her eyes flicked in Caleb’s direction, “I never have this
problem when I just kill them…”


“Shall we wake her?”


“No, I was thinking of leaving her there,
she will keep our feet warm during the journey home.”


“Really?”


“Well, I simply must do something
diabolical and evil otherwise people will talk. I have my reputation to think
of after all. If this gets out I will be
ruined in polite vampire society. I’ll probably never even be invited to
another decent blood-fuelled orgy again.”


“Ah, I see. You’re joking again. I get
confused by that sometimes.”


“Cade, my dear, you’re a man, ‘tis your
normal state of mind.” 


Caleb just shrugged; he was too tired to
argue. They’d spent hours drinking and dancing in the taverns of Southwark, and
he was finding it a struggle to keep up with Alyssa now she’d been invigorated
by Hannah’s blood. Even the quick rough fuck in a dark side alley for old
time’s sake had been a struggle.


“Actually, I can’t even remember the last
blood fuelled orgy I went to,” Alyssa added with a pout, before sighing, “Do
you ever feel that eternity is just passing you by?”


“I haven’t either if it’s any consolation.
A few booze-fuelled ones, though…”


“Well, who hasn’t been to one of those?”


They both glanced at Scaife’s
impassive face.


“So, what are we going to do with her?”
Caleb asked, after an awkward pause.


“Wake her up and pour her onto the street…
she will be well enough by morning.”


Caleb looked up and down the street, which
was dark and deserted. It was a few hours from sunrise
and all but the most desperate and drunk had scurried back to their homes.
Still, leaving an unconscious woman on the street seemed somewhat
inconsiderate.


“I have no more responsibility for her,”
Alyssa said, coldly, as if reading Caleb’s thoughts, “I have given her a rare
enough gift and a purse of coins to boot. What more do you suggest I do for
her? Take her home? Teach her to read? Find a suitable husband for her?”


Given Alyssa previously would have dumped
Hannah’s lifeless corpse in the Thames, Caleb decided that there was little
point in being churlish. It was definitely
progress.


“I’m sure she will be fine,” Caleb agreed,
before climbing into the carriage and firmly shaking the girl, who still
clutched the empty bottle of laced wine protectively to her chest.


Hannah muttered something under her breath but made no move to rouse herself, even when Caleb shook her more forcefully.


Deciding she was still too far under Caleb
resorted to grabbing the girl by her scuffed leather boots and dragging her out
of the coach. He looked pointedly at Scaife when the
girl’s legs were dangling in mid-air. “Perhaps you could take her shoulders, I
wouldn’t want to brain the poor girl after all
this.”


“That would be a waste,” Alyssa agreed with
a sniff, before nodding to Scaife. It did cross
Caleb’s mind that Alyssa was strong enough to move the girl comfortably on her
own, but he decided not to be ungentlemanly and
mention the fact.


Between them
they managed to manhandle the girl out of the coach and into a reasonably dry
doorway. As Caleb straightened up Hannah muttered something again and her eyes
flickered open for a moment, she raised her head and in the moonlight Caleb
could see a girl who looked at least ten
years younger than the one they had left. The bags beneath her eyes had almost
faded away and her skin was clear and
unblemished, it seemed firmer too, no longer hanging limply from her frame like
a poorly fitting suit. She smiled and even her teeth seemed less blackened. 


Caleb crouched down beside the girl and
stroked her cheek, “Use your second chance wisely…” he whispered, Hannah
blinked at him, before her eyes rolled
backwards and her head slumped to one side. She was snoring again before he had
fully straightened up.


“Thank you,” Caleb said, turning to face
Alyssa.


The vampire shrugged, “’tis nothing, if it pleases you then…”


“You’ve given her a second chance.”


“I have given her nothing. She was a
pox-riddled whore yesterday; it will not be long before she is that again.”


Watching Alyssa
feed had not quite been the ordeal Caleb had expected. Hannah and Alyssa had
passed the bottle back and forth between them a few times before the girl’s
eyelids had started to droop, Alyssa had leant in close to kiss her, but before
their lips could touch the girl had slumped into Alyssa’s embrace.


“You have befuddled her?” Caleb had asked,
“Remembering how she had sent the farm boy to sleep in the coach on their
return from the Coach and Horses.  


“No, there is a draught in the wine. Something Samuel brewed up in his
workshop. ‘tis easier that way sometimes.”


Her face changed and she stroked Hannah’s
straw dry hair, “She will not suffer…”


Alyssa pushed the girl’s head to one side,
exposing her neck and smoothed away her hair. When Hannah was positioned to her
liking, she sank her teeth into her throat.


Caleb looked away though he could do nothing to mask the slobbering wet sounds
of pleasure Alyssa was making, clearly audible even over the clattering of the
coach’s wheels.


She had fed
for only a minute or two before the noise subsided and when Caleb raised his eyes, he found Alyssa’s were fixed upon him as
her tongue flicked up and down the harlot’s bloody throat.


“Delicious…” she whispered.


“She still lives?”


“For now.”


“For now?”


“She is poxed,
‘tis eating her insides away and she will be dead within a year. It would be a
kindness to kill her; it will save her a lot of suffering.”


“You can taste that in her blood?”


“Oh, I could smell it on her. That’s why I
picked her. The corruption of it is quite intoxicating,” she straightened up
and run the back of her hand across her bloody lips as Hannah slumped into her
lap.


“But you could save her?” Caleb asked,
remembering how Morlaine had cured Jane of the pox with her blood.


“Save her? From what?
A cruel and heartless world?” Alyssa was licking drops
of blood off of her fingers.


“From the pox. Your blood
could save her life.”


Alyssa paused
as if considering the matter for the first time, “Well, yes I could, but what
would be the point?”


“It would save her life,” Caleb repeated,
trying hard not to sound like a frustrated parent trying to get their petulant
child to grasp the blindingly obvious.


“But her life is not worth saving, hers is
a wretched existence of pain, abuse and want that is made bearable only when
her mind is too fogged by gin for her to remember how miserable she is. Why
should you wish to prolong it? Sometimes, Cade, I think you are far crueller
than I am.”


“Please Alyssa, for me…”


“And what do I get in return.”


“My gratitude.”


“Gratitude,” Alyssa snorted, “’tis a base
coin indeed.”


“’tis all I have to give.”


“What of your love?”


“tis easier to
love a good woman than a monster.”


“And consigning this harlot to more years
of misery does not make me a monster?”


“No, it makes you extraordinary.”


Alyssa smiled at him, her face still long,
bloodless and terrible, “Extraordinary,” she mouthed almost silently, before
adding, “I quite like that.”


She sank her fangs into her palm, before
opening Hannah’s mouth with the other and squeezing out a thick dark stream of
blood. The girl coughed and spluttered a little, before gulping down Alyssa’s
gift, as if her unconscious body recognised its power. 


When she was finished, she let Hannah’s limp body slide to the floor as she
licked her wounded hand. Her face shifted back and she beamed across at Caleb.


“Now, let’s get drunk and find a nice dark alley...”


*


Caleb had been dozing, the beer had, for
once, made the rocking of the coach comforting rather than bone jarring, but
his eyes snapped open as they came to an abrupt halt.


“Home already?” 


“No,” Alyssa muttered.


Caleb looked out of the coach window, but
could see nothing bar trees. He hoped Scaife hadn’t
found another potential meal for Alyssa. He
heard voices and his heart sank. Just because she had weaned herself off
killing, for the moment at least, it
didn’t mean he particularly wanted to see her feasting again.


Alyssa moved to lean out of the window but froze as she found herself staring
into the muzzle of a cocked pistol.


“Evening Ma’am…” a dark figure announced,
his voice muffled by a kerchief tied around his face which covered his mouth
and nose, “…’tis a mild and pleasant night, why don’t you step out and take a
little air?”


Between his mask and a tricorn
hat, pulled down low enough to shadow his eyes, Caleb could make out little of
the man’s features. He was well spoken and Caleb got the impression he was
young. His first thought was that either one of Count Marco’s hirelings had
found him or that they were being robbed, his second was that the man probably
didn’t have long left to live.


“Why don’t you move along,” Alyssa replied,
her tone calm and pleasant, “it really would be for the best.”


“Sadly, I have to insist. A man has to make
his crust, however dishonestly. Though, there will be no unpleasantness so long
as you do as you are told.”


Alyssa was a woman singularly unlikely to
do as she was told, Caleb thought. Her eyes slid from the highwayman to him and
her shoulders gave a little twitch as if to say, Well, I tried…


She smiled and nodded her head at the man
who opened the coach door and took a step back to allow Alyssa out. Caleb
followed, pulling open his coat once his feet were planted in the dirt of the
road to show he was unarmed.


Two other men stood before the horses, each
masked similarly to the first, though
their attire was of a rougher cut and both were of stockier build. They had the
air of hired muscle about them and they seemed unsettlingly nervous for men
carrying guns. One held a blunderbuss levelled at Scaife
who still sat atop the coach, his hands raised, the other a pair of old beaten
pistols, his eyes flitting continually between Caleb and Scaife,
ensuring neither did anything stupid to protect Alyssa’s honour or jewellery.
Neither of them realising the real danger came from the pale young woman with
striking red hair.


“Well, let us not dally,” the first man
said, “I’m sure we all have beds to get to. Purses and
jewellery if you please?”


Just a robber then.


Caleb didn’t actually have anything to give
them, though Alyssa kept a purse of coin in her bag, not to mention the gold
and pearls she had strung about herself. Caleb, who knew a thing or two about
jewellery, thought they were of only modest value, enough to make a night’s
robbery worthwhile, but not as much as these men might have hoped to bag from
the occupants of the rather splendid looking black coach they had waylaid.


They had picked a good spot; woods lined either side, there were no
buildings in sight and the road was straight enough to give fair warning of any
approaching travellers in either direction, though given the hour that was
pretty unlikely. Most people were smart enough not to be travelling the countryside
at night, even so close to London.


The robber with the blunderbuss had ushered
Scaife down to stand next to Caleb. He glanced at the
servant and muttered, “Getting robbed on the road is becoming a bit of a habit
for you, eh?”


Scaife glared at him; given a choice between stringing up Caleb or the
robbers he had a pretty good idea who the servant would prefer seeing dancing
in the air.


“No, I don’t think so,” Alyssa said, her
face cracking into a broad smile. 


“Why don’t you just do as the gentleman
asks,” Caleb hissed. He didn’t doubt Alyssa could deal with three highwaymen
who were under the misapprehension she was just a harmless young woman, but all
three of the men were armed and although Alyssa might be able to survive most
wounds, he was as vulnerable to a stray lead ball as any other man.


Alyssa waved him away without so much as a
glance, like a mother to a pestering child while she was doing something
important.


“You really don’t want us to be unpleasant,
do you?” The highwayman asked, his voice was as
reasonable and untroubled as you’d expect from a man on the correct end of a pistol.


“Might be fun to get unpleasant with her…”
the robber with the blunderbuss said, with a dirty little snigger. His eyes
were wide and excited and fixed very firmly on Alyssa’s cleavage.


“Please excuse my companion; he can be a
little uncouth. He does what he’s told
though… unless he gets too riled of course. You getting
riled yet?”


“Yeah, I’m getting riled.”


The highwayman shrugged, “Best to be nice
Miss, hand over those pretty pearls or he might just slip the leash.”


Blunderbuss growled like a dog then
laughed. It was intended to sound threatening, Caleb supposed, but it came out
more like a man with a lump of wet phlegm stuck in his throat.


Alyssa took a small step forward, Caleb
couldn’t see the highwayman’s expression behind his mask, but he got the
impression he was amused. His two companions had moved slowly round to stand a
couple of paces behind his right shoulder. 


Caleb looked about him to see if there was
any solid cover he could use when the lead started flying; lacking anything
better he moved slightly behind Scaife…


 “You want to play games, little
girl?” The highwayman asked as Alyssa took another step forward.


“Oh, I do love a wee little game or two I
must confess,” Alyssa loosened the short cape around her shoulders and let it
fall to the ground.


The highway’s man’s eyes lingered upon her
cleavage and raised his pistol until it was level with her chest, Alyssa kept
moving till the barrel was pushing against the exposed skin of her breast.


“You really think I won’t kill you?” The
highwayman asked, “though that would be a terrible
waste of a fine looking woman.”


“You really think I won’t kill you?” Alyssa
returned amiably, “though
that won’t be a waste of anything much at all.”


“Give the bitch a slap,” two pistols growled his voice nervous as he shuffled from
one foot to the other. His eyes were fixed on Alyssa, but his guns remained on
Caleb and Scaife.


Caleb inched a little further behind
Alyssa’s servant.


“Perhaps you do need a little lesson,” the
highwayman pushed his gun into the soft flesh of Alyssa’s cleavage; hard enough
to make her lean back a little.


If he put a ball through her heart she
would be dead, vampire or not, Caleb thought. 


“You think you’re big enough to give me
one?”


 “This little girl wants to play with
big boys’ guns, perhaps we should give her what she wants,” he glanced at his
companions and chuckled. Caleb couldn’t see Alyssa’s face, but he could tell
the instant it changed for the highwaymen’s eyes widened in shock as soon as
they flicked back to her, but by then it was far too late.


Alyssa’s hand had grabbed the highwayman’s
wrist and in one smooth movement, she
pushed it away and then twisted it. She seemed to exert no more force than she
would turning a door knob, but Caleb
could hear the thick wet snapping of bone and tendon even above the man’s
scream.


The pistol flew
from his hand and he dropped to his knees. In the time it took the other two
robbers to swivel their guns from Caleb and Scaife towards the vampire Alyssa
was between them, backhanding Two Pistols hard enough to send him flying into
the trees, where he collided with a trunk with sufficient force to make the
whole tree shudder. 


Blunderbuss had managed to get his gun around
to point at Alyssa, but she simply wrenched it from his hands and tossed it
away. The man staggered backwards, managing to half turn and make the first few
faltering steps of a run, but even encumbered by skirts and corset Alyssa was
far faster. He screamed as she caught him,
toppling backwards as her fangs tore into his throat and the two of them rolled
onto the ground like impassioned lovers. His arms pounded Alyssa’s back
ineffectually for a moment or two, but like his screams they soon subsided and
the only remaining sound was Alyssa’s wet, thick slurping.


He looked away. Alyssa was thrashing over
the man’s body like a hungry dog that had just gotten away with the butcher’s
finest cut and his eyes fell to the first highwayman. His mask had slipped from
his face and his hat had gone to reveal a shock of blonde hair. He was young,
no more than twenty. All of the colour had bled from his face and his right arm hung loose
and useless, Alyssa had wrenched it from its socket with a flick of her wrist
and it remained attached to his body only by skin and sinew.


Despite the pain and shock, he still had
some wit about him as he was moving towards his fallen pistol; using his one good arm while the other dragged uselessly along the ground.


Scaife moved from Caleb’s side, hustling past the man with a gangling
unsteady gait to scoop up the weapon before he could retrieve it. He levelled
the gun to the man’s head; the robber froze on the ground, eyes raised to look
along the barrel of the pistol. Scaife glanced at his
mistress who was still finishing off her man.


He laughed, his shoulders twitching as
drool spooled from his mouth, his eyes sparkling with amusement.


Try for the gun, Caleb thought, a pistol
ball through the brain will be far kinder.


Alyssa finally pushed herself up from the
robber’s corpse. Her face was still shifted,
but now covered in the blood and gore that had spurted from the dying man’s
ruined throat to soak the front of her dress. 


Sally was going to worry that she didn’t
love Caleb so much after all…


Alyssa sauntered casually over to the
robber slumped against the tree, Caleb couldn’t tell if he was dead or simply
unconscious, he sat unmoving, head
slumped forward.


Alyssa smoothed down her skirts like a lady
about to sit for afternoon tea, before kneeling next to the man. She pulled
away his mask and tossed it aside, Caleb couldn’t make out much of his face in
the darkness, though he seemed to move a little as Alyssa grasped his hair. She
pulled his head up and to one side to
expose his neck before sinking her fangs into the soft white meat.


“Please… please… please…” the young
highwayman was blubbing, he tried to inch away, but Scaife
pushed the pistol barrel hard against his head. He stopped crawling, but his
eyes swivelled towards Caleb, imploring him. His lips were still moving, but no
decipherable sound was emerging from them. A dark stain was spreading across
the front of his britches.


Caleb could not look at him, so raised his
eyes to Scaife, who was sniggering wildly and making
deep throated guttural noises that were as close as he ever came to speech. 


Caleb looked up and down the road, but it
was deserted. His heart was pounding and his stomach was roiling, he wanted to
run off into the woods. Run and run till his legs could carry him no further,
run and run till his heart burst and delivered him to the King of the Winter. Anything was better than this charnel house. Only
one thought kept him rooted in the hard
rutted dirt of the road. If he ran, then it would not just be these three
highwaymen being slaughtered. It would be his son and Elsa and Harriet too.


And even he wasn’t that great a coward.


Once Alyssa had finished off the robber in
the trees she wandered amiably back to
the young highwayman cowering and weeping before Scaife.


She let her fingers run through his blonde
hair. The man jerked away from her touch. Her eyes never leaving the highwayman
she held out an open hand toward Scaife, who pulled a
knife from his belt and handed it to his mistress without further prompting.


“So…” she asked, wiping gore from her lips,
“…do you still want to play games?”


The highwayman’s eyes flicked wildly
between the knife and Alyssa’s long, pale, terrible
face. Blood was dripping from her chin in a thick, viscous, drizzle onto her chest.


“I will take that as a yes,” she said, when
the man let out a long pitiful whimper and tried to drag himself away. Scaife stepped aside, giving his mistress room to work
rather than offering the man an escape route.


“Alyssa…” Caleb managed to croak.


The vampire’s head snapped in his direction as if she’d quite forgotten he was
there. Her eyes were impossibly large now and they shone like bitter lanterns
in the darkness, alive with manic green
fire.


“’tis best you sit in the coach awhile…
draw the blind.” Her voice was soft, kindly and tinged with something that
might almost have been regret. She sounded like the girl whose bed he shared,
the voice of a intelligent young woman, but trapped inside the
grotesque confines of a monster’s body and a vampire’s lust.


He turned and did as he was told. As he
opened the coach’s door, he saw the
blunderbuss laying some ten feet away. Perhaps he could get it before Alyssa or
Scaife noticed, perhaps he could get close enough to
shower them with lead, iron and whatever else the robber had loaded it with. It
would probably kill Scaife, but Alyssa? Possibly, if he got lucky, but probably not.


He climbed into the coach, closed the door
and pulled down the blind. He sat and stared at the trees out of the other door
and kept staring through the first few minutes of screams. After that, he lowered his faces to his knees and
pushed his hands against his ears as hard as he could. It helped a little, but
not enough. The young robber was still screaming very loudly.


After a while,
the noise subsided a little, though he
was unsure whether it was due to the dying man’s screams becoming feebler or
because they were more efficiently masked by his own sobbing.


He didn’t know how long he stayed like
that, but he did not move again till the carriage door swung open and Alyssa
stood bathed in blood, gristle and gore. Her face had returned to normal, her
hair had come loose and lay in blood-soaked
strands about her. Her hands and arms up to the elbows were dark.


“Were his screams not beautiful?” She whispered.


As she climbed in and the carriage rocked
beneath her weight he could hear the sound of blood pitter-pattering onto the
floor.


Before the door closed, he caught sight of Scaife
dragging some butchered carcass that
could not possibly ever have been a man into
the woods. The carriage swayed more as she moved, not to the seat opposite, but
to straddle him. 


“Poor Caleb…” she whispered as her sticky wet hands clasped his face, her breath
stank of the abattoir as she leant
forward “…cry not for me…”


The taste of fresh warm meat filled Caleb’s
mouth as she kissed him, smearing blood over
his lips; the only thing he could hear above his own scream, which he was not
entirely sure was real or just in his head, was the clear cold voice of his brother.


You kill her or you become her creature…











Chapter Eleven


The Restless Companion


Bennett House, Mortlake,
Surrey - 1710


The river was cold and the current strong;
the Thames, engorged by spring rain, gripped him with bitter, skeletal hands. He swam, back and forth, until
his shoulders and arms burned, and his heart pounded so fiercely his whole body
reverberated to its beat. When he finally
pulled himself out and trudged, panting, back to where his clothes lay beneath
a tree, he was shivering and exhausted. 


He still didn’t feel clean, though.


He had hoped the Thames would have washed
Alyssa from him, but he still felt the blood she had smeared over him. He had
scrubbed himself with soap and water, scoured his skin with a coarse flannel
and even splashed brandy over his cheeks, but he could still feel her sticky
fingerprints on his face whatever the looking-glass said.


Alyssa had been frenetic on their return,
eyes blazing wildly with the life force of the newly slaughtered. The blood had
dried on her skin like the juice of crushed berries; she resembled a savage
from a strange land who had painted their
skin and stiffened their hair in some ritual to appease an angry god or
frighten the warriors of another tribe. 


She had wanted him to take her as soon as
they got into the house, ripping open his shirt and smearing bloody kisses over
his chest. Somehow he had managed to wriggle free of her embrace and flee to
his own room. Despite his shaking hands he’d locked the door (whatever good
that would have done) before falling to his knees and retching on the floor. 


After washing, he had curled in his bed, pulled the
blankets over his head and listened to
the highwayman scream some more. He had expected
Alyssa to come to him at some point during the remainder of the night, but she
did not disturb him and he had left the house at dawn. He did not intend to
return before sunset.


He pulled on his britches and wrapped his
shirt around his shoulders. It was chilly in the shade of the tree thanks to a
light, but persistent, breeze; once he moved a little along the river bank to
where the sun could warm him he eventually stopped shivering. At least on the outside.


The breeze was playing with a reed bank and
he watched it move back and forth beneath its kiss, emptying his mind by
concentrating only on their simple swish and sway. The sound of a distant
cowbell occasionally broke the silence, but, otherwise, he was undisturbed. For
the first time since he’d climbed back inside the carriage the previous night,
he couldn’t hear any screaming. 


He awoke in the afternoon with the sunlight
painting fabulous colours upon his closed eyelids. He had not slept the night
before, but even so he was surprised he had nodded off for several hours and
even more so that the sleep had been dreamless.


After all, he had another corpse to haunt
him now.


He’d taken some cheese and bread from the
pantry that morning; even though he hadn’t expected to be hungry, but now found
that he was ravenous. He ate slowly,
however, feeling guilty that he had any appetite at all.


Once he was finished,
he sat and stared at the swaying reeds again.


“I should have done more…” he muttered, but
nobody answered him, his brother clearly wasn’t in a talkative mood. Perhaps
even he was too disgusted to want to share his company.


He hadn’t lifted a finger to save the young
highwayman, Alyssa had dismissed him with a single command, and he had
obediently scurried off to hide in the carriage while she did… whatever it was
that she had done to the poor man.


What a good little doggy he was becoming.


It was not news to Caleb that he was a
coward, he’d always been one; afraid of confrontation, afraid of unhappiness,
afraid of responsibility, afraid of anything he couldn’t flee from. That was
why he had run away from Henrietta rather than staying and fighting for her, it
was why he had run out on woman after
woman across Europe, he’d always been too afraid to build a life, scared that
it would not live up to his memories. But this, this was something more.


Would he have left Isabella to be butchered
by Leon if he had known it was happening? Perhaps he had known, perhaps he had
heard her screams and simply scrubbed them from his memory because he was too
much of a coward to risk himself.


He owed that young man nothing, he had been
robbing them after all, but he let Alyssa
slaughter him without any meaningful protest, he
knew he couldn’t have physically stopped
her, but at least he could have tried,
with words if not actions. Wasn’t a man’s life worth at least a few words?
Perhaps even a sentence or two? Had he always been that much of a coward?


Eventually, he rose, brushed himself down and ambled slowly back to the house. The sun
was starting to sink, it would be dark in a couple of hours and he had a leash
to put back on.


When he entered the gardens he saw Scaife pushing a barrow of horse manure across the lawn,
sweat glistening off his cadaverous bald
skull. Caleb picked up the broken axe before crossing the lawn.


Scaife put the barrow down as Caleb approached, grunting something that
could equally have been either an insult or a greeting. Caleb tossed the axe at
him without breaking stride for the servant deftly to catch in his long bony
hands.


“I need a new axe…” 


*


Alyssa was in her usual seat by the fire,
wearing a loose cream maneatu gown, her
hair pulled up from her face, reading a book. She did not have a drop of blood
on her, though Caleb swore he could still
hear it dripping on to the polished hardwood floor all the same.


“Good evening my dear,” her smile was broad
and warm, the blood apparently still sugaring her mood.


Caleb poured himself a brandy instead of
answering her, then another as soon as the first had cleared his throat. He
wanted to run back up to his room, but he couldn’t avoid her forever, or even
till the image of blood dripping from her face had faded, so he took the seat
opposite Alyssa, doing his best not to look at her directly.


“Had a good day?” She asked, eyes following
him.


“Better than last night,” Caleb swirled his
brandy around the glass, wishing he’d poured himself a more generous measure.


Alyssa carefully closed her book and put it
to one side before interlocking her fingers in her lap, “I may have gotten a
little carried away last night…”


“Carried away? Alyssa-”


“I know… really, I know…”


“I thought…”


“Because I cured that
girl of the pox that I was somehow… what? Redeemed?”


Caleb continued to avoid her gaze and
didn’t reply; that was exactly what he’d thought, or, at least, had hoped for. He was
being both selfish and stupid of course, selfish because it would make
his life more bearable and stupid to think he had it in his power to make a
monster like Alyssa embrace at least some shred of humanity.


“You know what I am?”


“Indeed,
I do.” 


Alyssa sighed deeply, “I’m sorry…”


He looked at her. She didn’t appear
particularly sorry, “Are you really?”


“I’m sorry that you saw what I did… or
heard it at any rate. It was inconsiderate.”


“Inconsiderate? To me or the boy you butchered?”


“He was hardly a boy. They weren’t innocents, after all, they were robbing me and
who knows what else they had in mind. I did give them a chance to walk away. I
would have let them.”


“Why would they? You don’t look
particularly threatening with your human face.”


“Perhaps not, but it was their choice to be
out robbing. Not mine. They would have ended up swinging at Tyburn
soon enough anyway.”


“I’ve seen men die at Tyburn
Alyssa; Jack Ketch offers a far kinder way out of this world than you.”


“I thought you would approve?”


“Approve!” Caleb managed to splutter but didn’t say more. He was sure his
face was expressing enough incredulity.


“You appear to have developed a need to
help the innocent, something you contracted from Morlaine’s
soft heart I dare say, for I saw no sign of it before. Well, how many innocents
did I save by disposing of that vermin last night? I just helped to keep the
Queen’s highway safe, ’tis a public service really…” she gave a little laugh,
which quickly melted away as Caleb remained stony-faced.


“Why Alyssa? Why? Last night was butchery, pure and simple… and you loved
doing it!”


She shifted in her seat; Caleb would have
thought his words were making her uncomfortable if he didn’t know better.


“I said once before that perhaps I had a monstrous twin? You remember?”


Caleb nodded.


“I was not entirely joking.”


“’tis still you,
Alyssa.”


“The matter is more complicated than that,
I do not know if it is purely because I
am vampiric or that she has always been with me; deep
down beneath the innocence. When I was a wee lass,
I remember having a slightly cruel streak, particularly with the boys who came a-courting,
but nothing… nothing really bad. Whatever
she is, she sits inside me, most of the time just a whisper in my mind, faint desires for blood and pain. Not blood to live you understand? That is a different craving;
this is blood for the sake of blood.”


“And when she doesn’t whisper?”


“When she doesn’t whisper…” Alyssa forced a
tight little smile upon her lips, “…she roars…”


“And you cannot deny her?”


“’tis hard… but mostly
no. She has been quiet lately; I think she is
wary of you, but last night… I could not stop,” she leant forward to stare at Caleb, “she smelt the blood and came
rushing out of the darkness.”


“Why is she wary of me?”


“Because I have never loved anyone before…
it scares her, I think.”


It scares me too.


“And what does your twin want to do to me?”


“Best not to ask… she is a dark and
restless companion, but I will not let her hurt you like that. Even last night,
when I was so in her thrall, I did not let her harm you.”


“You did harm me, Alyssa.”


She looked down, teeth pulling at her lower
lip, before her eyes rose towards him again, “I am sorry, I was not prepared…
it will not happen again.”


“It will not happen or I will not see it?”


Alyssa rose and crossed over to Caleb,
wrapping her arms around his neck as she sat in his lap. He tried really hard
not to shudder. “’tis a terrible wanton desire to hurt
and kill, I call it my companion, but I know ‘tis just me, not some devil
making me do it. Sometimes I regret it, but not always, not even often. It is
just what I am, part of me at least. I am evil… for want of a better word. But
I do love you… so much you would not believe.”


Alyssa rearranged herself so she was
staring down at Caleb, her eyes were a wide sparkling green, her lips were
slightly parted, curls of red hair framed her face
which bore the faintest of rose petal flushes. She wanted to be kissed, he
knew, but all he could see was blood dripping off her face and ribbons of flesh
between her teeth.


How could he ever have seen anything else?


“I will kill no innocents,” she said
eventually, “for you, I will do this, but those men last night were not
innocents. They attacked us and I see no wrong in ridding the world of them in
whatever means I see fit. No innocents Cade.
That is all I can offer.”


“And who are you to judge who is innocent
and who is not?”


“Better than most, I’m rotten to the core
after all. I know a fellow traveller upon a dark road when I see one, but if it
makes you feel easier, you can decide.”


“Who lives and who gets ripped to
shreds?  No thank you, I carry enough guilt as it is.”


“Very well, I will decide. When we travel
to Italy, I will slaughter the wicked and you, my dear, can be the conscience I
don’t have. We can start with your friend Count Marco. Even you can’t object to
me killing him, given what he’ll do to you if he ever gets his hands on you.”


“Alyssa,” Caleb sighed, “you cannot just
wander into Venice and kill one of the most powerful men in the city.”


“Of course
I can!”


“You may be strong and fast, but a musket
ball in the brain will kill you as effectively as it would kill me. Count Marco
has a lot of men with muskets.”


“Oh,
Cade… I didn’t know you cared…” Alyssa clasped her face in her hands and
fluttered her eyelashes wildly. When he didn’t respond she moved in to kiss
him, but he pushed her away and stood up sharply, letting her slide from his
lap to her own feet.


“I am not in the mood.”


“I don’t care about your mood!” She slapped
his face, it felt hard to Caleb as he took a surprised step backwards; though
he was sure she could have swiped his
face clean off if she had chosen to.


“So much for not hurting me,” Caleb muttered,
feeling his stinging cheek.


Alyssa looked furious for a moment, before
shaking it away with a toss of her head and slumping into the chair.


“’tis the blood, it makes me more… emotional.”



“I’ve heard it can have that effect on
women.”


Caleb poured himself another brandy, his
back still turned to Alyssa he said, “I’m sorry, ‘tis
best I am not around you for a while. Every time I look at you, I see the blood dripping off your face.”


“I did not realise it would affect you so.”


Caleb snorted, “It would affect most men…”


He heard Alyssa move to stand behind him,
“Most mortal men,” she rested her hands on his shoulders and then her
teeth upon his neck, lightly scraping the skin, “I could change that…”


“I do not wish it.”


“You did once… or was
that just another lie to distract me?”


“I know better now.”


Her fangs pressed a little harder into his
skin, “We could be together forever and you would learn to rejoice in the blood
instead of being repulsed by it.”


“Would I be happy?”


“Perhaps.”


“Does it make you happy?”


“Only you make me happy Cade.”


“You seemed happy last night.”


The pressure eased on his neck, the sharp
prick of her fangs replaced by the soft cold press of her lips.


“I was… for a while, but it does not last. Unlike you.”


“I do not love you, Alyssa.”


“I know, but you
will. I promise. When you ask me to change you, I will not deny you the gift,”
her fangs run along his neck again, two thin cold daggers stretching his skin,
“and then we will be together, forever, as ‘tis meant to be.”


She sunk her teeth into him then.


Caleb yelped and pulled away, She’d bit him
where his neck met his shoulder, but she released her bite immediately, otherwise she would have ripped
off a chunk of his flesh. 


She laughed as he backed away from her, hand
clamped to his neck, her face was still shifted, the
blue marbling of the veins that run beneath her pallid skin seemed to be
throbbing wildly.


“Was only a nip…” her tongue darted out to lick the blood that smeared her lips.


“I thought you didn’t want my blood,” Caleb
protested.


“I never said I didn’t want your
blood…


“No, you just don’t want to know my
feelings,” Caleb thought the way he was glaring at her would have given her a
pretty good idea of those anyway.


“The blood takes on the zest of the life lived, the richer and more
debauched the life, the more flavoured is the blood. I knew yours would taste
good, seasoned by sin and decadence as it is, but really Cade, ‘tis quite,
quite intoxicating…”


“Morlaine said
all men tasted the same.”  


“She lied to you, about many things…”


Caleb took his hand away and looked at the
blood smeared on his fingers, in truth he’d cut himself worse shaving, but his
stomach quivered all the same.


“Here let me heal the wound,” Alyssa held
out her hand for him to come to her.


Caleb wanted to run as far from her as he
could, but he did as she said for there was nowhere left for him to run to.


Her face
still vampiric, she reached up and kissed the wound,
slowly, carefully. He felt her tongue working saliva into the broken skin, which
immediately began to tingle and warm.


“There…” she whispered, not moving away
from him, “it will be like new in the morning, no harm done.”


“But now you’ve tasted my blood…”


“She will not let me do you harm.”


“Who?”


“Alyssa,” her voice was hollow and distant
as if emanating from somewhere deep in her throat, “…she loves you very much.
She won’t let me really hurt you, no matter how much I want to.”


“Stop playing games Alyssa.”


She laughed, “I am the darkness within
her.”


“”Do you have a name?” Caleb snorted.


“Everything has a name…” he felt her mouth
move up his neck till her breath echoed in his ear, he stiffened, it was like a
bitter winter wind “…but you can call me Despair…” she murmured, before
breaking away from him, still laughing.


She left the room, not looking back at him,
“Go to your room, I will call on you later…”


Caleb was already pouring himself another
brandy as Alyssa’s footsteps disappeared down the hall.


“Well, what was that about?” The memory of
his brother asked, sitting in Alyssa’s seat sketching Mallory.


“Just a silly game.”


“You think?”


Caleb took his seat, glass in one hand,
bottle in the other. “Why? Do you think she really does have a “restless
companion” inside her?”


The memory of his brother shrugged, “Well,
I suppose it does sound rather preposterous…” he looked up from his sketch to
stare at Caleb, “…after all, who’s ever heard of two people living inside one
head?”


*


Caleb had considered locking his door, but
as Alyssa would require only marginally more effort to open it than if it were
unlocked he didn’t bother. Instead, he lay on the bed and concentrated on
polishing off the brandy bottle. Perhaps if he
drank himself into a useless stupor she’d leave him alone. 


He never ceased to be amazed by the sheer
versatility of hard liquor.


After a couple of hours and most of the
bottle, Alyssa let herself into the room without knocking.


“That’s the thing with vampires,” Caleb
sniffed, “no manners; never wait to be invited in.”


“tis my home. Are
you drunk?” She came and sat on the end of the bed, she was wearing one of her
long white nightgowns that she never
seemed to be able to quite put on properly. It was what Caleb had come to think
of as her “dressed for action” look.


“Are you drunk again?


“I’m sorry?”


“That’s what you’re supposed to say. Are
you drunk again?”


“It is?”


Caleb nodded authoritatively, “I have some
experience of scolds. I married several… not that it ever lasted long of
course.”


“I am not a scold
Cade.”


“No, you murder, torture and drink blood,
but not much scolding. I’ll give you that...”


She looked down into her lap, “I am trying
you know…”


“Yes,
I can see that. You only tortured one of
those three men to death last night…”


“Stop it! I have done so much to make you
happy and all you can do is complain! It wasn’t supposed to be like this!”


“Did you hope for a more adoring prisoner
Alyssa?”


“No… I just didn’t expect I would travel so
far to try and please you. Yet you throw it back in my face the moment I do
something that upsets you.”


“Done what exactly Alyssa? You kill, you
slaughter. You have not changed in the slightest.”


She looked up at him; her lips were pressed
into a hard bloodless line while her eyes blazed. Perhaps he should not have
drunk quite so much after all.


“I have let people live… I’m sure that
seems nothing to you, but I am the one who has to cope with the consequences!”


“I’m sure you must be suffering terribly.”


“You don’t understand what it feels like!” Alyssa spat, “I have them in here, all the time!” She
slapped her forehead with her palm, hard enough to leave a red mark on her pale
skin, “I feel that vagabond, the first I let live, I feel his despair, his
loneliness, the echoes of the dreams he never fulfilled, all clouded by gin and
hatred for the world. That girl, Hannah, I sense her too, the
self-loathing she feels for selling her body, the horror of letting old, fat
stinking men use her, how her skin crawls at their touch and her stomach heaves
as they defile her. I feel every last one of them, churning inside me. I never
wanted that! I never expected to do that, but I will bear it because I love you
and I want you to feel the same about me
more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. I brought you here to be my
companion, but you’ve become my life.”


She leant
over onto the bed, till she was virtually on all fours, hair falling wildly
about her face, her cheeks flushed with anger.


“And do you know what is worse? Worse even
than having all those vile emotions
crawling around my head? I’ll tell you what is worse. Having
you in there. All the time, this little voice, chattering away. What
will Cade think? What will Cade feel? What can I do for Cade? Like some
disgusting, needy little milk maid making moony eyes at the handsome local buck, who isn’t actually the slightest bit
interested in her. You make me weak Cade and as much as I love you, part of me
hates you for making me feel this way!”


Cade stared at her paused above him like a
prowling lioness stalking a kill.


“Care for a drink?”


She took the offered bottle from his hand
and flung it across the room to shatter against the wall, before hooking a leg
across his to straddle him.


“Yes… I do,” her face shifted and she bared
her fangs with a twisted smile that made her pale,
elongated face appear even more monstrous, “I want to
drink more of you.”


Caleb tried to shrug her off, which was a
futile gesture as she gripped his shoulders and pushed him back down. He was
quite helpless; the power in her slender form was unnatural and beyond measure, he could feel it quivering beneath
her bloodless skin, a great writhing mass
of energy that her body was almost too small a vessel to contain.


She was drunk on blood, Caleb realised with
a start. Intoxication was, after all, something he’d become rather familiar with over the years. Alyssa had
only drunk a little in the six weeks since he’d been brought here, but she’d
gorged herself the previous night and like the gin fiend he had once been, all
she wanted was more. If the darkness in her really was a separate companion, then it was closer to the surface and more in
control than he’d seen it since that last night in Lazziard Manor.


“I disgust you, like this, don’t I?” She
demanded eventually, her large swollen eyes fixed intently upon him.


“I prefer… you’re other look…” Caleb admitted, the weight of
her hands upon his shoulders felt like he was pinned beneath two full barrels
of beer.


“’tis fortunate I can change my appearance…
I would find it much harder to entice weak willed and stupid men to their
deaths otherwise,” her mouth clicked open in gaping silent laughter, a dark
yawning maw behind her teeth and elongated fangs.


“You’re hurting me…” Caleb gasped as she
pushed down harder on his shoulders.


“As well as wondering what you taste like,
I’ve always wondered how you might scream… deep and lusty, a full-throated roar or a little girl’s whimper?
Shall we find out?”


She lowered her mouth to his chest.


“Alyssa… this isn’t funny…”


“’tis not meant to be.”


She sank her fangs into the meat of his
chest above his left nipple, he let out a cry that he tried hard to stifle, frightened that she might like the sound of it too much. She
lessened the pressure on his shoulders as she sucked at the wound, slurping the
blood that bubbled up from the two holes she’d driven into his chest.


She let out several long sighs and squirmed
on top
of him as she fed. 


“Your heart is pounding so fiercely,” she
whispered, eventually, as she licked the wounds.


“Because I am scared.”


“There is no need…I will drink only a
little, I will hurt you only a little. You can give me this at least, as I have
given so much to you.”


Caleb thought she’d given him nothing at
all, save a lot let less liberty.


“You… resent me?” She asked, looking up with a start as a frown dug itself into the ashen skin of her forehead like wheel ruts in
the snow.


“Not exact-” his words were interrupted
with a sharp little scream as Alyssa pinched one of the puncture holes on his
chest hard enough to send blood spurting through the scab that her tongue had
helped to grow preternaturally fast.


“Don’t lie to me Cade, I can feel you
squirming inside my head with all the other maggots now…” she kept her eyes on
him as she lowered her head to lick up the blood that was oozing on to his
chest “…as well as how you taste.” 


“You said you didn’t want that?” 


Alyssa looked up and shrugged, his blood
smeared greasily around her lips, “I’m a woman. We change our minds sometimes.”


She hopped off him and onto her feet like a
startled cat, her face shifting back to human once more, “I think I prefer
knowing what you feel after all. It makes it tougher for you to lie to me.
Perhaps you’d better work harder on falling in love with me, being so delicious
I might not be able to resist eating you all up otherwise.”


She leant
over and grinned at him, her lips twisting into a dark knowing little smile,
before kissing him softly on his lips; he could taste his blood on her.


Her finger traced a circle around the
wounds on his chest, “Perhaps I’ll let these heal naturally now… something to
remind you of me.”


He cried out as she carefully pushed her
little finger into one of the wounds, slowly working it in deeper and deeper,
his back arching as she wriggled it around under the skin, his eyes filled with
sudden hot tears as his flesh tore and split to accommodate her finger.


She laughed girlishly, pulling her finger
out with a meaty wet plop, “What a
strange little scream you have Cade, ‘tis quite endearing really…” 


Alyssa sauntered out of the room, nightgown
flowing around her figure, sucking on her finger like a little girl who’d just
stuck it into a fruit pie and wanted to get all the juice out from under her
nail.


*


Caleb didn’t get much sleep that night.


His chest throbbed horribly. He’d never
been good with pain and he had managed to avoid it with some acumen for most of
his adult life, it was clearly yet another of God’s little whims that he should
end up as the plaything of a pain loving monster.


He washed away the blood and pressed a
towel against the wound to stop the bleeding. He didn’t look at it too closely, not really having the stomach for such things, but
the flesh was already discoloured and swollen from Alyssa pushing her finger so
far into him. He pondered what other games she might have lined up.


Gloomily he sat and stared at the brandy coloured stain on the far wall. He
thought about going downstairs to get another bottle, purely to help with the
pain of course, but decided the discomfort was more bearable than another run in
with Alyssa. Perhaps if he could keep her off blood for a few days, she might return to her more normal self. After thinking about it for a moment he decided “balanced” might be a more
appropriate word than “normal.” 


Then he worried about whether she could
feel he was thinking about her and, if so, could she tell that he thought her
insane. So he fretted about what she would do to him when she finally realised
he would never love her instead. Morlaine then
fluttered through his mind and he felt a familiar pang of loss, so he pushed
those thoughts away only for them to be replaced by Henrietta. Instinctively, he reached for the locket around his
neck. His hand freezing, as it had done numerous times since he’d come to
Bennett House, when he remembered he had given it to Danny and then how it made
him feel even more lost and lonely not to have her image to look at or her hair
to stroke.


At some point,
well after midnight, he drifted off to a restless sleep and dreamed that
Morlaine was out in the trees watching the house waiting to rescue him.
However, he knew it was just a dream because all of the trees were ancient
knotted yews and they were raising the dead with their hysterical braying
laughter.


No one is going to save you, not even the
King of the Winter can help you now…


He awoke with a start; half sitting up in
bed till the fiery tongues of pain that lanced across his chest pushed him back
down again. He lay panting before realising Alyssa was standing next to him,
still half wearing her billowing white nightgown,
her face human. She was holding a knife in her hand.


The image of Alyssa closing in on the
prostrate highwayman, Scaife’s knife in hand, came to Caleb. Was this it? Was this how his life was
going to end?


“There is no need to be alarmed,” Alyssa
said, perhaps sensing his fear now they were linked by blood, although it might
simply have been the look of startled horror upon his face.


She sliced the palm of her hand and then
pressed it against the wound in Caleb’s chest. It tingled almost as soon as her
blood seeped into him, before growing warm. She kept her hand on him in silence for a minute or so and when
she pulled it away the pain had become little more than an irritating itch.


Alyssa smiled a sad little smile and placed
the knife next to Caleb’s bed, “If I ever hurt you like that again,” she said,
leaving the room, “feel free to use it to kill me.”


Caleb watched her drift silently out of the
room, a slender and waifish ghost.  


Once she’d closed the door, Caleb slumped back into his pillows and
let out a long slow breath he had not realised he had been holding.


Shame she didn’t leave the axe.


Caleb rolled over, screwed his eyes shut
and concentrated on failing to go to sleep.


*


Alyssa kept herself distant from Caleb for
the next few days.  If he didn’t know better,
he would have said she was ashamed, like a drunk who’d sobered up long enough
to regret beating his wife. She would mumble a greeting,
flash a little smile before making some excuse and hurrying off to whatever part
of the house he wasn’t in.


She didn’t seem to be herself at all.


Caleb did the best he could to keep out of
her way. The wound on his chest had completely healed within twenty-four hours, though he swore he could
still feel her finger wriggling under his skin, like a worm through moist soil,
from time to time.


He stuck to long walks and chopping wood (Scaife had conjured a new axe for him). Once the sun set,
he kept to his own room and Alyssa left him in peace.


After several days of this, she knocked timidly on his door one
evening.


“’tis your house,” Caleb had called.


“Indeed…” she nodded, “may I come in?”


Caleb raised an eyebrow, “Of course.”


He’d been sitting by the window watching
the light bleed from the evening sky; he didn’t rise when she came in and sat
primly on the edge of the bed.


“I am feeling more myself,” she announced.


“You’ve been unwell?”


“So much blood at once… it can make one a
little… over enthusiastic…”


“I thought that might have been the case.”


“If I promise to be more careful about how
much I drink, will you forgive me?”


“I can add it to the list.”


“Do not push me too far Cade… apologies do
not come easily for me. I’m rather
unpractised in that regard.”


Caleb nodded, “If you drunk only a little
blood, no more than you need to live, would your desire to hurt be reduced?”


“Yes…”


“Could you do that? For
me? For us?”


“Us?”


“That is what you want, isn’t it?”


She sighed “Yes… but ‘tis hard knowing you
do not love me. I knew before of course… but now I feel it.”


“You can distinguish my feelings from all
the others? That dirty old vagabond?”


“You would think they would be more alike
given you have so many similarities to an itinerant, gin-addled vagrant, but
yes I can. Being physically closer makes them stronger anyway, but yes yours
are different. Very different.”


“What do you feel?”


“You don’t actually hate me…” Alyssa said
with a faint smile, pulling on a stray ringlet of hair, “…which is something I
suppose. I think I scare you more than anything else.”


“You needed to drink my blood to know
that?”


“There is sadness too, you miss someone… Morlaine I presume.”


“I only knew her for a few weeks, I thought
I loved her, but I do not know. The
feeling is too alien for me to be sure,”
he wondered how easily she would be able to spot his lies now.


“If not her, then who?”


Caleb reached for his locket, but let his hand fall away when he
remembered.


“Someone I loved a long time ago…”


“’tis strange, your feelings, emotions, I
have not experienced it before. ‘tis like there is an
echo…”


“An echo?”


“As if hidden under your emotions there is
somebody else’s. Like you have your own
personal ghost…” she looked at him, her eyes unwavering, “…or you’re quite
mad?”


Caleb stared at her and shivered despite
himself, “Probably just mad, it would explain many things…”


Alyssa nodded, “That is what I thought.”


She rose and run her fingers through his
hair, if she noticed his slight flinch at her touch she didn’t comment on it,
“Come to my room later, please… I am trying Cade...”


Her face twitched as if in pain as his
stomach rolled in disgust at the thought of touching her.


“Perhaps…”


“Your blood speaks louder than your words,”
she shrugged and forced out a smile before leaving him.


 Caleb sat and stared at the door for
a good long while.


“A penny for your
thoughts?” His brother asked eventually, the room was fully dark and he sat in the corner
where the shadows were deepest.


“You know my thoughts.”


The shadows shrugged, “So does Alyssa now,
more or less…”


“She seems… more restrained.”


“Till the next time she gorges on blood at
least.”


“Do you think she will drink less, for me?”


“Perhaps for a while, but
no. Even if she does love you, the blood has a
greater hold over her than love ever will.”


“Her restless companion.”


“Indeed.”


“I want to help her, really I do…” 


“But if you fail… at best you will be her
creature at worst… her plaything, a ball of string to toy with when there are
no mice around to torture and kill.”


Caleb rose and walked hesitantly to the
door; he should go to her, while she was balanced,
if he really wanted to change her. The problem was she now knew how he felt;
she would feel his fear, his revulsion, not to mention his loneliness and how
much he wanted to be away from her. That he felt nothing for her and never
would.


He’d spent a lifetime lying to women – and
to himself if he was going to be totally honest for
once – now he was faced with a woman who could sense
what he actually felt, rather than the
tales he told with his eyes and smile, his easy words and soft hands. 


Could he pretend? Pretend well enough to
fool even Alyssa? He doubted it. How long would she stand it, knowing how he
truly felt? How long before she gave up and killed him? Butchered him like the
young highwayman?


He locked the door and sat down again. He
needed to work out how to fool a woman he couldn’t lie to.


*


Alyssa announced she was going out for the
night, “I won’t be late,” she added, turning swiftly on her heels.


Caleb had just returned from one of his day-long walks on the coat tails of the sunset,
to find Alyssa in the hall, cape already
drawn around her shoulders.


“I can get changed,” Caleb offered.


Alyssa looked back
as Scaife opened the front door for her. “There’s no need, I might run into
more robbers and wouldn’t want to trouble your sensibilities again…” her voice
was cold, he didn’t need her blood to know she was upset he hadn’t gone to her
the previous night. At
least, she hadn’t been annoyed enough to kick his door in and… do
whatever it was spurned, cruel vampires
did. Scaife, however, looked rather pleased with his mistress’ cold tone and
sniggered at him.


“I’ll wait up.”


Alyssa paused in the doorway, much to Scaife’s disappointment as he’d clearly been gearing up to
give the door a good desultory slam behind them.


“I would like that,” she offered him a
hesitant smile, “try not to drink all of the brandy.”


“No more than a tipple… we can finish the
bottle together when you get back.”


She inspected him, her head tilting to the
left a little as if reading a handbill
plastered to a wall, “I would like that,” she repeated eventually, adding
another little smile.


Scaife almost growled at him once she’d finally walked out into the
darkening twilight. Caleb gave him a little wave as he slammed the door and
scurried after Alyssa.


He stood in the hall and blew out his
cheeks slowly, it seemed to have worked. He would test it again when she
returned, but he felt more confident he’d found a way to mask his actual
feelings using one of his few true talents.


“Your old friend wanton lust?” His brother
asked, appearing at his ear.


“She looks like a woman, if I can just think of her as… I have thought of most
women…” he shrugged, “…it would appear lust can mask a multitude of other
sins.”


“Enough to put out of mind what she is?
What she is capable of?”


“So long as she isn’t killing people or
torturing me; she is not unattractive after all. My old base self still has
some uses, it would seem.”


“So, other than working yourself into a
frenzied lather of lust in anticipation of your homicidal maid’s return, what
are you going to do tonight?”


“Find some food, drink Alyssa’s brandy and
work out what I’m going to do next.”


“You know what you must do next,” his
brother drew a shadowy ill-formed hand across his throat.


“I am not a killer… I cannot…”


“Next time it might not be her little
finger she sticks into you… for example, there are all manner of peculiar
gardening implements in the barn she could work her way up to.”


“I am learning how to deal with her, I made
a career out of manipulating women’s feelings remember?”


“If she gorges herself on blood again
tonight you will be able to deal with nothing… especially not the pain she will
visit upon you if the whim takes her.”


“No more of this… just because she isn’t
here doesn’t mean she isn’t aware of my feelings.”


“Go and drink, eat and make yourself lusty
then.”


“I will.”


“Are you not intrigued about what is under
those doors in the barn?” The memory of his brother asked as he turned away.


“No.”


“Really?”


“’tis just full of junk,
broken tools, bottles of wine, whatever clutter people dump into an old cellar.”


“I know what people keep in their cellars.
However, what vampires keep in them might be entirely different…”


“I’m tired and hungry and not at all
curious,” Caleb declared, heading for the pantry, “and I need to work on my
lust, so I am going to eat and then spend the rest of the evening drinking and
thinking about naked women.”


“That is pretty much how you’ve spent every
night for the last twenty years!”


Caleb ignored his brother, helped himself
to ham, bread and beer, before returning to the drawing room and settling
himself beside the fire. 


Food, drink, warmth,
comfort. All I need, I am happy


Caleb thought, pushing everything else from
his mind as he ate. 


I am content, I am happy, Alyssa does
not scare me, I am happy, I am content, I
am not going out to the barn, I am happy,
I am content, I don’t need to know what is under those doors, I am happy, I am content…


*


An axe would take off the padlock
eventually, but it would be rather noticeable. Fortunately, however, he still
had his lock picking tools sewn into his coat and they would make short work of
it.


He’d placed a lantern on the floor as he
worked on the lock, all the time whistling a cheerful tune and repeating the
thought I am happy over and over again whilst
visualising Alyssa writhing naked beneath him.


He couldn’t help looking over his shoulder
several times, but Alyssa, naked or otherwise, was never there. Given he had spent
many years picking locks and helping himself to the possessions of others he
didn’t have any particular guilty feelings regarding prying into Alyssa’s
cellar. Why should he? If it was just filled with clutter and junk, then there was no harm done to anyone.
Just a mild distraction to keep him entertained until Alyssa came home. Hopefully, fed rather than gorged.


No, he wasn’t feeling guilty. Or Scared. Or lonely. He didn’t miss Morlaine,
Henrietta, Elsa, his son or anybody else. Definitely not. He’d lived most of his life alone, a
stranger to all, why should he be missing anyone now? No, he was feeling happy
and quite awash with lust for Alyssa. Nothing else.


It was a
particularly old and stiff lock which took longer to prise open than
he’d expected, he was also rather out of practice when it came to poking about
where he wasn’t supposed to be. When the mechanism finally clicked, he grunted and smiled to himself.


“Still have the knack…” he whispered, even
though it was a skill he hadn’t been planning to use anymore.


The thought popped into his head that if
things had worked out as he’d intended, he would have been in America with Elsa
by now, learning how to be a better man. He stamped down hard on the thought as
soon as he felt it sparking loss and regret in his soul.


“I am happy, I am content…” he whispered at
the open padlock that lay in his palm before he slipped it into his pocket.


The doors were heavier than they looked,
and let out a tormented screech as he pulled them open in turn to reveal a flight
of stone stairs disappearing down into darkness. The steps looked ancient,
their edges worn smooth and crisscrossed
with cracks. Caleb hovered at the top of the stairs. There was only blackness
beyond the first half a dozen steps while
a mixture of smells rose out of the shadows; mouldy dampness, dust, decay and
wood smoke were the more readily identifiable ones. Above all, it smelt old and neglected, like a
forgotten crypt.


Caleb lifted his lantern, which illuminated
more steps and, barely, a few flagstones at the bottom.


Did he really need to go down there?
Perhaps it was locked simply because it was dangerous. Whatever it was, it was
far older than Bennett House. He closed his eyes and calmed himself, whatever
he did he had to remain calm, fear would alert Alyssa that he was doing
something other than sitting by the fire drinking her brandy.


“Just a quick look,” he muttered, “just a
little stroll to take some air…”


He went down the stairs one careful step at
a time, letting his fingertips caress the rough stonework that lined the walls
as he descended, one foot testing the next step in turn before trusting it to
take his entire weight without crumbling away. The darkness was absolute beyond
the lantern’s reach, not revealing the junk packed around the stairs till his
boots were on the uneven flagstones at the bottom. He could make out a jumble
of boxes and crates, cobwebbed bottles, piles of firewood, old riding tackle, assortments of furniture. Dust sheets covered other piles,
looming like stationary ghosts all about
him. There was no particular order to the junk, which appeared to have been
haphazardly tossed into the cellar with little care. 


He pulled back the nearest sheet to reveal
open crates filled with jars, he picked one up and shook the murky fluid within
it, jumping when a large discoloured eyeball emerged from within the gloop to peer back at him. Caleb carefully put
the jar back. 


The workshop of
curiosities.


The paraphernalia from Dr Rothery’s cellar in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the weird and wonderful
bric-a-brac he had collected and studied over his long life. Stored
away down here in the dark. Alyssa had no interest in it but she probably didn’t want to throw away
her son’s work either. Perhaps he had intended to set up another workshop down here before he’d finally admitted defeat and
taken his own life to escape his mother’s curse.


“Junk, nothing more than junk…” he
announced, relieved that Alyssa was hiding no dark secrets down here. He half
expected his brother to chip in with a thought or two, but no ghostly figure
emerged from between the looming piles of clutter.


He lifted the lantern and wandered further
into the cellar. It was difficult to determine exactly how large it was as so
much rubbish had been piled chaotically around the foot of the stairs, but as
he followed a rough pathway between the debris of Dr Rothery’s
life he got the impression it was a considerable
space. The ceiling was a series of vaulted archways, the apex of which were, at least, ten feet above his head.


As he walked further the junk thinned out
enough for his lantern to pick out the walls, along which were lined a series
of stone caskets, around three feet high by seven feet long,  the nearest
had a shattered stone lid which had partially collapsed inside. Lifting the
lantern and peering over the rim he was unsurprised to find a yellowing skull
staring back up at him.


He actually was in a forgotten crypt.


A church was unlikely to have been pulled
down, but numerous abbeys and monasteries had been demolished following the
Reformation when Henry VIII had dissolved them and selflessly pocketed their
wealth for the good of the nation. He remembered
there were a couple of large weathered stones in the garden that he hadn’t
thought too much about, but now realised they must be all that remained of the
above ground buildings. The rest of the stonework had long since been hauled
away for other building projects, but, for whatever reason, the crypt had been
left intact. A century or so later Bennett House had been built on top of
it.


The perfect home for a
vampire. All the conveniences of modern living
coupled with its own discreet subterranean lair and collection of skeletons.


The assortment of miscellaneous Rothery
rubbish petered out after forty or so paces,
and the crypt narrowed to accommodate two rows of vaulted alcoves, private
tombs for the more discerning corpse he assumed. There appeared to be little
more to see, but he was curious about the smell of smoke, which grew stronger
the further he ventured into the crypt.


Perhaps Scaife
burned refuse down here, he thought, looking at the dark shadows circling
around him beyond the lantern’s reach. There was
comfort and light back in the house, not to mention a plentiful supply of
brandy to be drunk and an even more
plentiful supply of lustful thoughts to be conjured. He didn’t really need to
poke around in the dark did he?


Something moved ahead of him, just beyond
the lantern light. He jumped and took a step backwards, even though he knew it
was just a rat whose evening he was unnecessarily disturbing.


He walked a little further to peek into the
alcoves, if for no other reason than to convince himself he wasn’t scared of
rats scurrying about in the dark. Perhaps the monks had hidden some of their silver
down here, beneath a loose flagstone or in one of the tombs where Henry’s men
wouldn’t find it.


Caleb smiled and shook his head. If they had, some grave robber had
probably long since stumbled across it and, even if they hadn’t, it wouldn’t do
him much good anyway. If his freedom was something he could simply buy he
wouldn’t still be here. Unfortunately,
Alyssa dealt in more precious currencies than gold and silver.


As he suspected, the first alcoves were
tombs, larger and more elaborate than those of the main crypt, reserved for
wealthy benefactors who’d crossed the palms of the monks with enough coins to
assure their virtue was rewarded with a passage directly to heaven, whatever
their earthly sins.


As he walked further, he found the source of the wood smoke smell,
several of the alcoves were tombless and
dark with soot. The ancient flagstones obscured by deep piles of ash and the
blackened, twisted remains of firewood. He wrinkled his nose and peered further
inside, wondering just why Scaife would go to the
trouble of hauling rubbish and firewood all the way down here to burn. There
was a large crack in the ceiling of the vault, which was just high enough for
him to stand inside. Looking up, he felt
air kissing his face. The crack must go all the way up to the surface, enough
to act as a chimney of sorts he supposed.


He ran
his finger over the blackened walls, the ash was
greasy on his skin. His boots crushed the remains beneath him. He bent down and examined the ashes more
closely under the lantern’s illumination. What he’d taken to be the remains of firewood were something else, hard, but
brittle. He swallowed and tried to still his heart which had started to beat
faster. 


Naked women, glistening with sweat, looking up at me…


They were blackened bones.


Caleb jumped up and backed out of the
vault, wiping his hand against the front of his britches as he moved. He’d been
right about Scaife burning Alyssa’s rubbish down
here; it was just the nature of the rubbish he’d got
wrong. 


The bones were human.


She brought them back here. All the people
she’d killed, not discarded into the river or buried discreetly; at least not
all of them anyway. He took a deep breath and immediately coughed disgustedly,
realising it was not just wood smoke that tainted the air. 


Nothing new, nothing you didn’t know
already.


The fires could have burned years ago;
corpses disposed of long before Alyssa
had brought him here, but the sight of those twisted fire-blackened remains
sickened him all the same. How many poor souls had been burnt down here? Dozens? Hundreds?


He turned back towards the stairs, it was
time to leave. He felt disgust bubbling inside him and needed to check it
before Alyssa sensed it. She was a killer, he knew that. He was trying to
change her, to make her atone for the lives she’d taken by using her blood to
save others. This changed nothing…


His head snapped round as a faint noise
came from further along the vaults. His heart quickened again. It hadn’t been
the sound of a rat this time.


“Is anybody there?” He called, feeling
foolish as soon as the words left his mouth.


No further
sound came back out of the shadows and he wanted to retreat back to the house,
but his feet had other ideas and he edged towards the back of the crypt, past
other vaults, some smoke-blackened and
ash covered, others undisturbed since the monks had been evicted 170 odd years
before.


He approached the back wall, finding
nothing till he reached the final pair of vaults. The left one held a table,
upon which various instruments were laid, some similar to Dr Rothery’s tools of natural philosophy, others were older,
less identifiable and made of heavy black iron. Beside the table a brazier
stood, assorted irons resting inside
amongst the cold, dusty ash.


The right
vault held the chained and emaciated figure of a man, who screamed and covered
his face when the lantern was turned in his direction, causing Caleb to stagger
back and cry out himself.


“Posies! Posies! Pockets full of roses!” The man
wailed, wildly flailing legs trying to push himself into
the very corner of the vault, “All fall
down! We all fall down!”


Caleb turned the full glare away from the
man who was being blinded by its light. He was naked, his skin covered in dirt
and rivulets of dried blood, his hair long and lank while the knotted strands
of a raggedy unkempt beard hung from his
face.


Caleb crouched and approached the huddle
figured, “I… I won’t hurt you… let me help you…” he managed eventually to say.
He reached out to reassure him, but the man was whimpering and squirming on the
soiled stone floor.


“Who are you?”


“Posies! Posies!” The man sobbed from behind his
grubby hands.


“I’m here to help you,” Caleb said, hating
himself immediately, for he had no idea whether he could.


“All… fall… down…” the man whimpered.


“My name is Caleb… Caleb Cade… I will get
you out of here. I promise.”


The man stopped squirming; he kept his
hands pressed over his face, but his fingers sprung open enough for him to peer
back at Caleb with glazed, red-rimmed eyes.


“How can you help me, Mr Cade? You’re dead…” he giggled, “I’m dead too… don’t you
know we’re both dead? We’ve all fallen down!”


Caleb felt his gorge rising as he reached
out and gently peeled the man’s hands away from his face, revealing his matted, greasy beard and pimple splattered skin. The man screwed his
large, bulging eyes shut and let out a pitiful whimper. It must have been a
long time since he’d seen any light.


“Oh dear God…” Caleb whispered, eyes widening as he recognised the gaunt wasted face.


It was Archie Jute, the Doctor’s apprentice
and the last surviving member of Dr Rothery’s vampire
hunters… 


Caleb lost his footing as he stumbled
backwards, landing heavily on his backside as Jute’s dirty, slack face disappeared behind his blackened
fingers once more. He stared at the wretched
figure for only a moment before he screwed his own eyes shut and covered his
ears to block the pitiful mewling noise Jute was making as he continued to
writhe under the touch of the lantern’s light.


Naked skin, honeyed with sweat, hot
little gasps in my ear…











Chapter Twelve


Dead Wood


Bennett House, Mortlake,
Surrey - 1710


Alyssa mumbled something in her sleep and Caleb
swivelled his eyes in her direction, listening. When she began to snore softly again, he settled back into the pillows. There
was something slightly incongruous about the sound; it was so mundane and ordinary. A noise anyone might make as they
slept deeply. Shouldn’t monsters do something different? Caleb tried not to
think about it. He was trying hard not to think about anything at all.


His eyes rolled back towards the window,
the drapes were drawn and only the faintest grey light dusted the ceiling. He
would get up soon, he wanted to be out of bed while Alyssa was deeply asleep
and Scaife had yet to rise for his chores.


Alyssa’s breathing became slow and deep, he could feel her next to him, lying on
her side, back facing him. He was careful not to touch her, partly because he
didn’t want to disturb her sleep, but mostly because he’d had to touch her more than enough when she’d returned
home after midnight, flushed from the feed.


“And how much have you had to drink?” She’d
asked, when she’d found him slumped by the fire, “Not too much I hope,” she’d added, letting her cape slip from her
shoulders to the floor as she crossed the room in slow, purposeful strides, her eyes fixed upon him.


“Only a little,” he’d lied, before adding
with only the slightest of slurs, “and how much have you had to drink?” 


She’d stood looking down at him, his
outstretched boots beneath the hem of her skirts, her lips curling into
something that was halfway between a smile and a sneer as she pulled the pins
from her hair and shook out the long red curls.


“Not enough.”


Pulling up her skirts she had curled
herself at his feet, her cold fingers taking his hand before rolling up the
sleeve of his shirt, all the time her large green eyes looked up at him. He
tried hard to remember the passion he’d felt for her that first time in the
alley behind the Star Tavern, rather than Archie Jute’s mad vacant face.


She gave a sudden
small gasp, as if startled, before smiling up at him, “You want me? I
can feel it…”


“I am an exceptionally despicable man.” 


That at least, he thought, was not a lie.


“’tis not despicable at
all. I wish you could sense my feelings for
you…” her fingers gently played along the inside of his thigh.


“I can,” Caleb said before he could stop
himself, “you’re hungry…”


“Well, there is that,” Alyssa admitted,
turning his palm face up and kissing his wrist, moving slowly up his forearm.


“Did you kill?” Caleb asked, waiting for
her face to shift.


Alyssa shrugged, “She will live… I will
suffer her squirming in my head with all the others. The things I do for you…”


“But you are still hungry?”


“I am always hungry Cade, ‘tis just a
question of degree.”


“Will you hurt me after you’ve fed… like
last time?” 


Alyssa shook her head hard enough to set her
curls dancing about her head, “No… I promise… I love you…”


Caleb thought she knew even less about love
than he did but instead concentrated on
imagining her straddling him naked, large breasts moving in time to the roll of
her hips.


“You don’t believe me, do you?”


“Do you sense my feelings or see my fear?”


“You don’t have to fear me.”


Tongue on skin, lips moving towards my groin,
eager to please…


Her face shifted and she bore her fangs,
her eyes becoming larger, glowing emeralds imprisoning the candlelight.


“Perhaps… but I do fear you…” he
whispered “…Mistress Despair.”


She chuckled, the sound coming from
somewhere deep inside her slender snow-white throat, “You will make us happy
Cade… eventually.” She sunk her fangs into his forearm and sucked hungrily as
he screwed up his face at the pain that lanced through his flesh.


The pain wasn’t extreme once his skin had
been pierced, but he found that even he could not think of anything to stoke
his lust while Alyssa was making sickening little noises, like a pig at the
trough as she sucked his life blood into her.


She didn’t feed for long, the sucking soon
melting to kisses as she healed his wounds.


“I only desired a little,” she said, her
face shifting back as her eyes rose to look at him, “but there is something
else I want from you.”


“I want you.”


“I know you do… I can taste it in your
blood.”


*


Caleb eased himself from the bed and padded
out of the room, returning to his own room to dress. He wanted to wash, to
scrub his skin clean of her scent. The disgust he
felt for himself, however, would take much more than water and soap to remove. 


Once he had pulled on his boots, he stood, silent and unmoving, looking
at his reflection in the looking-glass. Nothing. He
must feel nothing now, not even lust. He was an empty vessel, filled with
nought but air. He thought of the reeds he had watched for so long down by the
river, swaying in the wind, moving without thought or concern. That was how he
must be, moved only by the wind, not through conscious action. Just for a few
minutes.


When he was calm he let himself out of the
room and slowly went down the stairs, they creaked slightly beneath his boots.
Perhaps it would have been better to walk bare-footed, but he didn’t want to
dally later, pulling on boots, collecting possessions. He would just run like he had so many times before. He would
run and the air and the wind and his old mistress the road would cleanse him of
this madness.


He paused at the foot of the stairs. The
house was silent save for the ticking of a
clock; calm, mechanical, harmless. Light
was seeping in now; the sun was up, or close to it.
Dawn arrived early at this time of year. Scaife would
not be about yet though and Alyssa rarely rose before noon.


He walked down the hall and into the
kitchen, it was deserted. Sally would not be here yet even if it was one of her working days. Which
it wasn’t. He’d made a note of those a long time ago.


How many times had he done something like
this? Learned the rhythms of a household, its patterns, its
heartbeats; even when he hadn’t initially been planning to run. Even when he’d
fooled himself that this time, he might
actually be happy. He couldn’t recall.


The back door creaked every so often, he
should have oiled it at some stage, but if he opened it slowly and gently, pulling
up on the handle at the same time, it swung silently. He knew that. His heart
was calm, his mind empty. He opened the door and let the morning pour into the
house.


The sun was shining below the tree line,
the sky was a deep, dark blue uninterrupted by cloud, and the lawn glistened
with jewels of dew. The world smelt fresh, clean, new.


The axe was where he had left it, leaning
against the wall.


He picked it up without opening the door
fully and he didn’t bother to shut it after him. He would come
flying out of here shortly, he hoped. He would avoid the main road down to the
village. He knew the fields and lanes that surrounded the house now; he would
cut across country, through the woods, copses and farmland till he was far
enough away. Scaife would come after him of course,
but he would not find him. He would get back to London, back to Danny and Elsa
and then he would be safe and his life could begin again as he had intended
before Alyssa had intervened.


He would return with Danny and armed men to
free Archie. He was mad now, of course,
the pain of Alyssa’s pleasures had driven all sanity from his abused body, but
he had promised him that he would get him out of the crypt and he would. He had
broken countless promises in his life, but now he was finally going to be the
man he always could have been and he would keep all of his promises. Even those
he made to a lunatic.


Perhaps he could deal with Scaife as well, but he didn’t want to push his luck. He
didn’t know what bond existed between mistress and servant, but he suspected Scaife would come running as soon as he removed Alyssa’s
head from her shoulders.


He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, his
heart had fluttered at that thought and fear coursed through him. Luxuries he could
not afford. He was empty, still, quiet, at peace. He was just going to chop
some more wood. Rotten, wet, corrupted wood. Dead wood. Nothing more. 


Slowly he turned and retraced his steps
through the house. The clock still ticked, everything remained the same, the
stairs seemed to creak more torturously, but he knew that was just his
imagination.


Nothing had changed. Alyssa would still be
asleep, contented from their hours of lovemaking when his mind had become a
locked room, secure behind iron-barred doors
of conjured lust.


The landing was deep in shadow, the bedroom
would be darker still. Did he need to wait? To let his eyes adjust again? The
morning had been bright, he would see little in the room but shadows, he would
have but one chance, he would have to strike true or…


He stood for a minute, then another,
listening for sounds of movement in the room, of Alyssa stirring, wanting him
again, wanting him to shake the sleep from her body with his hands and fingers,
lips and tongue. There was nothing.


He took a step across the landing, and then
another. He couldn’t wait any longer. Scaife might
rise, Alyssa might wake, his nerve might fail. The
door to the bedroom was well oiled; it always opened easily and silently. He’d noted that.


The room was dark, but enough light snuck
in behind him from the landing to make out Alyssa huddled beneath the sheets,
only her long hair splayed over the pillow visible. The blankets rose and fell
in time to the deep slow pulse of sleep.


Alyssa did not stir, so he left the door
open so that he might see her better. Of course,
he didn’t want to see anything because he knew what he was about to do would
stay with him till his dying day. For all Alyssa was and for all she had done,
killing her would haunt him, her shade would follow him as resolutely as all
the others; his brother, Henrietta, Isabella, Leon, Rentwin, Defane, Liselot.
And he hadn’t put an axe through the head of any of them.


Wood, just rotten dead wood…


Was it his fault? Had he failed? This one
time when it would have done some good he hadn’t been able to manipulate a
woman to his own ends; the one time when those ends
would have been worth something. He shook his head. He’d been a fool. She was
beyond help, the fact that she could make him occasionally
laugh, the fact he could see a vulnerability beneath her cold, pale skin, the fact he had liked her so
much before he’d known what she truly was… none of that mattered. Saul had
corrupted the girl she had been a long time ago, Mistress Despair was who she
truly was. A creature that delighted in slaughter, a beast that chained men in
the dark and tortured them for her amusement, broke their bodies into pieces
and then healed them with her blood so she could hurt them some more. Hurt them till their minds were shattered.


Jute, mad, cowering Archie Jute. Alyssa’s plaything. The toy she kept in the back of her
cupboard to amuse herself with. That would be where he ended up, in time. Whatever she said about love that would be his destiny.


So he would put the axe through her head,
and he would see the bloody ruin
splattered across the sheets they had made love in a few hours before for the
rest of his days.


He stood over her. The axe seemed heavier.
His arms felt heavier. Even the air he breathed seemed heavier.


How did men do things like this? Look upon
another’s face and then kill them? How did Jack Ketch stare into wide imploring
eyes, then pull a hood over their faces and send them to damnation? When did
men learn to kill, to take life and not even feel a flicker of conscience? To even rejoice in it.


For all the terrible things he’d done, he
never thought he’d see this day. The idea of killing repulsed him, almost as
much as the things Alyssa did repulsed
him. He had tried to kill her once before of course, but that had been an
impulse, a plan made on the hoof to save Morlaine’s
life. This was a cold, calculated thought out act. It made him feel sick to the
pit of his stomach; though he knew it was his only choice.


His throat was tight and raw and he blinked
hard several times to stop his vision blurring. He raised the axe. His palms
were slick with sweat and he gripped the haft
furiously for fear it might slip in his hands and not strike true.


Alyssa didn’t stir; he looked down at her,
made himself look down to be certain he
was striking a true blow. It had to be an
instant kill, nothing else would work. He could make
out the outline of her features between the tangled mess of her curls
and the shadows that seemed to wrap around her like black sheets.


She looked peaceful, innocent. Just a young woman asleep.
If anyone were to walk in now, who would look like the monster and who the
victim? A strand of hair was moving in time to her slow deep breaths, dancing a
jig to the rhythm of her life.


Caleb swallowed, the axe still poised to
strike. Still unmoving.


“You have to do this…” 


Caleb could see the dark, indistinct form
standing in the darkest corner of the room. His eyes flicked towards it even
though he knew who it was.


He nodded his reply, as ever it was
sometimes difficult to remember nobody else could hear his brother’s voice
anymore.


“Kill her little brother, kill her and be
free…”


The figure was no more than an amalgamation
of overlapping shadows, but he could tell his brother was crying all the same.


“This is your only chance, your last chance
to be a better man, to have a life with Elsa… you can’t stay here and watch her
slaughter and torture and despoil. It will drive you mad. I’m sorry, but you
must…”


Caleb nodded and blinked back his own
tears. The axe was weighing more with every second he kept it hoisted above his
head. Alyssa remained still, unmoving, asleep. Whatever she was, this was
murder, cold and simple. He couldn’t even look her in the eye and kill her, he
had to sneak in and put an axe through her while she was defenceless.


“She isn’t a vulnerable woman, she is a
monster. There is no honourable way to kill her!”


The axe was starting to shake slightly, his
muscles tightening. I am not a killer, he thought wildly, for all else that I
have done, I am not a killer. There must be a better way, surely.


“For the love of God Daniel, kill her now!
She nailed Rentwin to a wall, she slaughtered that highwayman in front of you, she tortures Archie Jute for amusement. Kill her now and put
a stop to it!”


Caleb lowered the axe and looked miserably
at Alyssa. He was a coward, he knew. His brother was right, but being right
wasn’t always enough. He’d always been weak and if he put that axe through
Alyssa’s head it would cleave his own soul as effectively as it would
her skull. It would not make him the man he might have been; it would make him
something else entirely. Something worse even than the man he used to be.


He stared at the shadowy figure by the
window and shook his head, “I love you, but I cannot do this…”


Caleb turned and
left the room. By the time he’d reached the bottom of the stairs he was
running, by the time he was in the garden he was sprinting. He flung the axe
aside in disgust and run as fast as his legs would carry him though he waited
until he was clear of the house before letting out a terrible scream of rage
and frustration.


*


For the first time in his life, Caleb seriously considered killing
himself.


The water was dark and cold, he kept his
head under as he swam and looked down into the murk, there
was only muddy darkness and indistinct shadows beneath him.


Perhaps Jack was down there waiting for
him; maybe he hid in the bottom of the Thames during the warmer months, rather
than the North Pole. It was closer after all. Perhaps if he just stopped
swimming he would eventually sink down into the black chilly embrace of the river, down to where weeds and mud coated the
bottom, they could wrap his body tight and keep him down there, keep him from
the light and the monsters that hid from it. The King of the Winter
would look after him, wouldn’t he? After all these years, surely he would
welcome him with open arms…


Caleb emerged spluttering from the water
when his lungs began to burn.


He couldn’t kill himself, even if he wanted
to. Alyssa would think he had run away and then she would slaughter Danny, Elsa
and Harriet. Life had been so much easier when he had known nobody but himself
and the half-imagined ghost of his brother.


He stood panting in the shallows. He had
run all the way from the house, torn off his clothes and swam until his body
ached. It was preferable to thinking. Or feeling. He
spat coppery tasting saliva into the river water and watched the current carry
it away, wishing it could take the rest of him with it, all the way to the cold,
grey North Sea.


Despair enveloped him, its touch far colder
and debilitating than the river water he stood shivering in. Between Alyssa’s
madness and his own weakness, he was
trapped. He was a coward and a wretch. How many people would die because he was
too weak to do what was required? How many people would find themselves chained
in the darkness for Alyssa to amuse herself with because he couldn’t, just for
once, be a man and do the hard thing?


He bent over, hands on knees, sucking in
air through his sobs. Why couldn’t he do it? Why had he spared her? All he had
to do was swing that axe and it would have been over. He would have been free;
Danny and the others would be safe. He could make a new life. Why? Just why?


His thoughts were distracted by girlish
laughter, he looked up to see two young maids walking along the river bank, one
was carrying a covered basket, the other gripped her friend’s arm and they leant into each other giggling as they stared
at him.


He forced a smile in return before
remembering he was stark naked.


They peeled off more laughter and kept
looking back at him as they disappeared along the path.


Caleb miserably scrambled up the bank,
smearing mud over himself in the process, and lay shivering on the grass. At least, the girls had been decent enough not
to run off with his clothes.


He eventually managed to pull his shirt on
before huddling up against a tree, his knees pulled under his chin as he hugged
his legs.


“Do not be too hard on yourself…”


Caleb closed his eyes; he couldn’t even
stand to look at his brother’s ghostly form.


“I am a coward, a wretch, a…”


“Soft-headed fool?”


“Yes, thank you.”


“Do not be too hard on yourself… ‘tis no sin to be unable to kill.”


Caleb snorted and kept his eyes fixed on
the ground, “And how many people will now die due to my inability to indulge
that one particular sin?”


“Perhaps the world would be a better place
if more men found it a little harder to kill.”


“Yes, it would be a veritable paradise...” 


 They sat in silence a while, Caleb
unable to raise his eyes, listening to the mindless drone of insects flitting
along the river bank and birds singing in the trees above. There was no
screaming, for now.


“There is another explanation,” the memory
of his brother finally ventured.


“If you tell me that I actually love her I
will throw both of us back in the river.”


“No, you don’t love her. There are some
cruelties even life cannot stoop to.”


“Then what?”


“You cannot kill her because you believe, deep down, that you
deserve to be here, that it is your fate, your sentence for all the crimes
you’ve committed. If Morlaine was your chance of
redemption, then Alyssa is the punishment you must endure; for all those broken
hearts and broken lives.”


Caleb wanted to scoff, to say it was
nonsense. That nobody ever wanted to be punished, but instead he continued to
stare at the ground in silence. He didn’t
have the energy, between Alyssa and the river he had no strength left within
him. He could only sit here, nothing
else. Perhaps, later, he would curl up and screw his eyes shut and press his
hands over his ears. Perhaps.


“You are not
disagreeing with me. Are you unwell?”


“It has a certain irony, I suppose,” Caleb
finally replied, “to be the prisoner of a monster who thinks she loves me,
after I did all those monstrous things to
women who, by and large, did love me. Still, ‘tis not what I want…”


“Well, you will need to become accustomed
to it, for if you cannot run and you cannot kill… what else is there?”


“Only Despair… and she will become my
mistress now…”


Caleb finally opened his eyes and turned
towards the memory of his brother, but the river bank was deserted. He was
quite alone, as always.


*


“You stink of the river…” Alyssa noted when
he finally returned to the house, “…again.”


Caleb looked at her, sitting at the table
writing a letter, and didn’t know whether to make for the brandy, slap her face
or burst into tears. Instead, he simply stood and let the despair wash over him
again, as cold and bleak as Thames water.


Alyssa put down her quill and came to him;
he tried hard not to flinch when she squeezed his hand.


“Do not feel so sad my love,” she said,
looking up at him, her eyes liquid green pools.


“Why are you crying?” Caleb asked.


“Because now I know you love me, even if
you do not yet realise it yourself.”


“I do?” This was news to Caleb.


“You could not find it in yourself to kill
me after all…”


Caleb dropped her hand with a start and
took a step backwards, “You were…”


“Of course, there is nothing you do that I
do not know. I thought something like this would happen eventually… do not look
so afraid… really ‘tis good...”


Caleb wasn’t sure exactly what part of him
standing over her with an axe she might consider to be good, but then of course she was quite mad.


“Why did you not try to stop me?” He
finally managed to splutter.


“Because I wanted to see
what you would do.”


“And if I had gone through with it?”


“I would have had to kill you,” she gave an
apologetic little shrug; “I can forgive a man trying to kill me once, but
twice. That would be just foolish.”


“But why do you not want to kill me now?”


“Because you love me. I heard you Cade. I heard you
say it even if you can’t even feel it yet, I heard you say it…” she smiled,
radiantly and kissed him on the cheek.


Caleb tried hard not to look dumbfounded.
He hadn’t said anything. He’d been too busy trying not to wake Alyssa and
letting the memory of his brother persuade him to take her head off.


I love you, but I cannot do this… 


He had spoken, he remembered with a start. He’d been talking to his brother and hadn’t
even fully realised he had said those
words aloud, but Alyssa had heard them and thought he’d been whispering them to
her. If she could truly sense his feelings she would have known his mind was
filled with nothing but despair and confusion and fear as he’d stood over her,
but, with the help of those few words, she had translated those feelings into
repressed love. She had seen what she wanted to see; apparently even the
ability to sense another’s feelings was not enough to prevent someone still
being blinded by love.


Now he really wanted to cry, well, either
that or laugh manically. Instead, he made for the brandy.


“I… found Archie…” he said after he’d
finally managed to stop his hands shaking enough to pour a drink. He downed it
in one without looking back at her.


“Oh…” 


“Is that all you can say?”


She laughed, “’tis not as if I have been
unfaithful to you Cade, ‘tis just an amusement…”


Caleb poured another brandy. Quickly.


“That was why you were upset with me?”


“Upset? I wanted to kill you.”


“Yes, I have felt your anger and despair
all day. You are too soft Cade, really…”


Caleb wasn’t sure whether she meant he was
too soft because he had been horrified to find Archie Jute chained in the
crypt, or too soft to kill her. Both, however, were accurate.


“’tis abominable Alyssa…”


“He came to me, long before I found you
again. He said he loved me and would do anything for me. I took him at his
word.”


“How many others have you slaughtered down
there?”


“I didn’t keep count… but if it means
something there has been no one since you came here.”


“I suppose it means… something.” Caleb
downed his drink and turned to find Alyssa directly behind him. He was sure
she’d been on the other side of the room and had to suppress a startled little
cry that she chose to ignore.


“We are meant to be together, that is all
you need to know,” she said assuredly, placing her hand flat against his chest.
Caleb couldn’t help but notice it rested on the spot where she’d wormed her
little finger inside him.


“So you keep saying.”


“And you must believe it Cade; ours will be
a love like no other; blessed, legendary, eternal…” 


“I cannot love you while you're torturing a man,” Caleb managed to say.


“’tis something I need Cade, just something
I need… just a little thing.”


“You’ve driven him mad Alyssa!”


She shrugged, “Then it does not matter, he
is just a shell for me to play with. I promise I will hurt no others. No
innocents at least…” she stretched up and kissed him lightly on the cheek,
“…just for you my darling.”


Her tone was light
as if she was promising to eat less cake or read her Bible more diligently.
Promising to try harder to avoid some trifling misdemeanour her love objected
to and, as Caleb stared into her sparkling green eyes, that were wide and wild
and quite, quite mad, he realised that was just how she did see it. She would indulge him, because she loved him, not because she saw anything wrong in what she did and not because she wanted to change.


And one day she would wake up and realise
she didn’t really love him after all. Then he would take Archie Jute’s place
and it would be his turn to be broken into little pieces.


Posies, posies, a pocket full of roses…


*


Alyssa busied herself with preparations for
the journey to Venice, whilst Caleb kept
busy by drinking himself into a stupor. At some point, he was sure, she would
object to him being largely senseless and entirely good for nothing, but it had
become the only way he could blot out thoughts of Archie Jute in the crypt and
Alyssa in his bed.


For the time being she made no comment,
other than when he’d drunk himself into a state
whereby he was incapable of entertaining her less bloodthirsty pleasures. He got the impression, during the ever
rarer moments when such things were still possible, that she had decided that
his misery and despair could simply be washed away by going abroad.


He could have pointed out that he’d long
since discovered running away rarely cured a man of his ails, however, frankly, he couldn’t be bothered.


The only benefit he could see was that
Danny, Elsa and Harriet would be safer with Alyssa out of the country. Perhaps
he would get lucky and their ship would sink. He didn’t even know if vampires
could drown. With his luck, probably not.


He hadn’t mentioned Archie again or what
would happen to him when they left for Italy. At best, dumped outside a parish poorhouse, a jabbering lunatic for the church
to care for, at worst… he didn’t like to think, so he simply drank more and
wallowed in his despair.


As the days before their departure ticked
by he saw little of Alyssa. He didn’t ask what she was doing, packing her
favourite instruments of torture he supposed, he simply noted her floating
about the blurred periphery of his small encompassed world.


“I will be out late,” she said one evening
as he sat staring into the dark unlit hearth. The evening was warm and there
was no need for a fire.


She was ornately rigged, with her hair
pulled up high, her face powdered white, her lips painted dark red.  


“Dressed to kill?” Caleb noted, pulling his
eyes in her direction for only a moment.


She glided across the room and lifted the
brandy glass from his fingers, downing the drink with a flick of her wrist
before casually throwing the empty glass into the fireplace.


“No more,” she said.


Caleb sighed deeply, “My one pleasure.”


“You are turning into a drunk.”


Caleb laughed, “I’ve been a drunk for
years… not as long as you’ve been a killer mind.”


She slapped his face, hard enough to both
sober him up and scare him.


“You need to be the man I love Cade, I
don’t settle for second best…” she stared down at him, her gloved hand still
raised as if contemplating a second slap
“…’tis not in my blood.”


“And how do I do that my dear?”


“You must simply adore me.”


“Is that all? And in
return?”


“You get me, forever. I will keep you alive
beyond your years, I will keep you safe, I will
slaughter your enemies and let your friends live their lives in peace. You get
my body, my mind, my heart. Enough for any man,
I would have thought.”


“But no more brandy?” Caleb asked, looking
at the shards of glass glistening in the cold hearth, “’tis a tough choice.”


He was goading her he knew. A stupid game
that he couldn’t possibly win, but he couldn’t love her and he couldn’t kill
her. So he needed something to do with his time before she chained him up in
the crypt.


Alyssa crouched down in front of him, no
mean feat given the restrictions of her corset and skirts, her eyes fixed
intently upon his.


“Be sober when I come home. I wish to be
entertained, and if you can’t entertain me with your cock and your tongue, then
I will let Mistress Despair find entertainment with your cock and your tongue.
Do you understand, my dear?” Her words were slow and precise, but he could feel
her anger, it flowed from her lips like
the heat from an open oven.


When he didn’t answer she slapped him
again, “I said, do you understand, my dear?”


“I’ll wait up for you.”


She straightened up, “Good.”


For a moment she stood looking down upon
him, her anger still palpable, before turning and moving serenely across the
room. She paused at the door to pull a cape about her shimmering ivory dress.


“We both know you love me, Cade, you only need to accept it, just
don’t take too long about it eh? ‘tis for your own
good really…”


Caleb sat with his eyes closed and listened
to her leave the house with Scaife. If he wanted to live he had to do more. He didn’t have the strength to fight her, he didn’t have the guts
to kill her and she did not have the patience to wait forever for him to love
her. Those words he’d spoken when he stood over her, the ones she’d thought
were meant for her. They’d made her hungry for more. She wanted to feel loved
more than ever, for she had fooled herself that he’d said he loved her and now
she wanted to feel that emotion inside him. Something he could never do. He
could fake lust, he could fake a great many things in fact, but he could never
fake love.


He was at a loss as to what to do, though
when he opened his eyes he saw that she’d
only broken one of the brandy glasses.


That was something he supposed.


*


Caleb had slipped into a light doze. The
night was warm and between the brandy and the chair his head had sunk to his
chest. He’d hoped Alyssa would be gone till dawn, and that she would be in less
of a rage when she returned. Not to mention less in need of feeling loved.


Perhaps things would be better when they
left for Italy. Of course it would. Traveling across Europe to
murder a rich Venetian who enjoyed torturing people almost as much as Alyssa.
How could that possibly not be better?


He awoke with a start as he heard the front
door crash open.


Oh dear, perhaps Alyssa would take even
longer to calm down this time.


He supposed he should stand, greet her with
a warm smile and open arms. That was his role,
after all, wasn’t it? He was the house pet, Archie was the cellar pet.
Mallory had looked up at the noise and regarded him inquisitively before
yawning. The cat didn’t seem particularly concerned about his station in the
house or the competition Caleb provided.


Instead, he was reaching for a brandy when
the drawing room door crashed open with enough force to dislodge several
paintings from the wall and a figure dressed in black and wearing a broad brimmed hat generously garnished with
ostrich feathers stumbled into the room.


Now Caleb did stand up.


“Danny!” he cried, “what are you doing
here!?”


His son grinned at him and lowered the
pistol he was carrying, “I thought you might fancy a stiff drink and a spot of
supper?”


Caleb took a step forward, “What is
happening?”


“Well,” Danny said, his grin widening
further, “’tis a rescue of course! Though in truth, your surroundings and
situation appear more... comfortable than I’d expected.”


Caleb looked at the brandy glass in his
hand and shrugged, the fact Mallory chose that moment to rub himself against
Caleb’s leg probably didn’t add to the spectacle of his imprisonment.


Before he could reply Danny engulfed him in
a bear hug and slapped his back heartily, “You look well!” He bellowed in his
ear.


“You look-”


“Quite dashing I’d say,” Danny interrupted,
running a hand down the lapel of his studded black jacket, “I believe I’m
rather cut out for this daring-do malarkey.”


“But… how did you know I was here? How did
you know I was even alive?”


“Time for explanations later, we have
horses outside. Best get you back to London.”


A man with broken misshapen nose and a mistreated face appeared behind Danny, he was
so broad his shoulders grazed each side of the doorway. He looked so imposing
he might have been cast from iron and with his hard, battered face he had the
look of a man Caleb would once have gone a long way to avoid.  “The house
is empty Your Grace.” 


Like Danny,
he was armed with a pistol while a
functional looking cutlass hung from his belt. He was a man who clearly knew
how to handle himself, not to mention manhandle others, and Caleb was
momentarily reassured by his presence
until he remembered Alyssa would be able to dispatch him with a single flick of
her slender arm anyway.


“Good,” Danny nodded, “Ready the horses, Vickers, we’re not staying long.”


Vickers glanced curiously at Caleb and
nodded before hurrying back out of the room, to be replaced by another man.


“I thought you’d be in little bitty pieces
by now,” Elijah observed, with a faint hint of disappointment. Elsa’s servant
was also dressed soberly and, like
Vickers, he hadn’t seen the need for a flamboyant hat.


“It was a good idea to arrive accompanied
by desperados and killers,” Caleb said to Danny, noting the way Elijah had
stuck the tip of his sword into the wooden floor and was spinning it playfully
back and forth as he looked around the room, “Alyssa is very dangerous.”


“Mrs Lazziard insisted.”


“Hey, I knows
how to handle a sword!” Elijah protested vehemently, before dropping the weapon
with a clatter and swearing under his breath.


“Go and help Vickers bring the horses
around, we don’t know how long Alyssa will be gone. I don’t want to be here
when she gets home.”


“Yes Your Grace, I be very happy not to see any
more vampires,” Elijah agreed as he scooped up his sword and headed off after
Vickers.


“Danny… I can’t…” Caleb shook his head
helplessly once Elijah was out of earshot, as much he wanted Danny to spirit
him away, he knew if Alyssa returned and found him gone he would be signing his
son’s death warrant.


“You can’t want to stay here, surely?”
Danny frowned.


“No…” Caleb shrugged and shook his head,
“…but she will kill you if I leave her. That was her bargain. If I stay with her you will be safe, but if I ever leave she
will kill you. Elsa, her daughter and Harriet too.”


“Mrs Lazziard and her daughter are quite
safe. Miss Brindley too.”


“Not if Alyssa wants to kill them they’re
not.”


“Caleb, I’m a Peer of the Realm, I am quite
capable of protecting people you know. I have resources…” Danny almost looked
hurt.


 “You don’t know her Danny; I’ve seen
what she is capable of. Besides, ‘tis not just the fact she is insane. She is
immortal; you can’t protect people for the rest of their lives. You will just
make prisoners of them.”


“Alyssa will be dealt with.”


Caleb raised an eyebrow, “Dealt with?”


“Even vampires can die.”


“How?”


“Well, I understand chopping off their head
is a good start.”


Caleb blinked, “That’s not what I meant.”


“Oh… I have people for that sort of thing.
I am a Peer of the Realm after all. We have people for everything.”


“You have vampire hunters at your disposal?
I do hope they are more effective than Dr
Rothery and his friends?”


“In a manner of
speaking.”


“You’re being cryptic Danny.”


His son grinned and looked pleased with
himself.


“How are you going to deal with Alyssa?”


“Trust me…” he put a hand on Caleb’s arm,
“I will explain everything later, but, for now,
we must leave. Is there anything you want to take with you?”


Caleb thought of his trunk upstairs, just
clothes, nothing that couldn’t be replaced. He was about to shake his head,
before remembering. 


“There is one thing…” 


*


 “Dear God!” Danny exclaimed, whilst Elijah offered, “Sweet Jesus!”


Archie was whimpering frantically beneath
the lantern light, Caleb tried to comfort him, but he was raving and blubbing incoherently. It would have been
better to have brought just a candle, or turn away the glare of the lantern
that Elijah held aloft, but he didn’t want to waste the time.


He could only imagine what Alyssa might be
making of the emotions that had flooded through him at the sight of Danny
bursting into Bennett House. Fear, relief, hope
possibly even something close to love. Would it be enough to bring her racing
home early from London or wherever else she’d been out hunting?


Part of him knew he should send Danny away.
He was just being selfish, as usual.
Danny could hire a regiment of soldiers to protect him and hunt Alyssa down,
but would it ever be enough?


He hoped so, because if anybody he cared
for died because of him fleeing Alyssa’s insanity, he would not be able to live
with himself. Not this time.


Unceremoniously he pulled a small hessian
sack he’d found in the barn over Jute’s head. Like a bird in a cage, he immediately became still.


Caleb found Archie’s hand and squeezed it to reassure him, “Everything is
going to be fine Archie, she won’t be able to hurt you
anymore. I promise. The Duke promises too… and he’s a Peer of the Realm you
know…”


A soft little whimper escaped the
improvised hood, but Jute remained still.


The manacles were locked, he could spring
them eventually, but it would take time
he didn’t want to waste. He took an axe from Danny and swung it manically at
the chains. Jute gave out a strangled little cry but otherwise remained still
till the chains finally parted.


His heart beating furiously he tossed the
axe aside and between them they helped Jute to his feet. He was painfully weak
and his legs buckled almost immediately. Caleb held him upright whilst Danny wrapped his riding cloak around
the naked man’s emaciated shoulders.


As Caleb tied it around him he noticed the vivid welts across Jute’s
chest. Hard, knotted tissue of healed burns. He was
sure they hadn’t been there when he had found Jute. Had Alyssa returned to
torture him more since then? Using the irons in the brazier to burn his flesh
and delight in the music of his screams?


Caleb shuddered and bit down on his anger.
Another emotion that would alert Alyssa that something was amiss.


They walked back through the crypt, their
pace dictated by Jute’s painful, hesitant
shuffle. Caleb walked to Jute’s left, one arm slung around his shoulders, while
Danny stood on the other side, a pistol in his right hand. The three of them
shuffled slowly after Elijah, who held up
the lantern to lead the way.


 “She did this to him?” Danny asked as they led Jute slowly back through the crypt towards Vickers who was waiting with the horses outside
the barn.


“’tis how she amuses
herself.”


“Monstrous…”


“What she has done to Archie… Danny, ‘tis
like nothing to what she will do to you if I leave her. Not to mention Elsa and
Harriet…”


Danny nodded and looked across Jute’s
hooded form slung between them.


“Not if we find her first.”


“She is so strong…”


“And I am very rich…” Danny beamed
boyishly, “…I also have some useful acquaintances.”


“Perhaps I should stay, you take Jute… ‘tis really not so bad for me here.”


“I’ll hear no such thing. You’re not going
to spoil my rescue; I’ve been planning it for simply ages. I even bought a new
hat especially!”


“’tis very fetching.”


“Yes, I think so too,” Danny agreed,
flicking the brim with his finger.


They shuffled on a little further in
silence, the mute ghosts of Samuel Rothery’s life
piled up on either side of them.


Caleb didn’t want to say anything else. He
was frightened he might somehow convince Danny to leave him here. He didn’t
think he’d ever wanted anything in his life as much as he wanted to leave this
place. 


“We should really talk about this.”


“There’s nothing to talk about. You’re
leaving with me.”


“And if I refuse?”


Danny’s arching eyebrow was lost beneath
the drooping brim of his hat, “Why, then I will have Mr Vickers tie you to your
horse and lead you screaming back to London. Which will be an
exceedingly undignified manner for a gentleman to return to town; not to
mention a mite ungrateful.”


“I’m not ungrateful. I just don’t want you
to put yourself at risk.”


“I can look after myself, or at least pay for people to do it properly.”


“And what of Elsa and
Harriet?”


“They are both most anxious for your safe
return.”


“They are?”


“Mrs Lazziard has been quite distraught; whilst Miss Brindley has been more stoical she
has also been very concerned about you. Although I do suspect she thinks we might all be quite mad.”


“You didn’t tell her about vampires did you?”


Danny shrugged, “She was a friend of yours,
I thought you might have mentioned it.”


Caleb thought about asking if she’d said
anything about giving his money to the poor. If there was any chance he get could
out of this mess, he would rather like it back, but he decided such delicate
matters were best left to discuss with Harriet in person, along with the fact
she might soon be stalked by an insane vampire.


Elijah’s lantern light picked out the
cracked stone steps amongst the shrouded junk and assorted bric-a-brac dumped
at the bottom.


Jute let out a little whimpering moan from
beneath his hood, and Caleb squeezed his shoulder, “All is well Archie, we’ll
have you out of this soon, a chicken supper and a soft feather bed for you, me lad.”


He made a strangled sobbing noise, Caleb
didn’t know if it was in response to his words or not; or even if his mind was
still capable of comprehending such things anymore.


Elijah led the way up the stairs with the
lantern, while Caleb eased the ever more agitated Jute upwards, one step at a
time, from beneath the hessian hood Caleb
could hear him repeat a muffled mantra of “Posies! Posies! Posies!” 


 Caleb kept his hand on Jute’s
shoulder and could feel him trembling with each step he took up towards a world he must have thought he would never see
again. Elijah lingered at the top of the stairs and waited until Caleb, Danny and Jute reached him.


“Splendid!” Danny grinned, marching them
out of the barn, “Let’s get you chaps onto some horses, we might even be home
before breakfast if we’re lucky.”


“Getting to bed earlier these days then?”


Danny looked back and winked as they left
the barn, to find no sign of Vickers and his men,
or their horses. 


Only the cloaked figure
of Alyssa Rothery waiting for them, pale and patient in the moonlight.


“Well,” she smiled thinly, “I see I needn’t
have bothered eating out tonight...”


Caleb felt Jute begin to shake
uncontrollably and his head thrashed from side to side as he screamed.


“All fall down Mr Cade! We’re all going to
fall down!”


“Oh do be quiet Archie,” Alyssa chided, “or
I’ll have to cut out your tongue. Again…”


Jute whimpered and pressed himself against
Caleb, who found the shaking man’s hand and squeezed it to reassure both of
them.


“Miss Rothery, what a delight,” Danny said,
no evident surprise showing in his voice.


“Your Grace,” Alyssa nodded, before
indicating the pistol that Danny had trained on her, “I do hope you’re not
under the misapprehension that toy will do you much good?”


Danny shrugged, “I am rather a splendid
shot actually. Quite fancy me chances of putting a lead ball straight through
your heart from here.”


“You will need a better grasp of anatomy
than your father has then.”


It was Caleb’s turn to shrug, “I didn’t
tell her.”


“Caleb, perhaps you will be kind enough to tell
the dandy young Duke here what happened to the last man foolish enough to
threaten me with a gun.”


“Alyssa, please, there’s no need for anyone
to get hurt. His Grace will be leaving,
with Archie, I will be staying.”


“The hell you will!” Alyssa and Danny both
said simultaneously.


Caleb looked back and forth between the
vampire and his son.


“You’re not staying here with her,” Danny
insisted, nodding the tip of his pistol at Alyssa for emphasis.


“And you’re not taking Archie away, he gave
himself to me.”


Jute gave out a pitiful little whimper at
the mention of his name.


“Alyssa, we’re going to Italy anyway. You
can’t take him with you.”


“Italy?” Danny asked.


“There’s a Count she’s taken a fancy to
killing,” Caleb explained.


“Can think of a few more if you’re
interested…”


“The Duke and Elsa’s nigger can leave,
alone,” Alyssa said coldly, “One last, my very last, favour to you. From now
on… you will follow my rules. I am growing tired of being betrayed by you.”


“Where are my men?” Danny insisted.


“Still running through the woods I would
imagine, they seemed a little put out by my smile,” Alyssa clicked her teeth
together and her vampiric countenance
flickered across her features for a moment. The young duke, who had never seen a
vampire’s face shift before, didn’t bat an eyelid, his gun hand remaining
steady and true. He didn’t seem to be a man easily intimidated.


Must have inherited that from his
mother…


“Danny… you should go,” Caleb insisted,
ignoring the memory of his brother’s unhelpful
observation.


“And if you don’t, I’ll slaughter all of
you and drain you dry,” Alyssa smiled.


“Well, I’m quite happy to leave him here,”
Elijah offered, supportively.


Alyssa grin widened a little. Her eyes
blazed; wide and mad. Caleb recognised the look, it was the one she had when
she was gripped by the power of her bloodlust, or by Mistress Despair if you
wanted to be more poetic about it.


“I’m not leaving you here her prisoner.”


“Then you’ll have to kill me…” Alyssa
smiled sweetly “…do you think you can do that, Your Grace?”


“Probably not…” Danny cocked his head to
the right before lowering the pistol a fraction, “…but I’m sure she can.”


Alyssa followed Danny’s gaze towards a
hooded figure that had emerged from around the corner of Bennett House, as the
figure drew closer it pulled back the hood, to reveal dark curls that were
pulled back in a long ponytail. The figure wore a man’s britches and
shirt beneath the cloak, but she was still utterly beautiful.


“Morlaine…” Caleb
whispered. 


Alyssa’s attention snapped back to Caleb as
if he’d just slapped her face, “You really do love her, don’t you?” Her voice
was just a croak as her eyes widened, she almost looked like she was about to
burst into tears. “What a fool I’ve been…”


If Caleb wasn’t still holding the hand of
the man she had spent months torturing into a broken shell, he might have felt
a moment of pity for her. As it was, he simply gripped Jute’s hand all the harder to
stop himself running towards Morlaine.


He’d convinced himself that he would never
see her again, that she cared nothing for him and that he, in return, had never
really cared anything for her. It had all been a delusion, a trick of a lonely mind embittered by the choices he’d
made, the life he’d led and the wrongs he’d done.


As he watched her come to a halt before
Alyssa, he realised that none of that was true. He really did love her. Why
else would he feel sick to his stomach?


“Good evening grandmamma… what brings you a
calling at this late hour?” Alyssa asked, her eyes slipping away from the men,
dismissing them.


“I’ve come to kill you,” Morlaine replied, her tone was even, unhurried, business-like.



“You’re welcome to try, but I doubt you’ll
do any better than your bitch did when he tried.”


It took Caleb a moment to realise Alyssa
was referring to him.


“I’m not so kind-hearted.”


Danny glanced at him and whispered, “Not a
description I would have used for you…”


“You’ll have no heart at all soon,” Alyssa
sneered, “I’m too strong for you. Don’t you remember?”


“Child, I was ripping out throats when your
ancestors were still wearing animal skins.”


Alyssa snorted, “I’ve fed tonight. I’m
strong. What have you had weakling? A teaspoon of cripple’s
blood?”


“No,” Morlaine
smiled, “I drained your servant dry. I found him sufficient.”


“Scaife…”


“Was that his name?”


“Fucking bitch!” Alyssa screamed, her face shifted by both her vampiric countenance and pure animal rage. 


Morlaine’s shifted too, in the instant it took for Alyssa to throw herself at
the vampire, her fangs bared and fingers
curled into talons. Caleb grimaced and expected a fearful series of blows to be
exchanged. Instead, Morlaine sidestepped the lunge, for an
instant a short silver blade shone in the
moonlight, cutting, first through the night air with a soft swoosh, then
through Alyssa’s neck with only marginally less resistance.


Her head hit the ground a moment before the
rest of her body.


Caleb blinked and looked across at Danny,
who shrugged, “Well if I had two women fighting over me I think I’d like it to
last a little longer than that.”


Morlaine stood over the body, before sheathing the short sword beneath her
cloak and offering a tight-lipped smile
in Caleb’s direction.


“You’re free of monsters now,” she said,
before turning away and striding towards the house.


Caleb wasn’t at all sure what to do or
feel. Alyssa was gone, disposed of in a few seconds. He was free, as Morlaine had said. Except he didn’t feel
free at all.


“She really is quite a fetching lass, I can
see why you’re smitten” Danny sighed, before circling his fingers lazily around
his nose, “not sure about that face changing thing,
though. I would imagine that might put a chap
completely off his stroke.”


“Look after Archie,” Caleb said, pushing
him towards Elijah, and hurried off after Morlaine.
His eyes lingered on Alyssa’s corpse as he passed it. Despite it all, he
felt a flicker of remorse though he
stamped down on it soon enough. She’d kidnapped him, imprisoned him and
threatened the people he cared most about in all the
world. Admittedly that was a fairly small list and he featured himself chiefly
upon it, but even so. 


“Morlaine!” He called after her. She continued, before, reluctantly, it seemed, checking her pace and waiting for him.


“We must talk,” he said when he reached
her; though he didn’t have much of an
idea about what he was actually going to say.


“A simple thank you will be sufficient.”


Caleb blinked… 


“Oh… you wanted to talk about something
else?”


“I… wanted to talk about us?”


“Us?” Morlaine looked perplexed.


“I… love you…”


“Oh, that…” Morlaine
sighed.


“That?”


“Caleb, I left you in Bristol for a reason.
Your feelings are of no concern to me. We should not have spent that night
together. It should not have happened, it was a momentary weakness, nothing
more…” her voice was cold and distant
though it softened a little when she dropped her eyes and added “…I am only
human, after all.”


“Yet, here you are. Rescuing me?”


“The Duke is rescuing you – I just came
here to kill Alyssa.”


Caleb looked back at Alyssa’s headless
corpse, over which Danny still stood with Elijah and the quivering Archie Jute
behind him, “Was that… necessary?”


“Beheading is the most effective way of
killing a vampire.”


“I meant killing her, not the method of
killing her.”


“She was a mad dog, there was no other choice.”


 “I know, I tried to kill her myself…
but I could not. I am not sure if it was due to cowardice or the belief that I
could help change her. Or perhaps even that I thought I belonged here. With her.”


“Why would you think that?”


“Because if I was here, I could not hurt anybody else…”


“You are not a monster Caleb, believe me, I have some experience in such
things.”


Morlaine regarded him, her eyes dark and unfathomable in the moon’s soft
light, “Come with me…”


They rounded the house and walked up the driveway
to where Alyssa’s coach stood, the horses standing patiently for a mistress who
would never return. A crumpled form lay on the gravel next to the coach.


“I thought you might have been lying about Scaife,” Caleb said, staring down at the body.


“I needed a lot of blood to confront
Alyssa… he was not a good man. He helped Alyssa do terrible things.”


“The things we do for love,” Caleb
whispered, before bending down and closing the dead man’s eyes. Death had
robbed him of his scowl and it was the first time he’d ever seen the man look
at ease, aside from the bloody hole that had been torn in his throat at least.


As he straightened up, Morlaine moved to the door of the
coach and beckoned him over.


“Alyssa would never change… Saul corrupted
her too much for that to ever happen.” She opened the coach door, standing
aside as a body half tumbled out, the head lolling back, empty sightless eyes staring out from behind a
mask of pallid skin. 


It was Adam, the boy Alyssa had spared all
those weeks ago in return for him agreeing to sleep with her. He must have been
visiting his sweetheart again, and this time,
Alyssa had been in no mood to let him live. That must have been why she came
home early, she hadn’t gone to London to feed, she’d run into Adam and had
drained him dry. Then she’d brought his corpse back to burn down in the crypt.


He turned away sharply and walked a few
paces back to the house, before stopping and bending over. He felt like he was
going to be sick. If he’d killed Alyssa when he’d had the chance... 


All those logs he’d split into firewood, they must have gone down into the
crypt to burn corpses, how could he have been so stupid? She’d been lying all
the time, she’d never stopped killing, other than Hannah she’d spared no one
since he came here and he’d helped her do it. 


He’d been a fool even to listen to her talk
of love, to believe there was a way into
her dead black heart that he could use to change her. She had manipulated him,
made him believe there was still some
shred of humanity in her. There had been nothing all along. Just
dead, rotten wood. 


Morlaine place a hand on his arm, her
touch was soft and gentle, giving no hint of the power that resided in her
slight frame, a strength that had been able to remove Alyssa’s head in one
clean strike.


“She said she loved me… I thought… that I
could change her, that she was not beyond redemption.”


“In order
for one to be redeemed Caleb, one must first want to find redemption.
Alyssa did not.”


“And is that what you wanted?” Caleb asked,
straightening up, “when you fell in love and stopped being a monster?”


Morlaine gave a fey little smile and looked back to where Scaife’s body lay, “I have never stopped being a monster.”


“You don’t do the things Alyssa did?”


“No… not anymore.”


“Because of love?”


“Caleb… I have no time for this.”


“You have all the time in the world, don’t
you?”


Morlaine turned sharply away from him, “I have dealt with Alyssa, now I need
to search the house for signs of Saul.”


“He’s never been here,” Caleb said, hurrying
after her, “Alyssa said she hadn’t seen him
in… a century.”


“I will check for myself, there may be
something that can point me towards him.”


“And then what?”


“I burn the house and the bodies.”


“Is there anything I can do?”


“Yes, there is,” Morlaine
stopped at the door to the house, “take Elsa to America and live your life.”


“You know about that?”


“I met her several times at your son’s
house. She is quite charming.”


“Oh, you know about that too?”


“There is no need to worry, I am very
discreet…” she offered him a faint smile before entering the house, Caleb still
trailing in her wake, as she added, “…I also have no interest in your affairs
either.”


She stood in the main hall, her dark eyes
scanning the stairs, doors, rug, paintings as if she could catch them
whispering Alyssa’s secrets if she paid enough attention.


“Is there anybody else here?”


“No… there is a maid that comes in a couple
of times a week… but she knew nothing of Alyssa’s nature.”


Morlaine raised an eyebrow.


“Alyssa didn’t slaughter everyone that
crossed her path.”


“Really?”


“Well, she needed someone to do the laundry
for her I suppose…”


Morlaine didn’t give a hint of a smile and Caleb felt a momentary pang of
guilt for joking about someone who he had just seen die. Someone who’d professed
continually that she loved him. Was that natural? Even if her love had been
dark and twisted; should he feel something else? Anything?


He stood awkwardly, watching Morlaine. He’d forgotten the way she made him feel. Between
them, Madam Geneva and Alyssa had diluted
his memories and his pain. She had saved him, in the end, but did that mean
anything at all? Could she really be as
indifferent as she professed? Had that last night been nothing more than the
momentary weakness she claimed? He wanted to ask her, to talk to her, to
understand her and the feelings she stirred in him. 


“You’re confused?” Morlaine
said without looking at him or waiting for a response as she crossed the hall
and entered the drawing room.


“You sense that?”


“Of course. That is how I found you.”


“Through my confusion?”


“By sensing your
emotions.”


“Oh.” Caleb stood in the doorway and
watched her slowly circling the room, studying the book-lined shelves and then the maps and papers Alyssa had left
spread across the table.


He had spent so much time in this room with
Alyssa; so much time feeling afraid, confused and uncertain. So
much time trying to find a way to get inside her mind, to find the levers and
gears that could change her. To make her more like the woman that now
stood in her place.


Morlaine eventually raised her eyes from the table. “I felt your despair and
fear when Alyssa took you. I was too far away to help. After that, it was a matter of trying to find you.
Slowly honing in on the emotions I could feel. It was a slow process. I’m sorry
it took so long.”


“You found me in the end.”


“Something happened; I sensed an outpouring
of grief and despair. Self-loathing too. It was so
strong it led me here. I knew by then that you were in this area, but it might
have taken months more without that. What happened?”


Her dark eyes remained on him; the first
hint of interest in him since she had arrived.


“I tried to kill Alyssa… but I could not
find it in myself to do it. Even knowing the things she did, the things she was
still doing. I could not kill her and I hated myself for it.”


Morlaine nodded, “I thought it was something like that.”


“Because I am weak.”


“No,” she shook her head, “because you are
a good man. At heart.”


Caleb snorted, “You may feel my emotions,
but you clearly do not know me…”


Morlaine shrugged.


“If you sensed my feelings to find me, you
must know what happened to me, when you left me in Bristol?”


“Yes…” she became very still and held his
eye for only a moment before looking away “…you became lost.”


“I nearly drank myself to death in
despair.”


“I am sorry…. truly,” she looked as if she
wanted to say something else, for a moment her
features softened, then she turned her back on him and moved towards the door.


“Do you honestly care nothing for me?”


“Nothing,” she said without looking back.
“I did not mean to hurt you, it was my mistake, but I feel nothing for you, Caleb. It is not possible for me to feel
anything anymore. I am dead inside remember? My only
concern is to find Saul and any other monsters like Alyssa that he has sired
over the years. To right the wrongs I gave birth to. Nothing
else.”


“If you found me through
my feelings, why not Saul?” Caleb asked, more to
keep her from walking off than anything else.


“It does not work like that with him,” when
Caleb continued to stare quizzically at her she added, “the
link between us is too old, too diluted.
I sense he is alive, but nothing more. I would need to be very close to him to
feel anything else now.”


Danny arrived at that moment, Elijah
leading Archie behind him, they’d removed the hessian
hood and placed Danny’s hat upon Jute’s head, the wide brim turned down to
offer some shade to his sensitive eyes. He cut an incongruous figure, naked
apart from Danny’s cloak and flamboyant hat.


“I thought we might find some clothes for
Archie – it would be rather a waste for him to die of a chill after all of
this.”


Caleb nodded, “He can have some of my
things, they won’t be a good fit, but they will serve for the ride back to
London. Where are your men by the way?”


“I gave them instruction to flee if Alyssa
returned?”


“You did?”


“Best as few people as possible know about
her…” he glanced at Morlaine as she appeared to stand
behind Caleb in the doorway “…true nature.”


“She would have slaughtered you, Danny…”


“The plan was to distract her, I feared she
might be able to sense that I was close and be prepared for me,” Morlaine explained.


“You mean we were just bait?” Caleb asked.


“More a tempting and fragrant enticement I would say,” Danny beamed.


“I know him…” Morlaine
slipped past Caleb to stare at Archie Jute, who cowered behind Danny as she
drew close.


“Dr Rothery’s
apprentice… you remember him from Lazziard Manor?”


“Of course… one of my
tormentors.”


“The last,” Caleb sighed, “all the others
are dead. Save for me of course.”


“Dr Rothery?”


“Took his own
life. He’s buried in the garden.”


“And this one? Why is he here?”


“Alyssa kept him for sport. His mind is
quite gone.”


Jute’s red,
bleary eyes flicked between them, like a child who knew he was the topic of conversation,
but unable to quite understand the words. He gave another little whimper and
slowly folded up, curling into a ball on the hallway floor.


“Is there anything you can do for him?”
Caleb asked.


“No… my blood can heal a broken body, but
not a broken mind.” She stood over Jute, her lips pressed into a cold hard
line. Jute had abused and tortured her, but if she thought it fitting that he
had ended up enduring a similar fate she kept it to herself.


“Comfort and kindness will be of more
benefit than my blood.”


“I will make arrangements, he will be cared
for. The poor fellow has suffered enough, I would not see him sent to Bedlam,”
Danny said, crouching down beside the
broken remains of Archie Jute.


“Perhaps we should stay here for a few
days, just until Archie is stronger,” Caleb muttered, but Morlaine
shook her head firmly.


“No, the house will burn tomorrow after I
have searched it.”


“Why the hurry?”


“There are three corpses, best it appears
they died in the fire. I would not wish what happened here to be
misunderstood.”


“I’m sure you’d be able to slip away.”


“I was thinking more of you gentlemen; it
would be a shame to see you all hang for murder.”


Danny nodded, “That really wouldn’t do much
for one’s reputation...”


Morlaine nodded at the men in turn, before moving off to explore the rest of
the house.


“Goodbye gentlemen,” her words were cold
and final. They had been dismissed.


“Morlaine…” Caleb
called after her, but she headed off towards the kitchens without as much as a backwards glance. He moved to follow her but found Danny’s hand clamped upon his
shoulder.


“Let her go…”


“But-”


 Danny squeezed his shoulder harder,
“Let her go… there is no happiness for you there. You know that don’t you?”


Caleb sighed and slumped out of Danny’s grasp.
He was right of course. He was being a
fool, he had just been freed from one vampire’s prison and he was already
trying to make another one for himself.


Danny leant
in close enough for their foreheads to touch.


“’tis best to live in a
world without monsters, eh?”


“Perhaps…”


“And there is someone back at St James’ who
is ever so keen to see you again...”


*


Elsa rose from her chair, took a step
towards him, paused, wrung her hands together and then threw her arms around
his neck and hugged him fiercely.


“Ahem, well… I’ll go and sort out a spot of
breakfast,” Danny said, his grin broader than usual as he retreated quickly out
of his library. Elijah lingered for a moment longer before hurrying after the Duke,
“I’d better go with him, I don’t think he got a clue where the kitchen even
is…”


“I can’t believe you’re alive,” Elsa
whispered eventually releasing the pressure sufficiently for Caleb to both
breathe and speak.


“If you hug me like that again I may not be
for much longer.”


Elsa laughed and took a step back, she
looked around as if to make sure they were alone, which, save for Henrietta’s
portrait staring down upon them, they were, before planting a quick kiss upon
his cheek and retreating back to the safety of her chair.


Caleb followed her and slumped into the
seat next to her. The chairs had been arranged in a semi-circle around Danny’s
desk in the manner of a meeting. He imagined them gathered round, discussing
his fate and planning his rescue. All his friends… and Morlaine. 


They had ridden through the night and he
had arrived exhausted and confused. Once Jute had been taken away to one of the
guest rooms Danny had ushered him into the study to find Elsa waiting for him.
Danny had tried to admonish her for staying up all night, but she had her arms
around Caleb before Danny could finish the sentence.


“Thank you,” Elsa said, once he had settled
himself.


Caleb blinked, “For what?”


“For saving my life. Remember?”


“Oh… you’re welcome.” In truth that night in the Queen’s Theatre seemed so long ago, he almost had forgotten about it. It had
only been a few months before, but he was not the man he had been then. He’d
been scoured by the love of a monster since then and was now… he wasn’t
entirely sure. A better man? Perhaps not, but he was
certainly a different one.


“Such modesty, I had not assumed it a trait
of yours. Or perhaps you go about the business of rescuing damsels on such a
regular basis it becomes a rather mundane
practice for you?”


 Caleb could only offer a smile by way
of a reply, partly due to tiredness, but also from embarrassment. He didn’t
consider himself particularly heroic. He
may have saved Elsa by giving himself to Alyssa, but that had been as much
about saving himself as saving her. If he’d run he would have had another
corpse to haunt him and it would have been the one that would finally have
broken him beyond redemption.


“Did she make you suffer terribly?” Elsa
asked, softly. Of course all Elsa knew
was what she’d heard Alyssa say in the Queen’s Theatre. She’d had every
reason to believe he would have been tortured and killed. He’d expected the
same himself after all.


“I survived,” Caleb said simply, trying not to think of Alyssa’s naked
body writhing beneath him.


“That silver tongue of yours?”


“Something like
that…”


“I was so sure you were dead, that you’d
given your life for me. The Duke was
distraught too, he sent men out to scour the city for you, but found nothing.
We had both given up all hope by the time Morlaine
arrived and assured us you were still alive. I still don’t exactly know how,
she was a little vague on that point. Actually
she was rather vague about most things.”


“She can be like that.”


Elsa’s eyes drifted away from him, “She is very beautiful…”


“Yes, she is,”
Caleb agreed, not quite sure what else to say, though he was rescued from
further questioning as Danny breezed back in. 


“Well…” he
declared, slumping into his chair and hooking his boots up onto the desk, “…all
in all a fine bit of rescuing, if I do say so myself.”


“Thanks to Miss Morlaine…”
Elijah added standing at Elsa’s shoulder
and staring pointedly at Caleb, “…though I ain’t
sorry to be not seeing her again.”


“Is she not coming back?” Elsa asked.


Caleb shook his head, “She has… other
business.” Elsa looked quite pleased and he wondered how much she knew about
his history with the vampire. Or perhaps Alyssa and Morlaine
were not the only ones who could sense his emotions.


“Anyway, you may thank me later,” Danny
insisted, “the important thing is you are safe, that and the fact that we need
hear no more nonsense about you going to America.”


“I do not wish to sound ungrateful, but I’m
still going to America.”


“Whatever for? Alyssa is dead; you have no need to run from her anymore.”


“Alyssa wasn’t the only person looking for
me.”


“Oh, good grief!” Danny declared,
throwing up his hands in exasperation, “you can’t have any more bloody vampires
in the closet surely?”


“No, ‘tis a Venetian
Count. He has sent men across Europe looking for me. If I am delivered to him, my fate will be as bad as anything Alyssa
could have thought up.”


“Why, what did you do to him?” Elsa asked,
her forehead crumpling in concern.


“Nothing, really…” Caleb sighed.


Elsa raised an eyebrow.


“His wife was murdered; he seems to think I
was responsible.”


“I could see how a man might get to think
that,” Elijah chipped in.


“Did you?” Elsa asked.


“Of course not!”


“Then why does he think you were involved?”


“I had a… relationship with his
wife.”


“You know, it would save you an awful lot
of trouble if you simply kept your
britches on more often,” Danny said, managing to keep a plausibly straight
face, “begging your pardon Mrs Lazziard.”


Caleb gave his son a disparaging look.


“Well, this fellow has no jurisdiction
here, I’m sure I can deal with him.”


“The kind of men he has sent looking for me
won’t be asking anyone’s permission to take me out of the country. I’m not
going to live under armed guard, I’ve just escaped one prison, I’m not going to swap it for another. I’m going to America.”


“And so am I,” Elsa announced.


Danny leant
over his desk towards Elsa, “Mrs Lazziard, do you know the place is absolutely
riddled with disease and full of bloodthirsty
savages to boot?”


“Much the same as London then,” she
replied, before rising to her feet, “I think I will retire to my room, I have a
busy day of packing. Elijah.” She swept out of the room followed by her
servant, a broad grin on her face as she passed Caleb.


“That’s settled then,” Caleb said, once
she’d left the room.


“I suppose it is…” Danny sighed, before adding
with a start, “Oh, I nearly forgot…”


From one of his desk drawers, he pulled out a small silver locket
and a leather pouch, which he slid over to Caleb. For a moment, he thought about telling Danny to keep the locket, but he slipped the chain back around
his neck and felt the comfort of it again immediately. 


“I missed this…” he whispered, his eyes
flicking up towards Henrietta’s portrait despite himself. She seemed to be
looking at him and suppressing a smile
like she so often had.


“And I will miss you,” Danny said.


“’tis for the best.”


“And Morlaine?”


Caleb shook his head, “Another reason to go
to America… you’re right, she’s right too… I’ve seen the madness of vampires up
close now. Morlaine isn’t Alyssa, but…”


“She is still a monster?”


“Yes,
and the price to pay for the love of monsters is far
too high.”


Father and son sat in silence for a while,
doing nothing more than watching the morning light flood into the room.


*


The sun had not yet risen when The
Sebastian weighed anchor.


He leant against the ship’s rail and
watched the wharves, warehouses and jetties of the Pool of London slip by. He
let his eyes slide along the shore. He had said his goodbyes to Danny and made
him promise not to come to the ship, but he noticed an unmarked carriage
sitting at the end of one of the wharves opposite The Sebastian. As he watched, a familiar figure stepped out and
waved at him.


“Foolish boy,” he muttered but waved back all the same. He was surprised to find his
eyes were glistening. He doubted he would ever see his son again. Once before
he had left England never expecting to return, but,
this time, he was sure he would not see his homeland again.


Two other figures were on the quayside,
Harriet and her husband. He had seen them several times since his rescue.
Harriet had arrived at St James’ Square the morning after he’d returned. He
wondered if the Harriet of old would have been knocking on a Duke’s door at ten
in the morning for news.


Danny had been keeping her abreast of
developments after she’d delivered the package he’d left with her to his son,
by which time Elsa had turned up after fleeing from the Queen’s Theatre.


He’d been quite touched when she’d arrived
with her new husband, even if he had been about to crawl off to bed. He’d been
even more touched when she deposited his purse back in his hand.


“I told you to give it to the poor,” he’d
admonished her, not particularly severely.


“I knew you’d be coming back, eventually.”


“How?”


“I prayed for you every night.”


“And God didn’t tell you to give it to the
poor anyway?”


She’d pursed her lips and shook her head
slightly, in the manner of someone telling themselves they should have known
better.


She had wed Walter Burroughs whilst he’d been Alyssa’s prisoner; he had a
firm handshake, a soft smile and clearly
doted on Harriet. Caleb had liked him immediately and only felt the slightest
tinge of jealousy.


It had taken a few weeks to arrange passage
and he called upon the Burroughs several times, Harriet had even invited Elsa
and he to dinner, which he’d been about
to accept gratefully when he recalled the shocking state of Harriet’s cooking. In the end, he had prevailed on Danny to invite
them all to a farewell supper. Harriet and Walter, Danny and
Lucy, Elsa and he. It had been strange, for the first time in decades he
felt he had a family and, for the very first time, one he actually wanted.


He had even considered cancelling the
passage and staying in London, but it was a fancy he quickly shook away. It was
too dangerous for Danny him being here, not to mention Count Marco’s men. He
also couldn’t quite shake the feeling that William Lazziard was still out there
somewhere and one day he would come home for
his wife and daughter. 


No, he would go to America and then he
would run no more.  


He waved at Danny, Harriet and Walter. He’d
said his goodbyes a hundred times in the last few weeks, but this really was it. Finally.


He looked further along the shore,
wondering if anyone else was watching from the shadows before the sun rose
above the horizon, a pale, dark-haired woman perhaps, but if she was, then
she remained well hidden for the only other figures moving about were dockers and sailors. No vampires.


He felt a presence at his side and looked
up to see Elijah staring at him.


“If you hurt the lady, I’ll put a pistol
ball in your head,” he said simply,


“Captain Lazziard hurt her regularly; I don’t recall you ever trying to kill him?”


Elijah nodded, “True enough, but that man
was a devil and he scared me as much as he scared the lady, but you, you don’t scare
me none at all.”


“If I ever hurt Elsa I’ll load the gun for
you.”


Elijah thought about this for a moment
before nodding, “That’s a deal.”


“Once we reach Boston you’ll be a free man
Elijah, you can do as you wish.”


“Think I’ll stick around, just to keep an
eye on you.”


“You don’t trust me much do you?”


“Nope.”


“You know, once you’re free you
won’t have to maintain this air of respect and deference. You’ll be able to say exactly what you feel
like.”


“I know,” he grinned suddenly, “it’ll be mighty
nice not to have to listen to fools like you telling me what to do anymore.”


“Elijah, would you mind taking Annabel
below decks,” Elsa asked softly, appearing behind them, her daughter asleep in
her arms.


“Of course Ma’am,” Elijah said, unwrapping the
girl’s arms from around her mother’s neck.


“It has all been a bit too exciting for
her,” Elsa smiled apologetically as Elijah took the little girl away.


“For us all.”


They stood together for a while, watching
London slip away to be replaced by the marshes and fen lands of Essex. Eventually, she slipped her arm through his,
smiling at him when he glanced at her.  


Although they were travelling as man and
wife, Elsa shared a cabin with Annabel while he had one with Elijah. He would
not go to her till she wanted him to and after
all she had suffered at the hands of her husband that might be a while,
but he could wait. He wanted to make her
happy, wanted to make her right again. Alyssa had been broken beyond all repair, Morlaine too in her own
way he supposed, but Elsa was different, there was no darkness in her at all.
She’d suffered for years at the hands of her own monster and the scars William
Lazziard had inflicted were deep and
numerous, but he could heal them. It would be his atonement for all the sins of
his past and if he could make her happy then perhaps, just perhaps, he could
find his own happiness at last.


He noticed a teenage boy watching him from
across the weather deck; a boy whose long hair hung about his face, whose
fingers were stained with ink and who, despite the dawn chill, wore only a
faded and threadbare cotton shirt.


The boy seemed to smile and nod in
encouragement, as if aware that Caleb had come to a conclusion he had long
since reached himself. As Caleb’s eyes focused on him, he raised a grubby ink-stained hand and waved at him, waved at him
in the manner of someone who was going away, probably for a very long time. The
boy smiled, a smile as warm and welcoming as any in all the world, a smile full
of promise and possibility, a smile that hinted of
all the things that might ever be, as well as all those that could never come
to pass.


“Goodbye,
big brother…” Caleb whispered and as the figure slowly melted away he knew,
deep down, that he would never see the memory of his brother again. He had held
on to him for as long as such a thing was possible, but whatever magics and memories had bound them together, they were now
spent. 


Now he truly was alone.


He knew it was just an illusion, it always
had been just an illusion, the trick of a lonely
mind, but it saddened him all the same. He looked down at his boots and took a
deep shuddering breath of air. He wanted to bring his brother back, just one
last time, just to tell him he loved him, but he
never had been able to conjure him at will and now he was gone. He could feel
an empty place inside himself where that memory had once resided, like a soft, persistent noise or a gentle ache, he was
only even aware it had been there now that it was gone.


The memories of his brother would be the
same as his memories of everybody else; faint and insubstantial things that could still break hearts and shatter
worlds, but without a life of their own. Perhaps that was why the memory had
finally slipped from his fingers, perhaps that was a
lesson he should have learned a long time ago, there comes a point when you
must let your memories go if you are ever to find contentment in the actual
world, as opposed to delusion in the remembered one.


He had let the
memories of his brother and Henrietta go. He would let Morlaine slip away too
and then he would find some measure of happiness, perhaps not the breathless
intoxicating happiness he had known with Henrietta and certainly not the
strange love of monsters, but he would find it, that was the promise he had
made to his brother, at the end. The
last promise to the memory of a dead boy. It was a promise he, for once,
intended to keep.


“I dreamed of this,” she whispered
eventually, dragging his attention back.


“A ship full of burly
sailors?”


She squeezed his arm, “No, of being taken
away from my life by a handsome and kind man, someone who would protect me and
keep me safe, someone who wouldn’t…”


“I might be considered, by some, handsome,
the kind, however, still needs some work, but I’m never going to hurt you, Elsa.”


“I know you won’t, you’re a good man.”


“No,” he shook his head, “I’m not a good man
at all, but I’m working on it, really I am.”


“I know Caleb.”


“My name isn’t Caleb.”


“It isn’t?” She frowned and squinted at him.


“Caleb Cade is a fabrication, a harlequin’s
masque I spent half my life hiding behind. I don’t want to be a looking-glass
man anymore; I want to be the man I
should always have been and I want you to help me be that man.”


“And who is he?”


“Daniel… my name is Daniel Plunkett,” the
words felt strange upon his lips, but he was glad he had spoken them all the
same, he lifted Elsa’s hand to his lips and kissed it lightly, “and it is a
pleasure to meet you.”


Elsa smiled, a broad and beautiful smile,
before stretching up and kissing him on the cheek.


“’tis not so romantic a
name.”


“Perhaps, but it is real.”


“Daniel and Elsabeth
Plunkett,” she mouthed quietly.


Daniel wrapped his arm about her shoulders and together they turned to
face the sun that had risen over the horizon. The sky was clear and the light
dazzling, the dawn rays were warm on his face and in its light all his
monsters, demons and ghosts seemed to be flimsy and insubstantial things.


*


Silas stripped away the sackcloth which was
wrapped around his shovel, lifted it up and ran his calloused fingers along the
blade. He frowned; there were several small splatters of mud, which he picked
off with his short dirty fingernails. 


His wife had been nagging him to come in
and eat his dinner last night, which had caused him to miss some the mud left
from the day’s digging. Damn foolish woman. She always complained, to anybody
who would listen, that he loved his shovel more than he loved her.


“Maud,” he always growled in reply when she
started, “this shovel puts bread and beer on my table
while all you do is moan and spend me coin.”


She would roll her eyes, before coming
over, kissing his cheek and whispering in his ear, “It ain’t
so good at keeping you warm in bed
though, is it old man?”


Silas would always
chuckle then and give her a little hug. She was right enough about that, but
he’d always believed if you had a sturdy shovel and a strong back then a
gravedigger would never be short of work in London. So he religiously cleaned his
shovel each evening till every last speck of dirt was gone, no matter how much
Maud nagged him to come in and eat or how much his stomach agreed with her.


He’d been uncommonly tired last night though, his back had ached and he’d
wanted his chair, his mutton stew and his pipe, so he’d not finished cleaning
the shovel properly. He was getting old. Probably wouldn’t be too long before a
couple of the younger boys would be shovelling
dirt on top of him. Still, that was the way the Good Lord had made the world
and it wasn’t for the likes of him to complain about that, just so long as they
remembered to bury his shovel with him when the time came…


Today was another day though, he was alive, his back didn’t hurt too bad and the sun had risen warm and bright. The winter had
been long and hard, which had meant plenty of tough work digging out rock-hard
frozen soil. Things were easier now though until the summer heat burned his skin at
least, plus there were usually fewer bodies once the winter cold passed. Still
enough to keep him in work though, no
need to worry about that. 


London got through
plenty of corpses whatever the weather.


Once he’d folded the sackcloth and stuffed it into the left-hand pocket of his long working coat, the
right one always carried one of Maud’s pies for his lunch,
he hoisted the shovel over his shoulder and walked through the gates to Bunhill Fields, where he found Pete Harris waiting for him.



“Afternoon!” Pete greeted him cheerily. It was barely ten past seven, but it was
one of the jokes that he liked to use on the rare occasions he arrived for work
before Silas. Pete was a man who liked
his little jokes, even if nobody else did.


“Morning,” Silas forced a smile. Pete was a
bit too cocky for Silas’ liking. He tried not to notice the grubby, mud
encrusted shovel he was nonchalantly leaning on. A man with a dirty shovel was
a man who took no pride in his work in Silas’ opinion.


“Only three,” Pete
grinned, “easy life for us today.”


“Whereabouts?”


“In the paupers’ end; one
big ‘un, two little ‘uns.”


Silas nodded and fell in step as they
walked towards the eastern end of the burying ground.


“What’s in your pie today?”


“Beef and potato.”


“Beef? Very nice!  You
been going through the clients pockets?”


Silas shot him a sour look. He thought
about telling him he could afford beef in his pie because he’d worked hard all
his life, that Maud had a nice little part-time job cleaning a fancy house and
that their children, those that had survived to adulthood, were all settled and
married. But Pete Harris wasn’t the kind of man who appreciated the fact that
hard work brought you the finer things in life, like a beef pie and a good
wife.


No, Pete Harris thought work was best
avoided and would no doubt have his pipe alight and his wide-brimmed hat tipped over his eyes before they’d even finished
the first grave so he wouldn’t waste his
words on him.


He just hoped Pete wasn’t still around when
they buried him here. He was pretty sure the little sod would pinch his shovel.


Silas considered
himself a pretty sharp judge of character and in the eighteen months since Pete
had started at Bunhill Fields, he’d done nothing to suggest he was anything
other than a work-shy freeloader who would sell his own mother if it meant he
could spend the day in a tavern rather than doing some honest labour.


Pete, however, appeared entirely oblivious
to Silas’ scorn and was whistling a tuneless little ditty through the many gaps
in his teeth as he sauntered towards the poor
end of the graveyard.


“What’s that?” Silas asked as they approached the old yew tree that
bordered the grounds of the Honourable Artillery Company.


“What’s what?”


“Those crosses under the
old tree?”


“Erm… graves I
guess.”


Silas shook his head and turned off the path
to tramp over to the tree, “No one’s been buried there for years – these
crosses weren’t here yesterday.”


“So, someone got buried here yesterday.”


“No one told me about new graves…” Silas
sniffed and shook his head at the madness the world was clearly slipping into
when folk went around burying bodies in his graveyard without him
knowing the first thing about it!


Silas glanced at the old tree that twisted
up towards a mostly blue sky, they would have to get around to chopping it down
one day, but the yew’s roots went deep into
the ground. It would be a big job uprooting it. The superstitious fellows said
a yew tree was a graveyard’s guardian and
its spirit protected the dead, that’s why its wood was slightly reddish in
colour, from the blood it sucked up from those in its care.


Being a God fearing man, Silas had no time
for such nonsense, which smacked of devilry to his ears, but he’d never been
much taken with that old yew tree all the same.


“Does it really matter?” Pete sighed,
sounding mildly irritated though he
didn’t pass up on the opportunity the unexpected diversion in getting to work
gave him to get some pipe time in. He started patting down his jacket for his
tobacco pouch as Silas bent down for a closer look.


“Ground’s not disturbed, there’s no new graves here. Just
these two crosses.”


“The things people do, eh?” Pete muttered,
filling the bowl of his pipe.


“Brand new… thought I hadn’t seen em here before.”


“What do the inscriptions say?”


Silas knew Pete didn’t have much reading in him, he also knew he wasn’t the slightest
bit interested in these two crosses either. In Silas’ opinion, a man who couldn’t read
his own bible and didn’t have any
curiosity about the world was a fool. 


The world was clearly coming to a sad and sorry state when he was forced to work
with fools with dirty shovels.


“This one says “Caleb Plunkett - My only
friend, Always Remembered,” while this one says… oh.”


“Oh? That’s a funny thing to put-”


“No, no… it says “Caleb Cade – a complete
and utter shit, rest easy with the King of the Winter,”
Silas straightened up, “Well, there’s really no need for that kind of
language.”


“Plunkett… I knew a fellow called Plunkett
once,” Pete said, once he’d got his pipe going to his satisfaction.


“Really,” Silas mumbled as he tried to
decide whether or not he should pull the profane marker up.


“Yeah… though he was a Daniel
Plunkett,” Pete said after a moment’s thought, before scratching the side of
his head where the skin was waxy and hairless. The other gravediggers called
him Crispy Pete though Silas refused. He
didn’t like the man any, but that was just plain disrespectful.


“Related?”


“Dunno,” Pete
shrugged, “ain’t seen him in twenty years at least, probably more. Wonder what happened to
him? Nice enough fella, but absolutely rubbish with the women, just got all red
and tongue-tied with em. Hope he got that sorted
out.”


“Guess not everyone can be a ladies man
like you, eh Pete?”


“You’d better believe it! I can be a real
naughty boy at times.”


Both men looked up with a start; a sudden
gust of wind had come out of the still morning air and set the twisted branches
of the great tree that towered above them shuddering, like a wizened old man
shaking with laughter.


“Never liked that tree…” Silas muttered,
before picking up his shovel and heading back towards the path.











Epilogue 


Atonement


Williamsburg, Virginia – 1737


Hetty Plunkett watched Dr Jones slowly descend the stairs. Before
entering the drawing room, he inspected
himself in the long looking-glass in the hallway. He stared at his reflection
before adjusting his powdered periwig; only when he was fully satisfied with
his appearance did he enter the room. Hetty had
always thought Dr Jones to be a fussy and overly
conceited man, however he was
considered by many, most notably himself, to be the finest physician in the
Virginia Colony.


“Doctor Jones?” Annabel asked. As she was heavy with child she remained seated, though both her
husband Christopher and Hetty rose to meet the
Doctor.


Doctor Jones sighed heavily and shook his
head; “I am so sorry Mrs Davison, Miss Plunkett; I am afraid there is nothing
more that can be done for your father. Nothing except prayer… and waiting for
the inevitable I’m very sorry to say.”


Christopher Davison placed his hand upon
his wife’s shoulder as she stifled a sob with a lace handkerchief.


“How long does he have?” Hetty asked, choking back her own tears.


“’tis difficult to be wholly confident
about such matters, but I would say no more than a few days at the very most;
probably much less.”


Annabel let out a strangled little cry and
her husband sat down beside her in order to
take her into his arms.


“Mr and Mrs Davison, Miss Plunkett,” the
Doctor nodded solemnly, “I will have my bill drawn up in the morning. I will
see myself out.”


“Can we see him?” Hetty
asked, taking a hesitant step forwards.


“He is awake, but he is very weak… any undue stress can only hasten the
end.”


“We understand, thank you, Doctor.”


Once the Doctor had left Hetty turned to her sister, “We should go up.”


“Yes, of course,” Annabel blew her nose and
struggled to her feet, “you go first, it will take me a little longer to get up
the stairs,” she smiled thinly and patted her swollen stomach.


Hetty nodded her understanding before hurrying up the stairs to her
father’s bedroom.


He smiled warmly at her when she carefully
poked her head round the door, “Come in my darling,” he said, his voice little
more than a hoarse and painful whisper.


“Oh,
Daddy…” Hetty sobbed crouching by her father’s side.


“Shush now,” he said; placing a frail hand upon his daughter’s blonde curls,
“there is no need for tears Hetty.”


“I love you so much Daddy.”


“I know you do sweetheart and I’m so sorry
that I’m going to be leaving you, but my time here is nearly done.”


He looked up as the door opened again and
Annabel and Christopher entered the room. Annabel carefully sat on the edge of
the bed and took her father’s hand, while Christopher stood, a little
awkwardly, by the door.


“It would be nice to stay a little longer;
to see my latest grandchild,” he smiled at Annabel, “and to see you wed to a
good man Hetty, like Christopher here, but sometimes
God has other plans for us.”


“There is always hope; God may answer our
pray-”


 He lifted a thin and withered finger,
which he placed against his daughter’s lips, “I’ve lived long enough to know
God does what the Hell he pleases, regardless of what we may wish for.”


“Father!” Hetty chided.


“Oh, if God’s upset with me he can tell me
off in person soon enough,” he turned his head to look at his eldest daughter,
“Now Annabel… ‘tis far too late for you to be up… I
want you to go to bed and rest.”


“I’m not at all tired Daddy.”


“You’ll do as I say or I’ll get Christopher
to put you over his shoulder and carry you off.”


“Oh,
I think I’m far too big and fat for that.” 


“Nonsense, you’re quite beautiful; just
like your mother was when she was with child. Now give me a kiss and I’ll see
you in the morning… I’m not going anywhere just yet.”


“Goodnight Daddy,” Annabel smiled
reluctantly, before leaning over to stroke his wispy grey hair and kiss his
forehead.


“Goodnight my darling, goodnight
Christopher.”


“Goodnight Sir.”


“You take good care of my daughter and my
grandchildren, you hear?”


Christopher nodded, “As God is my witness I
will.”


He nodded and watched as Christopher led
Annabel slowly out of the room. He didn’t doubt he would look after them too,
Christopher Davison was a good man; solid,
dependable, hardworking, honest, maybe a little dull, but Annabel adored him
and for that fact alone he loved Christopher as his own son.


“Now my little Hetty…”


“Are you going to lecture me again?” she
sniffed.


“Of course
I am, ‘tis what fathers are supposed to do to their daughters, especially the
beautiful ones for they are generally far more trouble.”


“You’ll make me blush.”


“You look so much like your mother,” he
sighed and stroked her cheek. In fact, Hetty was even more
beautiful than her mother had been, more beautiful than the woman he had named her
after too. He knew he was biased but he thought his daughter the most beautiful
woman he had ever seen; save for one perhaps.


Hetty forced a small unconvincing
smile, it had been three years since her mother had died and now her father
would soon be joining her.


“Now, we must talk about a husband.”


“You always want to talk about husbands Father!”


“Well, I had planned to be around to ensure
you found a good one, now it seems you are going to be left alone to find one
for yourself, which is a terrible worry for the world is overflowing with young
scoundrels full of bad intentions when it
comes to pretty young girls.”


“I am nineteen Father, I know all about
what young men want.”


“Hmmm… perhaps, but not all scoundrels are
so easy to spot. Of course, it wasn’t the same in my day, everybody was far
more virtuous,” he smiled and for a moment
he had that old mischievous twinkle in his eyes that Hetty
so loved.


“Oh, I’m sure you were quite the scoundrel
when you were young.”


“Nonsense!” He huffed, before peering at her, “Have you been talking to Elijah
again? Haven’t I told you a hundred times never to believe a word that comes
out of that old goat’s mouth?”


She laughed despite her sadness and found
his hand again; it felt so thin and bony, it seemed impossible that it was the
same hand that had held her so often and so securely
as a child.


“You must be careful Hetty,
seriously. I have ensured you are well provided for; you will be a young woman
of means, a beautiful young woman of means. You will be much sought
after.”


“It will be quite terrible, I am sure.”


“Beautiful daughters…” he sighed and rolled
his eyes, “…cursed is the father burdened with beautiful daughters.”


“Daddy there is no need to fret. I am not
stupid; I may have inherited my mother’s looks, but I have been blessed with my
father’s brains too.”


“I would rest easier if that were the other
way round.”


She smiled again, so brightly he had to
blink back the tears. Just a little longer, if only he could have just a little
longer…


“Now is there any sign of that no good
brother of yours?”


“I sent word to Fort George, I’m sure he
will be here as soon as he can.”


“Well, if he will insist on running around playing
at soldiers, he should be here looking after the business. Mr Gilkes is very competent, but Caleb should be here.”


“He inherited a restless spirit from
somewhere…”


“A wine merchant is a good solid trade,
people will always want wine; even all those God awful Puritans… sometimes I
can’t believe I ended up being surrounded by so many of those joyless-”


“Don’t be so uncharitable, they’re our
neighbours and friends!”


“Will you promise me something my little Hetty?”


“Of course Father.”


“Marry a scoundrel before you marry a
Puritan.”


It was Hetty’s
turn to roll her eyes.


He smiled and pulled her to him, even
though the movement sent splinters of pain through his chest. She put her arms
around him and rested her head on his
chest while her father ran his fingers
slowly through her hair.


This will be the last time I ever hold a
woman, he thought. He had tried to remember all of the women he had lain with,
but it was all so long ago, some were but hazy memories and most he had
probably forgotten altogether. He had not slept with anyone but Hetty’s mother since Alyssa had died. That first night Elsa
had thrown back the sheet on her narrow bunk somewhere in the middle of the
Atlantic and asked him to come to her. How long ago was that? Twenty-seven
years he reckoned, give or take. The thing he remembered most about that night
had been her fear, she had been terrified, frightened that he would be as much
as a brute as her husband had been, frightened that, behind closed doors, all
men might be like William Lazziard. Twenty-seven years…


“I’m feeling rather tired my darling,” he
whispered into Hetty’s ear and she slowly raised
herself up, her eyes were red from crying and her hair had fallen about her
face. How could he have ever played a part in creating someone so beautiful? 


“Of course Daddy,” she kissed him lightly
on the cheek and he recognised the fear in her eyes that she would never see
him alive again.


“I will see you in the morning,” he said firmly though he knew his fear was just as
great as Hetty’s, “could you send Elijah in, there
are some matters I need to attend to before I go to sleep.”


She nodded and stood hesitantly by his bed,
“I love you, Daddy.”


“And I love you, sweetheart,” he replied
and knew that he meant those words with all his heart. He loved all of his
children, and he included Annabel, who
wasn’t his child and Danny, who he hadn’t
seen in twenty-seven years, amongst that number, but Hetty
had always been his favourite; it was wrong of course to have a favourite, be
she was special. She sparkled.


He watched her go and let out a long slow
sigh once she’d closed the door after her; he felt a tear slowly trickle down
his old cheek. How was it possible that he’d spent so many years unable to love
anybody and now that he was dying his heart fair
burst with love for so many people, dead and alive?


He had grown to
love Elsa. It had taken time and was never the passionate, all-consuming love
he had once felt for Henrietta, but the memory of his brother had been right, a
love like that could never be repeated, for a man, if he is exceptionally
lucky, might experience that kind of love just once in his life and it would
always be his first love. Once life begins to erode and corrode your soul you
can never feel that way again. You can never find
Atlantis twice…


They had slowly built a life together in
America, first in Massachusetts, then in Virginia. He had insisted on moving
several times for fear that Count Marco’s men were still on his trail. But if
they were, they never connected the thief and sharper of hearts Caleb Cade to
the doting husband and wine merchant Daniel Plunkett.


It had been difficult at first, every pretty face, every welcoming smile would prod
his slumbering lust awake, but he had made a promise and he was determined not
to break it. He could no longer exactly remember when, but around the time of
the first anniversary of their coming to America he had been buying provisions
when a young woman had walked by, elegantly dressed and pretty as a picture.
She had given him a lingering look and smiled warmly at him; in return, he had tipped his hat politely, climbed
aboard his waggon and drove off. He’d
gotten a mile down the road before realising he had not wanted her in the
slightest.


When he had arrived home, he had taken Elsa, giggling and squirming, in his arms,
carried her to the bedroom and made love to her again and again until he was
too happy and exhausted even to think. That was the day she had conceived his
son, who he called Caleb after his long dead brother. He couldn’t be sure of that
of course, but deep inside he knew it to be true. When he had finally realised that he truly loved Elsa he had been given another son and, this time, he had not run away.


They already had Annabel of course, she
didn’t know he was not her real father and she never would. As she’d grown he’d
watched her closely, fearing that she
might carry some of the rottenness of William Lazziard deep in her soul, but if
she did he never saw any sign of it. She grew up to be as kind and gentle as
her mother, not as pretty as Hetty, but lovely all the same and he loved her like she were his own.


For many years the
sounds of hooves or wheels coming to a stop on the road made his heart miss a
beat. He would hurry to the window, terrified he would see Captain Lazziard
standing outside his home big and ugly and ready to rip apart the life he and
Elsa had made for themselves, for he had never truly believed he was dead. Alyssa had hinted it once, perhaps she’d drunk his blood when she’d
lain with him and could sense he lived. Maybe she really had known everything, like she said she did. However, the
old monster never appeared and eventually he stopped worrying about him and
accepted the black-hearted ogre must have died after all. He sincerely hoped he
was wrong about God, for if there was a God then there was Devil and, if so,
then William Lazziard would be getting his just deserts at the end of Old
Nick’s pitchfork.


Caleb had been born a bright and healthy
boy, but the delivery had been difficult for Elsa, who at twenty-nine had no longer been a young woman
and when no more children came they had both been saddened but had counted their blessings and the happiness that
Annabel and Caleb gave them. 


When Elsa had become pregnant again six
years later it was considered, by almost
everybody, to be a miracle. It had been a hard pregnancy and he’d feared he
would lose both of them, but after a forty-eight-hour
labour, Elsa had given him a daughter and
he believed that there could have been no happier man in the entire world than
he.


The children had grown far too quickly of
course, but his love for all of them and Elsa had grown just as fast. Despite
never having run anything in his life he had used his and Elsa’s money to start
a wine merchants’ business, which against all expectations had thrived and he
now imported a couple of shiploads of wine a month from Europe and employed
several dozen men.


Annabel had grown to womanhood and married
Christopher Davison, a plantation owner who lived some thirty miles outside
Williamsburg. She had already given him
three granddaughters and he was sure that Christopher was going to be as cursed
as he for they were all threatening to grow into beautiful women.


Caleb had reminded him of his brother so
much he sometimes thought the memory of his brother had somehow become flesh;
he had encouraged him to draw in the certainty that he would share his talent, but it soon become apparent he had no
enthusiasm for it and little ability. He’d been a loveable, if precocious, little boy who often got himself into
mischief. He’d grown into a fine young man
though he had romantic streak and a love
of adventure that had sent him into the army in the hope that one day he might
explore the great unknown interior of the Americas.


He still hoped his son would grow out of
such foolishness and come home to run the business; it didn’t seem particularly
likely, but as he knew better than most, men could change.  


As he’d feared the memory of his brother
had stopped coming to him, perhaps because he had simply forgotten too much of him and he had become what he feared he would, no more than a whisper on the breeze,
perhaps he stopped coming because he knew he didn’t need his advice any more. Either way, as he lay on his death
bed he was saddened to think nobody would remember Caleb after he was gone, no one would remember his
wonderful drawings and the promise of what he might have been if his little
brother had not been so foolish.


A knock on the door pulled him from his
memories.


“Master Daniel?”


“Come in Elijah,” he smiled at his old
friend. Elijah had been a free man for decades, but he still insisted on
calling him Master Daniel. Elijah had elected to stay with Daniel and Elsa,
partly because he didn’t know what else to do in this strange new country, but
mainly, Daniel guessed, because Elijah loved Elsa even more than he did. 


Elijah was an old man now, he still wore his powdered wig, but his face
seemed to have shrunk inwards with time and his lips constantly moved over his gums. Daniel had bought him some new
wooden teeth, but he’d never liked them and rarely wore them.


“Doctor Jones reckons you’ll be dead soon,”
he said, looking down at him. Daniel sometimes thought freedom had given Elijah
a slightly brash manner.


“Didn’t tell me,” Daniel sighed, “but I guessed
as much.”


“I’ll miss you,” Elijah admitted with a
sniff.


“I should hope so, you’ll be lucky to find
someone else who’ll let you drink so much of their brandy.”


Elijah shrugged, “No matter, I been
stealing plenty of yours for years. I’m well supplied.”


Daniel smiled and reached out his hand,
Elijah wrapped his own, which was almost as bony,
around it; “How did we get so decrepit
old friend?”


Elijah chuckled, “Speak for yourself, I’m
in fine fettle. No dying going on here.”


“How are Maria and the boys?”


“Oh, you know Maria, her knees aren’t what
they were, but she don’t complain… much,” Elijah chortled to himself, “the
boys? Young free black men with a liking for talking back, I worry about em every day, but they ain’t got
themselves hung yet, so who knows.”


Daniel squeezed his hand, “They’ll have
jobs for life in the business, whoever is running it; I’ve made provisions in
my will. You’ll all be looked after.”


“Damn right, near on thirty years I’ve been
here stealing your brandy. I expect some recognition for that kind of loyalty!”


“You know you only stayed here because no
one else would have you.”


The two old men laughed, it was a well-worn conversation, but it made the both
feel better to speak their lines one last time.


“There’s something I need you to do for
me?”


“Anything, as long as it’s not wearing
those damn teeth.”


“Open the drawer there, by the bed.”


Elijah did as he was asked and pulled out
four letters and one packet.


“Letters for the children, nothing
sinister, I just wanted to say goodbye to them properly, give them a chance to
keep my last words close to them if they wish,” Daniel explained.


“Sounds kind of morbid to me…” Elijah
shrugged and looked at the packet, “And the Duke of Pevansea?”


In all the years he had spent with them in
America, initially as Elsa’s servant and then as Daniel’s closest friend, he’d
never once mentioned the fact that he knew Danny Bourness
was his son. He’d been there when Alyssa had goaded them about it just before she’s died. Elijah must
have heard, but he’d never once asked him about it.


“We’ve been corresponding for years, I
thought it better I let him know I won’t be at this address much longer;
wouldn’t want him to waste the postage.”


“More than a letter in here,” Elijah
sniffed, shaking the packet.


“I’m just returning something to him,
something I borrowed a long time ago.”


If Elijah noticed the little silver locket
Daniel always wore around his neck was missing, he didn’t mention it. He missed
Danny greatly, he had always hoped he might have the chance to see him again,
but some things were not to be. Danny was a powerful man now with too much to
lose to risk a visit across the Atlantic to see a Virginia wine merchant for no
obvious reason. Danny had given him five more
grandchildren and he eagerly opened the letter that arrived without fail each
month recounting in great detail the news from London. You could never be
entirely sure from letters, but Danny seemed exceedingly happy; Lucy had turned
out to be a surprisingly good match for him. 


Danny had been as
good as his word and had looked after Archie Jute. Caring for him in St James’
rather than sending him to Bedlam or some other God awful institution, but the best
physicians in London had never been able to repair the damage Alyssa had
inflicted on his mind and he’d died less than a year after being rescued from
the crypt under Bennett House.


He had stared long and hard at Danny’s
letter that brought him that news, he’d died on 15th May 1711. The
very day he had intended to propose to Alyssa according to that silly schedule he’d drawn up.


Just a coincidence? Or had part of him still loved Alyssa and, despite all that he’d
suffered, the thing that had killed him in the end had been a broken heart?


“Mrs Burroughs,” Elijah said, looking at
the final letter.


“You remember Harriet?”


“Sure I do. Nice
lady. Why she’d want to be friends with the likes of you though… that I never figured.”


“She’s just had her first grandson. Can you
believe it?”


“I’ll make sure they are all delivered,”
Elijah assured him with a smile.


“Now old friend one final
favour.”


“Of course.”


Daniel rose as far as he could onto one
elbow and asked in a low, conspiratorial
voice, “One last brandy; a large one, the good
French stuff mind,” then he winked, “and a small one for yourself of course.”


Elijah grinned, “Just for old times?”


“Just for old times.”


Elijah rose wearily to his feet, but before
he turned Daniel spoke again and, this time,
there was no lightness in his voice.


“Have I atoned Elijah?”


“Atoned?”


“For all the wrong I did, for all the
wrongs Caleb Cade did?”


Elijah chewed his gums for a moment, before
nodding, “Guess St Peter is the one you should be asking that rather than me,
but I’d say so, yes I’d definitely say so.”


“I’ve tried to live a good life since we came here.”


“You done better than most. You loved Miss Elsabeth and never
did her wrong, so I never had cause to shoot you in the head after all. You
brought up fine children, even the one that ain’t yours, and loved all of em.
You give money to the poor, bought slaves just so you could free em, you went
to church ‘cause Miss Elsabeth wanted you to, even though I know you don’t
believe in it. You worked hard, made a business, given men jobs and paid
em a fair wage regardless of the colour of their
skin. Round these parts I say that makes you as close to a saint as a man is
likely to get.” 


Elijah stood for a moment, his eyes seemed
to be glistening and he looked away when Daniel peered at him. 


“Elijah?”


He turned away sharply and made for the
door, “Now all this talking you’re making me do has dried my throat out
something fearsome. Think I’ll have to have a large one too…”


Once Elijah had left the room, Daniel’s
face creased in pain. He tried to move, but it gripped his chest in a vice; he
couldn’t breathe, his lungs would take no air. His hands gripped the sheets and
he fought for one more breath, until the
pain suddenly relented enough for him to suck wetly at the air.


“Not quite yet…” he whispered. Each time he
fought for breath he became weaker and he had to struggle more and more often.
He could almost see the blackness creeping into the room. He hoped Elijah would
be quick with that brandy, he would probably just cough it up anyway, but he
wanted to warm his mouth with the taste of a
fine brandy one last time, after all, its flavour was better than the sickly
sweet taste of rot which filled his mouth permanently now.


He panted hard until the darkness faded and
he stared out of the window. He could see trees swaying outside in the dark. It
would have terrified him once, to see those branches reaching towards the
window as he lay on his death bed. He would have thought it was that terrible
old yew tree come to get him at last, to carry him off to Jack’s Kingdom, but
he wasn’t afraid anymore. He didn’t want to die, he wanted more than anything
to live to see Hetty and Caleb married, to bounce a
few more grandchildren on his knee (ones that actually were his), to see them
all find the happiness they deserved. That was what he wanted, but he was not
afraid of death anymore.


He would simply
go to sleep and not wake up, which was not so terrible really. Who knows maybe
he was wrong and there really was a God and a heaven, he’d been wrong about so
many things in his life after all. Maybe then he would get to see Caleb and
Henrietta and Elsa again. He smiled at the thought of Henrietta and Elsa
together, two decidedly different women that he had loved in very different
ways, but loved them he had and when the bottom line was drawn no man could
truly ask for more than that.


No, he was not
afraid of death anymore. He would not be taken down into the roots of that old
tree in Bunhill Fields, he would not be taken away by an icicle-haired imp with
January eyes, he would not have to toil for eternity in the frozen wastes of
Jack’s Kingdom with the naughty boys. No, he had made
amends, he had led a decent life with Elsa, he had
done good. He had atoned for his sins. 


His ledger balanced.


“Ledger’s balanced…” Daniel Plunkett
murmured, staring at the rain-lashed
window and the reflection of the withered old man he could see in it, long ago
someone else had said something like that to him, but for the life of him he
couldn’t think who.


*


Hetty sat staring at the fire, it needed more wood, but she made no move
to feed it. She could hear the wind howling outside, driving sheets of rain
against the windows. It was a foul night, she thought miserably.


Her father was dying.


She had denied
that truth for months, but now she could no longer pretend it was otherwise. He
was not even a shadow of the man he had been. The sickness had eaten him away
from the inside, hollowed him out so his skin sagged and his bones bulged. He
was in terrible pain, he never said, he never complained, but Hetty knew, she only had to look into his eyes; once they
had been full of mirth and a knowing little twinkle that had always made her
laugh, now they were usually just clouded with pain.


She had loved her mother dearly and grieved
terribly when she died, but she simply
adored her father, who was, without doubt,
the kindest and most generous man she had ever known. And soon he would be gone
and her life would be so poor and empty
without him.


She thought of him lying there in pain, a
shell of what he had been and it broke her heart. He was ready she knew, ready
to die. His affairs had been put in order, letters written, instructions given,
everything was neat and tidy, no loose ends, no fuss. He’d even taken off that
funny little locket he had always worn.


It was the one thing he would never talk about. When she asked he would just flash that
dazzling smile at her, the one that made simply
everything in the world good and right,
and say it was just a trinket, nothing at all.


Shortly before her mother’s sudden and
unexpected death, she’d asked her why her
father wore a woman’s locket around his neck.


Elsa Plunkett had smiled sweetly at her
daughter, thought about things for a moment and then said, “It carries a
picture of your father’s first love.”


Hetty had been shocked by her mother’s words, she had assumed he’d always
loved his mother; it was clear to everybody that he adored his wife, he would never so much as look at another woman.
Everybody said so. She simply couldn’t imagine him loving anyone else.


Seeing the confusion in her daughter’s face Elsa had laughed, “Oh it
was all a very long time ago dear, when
your father was hardly more than a boy.”


“But don’t you mind?” Hetty
had asked, “that he loved somebody else, that he still
carries her picture?”


“Mind? Of course not, she died a long time ago. There are far more
important things in life to get upset about than the ghosts of old lovers. Your
father carries a lot of ghosts with him Hetty; I
decided long ago it was simply better to let them lie. The fact that he
remembers his first love with fondness does not mean he doesn’t love me; it
just means he has a lot of love in his heart.” 


“What was her name?”


Elsa had looked long and hard at her
daughter before answering; “Henrietta,” she had said eventually.


“But that’s my name?”


“He named his two children after the first
two people he loved in his life. You after his first love and Caleb after his
brother, who died when they were boys; they were very close. ‘tis his way of keeping their memories alive.”


Hetty frowned, “What about Annabel? Who is she named after?”


A strange look crossed her mother’s face before Elsa had replied carefully, “Oh,
as Anna was the first I got to name her.”


“So who was Annabel then?”


Elsa had leant
in towards her youngest child and whispered, “Promise you’ll never tell her?”


“Promise.”


“It was the name of my cat when I was
little.”


“You named
Annabel after a cat?” Hetty had cried,
wrinkling her nose.


Elsa had just winked and said no more. A
week later she went to bed a little earlier than normal, complaining of a bad head. She never woke up. Hetty would always remember the terrible cry her father had
let out when he’d woken to find his beloved Elsa dead beside him. Her death
broke his heart, and although he smiled for the rest of the world, for children
and friends, she knew that part of him died that morning too.


Now soon he would be gone as well.


She had decided she would spend the night
with him, even if he slept till noon she did not want to miss a second more than she had to of the last few hours she would have
with her father. As soon as he’d finished trading insults with Elijah anyway.


She knew everyone thought it most peculiar
his best friend was a Negro, but her father loved the old man almost as much as
his children. Elijah was her father’s servant, not a slave for father had no
time for slavery and had upset quite a few of their neighbours by continually
buying slaves so he could set them free. They had complained bitterly that he
kept pushing the price of slaves up, but father
didn’t care. “I earned my money, I’ll spend it how I like,” he would always
say. However, Elijah was too old to do much work himself now and most evenings
they would sit and sip brandy by the fire and talk of all manner of things in
between the insults; they both seemed terribly fond of insulting each other for
reasons Hetty had never quite been able to fathom.


Hetty’s thoughts were interrupted by a sharp rap on the door; normally one
of the servants would answer it, but given the late hour the caller could only
be her brother Caleb, who must have returned home at last after receiving her
letter telling him about their father’s turn for the worse.


She was ready to fling her arms around him
as soon as she opened the door, and was somewhat taken aback to find not her
brother on the porch, but a young woman little older than herself. She wore a
long hooded cape which was slick with rain over her dress, and although the hood left much of her face in dark shadow Hetty could
see she was startlingly beautiful.


“I’ve come to see your father.” The young
woman announced.


“I’m afraid he’s not at all well,” Hetty eventually managed to reply after recovering from her
surprise and disappointment that it was not her brother at the door.


“I know… may I come in, I have come rather a long way and it is quite wet out
here?”


“Of course… please do,” Hetty
stood aside, a frown lightly creasing her face, “but
may I ask your business?”


The woman swept gracefully into the hall. Carefully she folded back her hood to reveal a
mass of black curls that had been partially pulled up on top of her head. 


“I’ve come to see your father,” the woman
repeated; after giving a cursory look around the hall, she turned back towards Hetty. She
had the most extraordinary eyes Hetty thought; like
mahogany polished so fine you could see your reflection in it.


“Yes you said, but who are you exactly?”


“I’m an old friend; he will want to see me
I assure you.”


Hetty laughed, “An old friend? You are barely older than I am, and I have
never seen you before!”


“I am older than I look,” the woman said
and smiled so warmly that Hetty knew if she were a
man she probably would have fallen in love with the young woman on the spot.


“My father is very ill, I will have to ask
him if he wants visitors,” Hetty said defensively,
positioning herself between the stranger and the stairs, “can you give me your
name and I’ll see if he is willing to receive you.”


“Of course, my name is-”


She was interrupted by an almighty crash
and Hetty whirled round to see Elijah standing opened
mouthed over a tray and the shattered remains of two of her father’s best
brandy glasses.


“Elijah, are you unwell?” Hetty asked rushing over to the old man. She helped him to
the nearest seat which he collapsed into, his mouth still agape.


“Good evening, it is Elijah isn’t it?” The
woman said, still standing at the foot of the stairs


“Yes Ma’am,” Elijah managed to say, his
lips were quivering and sweat glistened on his forehead.


“It has been a long time.”


“Not long enough,” Elijah muttered back.


Hetty widened her eyes in surprise; Elijah was usually only ever rude to
her father.


“I mean no harm.”


Elijah managed to nod but said nothing, his
eyes never leaving the strange woman.


“Can you take me to see your father please Hetty? We don’t have much time.”


“Do I know you?”


“No… not really.”


“Look I don’t know who you are but-”


“Take her to him Miss Hetty,”
Elijah interrupted, when she turned to the old man he added with a nod, “he will want to see her.”


Hetty looked about, there was no one else to
ask. Anna and Christopher had retired and her brother was God knows where.
Elijah was the closest thing she had to family
at hand.


“Very well, follow me,” she stomped past
the woman and headed up the stairs, angry that this stranger should be so
insistent and that she was robbing her of precious time that she might spend
with her dying father.


“Don’t scowl child; it does so spoil your pretty face,” the woman chided.


Hetty turned on her at the top of the stairs, “Don’t talk to me like I am
a child, you are no older than me!”


The woman reached out and run her fingers
down Hetty’s cheek; her touch was like cool satin on
her skin. She was so taken aback she could do nothing but stare into those
enormous dark eyes.


“My, what a delicious little thing you are;
quite delicious,” she smiled again and as much as she infuriated her Hetty could not help but feel drawn to the woman.


“You still haven’t told me your name?”


“My name is Morlaine,”
she smiled that smile again, infectious and intoxicating.


“Miss Morlaine..?”


“Just Morlaine,
is this the room?”


“Yes, I will see if he is awake.”


Hetty stepped in front of Morlaine and opened
the door to her father’s room.


“Starting to think you’d forgotten where
the bran- oh Hetty
I thought it was Eli…” Daniel’s words trailed off as he saw the woman enter the
room behind his daughter.


“Dear God,” he whispered 


“Not quite,” Morlaine
smiled and Daniel knew that he was utterly lost once more.


“Please, give me a moment with my
daughter.”


Morlaine looked at him with those big all-seeing eyes of hers, her nostrils
twitched once, twice, “We have very little
time Caleb, I’m sorry I took so long to get here.”


“I became very
good at not being found… and my name is Daniel.”


“Of course…” Morlaine
walked across the room and stood by the window to watch the rain fall out of
the night.


“Father I don’t understand, who-”


With the last of
his strength Daniel reached up and pulled his daughter down to him, embracing
her as firmly as his feeble old body would allow. 


“I love you so
much Hetty, so very much…” when Hetty tried to speak he shushed her to silence,
“I don’t have time. I just want you to know I will love you, always, Caleb and
Annabel too, you are the best of me, by far the best thing I’ve ever done. I loved your mother, she made me happy, something I never thought
anybody could do, she made me a better man, she made
me a good man. She helped me atone…”


He loosened his grip enough to allow her to
rise; when she looked at him, she could
see that his face was wet with tears.


“Oh,
Daddy…”


“I… I must talk now… with Morlaine… alone,” the words caught in his throat, the pain
in his chest froze his lungs, Morlaine was right
there was so little time left. He would never have that last brandy with Elijah
now.


“Father!” Seeing his distress she tried to go to him, but instead she found Morlaine’s
hands gripping her shoulders, she had not even heard her move across the room.


“Go down stairs child, let me attend to
him.”


“But he can’t breathe, my Daddy can’t
breathe!” Hetty sobbed.


“I know child,
please let me care for him.”


Hetty turned then and stared into Morlaine’s dark, expressionless eyes. Without thinking she
found her feet moving towards the door, she managed one final glance at her
father, still gasping for breath, and then she was gone.


“Why?” Daniel gasped once the door had
closed upon his daughter, “why have you come after all these years?”


“All these years?” Morlaine said, sitting down on the edge
of the bed, “little more than a blink of an eye to me.”


“But why now?” He slumped back into his
pillows; the pain in his chest receding a little.


“I wanted you to have what I could not give
you and what a good woman like Elsa could, I wanted to see what kind of man you
could truly be..”


“You have been watching me?”


“Off and on.” 


“But I don’t understand?”


“Because I still feel your love… I feel you
with me always, every emotion you’ve experienced these last twenty-seven years
I have shared and I cannot bear to let that candle flicker out.”


“I’ve never stopped… loving you.”


“I know you always
loved me, but I had to let you have the chance to achieve all this. To have all
that I could never give you,” she waved her hand around the room, “I had to let
you have the chance to live a good life to the full and you did Caleb, you did. I am so proud of you.” Morlaine smiled
and leant closer towards him, close
enough for Daniel to feel her cool breath
play across his skin.


“And… now?”


“Now that life is
over. Your wife is dead, your children are grown, and your time is about to
pass…” her face changed then, as he had seen it shift before all those years
ago, “…now I have need of you and you shall know the love of monsters after
all…”


He cried out then, but only for a moment. 


 











Author’s Note


London - 2013


In the Absence of Light is, at heart, a dark romantic fantasy,
however I’ve tried to be as accurate as possible in my depiction of 18th
Century England. No doubt there are inaccuracies; some have been for the
benefit of the narrative, whilst others
are entirely due to author error. 


One area where there are certainly mistakes
will be in character dialogue. I’ve avoided phrases and words that I know did
not exist at the time (such as “ok” “ego” “sadist” and “hello”) and attempted
to give an air of the period, without lapsing into some of the more flowery
language associated with the times. I’ve used some period specific slang that
might not be entirely familiar today but
have deliberately kept this to a minimum so as not to alienate the modern
reader. 


Where I have used
arcane slang, I hope they have been decipherable to the reader, such as buck
fitch (a lecherous old man), church bawler (preacher), Tom O’Bedlam (lunatic),
drab (prostitute), shabberoon (a tattered beggar), Abram-Men (thieves who
pretended to be lunatics to distract their victims), Ralph Spooner 
(fool), Brother of the Gusset (a pimp) and, my personal favourite, the apple
dumpling shop (a woman’s cleavage).


However, I accept that there are inevitably
words, phrases and sayings that would never have been used in the early 18th Century, while
a slew of contemporary words and sayings
that would have been commonplace at the time have been omitted as their meaning
has been lost from everyday parlance over the intervening centuries.


Where possible I have referred to places
and buildings that existed at the time, and, in some cases, can still be seen
today. For example, the George Inn,
where Caleb spends his first night on his return to London in The King of a Winter, is an actual building and part of it survives
today as a pub tucked away down a side road off of Borough High Street. Likewise, Duck Lane, Bartholomew Close, Smithfield
(and its annual fair), The Old Dick Whittington Tavern, The Queen’s Theatre,
Bunhill Fields, the New Quay, Maesbury Hill are all real and, with a couple of
exceptions (Lazziard Manor, Babbington House, Riddon Hall), all of the named
buildings, roads and places exist/existed.


London at that time was arguably the
greatest city in the world, a melting pot of people, trade, culture and ideas
that in many respects gave birth to the world we live in today. Political,
social, scientific, industrial and financial changes that began in London
rapidly spread around the globe, fanned by the empire that grew out of the
international trade network that London sat at the heart of.


It was also a place of, by today’s
standards, almost unimaginable squalor, injustice and inequality. The
descriptions in the books of the drunken, violent and sexually wanton nature of
the times are not an exaggeration, if
anything they’ve been toned down somewhat.


Despite the complaints of moral decline
that are commonly heard today, violence and drunkenness are nothing new and the streets of London 300 years ago were a dangerous and riotous place. The abject
poverty that a large proportion of the population endured forced many to turn
to crime, despite the appalling penalties
that could be meted out for even relatively trivial offences.


The Hanging Days, as described in The
King of the Winter, are not a fictional invention.
They drew enormous crowds to the gallows (or the Never-Green Tree as it was
known) at Tyburn. For those familiar with modern
London the gallows stood roughly where Marble Arch now stands on the corner of
Hyde Park. The notorious hangman Jack Ketch, again, is not a fictional
character, but one of British history’s most notorious executioners, famed for
his cruelty in the slow dispatching of his charges. He was something of a
bogeyman parents used to frighten their children with and subsequent hangmen
were often known by the same name.


Though I make
several references to the effects of gin (Caleb himself falling foul of “Gin
Fever” in The Love of Monsters), the story is set just before the height
of the gin craze that engulfed England in the 18th Century, when government
subsidies on barley production and measures to limit the importation of French
brandy meant that gin was extremely cheap to make, and much of the working
population found it an extremely cost effective way of removing themselves from
the drudgery and hardships of their daily lives. “Drunk for a ha’penny, dead
drunk for a penny,” was a common “marketing” slogan of the times for the
numerous gin houses that sprung up in the city. 


This is perhaps most famously depicted in Gin
Alley by William Hogarth (who has a small cameo in The King of the Winter). It’s a fascinating story, and the parallels to
the drug problems of more modern times are quite remarkable – I can heartily
recommend Patrick Dillon’s The Much Lamented Death of Madame Geneva to
anyone interested in knowing more. 


Syphilis arrived in Europe from the New
World with returning sailors and, like other blights
that came from America in subsequent
centuries (such as McDonalds, Starbucks and the films of Steven Segal) it
wrought terrible harm. Despite this, the level of wanton
sexual behaviour matched anything seen even today and this in a world without
antibiotics, effective contraception and with, for the most part, appalling
levels of personal hygiene. 


This did present a slight problem in the
novel as, in reality; most men who were as promiscuous as Caleb were highly
likely to have succumbed to the disease by the time they reached their forties.
I got round this by Caleb’s use of a sheath. These were used at the time, being
made out of leather or pig’s intestines, though I’m not entirely sure how effective they would have been in
protecting from STDs, however Caleb’s
fear of death and the lessons beaten him at childhood gave him motivation for
using one.  


I don’t think sheaths were commonly used,
presumably due to their desensitising effect on one of the few available
pleasures, though I can’t speak from personal experience. I did a lot of
research for these books, but you have to draw the line somewhere…


It’s been
estimated that around one in five women in London in the mid-eighteenth century
were sex workers, which is a phenomenal statistic. In truth there were few
means for a woman to earn an independent income, other than becoming a
governess (which was an option only for the educated), going into domestic
service (long hours of virtual servitude) or selling wares on the street or in
shops, all of which paid little. In such circumstances, it is perhaps less surprising
that so many women turned to selling themselves instead, especially given the
financial rewards could be considerable compared to the other options. The
particularly beautiful and talented could also aspire to the role of courtesan, which can probably be more
accurately described as a professional mistress (to the very rich) rather than outright prostitution. Inevitably, however, most would succumb to a wretched
end thanks to the pox and alcoholism, as touched upon in The Love of
Monsters when Caleb is taken to Foul Lane (again a real place, though
whether it actually was a hangout for “Two Penny Bunters” plying their trade, I
can only speculate).


Although we live in a time where almost
“anything goes” (judging by some of the websites I’ve… ahem… heard about),
promiscuity was not, as some people seem to believe, invented in the 1960’s. Pretty much all of the sexual proclivities that
abound today existed 300 years ago (with
the possible exception of doing rude things in front of a webcam). 


After the
puritanical zeal of Oliver Cromwell’s Commonwealth, which banned pretty much
everything that people considered fun, including the celebration of Christmas,
the Restoration of the monarchy resulted in an explosion of wantonness. The
tone being set by Charles II, a king who was not exactly renowned for his
abstinence from the pleasures of the flesh.


While Mrs Crisp’s “molly” house, that
Caleb and Defane visit in A Bad Man’s Song, is fictional, such
establishments did exist and the activities described in the book are not
figments of the author’s overactive imagination. Whilst homosexuality was a criminal offence punishable by, at worst by
death and at best by a turn in the pillories, something which often amounted to
a death sentence itself as the mob did not always restrict themselves to
throwing just rotten fruit and vegetables at the convicted, there is no reason
to believe it was any more or less frequent than today. As in most eras, the
rich and powerful could indulge their pleasures without fear of punishment,
even if the masses could not.


I hope, in the writing of these books, not
to have caused offence. There are passages of quite graphic descriptions of
sexual activity, though only where I felt it was necessary for the story and
character development. I have received a few stern words in regards to some of
the derogatory terms used to describe women. In my defence, I would point out
that equality was still a long, long way off in the 18th Century and the list
of derogatory slang used at the time far
outweighs the selection I’ve used. 


Whilst single
women were theoretically free to pursue a career, own property and land, for
the reasons mentioned above, unless they inherited it, as Harriet did in The
Love of Monsters, they had little opportunity to make a fortune outside of
the bedroom – and even if they did, upon marriage everything they owned
automatically became their husbands, even themselves.


Under English law at the time a married woman was a chattel of their
husband. She was, literally, owned by her husband. A woman who had an affair
with a married man was an adulterer, a man who had an affair with a married
woman, however, was a thief and could be prosecuted as one. While a husband who
killed his wife was a murderer and would be hung, a wife who killed her husband
was considered to have committed petty treason in killing her rightful lord and
would suffer the same fate as any woman convicted of committing actual treason
again the monarch. They were burned at the stake.


It is easy to romanticise the past, to
think that in some way our forbearers had things better than we have, that life
was simpler, more moral, more just. The simple truth is,
it wasn’t. Life was much, much harder than anything we experience today, in the
prosperous West at least. You only have to make a very short list of things
that that didn’t exist in the 18th Century to get an idea of how much easier
our lives are today; clean running water, refrigeration, antibiotics, flushing
toilets, underground sewers, antiseptic, electricity, anaesthetic... Imagine your life today if you didn’t have all of
those readily available.


As an example, one of the few effective
medical procedures in the 18th Century was the removal of gall stones. This is
described by Samuel Pepys in his diaries after he survived the procedure, which
involved cutting open the patient from scrotum to anus and fishing out the gallstone with a pair of tongs before sewing up
the wound. All without anaesthetic. Admittedly the
patient would drink enough rum to put them into a stupor beforehand, but, even
so, I would imagine that it was still likely to sting a bit. While most patients survived the actual
procedure, there was no understanding of hygiene and bacteria (the implements
were washed in milk beforehand to prepare them). Unsurprisingly mortality rates
were rather high.


Finally, if you have spotted some dreadful inaccuracy I can only apologise and
take full responsibility for my poor research. However, in response, I would
point out there is one obvious and glaring error in this tale; there were no
vampires in 18th Century England.


Probably…


It has taken me twelve years to write these
books and it seems an awfully long time ago that I had the germ of an idea
about a man compelled to follow a road in search of a love he was incapable of
feeling. I had no grand story arc sketched out in advance, no other characters,
no beginning, no middle, no end, just a man following a road that was always
taking him home. There was no Morlaine, Alyssa,
Captain Lazziard, Louis Defane, Elsabeth, Danny, Dr
Rothery, Henrietta or Harriet. No icicled-haired imp with January eyes, no twisted yew tree, no silver
locket. There wasn’t even a memory of his brother. All grew out of that one
small seed and a propensity for staring out of the window when I should have
been doing other things.


It’s been a long road; I hope you’ve
enjoyed travelling it with me.


 


 


 


 

















 

Final Word



 

Have you seen the Lord of the Rings films? You know how after three hours of The Return of the King you keep thinking
you’ve reached the end. It’s finished now. It’s definitely all over. And then there’s another bit. Well, this is
getting a bit like that, isn’t it? Honestly, this really is the end! 


However, I’ve just got one, very, very
small, favour to ask before you go…


Thank you so much for investing both your
valuable time and money on my books. I
hope you’ve enjoyed reading The Love of
Monsters and the other books that make up In the Absence of Light. And if you’ve got to this bit, I’m gonna assume you might, kinda,
have liked the story. At least a bit. As in
independent writer positive feedback on sites like Amazon and Goodreads are priceless. If you have a spare moment to rate
this book, or even write a brief review, for the benefit of other readers it
would, I’m almost certain, count as your good deed for the day...
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The Burden of
Souls


Small Town, Dark Heart… 


…a long ways from anywhere, on a road going
nowhere, sits a town surrounded by a sea of grass and vast, turbulent skies.
It’s a peaceable, prosperous little place in a world that is slowly falling
apart, a town where all kinds of people find themselves washed up. 


Molly McCrea thinks the husband she never
loved was murdered and now there are plans for her. Amos the gunslinger has spent thirteen years searching for a man he
knows he’ll never find. Preacher Stone is dying, but does the little black
bottle that takes the pain away offer something even worse than death? Sam Shenan wants to retire, grow pumpkins and watch the clouds
sail by, but thirty years ago he sold his friend for a gold star and a deal is
a deal. Guy Furnedge married his wife for her money,
but he didn’t bargain on her becoming a
tormented, bitter alcoholic and now he wants his due. John X Smith sells guns
and steals hearts, but is he the only one who knows that the monsters are real?
Mr Wizzle sleeps out on the grass hoping to see angels, but finds an old friend he’s never met
instead. Cece Jones arrives
bone dry in a rainstorm and sings haunting songs that nobody knows.  


All will be drawn into the web weaved
through the lives of the town’s inhabitants by its urbane and mysterious Mayor;
a man prepared to make a deal for your heart’s desire, and, maybe, for your
very soul…


Welcome to Hawker’s Drift, a town where
nothing is quite as it seems…
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