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‘My revenge is just begun.


I spread it over centuries, and time is on my side.’


Count Dracula
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION
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The first dozen years of my life were spent in near-absolute ignorance of those bizarre and terrible occurrences which had immediately preceded my birth. Although my childhood was predominantly a happy one I was nonetheless consistently aware of the existence of some great unseen shadow, the details and particulars of which were kept from me at all times.


The papers which follow make plain both the painful process of my enlightenment and the horrible reassertion of that murderous past which many close to me had long believed to have been forever buried. A number of the dramas and incidents which are described in this collection of journal entries, clippings, telegrams and letters may strike the doubtful as being at times at variance with the limits of twentieth-century belief. I give you my word, however, that every part of this narrative is accurate, authenticated and exact.


You may also wonder why, at more than a decade’s distance, I have decided that this is the proper moment at which to prepare my account. For the time being, it must suffice to say that I have of late, against all hope and better judgement, become in awful increments persuaded that the spectre which for so long haunted my family may still in some form be with us, even as the whole of Europe cries out in pain and grief.


Lieutenant Quincey Harker


Dover


13 October 1914




[image: common]


PROLOGUE
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MINA HARKER’S JOURNAL
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6 November 1903. Many years have passed since last I thought to set pen to paper in this modest journal of mine. In part, this apparent dereliction has been due to varied and hectic happiness, as our little family – Jonathan, Quincey and I – has grown and thrived. The demands of being both wife and mother have, quite naturally, kept me from daily composition.


Yet there is an additional and more sober motive for my long silence. Namely, that I have come to associate the very business of diary-keeping with those events that overtook us more than a decade ago, which wrenched from us our dear friends, Lucy Westenra and the gallant American after whom our son was christened, as well as bringing us all into association with that implacable creature whom I shall certainly never name here.


Those horrible months are not ones on which I have ever wished to dwell. For years, I have pushed them from my mind. I know that Jonathan feels as I do, though we have not spoken of it often, not, at least, since our boy was very small. For several years, we have preferred to look only at the present and towards the future; to speak of summer rather than of winter things.


Yet the seasons cannot be held back for ever, any more than our history can be entirely hidden. I am afraid to say that it is tragedy which has occasioned this return to my journal – a tragedy which unfolded scant hours ago, at the finish of an evening which ought to have been marked only by good cheer, with generous merriment and quiet joy. The melancholy truth of my words will become apparent soon enough.


Our day began most pleasantly. As it is his birthday, we made something of a fuss of Quincey. He is still young enough to relish such attention, for all that he is embarking now upon that difficult stretch of years which will lead him out of childishness and into manhood. We are fortunate to have him with us at present, back from school for the half-term holiday. I shall be sorry indeed to lose him again in a few days’ time, for all that Jonathan – without, I suspect, much conviction – chides me for my sentiment in such matters.


In the afternoon, the three of us went for a long and meandering walk, through the outskirts of this little village* where we have made our home and into the countryside beyond. Jonathan and I enjoyed the opportunity to take the air and engage in some light exercise while Quincey, ever watchful and unusual, seemed inspired by the starkness of the landscape. There is a wildness to it which speaks to his young soul, derived, no doubt, from his parents. For all our outward respectability, we possess a strain of bohemianism that sets us apart from many of our peers and neighbours.


We walked down shaded lanes and across chuckling brooks, skirting the edges of farmers’ fields and strolling through copses and the scattered remnants of the old wood. Returning by another way to the village itself, we passed the site of last night’s Guy Fawkes celebration which many of the villagers had attended. We had not joined them, for Jonathan’s nerves are delicate and he finds the constant merriment, the roar and crackle of the blaze, and the almost pagan committal of the guy to the flames, to be profoundly upsetting. For the first tranche of our marriage, he was – and I can admit it here at least, where nobody but I shall ever read it – very bad in such matters indeed but there has in recent years been a modest, steady improvement.


I dare say that Quincey might have enjoyed last night’s spectacle. I am myself by no means averse to such harmless entertainments and I fear that our continued absence from those festivities lends us in the eyes of the people a disagreeably aloof appearance. Yet, for the sake of my husband, we continue to decline such invitations.


We stepped without comment about the edges of a great circle of scorched earth where the bonfire had been laid. As we did so, Jonathan made a show of fixing his gaze upon the horizon, and delivered some remark concerning the unusual motion of a flock of starlings. Quincey played along with this piece of mummery, kindly feigning interest in matters ornithological while I kept my own counsel and considered how pleasant it might have been to have walked the night before amongst a throng of revellers, to have taken part in their exuberance and gaiety.


At home again, we gave Quincey his presents – a volume of poems by Mr Lear, a new suit of deep aquatic blue and, yielding to his repeated entreaties, a small, gingery kitten with whom he was delighted.


He named him – who knows from where it originated? – ‘Auguste’, and set about immediately making of the animal the firmest of friends. At his uncharacteristically expressive pleasure, Jonathan and I exchanged glances of contentment and pride. We held each other’s gaze in a most meaningful fashion and I even found within me, for the first time in too long, a sudden and unanticipated resurgence of desire. My husband smiled, as if he knew, or at least suspected, the nature of my thoughts. As our son played with Auguste and as Jonathan and I seemed to sense something in the way of a rekindling it seemed that all might yet be well amongst us, that things might go on in just this mode of agreeable serenity.


Yet even as I had these thoughts, as Quincey stroked the kitten’s small and vulnerable head, as Jonathan and I looked at each other with half-sleepy longing, it was already growing dark outside. Shadows were falling.


The first of our guests arrived with the dusk – dear Jack Seward, as kind and as decent a gentleman as ever he was, for all that he is a little stouter now and greyer in the temples than when we first met him, in the old century, when Quincey was yet to be thought of.


‘My dear Mrs Harker,’ he said as he was shown into our parlour by the maid, his words tumbling over each other in their haste to be heard. ‘You must forgive my early arrival, for I somehow contrived to quite misjudge the length of the journey to this most charming spot.’


‘Please.’ I rose to greet him. ‘You are welcome indeed. Your arrival here is always a cause for celebration, however early.’


‘But not the chief cause tonight, I think,’ he said and, from behind his back, he presented a small package, bound in red paper. ‘Happy birthday, Quincey!’


At this, our son jumped up. Whereas in the past Jack might have ruffled the boy’s hair, the two of them now, with a seriocomic solemnity, shook hands.


‘Thank you, sir. How generous of you to remember.’


Quincey unwrapped the parcel to discover that it contained a copy of Mr Darwin’s The Descent of Man. Our son is intelligent and thoughtful but I suspect that such a volume may prove, at least for now, beyond him.


‘I think,’ Jack declared, ‘that that book will prove of considerable interest to you. For it has to do with the interrelationship of all life. With the processes of evolution. And with the nature of predation itself.’


Quincey thanked him politely but, almost at once, he set the thing aside and went back to the kitten, who mewled and wriggled in shy delight.


My husband spoke. ‘We ought to get you a drink, Jack,’ he said and the two men busied themselves in a discussion, which there is no need to describe here, concerning various wines. I was grateful for the interruption, for Jack is not always the easiest company. Jonathan finds it all rather uncomfortable, I know, and his relief at the appearance a few moments later of decanter and glasses caused an expression of relief to flit quite visibly across his features.


We stood awhile, we three adults, each with a glass of wine in hand and watched Quincey and the kitten.


Jonathan, rendered more sociable by the application of alcohol, endeavoured to make small talk with our guest, enquiring as to the state of Jack’s practice which is now situated prestigiously, and, I dare say, lucratively, in Harley Street.


‘Oh, it’s interesting enough,’ said Dr Seward, taking at least as swift and punctual sips as did my husband, ‘but it lacks variety. The cost, you see, being so very prohibitive means that my patients are derived solely from a particular stratum of society.’


‘I suppose,’ said Jonathan, with a heartiness which I know does not come to him naturally, ‘that you have to suffer a stream of monied hysterics? Nerve-wracked countesses? Elderly dukes who wish to be hypnotised in order to recover a sliver of their vigour and youth?’


Jack managed a thin smile. ‘There is more truth in your words than you know.’


‘Come now,’ I interjected, ‘surely you cannot miss the days of the asylum?’


Dr Seward smiled again and for a moment seemed very far away. ‘The particular difficulties of that time of course I do not miss at all. But there are occasions, yes, when I do miss certain elements of the past.’ He frowned, as if remembering. ‘Certain fascinating puzzles and challenges. And perhaps also the sense that one’s life possessed a… purpose.’ His gaze passed away from us and went instead to Quincey, who was still engrossed in the kitten. At this sight, I saw the doctor’s features arrange themselves in an expression, doubtless unconscious, of considerable dolour and regret.


The silence that ensued was interrupted by a brisk tap upon the door and the entrance, first of our maid and then in her wake, of two further guests – Lord Arthur and Lady Caroline Godalming.


At their arrival, the atmosphere improved. Arthur, as befits his rank and education, has about him a courteous bonhomie as well as a rare quality of being able to set all but the most disordered souls at their ease. As soon as he made his entry there was an outbreak of greetings, congratulations, kisses and embraces. It was all quite wonderful and even Jonathan seemed caught up in the simple sweetness of the scene. Carrie, as exquisite as ever, and beautifully dressed in the most fashionable way, was quite the essence of grace.


Truly, she has risen above those irregularities in her upbringing and early life to become as splendid a wife to Arthur as one might possibly have wished. Poor Lucy would have been pleased at his hard-won happiness. Indeed, I often like to think that she might look down now from a better place to see how the man whom she loved with all her young and tender heart has found, in his middle years, a generous measure of joy.


In this manner we were happily caught up for some minutes. Jonathan insisted on refilling all our glasses and a small draught was given to Quincey, diluted liberally with water. There ensued much merry clinking and declarations of pleasure at seeing one another again after so many months apart.


Excited by this pleasant commotion, Auguste scampered nervously about our feet. So taken up were we with this that we did not notice the arrival of our final guest until he had crossed the very threshold of the parlour and had announced in tones of jocular outrage: ‘And what is this? Who dares to start such celebrations without me?’


‘Professor!’ I cried, and the others followed suit.


For reasons which I am not entirely sure that I care to examine too closely, I always feel profoundly secure in the company of Professor Abraham Van Helsing. I flung myself girlishly into his bearlike arms, caring nothing for decorum but only breathing in the comforting scent of him.


Jonathan too held him briefly in a manly embrace, as did Arthur. Even Jack was grinning broadly as they shook hands, and Quincey ran with feverish pleasure over to the old Dutchman just as though he was again an infant and not on the cusp of a new maturity.


The Professor beamed. ‘What a wonderful welcome! How splendid it is to see you all again, on this most auspicious, this most notable of dates, this singular and remarkable anniversary!’


He breathed in before continuing and in the lull I saw, as if in a cinematograph reel, a flurry of images from this very day thirteen years ago: the ranks of dark trees in a Transylvanian forest, the road to the castle, the mad chase to its gates, the band of gypsies and their deathly cargo, the final confrontation with the —,** and the sacrifice of our American companion as the light in the eyes of that monster was finally expunged.


I fancy that the Professor must also have been thinking at least some of these thoughts. He stayed silent a moment too long for comfort. ‘The anniversary in question,’ he went on, ‘being, of course, the birthday of our young friend, Master Quincey Harker.’


There was applause at this, I thought, of a somewhat relieved variety. I do not know how much of his past Arthur has disclosed to Carrie, though I suspect there is a good deal of which he has not seen fit to inform her – wisely, given her own history.


Quincey as yet knows nothing of it. We have chosen to delay telling him anything of those circumstances in which his parents and their friends – our little crew of light – were first brought together. Tonight, at the conclusion of the Professor’s soliloquy I saw my son look at me with something like doubt, even suspicion, in his eyes. The moment passed, however, and the air of general celebration resumed.


At dinner, more fuss was made of Quincey, this being the first occasion on which he has been allowed to sit up so late with his seniors. Despite attempts to separate them, his new kitten crept in beside him and gambolled a while longer. Then, having exhausted his tiny body, he fell into a deep slumber upon the lap of our son.


Many families would doubtless forbid such a thing, but it was the boy’s birthday and I saw no real harm in it. Had I the chance again, I would, of course, make a different judgement.


The food was bountiful and rich, the wine of excellent quality, and as I looked about me, I considered how fortunate I have been for the great majority of my life and how various and diverse are all my many blessings. Tonight everyone spoke, everyone had their moment in the sun and, for a time, our circle seemed to exist in something like perfect equilibrium.


‘So, Arthur,’ said Jack once the food was set before us, ‘I read often of your doings in the House. How fares your battle to propel the place into the twentieth century?’


Lord Godalming smiled generously. ‘I’m not altogether certain what it is that you’re reading in the press, Jack, but to say that the House of Lords is institutionally indisposed to the process of modernisation would be to singularly understate the case.’


There were some wry expressions of agreement at this, together with a single snort of solidarity from the Professor.


‘Let it suffice to say,’ Arthur continued, ‘that the challenge is in the nature of a life-long task.’


‘You are, my lord,’ said the Professor in his tone of old-fashioned deference, ‘doing so much good work. Why, only last week I heard your name in connection with this rum “emergency law”. You are said, sir, to be its most determined opponent.’


Jonathan gulped, rather greedily, at his wine. ‘What law is this?’


‘Have you not heard?’


‘Oh, as a mere country practitioner I am afraid that such legal developments lie far beyond me.’


Lord Godalming waved his hand. ‘It’s rather a grubby and disreputable business.’


‘Go on,’ said my husband. ‘Please.’


‘I am not even altogether certain of the origin of the thing. But there is at present a growing impetus to restore an ancient law: that, in the event of a crisis, municipal power might be taken from the authorities and handed to a cabal known as the Council of Athelstan. As it happens, I am by birth a member of that committee. Though I stand against the very notion of it.’


‘Quite right, my lord,’ said the Professor.


Arthur would have said more but Carrie touched her husband’s wrist very lightly. ‘Let us now speak of happier matters,’ she said. ‘Mina? Jonathan? Are you still enjoying country life as much as ever you did?’


Amid such significant issues as Arthur had described, our own lives seemed rather stately and free of incident, but our friends listened as we spoke of our rustic happiness here, of Jonathan’s practice, of Quincey’s success in the schoolroom and of my own carefully guarded existence as a wife and a mother.


Afterwards, emboldened by supper, Jack Seward spoke up and amused us for a time with several anecdotes concerning his clientele, including one about a duchess who had convinced herself that she would be happier living as a Pekingese which bordered on gossip of the most mischievous sort. Then the Professor spoke of his partial retirement and travels. On the exact nature of his continuing research and the purpose of his many journeys, he did not, out of respect for us and tact towards Quincey, choose to elaborate.


We had finished the main course and were waiting for its successor when, at the end of a story concerning Van Helsing’s surprisingly wayward youth in Amsterdam, Carrie, doll-like and nervous, cleared her throat and said: ‘Everybody.’


We turned to look.


‘Thank you all for tonight. To the Harkers for being such wonderful hosts. To Quincey on his special day. To Jack for being so steadfast a friend. We are so very glad to be amongst you.’


‘Hear hear,’ Jonathan said, too noisily, and tapped the side of his glass in a way which made me wince.


Caroline continued. ‘Now my beloved Arthur and I have something in the way of an announcement. A happy and somewhat overdue announcement.’


‘My dear?’ I asked, recognising at once in Caroline’s voice that familiar tone of elation which I well recall from when first we understood that I was carrying our child. ‘Can it be?’


She nodded and Arthur beamed, as boyish an expression as I have ever seen upon that nobleman’s face. ‘There’s no doubt,’ she said. ‘He is due in six months.’


Arthur chided her affectionately. ‘He or she.’


‘No, no!’ A single line appeared on Carrie’s features as she furrowed her brow with certainty. ‘It will be a boy. An heir at last for the Godalming estate.’


At this, unbidden, a great roar of approval went up from our assembled company and there followed a cavalcade of good wishes, praise and congratulation.


The Professor was on his feet and, in his eccentric way, applauding uproariously as if giving an ovation at the opera. Jack was pumping Arthur’s hand with unfeigned delight. Jonathan was filling glasses and making toasts and promising the menfolk cigars after supper. Quincey was grinning and offering Arthur his felicitations. I took Caroline in a tight embrace, holding her slender form firm against my body. I could feel her warm breath against my cheek as I dare say she could feel mine on hers.


‘I’m so very happy for you both,’ I said. ‘I’m delighted beyond measure.’


‘Thank you. But, Mina?’


‘Yes?’


‘Will I be…? That is, do you think it is within me to be a good and proper mother?’


‘Oh Carrie. You will be wonderful. Just wonderful. I promise you.’


She seemed relieved. ‘Thank you. You are such an inspiration, you know.’


I squeezed once, then let her go as all around us that happy uproar continued. Even the kitten, woken by the ruckus, seemed to dance and caper on the floor as if paying homage to these gladdest of tidings. I dare say that any stranger seeing us at that moment would think the entire party quite mad.


If only one could elongate that happy instant. If only one might luxuriate in those moments of joy. For an instant later, everything changed.


We heard, amid the clamour of celebration, a horrid, strangulated cry from Van Helsing.


All other sound ceased, save for a single perplexed mewl from the animal. We turned to the Dutchman to see that his face had gone quite puce, that his hands were shaking and that his whole body trembled violently.


‘Professor?’ asked Jonathan, his own face now quite white.


A single gout of blood trickled from the left-hand corner of Van Helsing’s mouth. He took in a wheezing breath and murmured the following words, quite meaningless and indicative of whatever mental contortions were at that moment tormenting him. ‘Beware… Strigoi… the White Tower… the one-eyed man…’


He staggered forward as Dr Seward told us all to stay back, not to crowd the Professor and to give him some air. But Van Helsing stumbled again and fell with hideous violence on his back. His eyelids fluttered and he moaned. Now his gaze was turned solely upon poor Quincey. ‘You,’ he said. ‘You are to be the vessel, my boy. But you must fight. You must… do battle for your soul.’


This weird message delivered, he shuddered once and lay still. Seward was already by his side, reassuring us that the Professor still breathed, that he had suffered some manner of terrible seizure and that he should be laid down at once in a quiet place and a medical doctor summoned immediately, regardless of inconvenience and cost.


And so our merry party ended in the utmost misery. The Professor lies now in the best of our rooms on the first floor. He has yet to regain consciousness. The local physician, Dr Scott, has visited and done what he can. We must leave Van Helsing to sleep and hope that nature may heal him yet. Scott did not attempt to hide from us the gravity of the situation.


The Godalmings have, at my insistence, left for the night. I feared for the effect of such sights upon Carrie. Jack is still here, at his most coolly professional, doing his utmost to calm us. Jonathan busied himself with the physician, taking notes and thanking the fellow with unnecessary effusiveness for his time and trouble. My husband sleeps now too, a state no doubt abetted by that wine which he continued to consume even after the Professor’s collapse. I have sat and written these words in large part as a distraction. I find slumber to be impossible while that heroic old man lies above us, hovering between death and life.


As for Quincey, that poor child for whom this ought to have been the happiest of days, he concerns me the most of all. He has not cried, nor has he shown any outward sign of grief. Rather he has taken to his room alone, his face pale and drained. Not only has he seen a man – the closest that he has known to a grandfather – laid low before him in the most upsetting of circumstances, but that horrible collapse had its own sickening sequel. For it was only when we lifted the prone body of the Professor from the ground that we realised that the kitten, Auguste, had been beneath him when the Dutchman fell, and that its little life had been at once snuffed out, its skull crushed, its contents spread upon our dining room floor in a pitiful smear of crimson.





* Shore Green, Oxfordshire


** There is one word here, crossed out so intently that the paper is torn and blistered.
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PART ONE


THE SHADOW FALLS
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FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNAL OF MAURICE HALLAM
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6 November. Tonight is to be my last in the ancient, charming, thoroughly wicked city of Bucharest. These past three weeks I have drunk deep of its pleasures; like some new Epicurean, I have descended into its fantastic depths. This sybaritism has been frank, absolute and altogether without apology. As a result of such conduct, I shall tomorrow continue my wanderings at the rim of this great continent and head still further east, towards Brasov and beyond. Until then, in the next few hours, I shall endeavour to make my farewell a memorable one.


As to the precise reason for my departure, I yawn to admit the truth of it. Until now, this hotel has been largely accommodating but, following an interview with its bourgeois manager this afternoon, it has been made plain to me that my behaviour during my stay (together with a certain languidness upon my part when it came to the prompt settling of their innumerable tariffs) has made me decidedly unpopular. And so I shall go on, just as I have these past years, journeying deeper into the recesses of the world.


As I write it grows dark outside and so I am called to the evening, to take my final bow in this place of murky pleasures. I shall go to the oldest part of town to walk amongst those narrow, cobbled boulevards which speak of dreadful cycles of invasion and resistance, but where today the music is loud, the hashish plentiful and cheap, and where the boys are cheaper still. There do rare blooms flourish amongst the scrubland of poverty, there all things are possible, there a man might for a time cast off the robes of middle age and failure. Divested temporarily of the mask of ordinary life, he may be as he was meant to be, unruly and unfettered.


* * *


Later. The evening was a wonderful one. In the candour of its dissipation, it showed me once again, as though through a polished looking-glass, my own soul. These few lines I scribble just before dawn, in the pleasantly heightened condition of one who has feasted upon all those many vices which are here manufactured with such industry and verve.


Of course, in the aftermath of such indulgences, coming back alone to this temporary room, it would be unnatural indeed not to consider the choices of the past and of those opportunities – a wife; a cottage; a schoolteacher’s calling – which, as a much younger man, I spurned out of the noble desire to live a life devoid of hypocrisy. In this I have largely been successful, although many necessary sacrifices have been offered up. The compensations for my decision may best be represented by the diversions of the night, which included food and drink of a rough-hewn peasant kind, stimulants of a sort which, in more supposedly advanced climes, would be considered illicit, and the lightly-purchased company of an exquisite street Arab. Once the deed of darkness was done, I kissed him and recited a poem by Gide, concerning which he was good enough to feign enjoyment.


Afterwards, when I thought that the evening could become no more pleasurable, just as I left the dosshouse into which the ragamuffin had taken me, I had the privilege to behold the most striking young man whom I have seen in the whole of this century.


The stranger was tall, slender and possessed of rather Roman features, with sleek, glistening blond hair. He stood opposite the establishment which I had lately vacated with a boy on each arm. He was evidently English and educated, for I heard the crisp clear accent of our public school system rise up in that benighted alley. He must have seen that I was staring, for he caught my eye and smiled, revealing rows of perfect white teeth. In mock salute, he touched the fingers of his left hand to his temple. I was about to reply in kind – even to try to strike up some conversation, as one émigré to another – but he turned his back and, flanked by shameless boys, vanished into the shadows.


I cannot say precisely why, but at the thought that I might never again see this beautiful creature I felt a profound heartsickness, as if some great and wonderful thing had been forever lost.


* * *


7 November. And so, in that atmosphere of infamy to which I have grown accustomed, I left Bucharest this morning, settling up and departing early to frosty goodbyes from the proprietors. My head was sore, my throat dry and my heart perhaps just a little tender – all states attributable directly to the delights of last night. By a rare stroke of good fortune, I was able to board a coach shortly after ten that was headed further east. With my little suitcase on my lap, I found myself sandwiched between an elderly matron (black-clad as though deep in sorrow) and a young girl who, in England, would be at school but who in this place of primitivism is doubtless already a mother of three. I drowsed as we passed, with sublime unconcern for speed and punctuality, out of the city and into those wilder lands which lie beyond.


When I woke, about an hour ago, the last vestiges of Bucharest were receding into the distance and the countryside was opening like a pearl before us. The road is very long and very straight and I dare say that in sunnier seasons the view might prove to be delightfully picturesque. Yet today, the lone and level fields which lay on either side of us were minatory and grey.


After a time we passed from this blasted landscape into considerable stretches of forest. Tangled lines of tall trees, of immeasurable antiquity, towered over our little coach. I wished again that I might be seeing the kingdom in some more verdant season. Winter in this place serves to exacerbate the shadows, to darken every horizon, to lend even the most harmless piece of rustic frippery an air of profound ominousness.


Typically, in such circumstances, I am able to slumber with aplomb. Now I find myself too awake and so I gaze, as if compelled to do so, at the scenery outside. In between such surveys, I have managed to pen these remarks. No doubt my handwriting is rather more unsteady than is usual.


The young woman beside me has surprisingly good English and she has made it plain that we are to stop in several hours’ time in the town of Brasov.


‘A charming place,’ she assures me, in an accent which somehow contrives to be both jagged and lilting, ‘with much in it that is old.’


Just a moment ago, we passed across the border from relative civilisation into the ancient province of Transylvania.


* * *


Later. I write now in Brasov – an unexpectedly delightful town. This place is full of quaint beauty and has in its atmosphere a pleasing kind of rural floridity.


As soon as the coach stopped I knew that I must tarry here awhile. The town is small yet clean and well kept, its neat streets centred all about its picturesque square, from which the rest of the community emerges like spokes from a wheel. It is a carefully tended place and has something about it of the mittel-European stage set. I should say also that it nestles almost at the foot of the Carpathian Mountains, colossi which loom towards the sky and dwarf this settlement, lending Brasov itself (as if it needed any further such lustre) the air of a sanctuary, a vulnerable camp amid a savage landscape.


Something in this painterly scene made an appeal to my soul so that, having disembarked, I did not board the coach again but found instead, at the edge of the square, the town’s only hotel, the name of which, according to its stout, aged proprietress, can be translated approximately from the Roumanian as ‘The Most High and Treacherous Mountain Path’. It is a peculiar name for such a humble establishment, if charmingly whimsical and old-world.


Having stowed my bag in my surprisingly comfortable room, I left to take a stroll about the town. The place is quiet and peaceful. There is little enough to see but its strange, beguiling character is easy to imbibe. The people are mostly of peasant stock, though there are some tradesmen, merchants and commercial travellers. They view me with curiosity but without any suggestion of suspicion or hostility. I dare say that I represent to them, in my frock coat and cravat and my hair worn down to my shoulders, something of a figure of fascination and glamour – a dash of the ’90s in this forgotten corner of the world.


A little beyond the square, facing, as if in defiance, towards that cyclopean mountain range, stands what is known to these people as ‘The Black Church’, so called because of its charred exterior, the result of a terrific fire some two hundred and fifty years ago, a conflagration which, so far as I can tell, all but scourged these streets. No doubt in its costly and destructive fashion it was also a boon in its eradication of the plague, which still at that time lingered here.


The charred walls of the temple lend it a forbidding aspect which is not supported inside – a large, light and rather graceful space, if, at least to my metropolitan eyes, a trifle lurid and idolatrous. A statue of the suffering Christ upon the cross seemed even to me, one who has never shied away from any dramatic flourish, to be so overstated in its depiction of that brand of agony which dwells at the extremities of human endurance that I doubt I shall sleep altogether soundly for some time. The expression upon our Saviour’s face seemed too authentic, the blood with which his sinewy form was daubed too realistically painted. I hurried on with my tour of the place and it was with some relief that I emerged from the Black Church into the world beyond, just as twilight was falling.


The atmosphere in the shrine must have affected my imagination more than I had at first believed, for when I came into the street I could have sworn that there was a young man standing in the shadows upon the edge of the footpath and that he was watching the entrance to the house of prayer. I blinked in the fading light and rubbed my eyes. When I looked again there was nothing at all to be seen.


I write in my room, shortly before I am to go down for dinner, in a state of complete sobriety. I stress this point in order to make plain that the following claim is not the product of any excess or indulgence. I am almost certain that the watching figure whom I glimpsed was the selfsame Englishman who so arrested my attention yesterday in that grimy, sin-sodden avenue in the old town.


* * *


8 November. The first spokes of a new dawn are slanting into my chamber. I am joyful and inflamed. Yesterday I discovered a wholly original passion; strange fire now surges through my veins.


Returning to the hotel after my visit to the Black Church, and having composed a few paragraphs concerning the chief incidents of my day, I fell into a light doze from which I woke dry-mouthed and cobwebbed, tired from the journey and, I dare say, from sundry diversions also. As I approach my half century I find that I am no longer as robust in my constitution as once I was. Struggling upright, I anointed my face with cold water, dressed for dinner as best I could – my supper raiment being by now just a little threadbare – and went down to eat. What awaited me was both profoundly improbable and entirely thrilling.


The room in which the good proprietress serves her repasts is darkened and narrow. Its walls are bedecked with mountain views and gloomy forest landscapes. The food offered here is, as is the case throughout the kingdom, composed in large part of numerous meats (with especial emphasis placed upon the versatility of the sausage) accompanied by a great many dishes of cabbage, alternately boiled and stewed. All this – from furnishings to victuals – I might have guessed before I had even descended the staircase. Yet there was one element in that mean dining hall of which I would hardly have dared to dream.


The room was quite empty of any other visitor – entirely predictable in this autumnal and isolated burgh – save for one gentleman whose face, form and charming mien were to me immediately and marvellously familiar.


The young man from the back street in Bucharest and from the church yesterday afternoon looked up as I entered. He glanced over in my direction. I found that I paused, even that I stumbled for a moment, at the sight of him. Righting myself, I managed to form the words ‘good evening’.


He smiled in return. ‘You are English?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I am.’


‘Well…’ He gestured about the empty room. ‘Would you care to join me? One Englishman, breaking bread with another in a foreign land.’


‘I should be delighted.’ I drew nearer and offered the youth my hand. ‘Please, let me introduce myself. I am Maurice Hallam.’


‘Charmed.’ His grip was firm, his skin soft and smooth. ‘Gabriel Shone.’


‘How splendid.’ I relinquished his hand with some regret and took the chair that was set opposite him. ‘How splendid to meet you properly at last.’


Shone looked at me with some bemusement. ‘Have we seen one another before?’


‘I do believe we have,’ I said as coolly as I was able. ‘Perhaps… Yes. By the Black Church?’


‘Oh! Of course. I think I remember that now, Mr Hallam.’


‘No, no,’ I said, leaning forward. My manner was confidential while striving simultaneously for wry charm, ‘You ought to call me Maurice.’


‘Maurice it is, then. And so to you I shall be Gabriel.’


‘The greatest,’ I murmured, ‘of all the archangels. Most revered and exalted of divine messengers. Chief consoler of Adam before the Fall.’


He smiled at me as we sat down together, a pair of Anglo-Saxon pilgrims in this land of blood and shadow. There was wine upon the table and we drank our fill of it. At first, the conversation, at least in my half of the equation, was a trifle halting and unsure (unaccustomed as I have lately been to conversing with anyone other than tinkers, hoteliers and guardsmen). Nonetheless, I saw at once that Mr Shone was cut from singular cloth. In addition to the glory of his youth, he possessed both a radiant humility and true, impermeable glamour.


‘So how did you come to be in Brasov?’ I asked as I settled upon the chair. ‘You seem – forgive me – almost as much out of place here as I.’


He lowered his head in acquiescence. ‘There is some truth in that.’ His voice was smooth and well-modulated, yet without that braying quality which so often marks the aristocrat. ‘My story is perhaps too ugly for the dinner table. At least in its specifics. Suffice for now to say that my birth was a low one, that I was rescued from the penury of the orphanage by a noble benefactor, Lord Stanhope, whose recent demise has granted me both the motive and the wherewithal to leave England and explore.’


Intrigued by this unusual sketch I was considering ways in which I might enquire further without appearing too eager or impertinent, when our landlady bustled once more into the room.


‘Gentlemen!’ she declared in her charmingly broken English. ‘I trust that you are both being fully settled in this so humble establishment?’


Naturally, we insisted that we were. Glowing with pleasure, she disappeared almost at once, departing amid voluble promises of the excellence of our imminent supper.


When she had gone, Gabriel looked me in the eye and said: ‘And you, Maurice? How came you to Roumania?’


‘Oh, I dare say that my tale is common enough. It is the narrative, perhaps, of all émigrés. Towards the end of the last century I simply came to find England too small in its imagination, too unkind in its attitudes and too unbeautiful in its aspect for me to countenance remaining within its limits. While my own country convulsed in pettiness and intolerance, I struck out for continental climes and fresh adventure.’


Gabriel inclined his blond head again at this speech of mine and, at the gesture, I felt that he had somehow understood me and my motives entirely.


‘How interesting.’ He raised his chin once more so that I might admire without difficulty that delicious profile. ‘Well, what is a loss to the motherland is doubtless the continent’s gain.’ He paused and peered. ‘Forgive me, Maurice, but it seems to me that, notwithstanding our recent, glancing encounters, I seem also to recognise you from the past. That is to say, from England.’


I managed a brisk shrug of world-weary unconcern. ‘I suppose that such a thing is possible.’


‘How so?’


For emphasis, I moved my plump left hand through the air. ‘Long ago in the old country, back when you were very young, it is true that I enjoyed some small renown.’


‘In what capacity?’


‘As an actor, dear boy, upon the London stage.’


‘Oh,’ said Gabriel Shone. ‘Yes. Of course.’


‘Perhaps you saw me as a child? As a boy, awe-struck from the stalls? My Petruchio? My Berowne? Or perhaps,’ I went on, thinking of the description which he had provided of his earliest years, ‘perhaps you simply glimpsed my likeness upon a playbill or spied me upon the street, pursued by admirers, spectators and gentlemen of the press.’


‘I dare say that might be so,’ said Gabriel and, at the thought of this intertwining of our biographies, a silence fell between us. ‘Strange, are they not,’ he said at last, ‘the invisible patterns of our lives? And their unseen connections?’


I was about to reply that my own thoughts were running upon very similar lines but then, our hostess was with us again, bearing platters of meat and another carafe of wine, providing copious felicitations and good wishes, full of a slightly clucking concern that all should be well with her pair of English guests. In the wake of this intrusion, our conversation shifted into less philosophical territories and we spoke, with increasing ease and comfort, of more general matters – touristic, gastronomic, historical, geographical and pecuniary. I spoke a little of the old days, of London in the ’90s, and of my now slumbering career, while Gabriel talked not at all of the past but exclusively of the future.


‘I am,’ he announced when our plates were empty and almost all the wine was drunk, ‘that most dangerous of things – a man with a fortune in want of a purpose.’


‘So there is nothing in particular,’ I asked, ‘which you wish to achieve? No especial goal?’


‘There must be,’ he sighed, and seemed for a moment suffused with sadness, ‘but I have yet to find it. This great objective of mine.’


‘You want, I imagine,’ I said, ‘to do good in some fashion?’


‘Perhaps,’ he said, sounding most uncertain, ‘although I think that it might be rather more accurate to say that I desire some manner of change. And change, after all, has no morality. It is neither benign nor maleficent. Merely transformative.’


‘Fascinating. I had thought you some new Adonis. I see now that you are, in truth, the very spirit of Proteus.’


At this he smiled, more widely than he had all evening. He locked his gaze onto mine and there passed between us some manner of silent communication. I saw that we were in some essential fashion the same, twin spirits in this distant and isolated place, drawn together – let it simply now be said – by some Uranian magnetism.


The hour that followed this wordless exchange was one of painful anticipation, a gavotte of pleasantries and play-acting, of glances and proximities, of more wine and cigars and instances of physical contact, designed to appear inadvertent but possessed instead of warm-blooded intent. At last, the old dance done, we both retired to our chambers.


I waited for almost a quarter of an hour, trembling and heart-sick, before I stole along the corridor to Gabriel’s room. There, as I had hoped with every fibre of my jaded soul, he was waiting for me, disrobed and upon his bed, with only a strip of pale white cotton to ensure his modesty.


‘Gabriel,’ I breathed, worshipful in my approach and prepared utterly to submit.


He smiled. ‘Sit down, Maurice.’


He pointed to a chair beside the bed which would provide me with an ideal vantage point.


‘You may never touch me as you wish to touch me,’ he said at once and with firmness. ‘Never. But you may, according to my own desires, be permitted to watch.’


And as he slid away that white shroud he began to speak, not of those courteous things which had engaged our attention downstairs but rather of the truth of his life, his secret life. He told me of his days as a child upon the London streets, of his time in the orphanage and of the terrible mercy of his benefactor, Lord Stanhope. I did absolutely as Gabriel had instructed and, aflame with desire, I watched and listened and gave more of myself to him than I have given to any other human being for more than a quarter of a century. As I write at the brink of dawn I feel a surge of such feeling, unknown to me for so long, that I had almost forgotten the taste and the tang of it.


I cannot even say for certain precisely what the nature of that emotion may be. Yet this seems to me to be beyond question – that if Mr Gabriel Shone wants me for any purpose or reason then I am his, body and soul.


* * *


Later. A strange postscript to the above. As the light of morning illuminated my chamber and as I put down those preceding lines of fervour and desire, I heard from somewhere in the streets beyond what seemed to be the barking and snapping of a wild dog, a phenomenon by no means uncommon in this country, where such unhappy creatures are often to be spied languishing dolefully in public places or begging by restaurants for scraps. Having finished the last of my sentences – that ringing, heartfelt exhortation – I flung myself, in a kind of frenzied and exhausted joy, into bed where, amongst those tangled sheets, I fell at once into Morpheus’ arms.


When I woke, only a few minutes ago, the noise of the dog had not ceased or diminished but had rather grown very much louder, sounding so uproarious and proximate that it seemed as if the animal must be almost at the very doors of this establishment.


Rising with as much alacrity as I could muster, I hurried to my little leaded window and peered into the street below. What I saw there inspired within me a shudder of atavistic fear. For, standing on the road outside was a great grey wolf, bigger than any that I have ever seen in captivity.


The creature’s appearance was wild and unkempt, desperate and so hungry. Its eyes, doubtless bloodshot with fatigue (for it must be frantic indeed to have ventured so far into this municipality), seemed to flash crimson as it turned its head upwards, as if to meet my gaze. At the sight of me it loosed a howl, chilling and terrible to hear. I cannot rightly say whether it was a sound born of fear or despair, or of some weird triumph I have yet to wholly understand.




MINA HARKER’S JOURNAL
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8 November. How unhappy have been the hours that have passed since last I wrote here, and how sorrowful is my duty to record now the details of that time. It is as though a great, glowering cloud has descended upon our once happy home. Van Helsing lies upstairs, breathing but otherwise lost to us, comatose, fading and weak. What a procession of medical men have there been through these doors! Godalming’s London specialist, two friends of Jack Seward’s and, again, our local physician from the village, Dr Scott, who arrived this time with the unmistakable scent of liquor on his breath.


Amongst our circle there is certainly no shortage of funds, though not a penny of it seems capable of offering the slightest comfort. Indeed, it serves only to emphasise the puniness of man and his devices when set against the irrefutable laws of life. Such thoughts are often with me when I visit with the Professor and see with what awful swiftness the attack has reduced him. He looks so very frail, lying in that narrow bed as if in state, unshaven, untidy, breathing with a dreadfully pained quality as if every exhalation is for his old body a desperate exertion. The others have been kept informed of this, though all have stayed away. It would distress poor Carrie, I know, to a near intolerable degree, so I understand well her and Arthur’s absence. Van Helsing has no surviving family of whom I have ever heard.


I do not know how long our household can continue in this state of constant alertness and utter impotence. The strain is visible on us all. Jonathan says little and drinks more than he ought, but I see in his eyes the sorrow which he struggles to contain. Quincey has reacted with a kind of exaggerated stoicism. There is a blankness in his face and, when he speaks, an extreme neutrality of tone which I find most troubling. He will not talk of it, nor of the calamity which claimed the life of his kitten. We have promised to buy him a replacement although, at least for now, he insists that he does not wish for one.


He was due to return to school but has not done so. Jonathan and I made this decision – much, I suspect, to the baffled irritation of the Headmaster, Dr Harris – for it seemed more important to us that he stay at home awhile longer, at least until we know the fate of Van Helsing.


Jonathan and I both possess regrets as to our absences from the death-beds of loved ones. If it comes to that in this instance, we would not wish such guilty confusion upon our boy. So we wait for some sign about the noble Dutchman. We all owe him our lives. Such a dutiful standing guard as that upon which we are now engaged is nothing less than just and fitting. We wait. We keep watch, and we pray.


I dare say that it is the entirely explicable consequence of recent events, yet these past two nights I have been troubled for the first time in years (almost, indeed since motherhood) by bad dreams, much like the dreams of old. I woke this morning, too early and fatigued, from a nightmare of the most vivid sort, in which a wolf, a great grey beast, its eyes blazing with fire, howled with appetite and desire.


Such things belong, I know, to the last century, to that portion of our lives of which we do not speak. Yet it troubled me greatly and it has lingered in my mind.


* * *


9 November. Our state of siege continues. Van Helsing remains lost to us. An atmosphere of dark disquiet is felt throughout the house. Jonathan went to work this morning – the reading of a will in Summertown and another difficult family to placate and console – after which I persuaded Quincey to leave the house, practically for the first time since the tragedy, and to take a constitutional with me about the fringes of the village.


I fear that his is not an age at which one might expect communication with his mother to be conducted with any degree of open-hearted ease. Nonetheless, as we stepped beyond the bounds of Shore Green, and as we circled those fields which lie beyond it, we managed something in the way of meaningful conversation.


Neither a child any longer nor yet quite a man, Quincey’s behaviour slides between one state and the other with curious speed. At times, as of when we spoke again of the horrible demise of poor Auguste, he might be almost half a decade more junior than he is in actuality. At others, when we talked of his schoolwork and of those mature labours which will succeed it, I could have been speaking with a young man freshly come down from the university. He seems nowadays to envisage not a career in the law, of which he once spoke with a boyish enthusiasm, derived, no doubt, from frank admiration of his father; but rather, following in the path of Jack Seward, to specialise in the treatment of the human mind.


As what was once called a ‘New Woman’ (how quaint an expression that seems today!) I believe that the destiny of each individual is their own to form and shape as they see fit. I am content to encourage our boy in any direction that he chooses. Nonetheless, I find myself wondering whether his new enthusiasm is born not wholly from his intellectual interests but rather from a growing disappointment with Jonathan, who has in recent months seemed ever more listless and disengaged. Perhaps our son, by charting this change in course, means to arrest my husband’s attention? My own task is to listen, to understand and conciliate. It is important work and I do it gladly. Is there still a part of me, however, that feels something like wistfulness for those days when I was so much more than a domestic diplomat?


These are foolish, girlish thoughts.


Those parts of the conversation done, our discourse first faltered, then flagged, then ceased altogether, for Quincey would not speak of the fate of that dear old gentleman who slumbers in our home, but rather grew sullen and withdrawn.


When we arrived home, Jonathan had returned from his professional errand but had already taken recourse in what he called an aperitif but which looked to me rather more like neat gin. I went upstairs and sat beside the Professor. I watched the rise and fall of his breast, his ragged irregular breathing, the spittle at the edges of his lips, the utter reduction of that great personage. I felt an overwhelming sadness at the necessary progress of time, its inexorable forward motion, and I wondered at the injustice of it all.


Yet I knew someone once – as did we all – who had, through diabolic means, been placed above such processes and beyond the reach of time. He was in essence immortal, for all that his weird gifts allowed him to choose different forms: a bat, a rat, a column of mist. But what had that availed him save for fathomless misery? What had agelessness granted him except for the opportunity, across long centuries, to inculcate within his soul unmatched wickedness and hunger?


* * *


Later. Jonathan lies beside me, sleeping too heavily and perspiring, dead to the world. I do wish that he would not lean so upon the bottle at times such as these.


I think that there is at least a partial explanation for such a resort. Although he has spoken of the man but rarely, I do believe his late father made of strong drink a similar crutch. I try to understand. Yet how, at such moments, do I miss the best of my husband. For I have just woken from another startling dream.


I dreamed again of howling and of sharp white teeth and, silhouetted in the moonlight, the crouched and feral outline of the wolf.




LETTER FROM DR JOHN SEWARD TO JONATHAN AND MINA HARKER




10 November


My dear Jonathan and Mina,


I am sorry indeed to be still from your side at this difficult juncture. My work at present is seemingly without end – how very various and inventive are the maladies of the mind! – and I must fulfil my responsibilities. Nonetheless, I should hope that it needs no restatement from me that my thoughts are often with you, your family and the Professor.


May I take it that there is no change in his condition? Please let me know by telegram of the slightest sign of any alteration and I shall leave London immediately to be with you all.


Without the presence of Abraham Van Helsing my life would be infinitely poorer. Nonetheless, I am quite certain that, above all else, my old teacher would wish me to discharge my professional obligations. Yet it is from concern for his wellbeing as well as for the sanctity of your household that I write today.


I have a proposition. In my practice there is a very fine and dedicated young nurse by the name of Sarah-Ann Dowell. She has been in my employ for the whole of this year, in which time she has proved herself to be of an admirable character: patient, gentle, resourceful and skilled. She is a sober-minded young woman, with a considerable facility for healing and a desire to do good in the world wherever she is able.


Her family were, as I understand it, a somewhat deprived and troublesome brood, yet she has set aside these awkward beginnings and is determined to make her own way in society. I suggest that I send her to you forthwith, on secondment, to aid you in your continuing care of the Professor, a medical feat which must be placing strain upon yourselves and your servants. Miss Dowell’s fee and expenses will, of course, be paid in full by me for such time as she is to reside with you. I do hope that you will allow me to do this small thing in the name of our friendship.


Today it is my fervent consideration, as I know it is Arthur’s, that our circle remain unbroken no matter what manner of shadow may seek to engulf it.


Yours always,


Jack Seward


PS. Do give my warmest best wishes to your son. He is a sensitive soul at an uncomfortable age and I dare say that the events of his birthday feast were profoundly upsetting to him. That poor kitten! What a senseless waste. I find that I cannot quite rid my imagination of the streak of scarlet that it left upon the ground. It made me think for the first time in years of an odd proverb much beloved of that unhappy madman, R.M. Renfield. Do you recall? It was spoken by him over and over, as though it were some beneficial incantation. ‘The blood is the life,’ he used to say, all of a tremble, his mad eyes gleaming. ‘The blood is the life.’







FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNAL OF MAURICE HALLAM
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10 November. I cannot recall, at least in this drab century, experiencing so great a concentration of animal pleasure as that which I have these past two days enjoyed in the company of Mr Gabriel Shone.


Not, I should hasten at once to make clear, that there has been any shift in the nature of things. Hellenic matters still stand between us just as they did two nights past and just, I suspect, as they always will. I shall be permitted to drink my fill of him solely with my eyes and any more intimate congress will be perpetually out of bounds.


Under ordinary circumstances, I should refuse to accept such a ruling and seek sustenance elsewhere. The Shone case, however, is sui generis. In his company, whether strolling about the town or dining together in the hotel, my chief sensation is contented peace of the profoundest sort. With him, I have found an unfamiliar calm and, although our acquaintance can still be measured in mere hours, a curiously deep-rooted loyalty.


All this has emerged in the time that has passed since the night when first we spoke. In recent days, we have both played at being the idle traveller, washed up by chance in this place and determined to explore its every cranny. We have acted as fast friends and gone about together, quite inseparably. We know these shadow-dappled streets better, I dare say, than has any other Englishman in the whole history of the place.


Nonetheless, it would be accurate enough to state that Brasov has a finite set of attractions; a few days are sufficient to exhaust them all. If I – a man, surely, with a great deal more life behind him than that which lies ahead – feels this thing, then it is a certainty that Gabriel, so many years my junior and filled with the impatience of youth, does so with a still greater degree of intensity. He has within him a wanderlust, a questing thirst for fresh experience which will not lightly be sated.


We shall not be long now in Brasov. Mr Shone wishes to move on and I, God willing, intend to go with him wheresoever that may be.


He has my heart and all that it might contain.




TELEGRAM FROM JONATHAN HARKER TO DR JOHN SEWARD


11 November


Letter received with thanks. Kind offer of service of Miss Dowell accepted. No change in Professor. Doctor visited earlier. Diagnosis: the longer VH sleeps, the less likely he will ever wake again.




FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNAL OF MAURICE HALLAM
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11 November. My prophecies have come to pass. In the morning, we are to depart for those deep forests which lie upon the dark side of this quiet settlement and, from thence, into the Carpathian Mountains. Yet the manner in which these prognostications of mine came to pass was wholly unexpected.


A trinity of curious events took place today. The morning and afternoon were passed largely without incident, either in languid pleasure or else in conversation of an agreeably high-minded sort. Yet as twilight began to fall, we both came to realise that – a tray of meats which our landlady had brought to us shortly after noon aside – we had eaten very little for hours. We have taken many meals at this hotel but we elected tonight to eat at a tavern upon the opposite side of the town, a goodly walk from our accommodation. Its name translates into our own tongue as ‘The Gored Stag’, a strange title for an inn, for all that such oddities are in this land commonplace.


The decision to sup there was Gabriel’s. I should have been happy enough to linger once again in familiar haunts, but I am coming to understand that the search for novelty is a key constituent of his nature. In the first oddity of the day, our landlady became more animated in her opposition to our plan than I have ever seen her yet.


‘Please, good sirs. Be not going to that den of wickedness. It is no place for Englishmen. Or for any who still be having a shred of goodness in their hearts.’


Her face seemed to me to be suffused with vexation. As she spoke, she touched a small wooden cross which hung about her neck. The theatrical quality of the gesture rather appealed to me, though the poor woman seemed to be entirely in earnest. Her sincerity had not to do, I think, merely with the loss of that trifling sum which we would, had we stayed in the hotel for supper, have granted to her. Rather, it seemed derived from what appeared to be fear in its most potent form. Hearing her voice, Gabriel wore an expression of amused scepticism and, at the sight of his beauteous lips curled into something not so very far from mockery, I felt quite certain that her words had provided only fuel for the fire of his curiosity and added only weight to his compulsion to explore.


An old truth of the world is here presented: that to make a thing forbidden is to fill the souls of those who are warned against it with unquenchable thirst. Such I beheld then in the demeanour of Mr Shone.


Older than he and perhaps in possession of some accidental wisdom, I asked our hostess why she was so very adamant in her opposition to our visiting The Gored Stag.


‘I shall say, sirs, only this. The place is not itself a source of wickedness. But it is being an outpost of evil. It is an echo of the past. It is a gateway through which no man or woman may be passing unchanged.’


With these peculiar sentiments delivered, she turned away while my companion adopted a scoffing expression. At the door, she looked back: ‘I will be keeping my hotel open for you, sirs, but only tonight until midnight. After that hour I will grant entry to none. Not even, most noble sirs, to you.’


She vanished from our sight before we could reply, shutting the door with decided emphasis. When I glanced up at him again, Gabriel Shone was beaming.


‘Look lively, Hallam. For we leave at once for this site of immorality. This temple to transgression!’


‘Are you quite certain? There is much to value, is there not, in local knowledge?’


‘For men such as we, Maurice, I doubt that there shall be anything in this place which will shock or startle us in the least. Some illicit lust, perhaps, amongst the peasantry. Some overindulgence dressed up by superstition. I grow tired of Brasov. This bourgeois little town. Let us drink tonight from blacker waters. Let us indulge ourselves and see what lies in the shadows.’


Of course, in the light of his ideal smile, I could refuse him nothing.


Once we had dressed as extravagantly as we dared for this supposed bazaar of iniquity, we left our residence (the landlady doubtless sequestered prayerfully within) and set out for The Gored Stag. Although it was entirely dark and the evening was crisp to the degree that our breath billowed from our mouths, the promenade proved pleasant enough. I moved through the silent streets of Brasov with this remarkable man whose earlier display of petulance had not in me invoked – as it would surely have done had the perpetrator been any but he – irritation or regret, but only an exaggerated indulgence.


That the formation of such an attachment upon my part will lead only to heartbreak and loneliness is plain to me, even now, at this early moment, the acme of infatuation.


Old actor that I am, I find myself quite content to speak the lines that fate has written. I will stand wherever destiny wishes for me to stand and I shall give my bow at the very instant that it is decreed by that unseen dramatist.


As we walked to the far side of the town the houses became more humble in aspect, more rickety and indicative of poverty. Away from the calm of the square and the melancholy grandeur of the Black Church, the atmosphere underwent a further modulation. We were the object of gazes from the shadows which were frank in their hostility. We were peered at by peasants who seemed of quite a different class and stock from our homely landlady. The menfolk slouched against walls and looked at us with envious contempt, while their women peered despondently from beneath their heavy lids. All was dispiritment, hopelessness and the dreadful ugliness of poverty. I should have been more than happy to turn around and go back to safer streets, yet Gabriel Shone strode on with such gleeful resolution that I knew better than to suggest retreat.


We reached the outskirts of the town and I saw a large square building, almost a barn, outside which stood a cracked and faded sign, swinging in the cool night breeze.


Beyond the establishment there was but a thin, unwelcoming road, scarcely used and disappearing into dense, dark forest. After this were only mountains.


From the tavern came a low hum of conversation and merriment. I was put in mind not of any joyous celebration but rather of an insect hive angered by the approach of human beings and set to roaring with pent-up fury.


We paused before the place, whose very exterior made plain its nature. For a moment, I even thought that Gabriel might be considering a volte-face, that his languid brand of bravado might dissipate in the face of simmering menace. In this I was incorrect, for Shone had turned his gaze towards the mirk of trees and seemed almost to be sniffing the air, like a creature scenting the approach of peril.


‘Fascinating, isn’t it? Dark and deep and lonely.’


‘You mean the forest?’


He nodded. ‘What would it be like, I wonder, to step into that ancient realm? To move with utter liberty in so wild a place?’


I was about to suggest that the dream of such a thing might very well prove to be superior to the experience itself when we heard, from somewhere beyond our sight, a low and guttural sound, unmistakably the growl of an animal.


I moved closer to my companion. ‘Gabriel?’


Out of the darkness it padded then, the great grey wolf. Its fur was thick and matted. Its eyes blazed in the night. Its jaws were open wide to reveal sharp, yellow teeth and thick ropes of saliva hanging from its maw. So absolute a terror seized me at the sight, so primitive a shrinking fear, that I could do nothing, neither move nor speak.


To my horror, the wolf growled again, tensed and sprang forward. There was in my mind no uncertainty that the animal meant to kill us both. An absurd thought flashed like a magnesium flare – that I was meant to die in some London gaol and not in Transylvania at all, not so achingly far from home.


Yet something curious took place. For Gabriel Shone stretched out a hand and, in his high and eloquent tones, cried: ‘No! This is not for today.’


The effect upon the beast was extraordinary, for the wolf behaved as though it had leapt not into the air but rather directly into some invisible wall. It fell at once upon the earth, snarling in frustration and anger. Shamed, it loped away, as if it had just endured a rare humiliation.


I looked at Gabriel, whose face was now slick and shining with perspiration. I breathed his name with something like reverence.


‘What happened?’


‘Maurice, my dear old fellow, I have not the slightest notion. I acted instinctively, thinking that the beast might be startled or distracted. Such results as those we have witnessed were by me wholly unthought of.’


I saw that he shook. His hands and arms trembled in the aftermath of our sudden, unheralded proximity to death. He smiled again with what I took to be relief and I was able to reply in kind.


‘Well, I suppose,’ remarked my saviour, ‘that after such an encounter the very least we’ve earned for ourselves is a drink. Shall we?’


Without waiting for my answer or even looking back, he walked towards the entrance to The Gored Stag and stepped with unmistakable purpose inside. I followed, dutifully, in his wake.


* * *


So rackety a life as mine has necessitated the visiting of numerous unsavoury haunts and low meeting places. Almost since boyhood, I have been an habitué of deep and secret rooms, an aficionado of the hidden, the dishonourable and the louche. With such experiences at my back, the interior of The Gored Stag seemed at first to be a considerable disappointment.
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