
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


ORIGIN

OF THE

VAMPYRE

––––––––

A Companion to Doctor Polidori’s 

The Vampyre


Paperback ISBN- 978-0-9986856-3-2

Copyright © P.J. Parker, 2019

E-book ISBN- 978-0-9986856-7-0

Copyright © P.J. Parker, 2020

––––––––

[image: ]


The right of -P.J. Parker- to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him under the Copyright Amendment (Moral Rights) Act 2000

This work is copyrighted. All rights are reserved. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced, copied, scanned, stored in a retrieval system, recorded or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

All characters and events in this Book—even those sharing the same name as (or based upon) real people—are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead ... or undead ... is purely coincidental. No person, brand or corporation mentioned in this Book should be taken to have endorsed this Book nor should the events surrounding them be considered in any way factual.

This Book is a work of fiction and should be read as such.

Edited by Hayley German Fisher.

Cover Design & photo modification by P.J. Parker

Detail from original oil on canvas:

The Anger of Achilles (1819). Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825) {{PD-Art}}

––––––––

[image: ]


​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


This one is for my little brother, JP.
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“Like a star in the halo of the moon, invisible.”

—Doctor John Polidori



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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His shattered finger snapped as he dug it into the ground, attempting to drag the full dead weight of his body along the rough cobbled stone of the Soho alley, dark of shadow. Loose fingernails long since splintered, now ragged and worn down to exposed bone. Decaying knuckles disintegrated against the pavement—flakey remnants of flesh smearing his face as his head lolled on the inexorably slow and uncertain path.

Racked by shuddering, painful sobs, he wished only to get as far as he could from the potter’s field hole in which he had been buried.

Back to the family he loved more than life, or death, itself.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Rachel slung her laptop bag over her shoulder and crossed 42nd Street at Fifth Avenue. The broad steps and terraces of the New York Public Library rose between the marble lions—Patience and Fortitude—that had guarded it for more than a century. Tourists gathered in the library’s palatial lobby, marveling at the polished architectural detail and reveling in the air conditioning away from the blaring traffic and the sticky Manhattan humidity that had wilted the trees of Bryant Park.

Rachel wished she could take off her suit jacket, but the seven-block walk from Rockefeller Center had reduced her blouse to sweat-soaked transparency.

“Ms. Walton.”

Rachel looked up and pulled her lapels together. The concierge held out a package about the size of a large boot box, wrapped in brown paper, tied with string, and covered in stamps—British.

“Thanks, Scotty.” Rachel tucked the package under an arm and awkwardly signed the form the concierge tilted her way.

“Hot outside, hey?” Scotty said with a smirk only a twenty-year-old Iowa farm boy could pull off without receiving a jaded New York backhand across the face.

Rachel smiled before heading down the south corridor away from the tourists. The package was weighty and cumbersome, its contents slipping back and forth inside—perhaps the dull thud of wood on wood. She steadied it with both hands. Two floors down, where the marble opulence gave way to linoleum and white-washed concrete blockwork, she stopped and leaned against the wall to reaffirm her grip. She nudged off her jacket to catch the imagined breeze creeping along the corridor from the dehumidified book-stacks beneath Bryant Park.

And then she saw him.

Straight up ahead, standing in her bright glass box of an office set amongst the miles of archive shelving. Massive in size, Adam leaned over her desktop contemplating something on the computer screen. His buzz cut was newly trimmed and sharp. A lemon-colored polo shirt clung to the powerful musculature of his torso, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. The hard bulge of his tattooed biceps glistened with a cool sweat. God, he’s big, was always her first thought whenever she saw him, instantaneously followed by, God, I love him.

“A present for me?” Adam asked when she walked in.

“No, it just arrived at concierge.” She placed it and her laptop bag onto the desk.

He smiled. “I wasn’t talking about the package.”

Rachel glanced down at her blouse. Before she’d a chance to chuckle, he stepped around the desk, pulled her up into his arms, and kissed her with a warmth and passion that had only escalated since they’d first met in Montreux, Switzerland, on the shores of Lake Geneva three years ago. She melted into the gentle strength of his embrace, the excruciating heat and moist pleasure of his mouth against hers. He brushed his lips across her cheek and whispered into her ear, “Ma chérie.” She’d never heard a more masculine voice. His tongue was Swiss, more German-Swiss than French, but he’d started to develop a slight Manhattan nasality—a tendency picked up from the tight group of friends he’d made since joining her in New York.

She pressed her hands against his chest. “My publisher approved the commission.”

“The Polidori biography? Oh, Rach, that’s great!”

Rachel’s smile faltered. “I don’t know about being away from Helen for so long. Plus, I already have reams of data on Polidori from my research for Mary’s bio.” She glanced at the oversized, framed bookstore poster on the wall for Fire on the Water: A Companion to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. “But I’ll need to be in London for at least a month to wrap up the last five or so years of his life, after the summer of 1816.”

Adam nodded thoughtfully. “Henny and I can video call you every morning and evening, and I will ensure she gets three times as many hugs and kisses throughout the day.” He touched his forehead to hers. “We’ll give it a week or two, so you can finish the first major slog of research, and then we’ll fly over and join you, yeah?”

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

He lowered Rachel to the floor and sat on the edge of her desk next to the package. “I didn’t realize Doctor Polidori died so soon after the Romantics tour of Europe. Was it, um, natural?”

Rachel pulled at her blouse to fan herself. “I don’t know. There’s conflicting data, and a lot of speculation. He seemed to spiral after the publication of his ghost story competition manuscript.”

“The Vampyre: A Tale,” Adam said.

Rachel nodded. “But whether it was the public reception to that work, or something more complex to do with his personal life, I don’t know. Yet.”

Rachel stared past Adam toward the package, and he turned to follow her gaze. Stamps covered a third of the front face, most with the silhouette of Queen Elizabeth, but a few with the smiling cherub face of the future King George. But that was not what attracted her attention. The addressing, care of the New York Public Library, was florid with letters over an inch high done by an impressive, masculine hand—a beautiful copperplate reminiscent of the ancient letters she’d studied for the Shelley biography. The sender’s address was written diagonally in the top left-hand corner:

Aubrey Polidori 

38 Great Pulteney Street 

Soho, London, W1F

England
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CHAPTER TWO
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Doctor Polidori settled the oars and lay back, allowing the boat to drift on. He even dared loosen his cravat. It was perhaps nine o’clock in the evening, a pleasant supper of pheasant and wine at Villa Diodati still warming his body and thoughts. An oil lamp at his knee highlighted every cushion and plank of the rowboat’s interior. Yet the lapping water of Lake Geneva was, as far as Polidori could discern, impenetrably black. The shore was a thin, mist-shrouded line—blurred pinpoints of light escaping from chalets and villas through drawn curtains and shutters. The Alps rose dark and jagged in the distance, surmounted by snow that appeared ice-black in the starlight. The air was chilled and damp. Polidori pulled a cigar from his frock coat pocket, cut off the end, and lit it. With one arm cradling his head, he pressed his lips around the sweet vessel of succor, his attention on the dense clusters of stars above. A lavender-scented puff of smoke occluded the visage but a moment before being nudged aside by a breeze. He rocked amongst the constellations, hoping for inspiration.

The rain of the past week had abated; indeed there was no sign of cloud. Polidori wondered that there was no moon but knew it was best not wasted, knowing he couldn’t share it with the one who made his heart ache. He closed his eyes, drew on the cigar, and held his breath until he felt light-headed. No doubt Lord Byron was somewhere thinking of him, too. Probably still chuckling at Polidori’s idea for the ghost story competition.

*  *  *
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After the last terrible tale from Phantasmagoria had been told the previous week, everyone present in Villa Diodati’s drawing room had sat in horrified silence. Lord George Byron and Miss Claire Clairmont had gazed into the fire, Mary into the depths of her sherry. Percy had sipped tentatively at a thimble glass of laudanum, his eyes wide. Polidori had stood by the window, his thoughts lost in the incessant rain. He’d turned when he’d heard Mary chuckle.

“I daresay I have never heard you utter such preposterous prose, Lord Byron,” she said. “The idea anyone would be frightened by that phantasm tale makes me wonder at the sanity of its author and publisher.”

Lord Byron laughed. “Perhaps it lost something in the translation from German to French.” He pulled Miss Clairmont into his side. “Were you frightened, my dear?” Miss Clairmont blushed. “John, come out from amongst the curtains and tell me whether you were frightened,” Lord Byron said as he strode across the room and gripped Doctor Polidori’s shoulders. Polidori stiffened, the familiar scent of breath on his neck, the accustomed warmth of the Lord’s hands upon him. But never in the company of others. Polidori’s blush went deeper than Miss Clairmont’s.

“I believe any of us could write tales of horror with more impact and consequence than any of these naive ghost stories.” Polidori said.

Lord Byron’s hands lingered, his thumb pulling Polidori’s cravat down below the collar to expose the bare, flushed skin of his neck. They held each other’s gaze in their reflection in the rain-streaked window.​

*     *     *
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Polidori’s rowboat suddenly skimmed the crest of a swell, and the cigar smoke idled from his mouth as his lips curled in inspiration.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Rachel pulled the package across the desk toward her. It was quiet in the book stacks, with Adam gone to collect Helen from daycare and promising fettucine alfredo and fresh garlic bread by the time she arrived home. She cut the string and pulled back the layers of paper and bubble wrap, stopping when she realized the contents of the package.

She flinched at a loud thud on the far side of the subterranean room. Her heart thumped in her chest in concert with the slow, dull staccato of bank after bank of fluorescent lights shutting off across the nine acres of book-stacks. She checked her watch. The darkness ratcheted nearer until nothing outside her office was visible, save for the green exit sign at the far end of the corridor. She’d spent many an evening cradled by this darkness doing research. But now, as the glass walls of the office reflected her and the document box in front of her, she only felt alone.

Again.

The box was simple in its structure, unlike the ornate trunk that had unearthed unexpected horrors related to her Shelley bio. Plain wood covered in a dark, waxy film, this box bore no escutcheon nor required any key. The lid was held shut by a simple hook latch. Several daubs of grey-blue wax were placed unevenly along the lip of the lid, each stamped with a seal to confirm the safekeeping of the box’s contents, all long since broken with each opening of the box. Perhaps two-hundred years ago, Rachel surmised, noting the initials JWP in the wax impressions of the damaged seals.

She glanced again at the crumpled paper packaging and the address of the sender:

Aubrey Polidori.

“How did you know?” she whispered in the silence of her office.

On instinct, she opened her laptop and created a spreadsheet for her observations, then pulled on a pair of cotton gloves and photographed the box from multiple angles. Finally she nudged the delicate latch to the side. The lid creaked as she opened it, a slim wooden arm angling out to hold it high. Inside the top of the box’s lip sat a wooden tray covered in a threadbare, cobalt-blue silk, and nestled within it, an envelope with her name on it. Until today, she’d never seen her name written in such lavish copperplate. The envelope was either very old, or very expensive, with beautiful blue strands of silk pressed into the pulp. She leaned over the box and sniffed, waving its scent toward her face. A faint but distinct aroma of parchment, port, and cigars. A combination she’d not smelled since working with Mary’s letters. She photographed the envelope front and back, then slipped a letter opener under the flap to extract the single piece of parchment within. In the same rich hand of the package addressing was written:

You will find within all you need to complete Polidori’s story.

Rachel leaned back and read it over again. The document box wasn’t very large. The research she’d already done would fill it hundreds of times over with letters, newspapers, diaries, and esoteric fragments. What could it possibly contain that would adequately explain the final years of Polidori’s life? And death? She photographed the parchment and slipped it back into the envelope. Then, standing, she grasped both sides of the ancient tray, fragile in its age. She lifted it carefully, but still the slim length of wood on one side, long-splintered, came off in her hand. She settled the intact portion of tray onto her desk, her face going slack as she saw what was inside the box.

Nothing.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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A loud banging interrupted what had been a pleasant dream.

The sunlit pebbles of Brighton Beach . . . Officers of the regiment strolling barefoot in the ocean shallows . . .

A hand pressed firmly upon his chest. It was cold against his naked flesh, sucking the warmth from his slumber.

“Doctor, quickly. A Bow Street Runner awaits you at the door.”

Polidori rubbed brusquely at his face, attempting to wake. He pushed himself up onto his elbow amongst pillows and quilted eiderdowns. “Has there been another?” he said.

His valet nodded, fright evident on his features, garishly lit by the single candle on the washstand. Polidori quickly donned a shirt and pulled Wellington boots onto his stockinged feet as the valet held his frock coat high. He was still fastening the top buttons as he ran out the front door into Great Pulteney Street, his medical bag tight under his arm.

It was dark outside, the ubiquitous dull glow of London fog hanging just above the eves of the four-story townhomes bordering the street.

A bell rang in the distance.

The Bow Street Runner was blowing his whistle, waving for Polidori to follow in haste. They ran along Great Pulteney and across Brewer Street, carriage horses startled by the commotion, then down the narrow Farrier’s Passage and into the cobbled stink of Smith’s Court. Within moments their course had led them from London refinement to absolute squalor. The court was darkest at this time of night, devoid of the lanterns that lit the surrounding streets. Ladies never frequented here; only men who desired what a city might provide within its quiet corners and private niches. The court was empty now save for the flowery odor of opium and the salty lingering stench of masculine satisfaction.

Polidori came to a breathless halt. The Runner had stopped and bent low, holding aloft his lantern.

This was the second man this week.

Polidori squatted beside the Runner to inspect the body—an elderly gentleman, dressed immaculately for the opera. His pantaloons hung loosely at the knee, his opera slippers missing, his left foot and calf mauled with chunks of flesh ripped loose from the bone.

“A hound?” the Runner asked.

Polidori leaned in further to inspect the gentleman’s head. A gash behind his ear, blood glistening. A corner of the sooty brickwork was smeared with blood and tufts of grey hair. “The cause of death,” Polidori muttered. “Did you find his slippers, Officer?”

The Runner pointed to the far side of the court where the slippers lay, then retrieved them. Polidori lifted one close to the light of the Runner’s lantern. It was saturated in a translucent, blood-specked saliva. “Bring him to Great Pulteney Street. There may yet be more I may learn before you locate his family and associates.”

The Bow Street Runner hauled the gentleman onto his shoulder and followed Polidori. A few passers-by shuffled, wide-eyed, into the gutters in case the well-dressed burden should be diseased.

The steps to Polidori’s basement were slippery from the fog. The green door, seldom locked, stood ajar. Polidori pointed to the parquetry table in the center of the room and the Runner shrugged the body onto it. The week’s first cadaver still lay unclaimed on the side counter, draped in a sheet mottled by yellow-green stains, its stench barely tempered by the pickle-odor of formaldehyde.

“Do you think it was the same animal, Doctor?”

Polidori ripped open the gentleman’s pantaloons, exposing the full extent of his wounds. Whatever mouth had ripped at the flesh was broad—much too large for a rat—most probably a hound, as the Runner had suggested. Polidori prodded at the muscle and sinew, attempting to nudge it back into its original circumstance. It didn’t appear any was missing. Nothing eaten.

“It is merely ravaged, and not for want of consumption. At least, not of the meat itself.” He took a scalpel from his bag and cut through the ragged muscle closest to the bone. He dug his fingers into the flesh and extracted a tooth.

It was flat.

Decayed.

Human.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The black London cab took a circuitous journey from Heathrow Airport toward the city center. The sun had just set, the last of its red and yellow ribbons reflecting off low-hanging clouds. Rachel was familiar enough to know where she was and to trust the cabby’s judgment. They coursed along the southern boundary of Hyde Park, then the tree-lined avenue between Green Park and the Queen’s private gardens of Buckingham Palace. They slowed to a stop at a traffic light, and a crowd of tourists crossed the road, snapping photos. Doctor Polidori would have recognized these grand avenues, malls, and parklands. Many of the Georgian buildings of his time still defined the majestic streetscape. He might have been taken aback by the new façade of Buckingham Palace, with its now-famous balcony and the understated moments of affection it had hosted. But unless he’d have lifted his gaze toward the gleaming glass pinnacles farther down the River Thames, he might not have noticed such a great time had passed.

Rachel checked her phone, anxious to call Adam and Henny before her meeting. Anxious about the meeting itself. And the man whom it was with.

As the cab rolled along the Mall, Henny’s face flashed up on the phone screen, a profusion of Titian red curls and giggles. Their conversation was punctuated by Adam’s kisses on Henny’s cheeks and Henny’s kisses on the camera. By the time the hackney was circling Trafalgar Square, Rachel felt flushed and happy. And ready to meet him.

The cab pulled to the curb on Charing Cross Road, and Rachel grabbed her bag and slid across the seat. “I should be about twenty minutes,” she said.

“That’s okay, luv. I’m due for a tea break anyway. I’ll just be over the street.” The cabby flicked off his meter and pointed to where half a dozen black hackneys were parked in the deepening shadows of an immense London planetree.

Stepping onto the sidewalk, Rachel realized how much she’d missed London. Granted, she’d spent much of her time here researching the Romantics in archives and reading rooms, but there was something about the city itself that made her feel more connected to her subjects than New York ever could. The breeze was cool against her skin, a faint smell of bergamot drifting.

The bells of St. Martin-in-the-Fields began to peel. Tourists stopped to listen. Rachel stopped, too, recalling her research, the many meandering threads of study considering whether the church could be in any way relevant to her research. The foundation stone for the current church was laid almost one hundred years before Polidori’s death. His home was not far from here. She wasn’t certain of the timeline, but he may have been present for the demolition of the surrounding areas for the creation of Trafalgar Square. Perhaps for the removal of the bodies buried in the original churchyard.

The bells’ frenetic peeling escalated. She wondered for whom they tolled.

Perhaps a wedding.

Perhaps not.

Rachel sidestepped a dawdling group of tourists and entered the National Portrait Gallery. She knew exactly where she was going: room 18. A room where she’d spent many an evening on the stiff, green leather benches, formulating her chapters and pondering the portraits of those she now considered some of her greatest friends. The mosaic floor, classic columns, and a barrel-vaulted ceiling of the gallery’s entrance gave way to a modern interior. She stepped onto the escalator that would take her up to room 18.

She wondered what he would be like. Whether she could trust him. His voice on the phone had been pleasant enough. Articulate. He knew well the subject she’d come to study. But that voice had conveyed more—a familiarity. A warmth. A discrete sensuality. Perhaps it was because he shared a deep love of the Romantics.

Mary Shelley was the first to catch her eye. An enigmatic smile in oils and brush strokes. To her left was Percy Shelley, to her right Lord Byron, both relatively handsome. Young. Taken by fate not long after their portraits were completed, never to grow old.

Doctor John Polidori’s canvas was the smallest, relegated to the far corner of the portrait gallery where the light was dim. And yet it had always entranced Rachel even more than those of his famous male contemporaries. The elegance of his couture. The youth and innocence of his face. The unruly curl of his hair. But beyond anything else, Rachel always wondered what he was looking at. Something off-frame, with a yearning, a sadness, for something so close yet unattainable. His eyes glistened in reverie.

Aubrey Polidori sat on the bench in the middle of the gallery, his feet flat on the parquetry floor, elbows on his knees, chin resting atop his fists. He was the epitome of London’s fashionable youth in tailored tweed slacks, a crisp white linen shirt, and a brown leather bomber jacket, very old and torn at the elbow, though Rachel sensed not by design. He stared not at the painting of his ancestor, but at the Shelleys and Lord Byron. Rachel couldn’t help comparing the younger to the older, though she guessed they were both in their early twenties, just in different centuries. There was no doubt of their relation, with a shared translucent complexion and roguishly handsome features, the same longing and tear-glistened eyes. Both men were beautiful. No, handsome. No, beautiful.

Rachel cleared her throat and Aubrey shook himself from his trance.

He rose and held out a hand. “Hello, Ms. Walton. A pleasure to meet you in person.” His words were measured, his voice deep and gentle with a masculine resonance that made Rachel aware they were alone in the gallery. He bowed his head slightly as he gripped her fingers. For an instant she thought he was going to kiss her hand, as old-worldly and ridiculous as that might have seemed, but he didn’t. She blushed anyway, then chuckled at her foolishness.

“Mr. Polidori—”

“Please call me Aubrey.”

“Aubrey.” Rachel glanced at the painting of the doctor over his shoulder. “Thank you for meeting me here. Even though your letters of recommendation are impeccable, it seemed best to meet in a public space.”

“I understand. A beautiful young woman cannot be too careful, in this day and age or any other.” He gestured for her to sit. “Have you considered my offer?”

“I don’t wish to impose. I’ve been offered accommodation in Wembley.”

He sat down beside her. “Rachel, I wouldn’t hear of it. It’s only fitting you stay at Great Pulteney Street while you complete your research. The estate still has many of the doctor’s papers and notebooks. Several of his samples. As well as his last diaries.”

“He had more diaries?” Rachel slumped back, dumbfounded. “Surely the British Library should have them, or at least copies in their catalog.”

Aubrey smiled and brushed his fingers through his hair. An errant curl fell across his forehead. “Every family has its secrets.”

Rachel’s stunned gaze landed on Mary Shelley’s portrait. The delicate warmth of her smile. The doe-like eyes open to the world, to her own and her close confidant’s imaginations, which had created creatures feared and loved by generations.

Her Frankenstein’s Wretch.

His Vampyre.

“Such a wonderful friend,” Aubrey muttered. His eyes glistened.

Rachel nodded.
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CHAPTER SIX


[image: ]




Polidori hunched over the cadaver, an odor of moth balls and mulberry wine creeping from the skin. The victim’s clothing had been stripped, folded neatly, and placed next to the other body on the credenza, including a silk cravat that had been knotted tight and ripped, likely in the tussle prior to death. He guessed the gentleman to be well into his fifties, with a body scarred by life and war. His left shoulder appeared gouged by a bayonet, the flesh stretched back into place long ago by battlefield stitching. Polidori ran his hands down the arms and around the torso, recognizing the dimple and bump of remnant subsurface metal fragments meant to kill. French Revolutionary War, he surmised, as the victim appeared too ancient for the Battle of Waterloo. The teeth, however, were doubtless Waterloo. He urged open the grey-stubbled jaw and slipped his fingers and thumb in behind the cheeks. The inside of the mouth was dry. Like parchment. There was a dull crack as he pressed the jaw further and pulled out the dentures. He placed them on the cadaver’s hairless chest.

The chest heaved.

An arm slipped from the table to hang outstretched.

Polidori stumbled backwards in fright. He landed against the other body on the credenza, his elbow sinking into the decaying torso. An apothecary jar full of samples and formaldehyde crashed to the floor.

“My dear God.” He collected his senses and returned to the gentleman—the victim. The chest slowly dropped as air was expelled through the open mouth and nostrils. Trembling, the doctor held his ear close to the mouth. No further sign of breath. He touched his fingertips to the side of the neck. They slipped naturally into two indentations from some antiquated wound. No sign of a pulse. He squeezed the hand, but no response. He held a mirror to the lips, but no fogging.

He waited, thinking hard, and then he noticed the dentures. One of the teeth was missing. He picked them up and held them close to the lantern. They were well made. Expensive. Nicely shaped teeth collected from the dead of the Waterloo battlefield. The enamel of each was strong and without blemish, groove, or decay—more likely European than British. The estate would want to keep them.

He pulled out the tooth he’d extracted from the lower-leg wound—dull, rotten, with bloody remnants of root and gum. Definitely not part of the dentures.

Polidori took out his pipe, stuffed tobacco into its head and lit it. He sat with the gentleman for the remainder of the night, his fingers lightly pressed to the wrist of the outstretched arm. The lantern guttered and the basement dropped into darkness, but still he held the cold, cold flesh, wondering if life continued or was gone. It upset him that, despite his training, he did not truly know the answer.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


[image: ]




The cab wove through the streets and alleys around Leicester Square then into the heart of Soho. Finally they turned down Brewer and then onto Great Pulteney, pulling to a stop in front of number 38. 

The ground floor of the imposing townhome was cream colored, the three upper stories brickwork, with darker bricks delineating each of the nine large sash windows—three per floor. Beside the Greek-style portico protecting the front door was a green historical marker. 

JOHN WILLIAM POLIDORI

1795–1821

POET & NOVELIST

AUTHOR OF

‘THE VAMPYRE’

BORN & DIED

HERE

Here.

The word jabbed at Rachel’s heart as she stepped onto the sidewalk. She’d wandered this street but never entered the building, doubting any remnants of Polidori’s life could still exist within its walls. Now, after talking with Aubrey, she knew her assumptions were wrong.

“Much of the home was remodeled after the Blitz,” Aubrey said as he hoisted her luggage from the trunk. “But my room is almost exactly as it was. The family has always thought it best to disturb the past as little as possible.”

“Your room?” Rachel said, peering toward the basement through the wrought iron fence.

“I mean, it was Doctor Polidori’s room. It has the best light and is where you will stay.”

Rachel shook her head, wide-eyed.

“Nonsense,” Aubrey continued. “There are several empty bedrooms on the upper floors I am equally comfortable in. If you are to do justice to my ancestor’s biography then you must reside in his suite. I think it will give you a better sense of him. Of who he was.” He pushed his fingers through his hair again and unlocked the front door.

Rachel felt uneasy stepping into the townhome. She wondered if she was doing the right thing. Perhaps she should stay at Wembley. At the same time, she felt an unexpected excitement at being exactly—exactly—where her subject had researched, written, slept, dreamed.

Died.

She followed her host through the door and up the stairs.

Polidori’s bedroom was at the front of the house, with dark wooden floors, almost black, and whitewashed, wood-paneled walls. The three tall sash windows were open to Great Pulteney Street, heavy cream-colored drapery pulled to the side. Centered on the far wall was the wrought iron bed frame, flanked by dressing tables and a tiled washstand. A windowed niche in the wall held a broad mahogany desk, scarified and worn. A cast iron tub, without plumbing, stood on its ball and claw feet beneath one of the windows.

“Only one bathroom in the house, I’m afraid. It’s down behind the kitchen,” Aubrey said. “But you are welcome to bathe in here if you’d like to use his bath.”

Rachel felt flushed. His bath. His bed. His desk.

“Of course, the mattress is new.” Aubrey smirked.

“Thank you,” Rachel said. “I really don’t know what to say. Your offer for me to stay here is so kind. So wonderful.”

Aubrey checked his watch. “I’ll leave you to unpack and freshen up. I usually eat at seven, but we can have dinner whenever you wish. I hope you like bangers and mash.” He closed the door slowly behind him. It creaked.

Rachel sat on the edge of the bed, astonished by where she was.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Mary Shelley

Albion House

Marlow

March 1817



Darling Mary (my inquisitive Eve),

I was intrigued to hear you are expanding your original ghost story into a full-length novel. Your idea for the sea captain happening upon Frankenstein and then his wretch in the desolation of the northern ice lands adds an exciting romantic element. Peeling back the many layers of your novel, your stories within stories, consumes my imagination in the most joyful manner. I wonder that you settled upon the name “Walton” for your captain. Did it come to you in one of your dreams? It seems familiar to one who has roused my sleep of late.

Alas my original ghost story is destined not to be printed, unworthy of a longer structure. After leaving Geneva and your circle for my own tour of Switzerland and Italy I vowed to leave it incomplete. But I will admit the horror of the Vampyre demanded to be written, that I might make sense of certain occurrences during that dreadful summer at Villa Diodati. It threatened to suck the very life from me if I did not put quill to parchment. I eventually dashed off the manuscript within three days as a present of gratitude to a bon vivant who’d afforded me great hospitality. I trust it has since been relegated to a dusty box in her villa nestled in the Alps of Switzerland and shall never see the light of day.

I have my reasons for this hope—part of an oath I made to Lord Byron after that imprudent incident where I made a scene at La Scala Opera House in Milano and was removed from the premises.

Both story and relationship have long since disintegrated from my thoughts.

Best,

John
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CHAPTER NINE
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Aubrey pressed a set of keys into Rachel’s hand. “Feel free to come and go as you please. And nowhere in the house is off limits. You’ll find most of Polidori’s medical journals and private letters in the drawers of his desk. However, a few ledgers and valued personal belongings are down in the basement safe. The combo is 1-8-2-4.”

“Three years after he died?”

“Um, yes.”

Rachel leaned into the warmth of the wingback chair, the taste of grilled sausages still on her tongue, and took a sip of merlot. She knew Aubrey must have read every word of Polidori’s writings, but she didn’t wish to be influenced by his views of what each might mean.

“I have a question,” she said. “The document box you sent to me in New York. It’s empty.”

“Is it?” His lips spread into a thoughtful smile that deepened the subtle wrinkles at his eyes. The clock on the mantle struck ten, and Aubrey rose. “I’m a bit of a night owl. I’ve a prior engagement in Old Compton Street to say goodbye to some old friends. You are more than welcome.”

Rachel shook her head. “Perhaps another time.”

He pulled on his bomber jacket and opened the parlor door. “Rachel.” His gaze was penetrating, his eyes much darker than she recalled. “You’re safe here. You know that don’t you?” The sheen of red wine on his lips held her attention. He disappeared out into the hall.
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CHAPTER TEN


[image: ]




Doctor Polidori dripped blue-tinted beeswax onto the flap of his letter to Mary and pressed his seal into it. The wax quickly lost its luster as it cooled. His quill stood in the ink pot beside the mangled foot and calf of the elderly gentleman.

“There is something I am missing,” he muttered to himself. He gripped the cold foot, pushed his thumb into the sole then released it. An indentation remained. He removed his own boot and stocking and swung his foot up onto his knee. He gripped it in the same way and pushed his thumb into the soft flesh. It sprang back when released and flushed pink and healthy. He didn’t expect the cadaver to react in the same manner, as death had most certainly overcome the gentleman. But...

“Blood,” he muttered.

There was very little at the scene.

He examined again the shredded flesh of the gentleman’s calf. Both tibial arteries had been severed. There should have been a lot of blood—a pool of it. He reached for his scalpel and sliced up through the remainder of the calf, following the posterior tibial artery. He needed his knife to cut through the flesh of the thigh, deep into the tough, atrophied muscles to uncover the full length of the femoral artery up into the groin. He urged the artery from the leg, alternately cutting with his knife and then his scalpel to loosen it. It should have been fat with coagulated blood, left dormant after the heart had ceased. Instead it was flat between his fingers. Like a ribbon.

“Could he have been killed somewhere else?” he said to the empty room. “The blood drained?” Polidori rang the bell for his valet, then began scratching out a letter for delivery to the Bow Street Runner. As he wrote he reached for the flask in his coat and took a sip. London Dry Gin with a tincture of arsenic.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Rachel had intended on going straight to bed, to force her body clock onto local time. Instead she sat cross-legged on the bed in her pajamas, staring at Polidori’s desk and the empty document box sitting on top. The window above the desk glowed from the lantern light of the townhome’s internal courtyard, creating a dull aura that hugged the box, pulsing with each flicker of gaslight.

She smiled at Aubrey’s cheekiness about the box’s contents. Of course it was empty. A ruse to intrigue her and lead her here. She walked over to it, pulled on her gloves, nudged the latch to the side, and lifted the lid. After carefully lifting out the broken tray, which still held the envelope with her name on it, she checked the upholstery covering the inside of the box. It was definitely empty.

The desk beneath it was not.

Rachel had broken her own research protocol while unpacking her luggage and preparing for dinner. She’d opened each drawer just a crack. It was enough to determine all five were filled to capacity with documents and notebooks. Her heart skipped several beats at the thought of what might be contained within the antique mahogany furnishing.

Though it was midnight in London, she was still on New York time and thus not tired at all. She grabbed her camera and laptop and started her research.

First the outside.

A web of fine scarification crisscrossed the top, notably on the right-hand side. Most marks were shallow, the result of years of use and refurbishment. It had certainly been re-polished at some point in the past two hundred years, the scratches and nicks filled with wax and polish that had hardened generations ago. The camera flashed in the dull light of the room—two dozen closeup photos of nearly indecipherable words etched into the wood. Reg. Serpent. Bright. Pav. Ruth. Mar. alto.

The drawer fronts were free of mark and blemish.

Rachel leaned against the bed and checked the photos on the camera display. She smiled. The flash had been able to penetrate the layers of wax and polish. Regiment. Serpentine. Brighton. Pavilion. Ruthven. Mary. Walton.

The last photo held her attention. Walton?

She leaned close to the wood. Snapped another photo. Her name was etched into the mahogany. The on of Brighton, Pavilion, and Walton were identical. Polidori had written her name. She felt euphoric.

He must have been referring to the sea captain in Mary’s novel. Still, she grinned.

Gripping her camera tight in her gloved hand, she lay on the bed, sinking into the mattress with the eiderdown blooming around her. Captain Robert Walton, from the opening chapters of Frankenstein. She’d read dozens of letters between Mary and Polidori outlining the evolution of the story into the full-length novel. Almost daily they had shared tidbits of their thoughts via ink.

Rachel shook her head. The connection might seem obvious, but she must not assume anything. It said Walton. Nothing more. She would have to find out why.

And the other words; what was their significance, that he took the time to etch them into his desk? She typed them into her spreadsheet.

The clock in the foyer downstairs struck one. A light rain was tapping against the panes of the three large windows and, outside, late-night revelers dashed along the sidewalks beneath umbrellas. Perhaps she should have gone out with Aubrey, to get to know her host. She pressed her cheek to the window and looked up at the sky. The clouds reflected the muted orange of London’s streetlights as the rain increased to a torrent. She loosened the curtains and they fell across the glass, occluding light and sound from the world outside Polidori’s room.

The left-hand desk drawer held thirty-six letters.

All were either fair copies or originals.

All were addressed to Mary Shelley or Doctor Polidori.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Mary Shelley

Albion House

Marlow

April 1817



Dearest Mary,

I offer you a reprieve from the horrors of your own wretch with some from my own occupation. As always it needs not be said that I value your thoughts on all matters and trust any advice you might dispense to me.

The foyer clock has recently struck one.

The elderly gentleman mentioned in my previous correspondence lies outstretched upon the table, the major arteries from both legs and arms hanging loose from where I sliced open the flesh. The sternum has been sawed and the ribs cracked. The heart lies flat within my left hand.

All are devoid of blood.

I was deep in consideration of this when my door flew open with a gusting breeze and the Bow Street Runner entered my basement, wet from rain.

“Excuse me, Doctor,” he said. “I inspected the alley as requested and spoke to those within the vicinity.”

I wiped my hands as Officer Hamilton opened his ledger and read his notes to me.

“Smith Court. One young lass—a three-penny upright—who, under questioning, admitted to accommodating the deceased just before his death.”

“Does she have all her teeth?” I asked.

“She does. All are poorly and loose, but all are her own as far as I could tell. A pretty thing she is. Well-fed and intelligent. And adamant she and the gentleman had an arrangement and she had nothing to do with what happened after.”

“Did she witness what happened? The animal that did this?” I waved toward the foot.

“Well, not exactly. They were embracing in goodbye when the gentleman screamed in apparent agony and twisted sideways, throwing her to the cobbles. Her view was occluded by his coattails, but her nostrils were filled with the unmistakable stench of charnel house decay as she glimpsed a low-crouching shadow in the darker reaches of the court. The gentleman yelled for her to run. And so she scuttled across the cobbles on hands and knees, overwhelmed by the hovering stink. She looked back in time to see the gentleman’s flailing as he fell against the wall. She has no doubt she heard his skull crack, but she dared not stop until she reached the late-night crowds of Piccadilly Circus.”

“No utterance from that which attacked him? No animal shriek or howl?”

Officer Hamilton cleared his throat in apparent discomfort. “Yes, Doctor. Amongst the screaming of her client and the deep grumbling of his attacker, she avows she heard the latter grunt the name Fairbank.”

Officer Hamilton and I held each other’s gaze, neither of us able to speak.

So, my Mary, I am certain you have already guessed my dilemma. The gentleman was killed where he was found. His vessels were devoid of blood, yet the scene of the crime contained little more than a smear. And further, if the lass’s account is to be considered more than the imagination of a terrified soul, it is possible we are not looking for an animal, but a human. The worst of all creatures.

Best,

John



Postscript: I have made reservations at Rules for when you are in London next week—a booth in the main salon for Friday lunch. A private dining room upstairs for dinner that same day. We have much to discuss.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Rachel slid the letter carefully back into its envelope, placed it with the others in the drawer, and reclined into the depths of Polidori’s wingback chair. She wondered whether the Archives of New Scotland Yard would contain cases from the Bow Street Runners. The Runners had kept the peace before the official police force was formed, but still there might be a chance. She made a note on her spreadsheet.

The rain was loud against the window panes. It was almost 3:00 am. Almost 10:00 pm in New York.

The front door of 38 Great Pulteney Street creaked open and then closed with a loud thunk downstairs. Aubrey had returned. The air in the room stirred, and the temperature dropped.

He wasn’t alone.

Rachel smiled as she heard uncertain, intoxicated footsteps, low voices and muffled giggles. Aubrey had had a good time; still was. Though they must both have been soaking wet. The hot water pipes in the wall rattled, followed by the dull pitch of flowing water.

Were these the sounds Polidori would have heard, living here with his father and siblings, Rachel wondered? There would have been no plumbing in the walls, but surely he’d have been aware of where each family member was and what they were doing? Or had he been alone in the townhome when he returned from Europe? Rachel was certain his father lived with him at the time but made a note to re-confirm.

Rachel hoped to find Polidori was not alone in his last years. That he’d known some kind of happiness. Some kind of love. Not only in his work, but personally.

She stood and peered out the window above the mahogany desk to gaze upon the deluged courtyard below. She guessed it looked the same as when Polidori had leaned against the same wall she was leaning against now. She imagined the warmth of his shoulder touching hers, his chest against her back, his cheeks ruddy from the cold. How she longed to truly know him, as closely as they both knew Mary. The yard, one story below, was slate-covered ground, whitewashed walls, and a wrought iron table and chairs. Urns at the edge contained topiaries of thyme, mint, and other herbs. A gas lantern reached out from the wall beside the kitchen door, flickering, sending stippled shadows amongst the raindrops and across the water-slicked flagstones.

The multi-paned bathroom window on the opposite side of the yard was steamed to translucency. Shadows and light within suggested a tender moment for her host and his companion. A naked, muscled back and buttocks—stark white—abruptly pressed against the fogged panes. Flesh and unruly hair, undoubtedly Aubrey’s, wiped away streaks of condensation. Hands grasped him at the waist, urging him up until he appeared to be sitting upon the sill. The features of his companion were diffused and ambiguous within the mist. A lithe but toned body. Shaved head. Thick lips. A complexion to match Aubrey’s, making them together appear as one surreal, affectionately writhing creature. Hands skimmed up the sides of Aubrey’s torso, squeezing the V-shaped musculature about his shoulder blades, before the companion pressed face and lips into the crook of Aubrey’s exposed neck, nuzzling the flesh, hard.

That’s going to leave a mark, Rachel thought, and smiled.

She picked up her cell and sank into Polidori’s bed. Adam would be in bed, too, ploughing through his latest book, Anna Karenina, no doubt. Rachel had never understood that book nor appreciated its heroine and had been almost glad when—

“Hey babe, you’re up late. What’s up?” Adam asked.

“I think, Mr. Walton, you need to tell me what you are wearing.”

Adam snickered. “Ma chérie d'amour, you are well aware of what I don’t wear in our bedroom.”

The video icon flashed on the screen.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Officer Hamilton helped Polidori lift the body of the week’s earlier victim onto the central butcher’s block. He was younger than the elderly gentleman at his side, but taller, his bare feet hanging over the end of the table.

“Do you think they could be family?” Hamilton said.

Polidori gently pushed strands of blonde hair back from the younger’s forehead.

“They do have similar facial features, particularly the nose and brow.” He picked up his ledger and started to sketch. First the faces of the two deceased, then the wounds inflicted upon each. Whereas the elder was damaged about the calf and ankle, the younger had been mauled above the knee, chunks of muscle ripped loose from the inner thigh. Polidori squeezed the flesh of the intact leg. “By their clothing alone we know they are—or were—men of means. The lad was otherwise healthy with good muscle tone and complexion. No sign of vermin or pox. His type of athleticism indicates he was an avid equestrian. The softness of his hands, that he never worked a day in his life.” The knuckles were swollen, bruised and split. “He put up a fight, but not for very long. By the grazed skin of his hip and buttocks, it appears he was dragged across the ground.”
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