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Chapter 1
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Lakeview

2012

The Danube family entered Lakeview, their new residence, a Chateauesque Style estate circa 1880, located in the exclusive Back Bay section of Boston, Massachusetts. Fifteen-year-old Delilah barely even glanced at the gleaming, crystal chandelier of the center hallway as she rushed up the winding staircase to her bedroom.

Delilah looked outside her window. Acres of breathtaking landscape came into view with perennial gardens comprised of every color of the rainbow. At last a room of her own and in such a grand estate, far away from her seventeen-year-old sister, Brittany. Her own space. Delilah reveled at this phenomenon; she would certainly not miss sharing a room with her sister. She envisioned their bunk beds, which had, thankfully, been donated to charity, from their former residence, a two-bedroom cape on Cherry Lane in Chester, Connecticut.

Lakeview, on the other hand, had stylistic elements reserved for the wealthy. It was reminiscent of the palatial French chateaus of the 16th century, with its imposing appearance of a remarkably broken roofline and a facade of advancing and receding planes.

Interestingly, furniture from Lakeview had been left behind by the Williams’ family, whose descendants had resided there since the estate had been built. Antiques were not Delilah’s thing, anymore than anyone over thirty years old. Nonetheless, Delilah had to admit the dresser in her room looked cool, especially for a Louis XV style, France circa 1880. Louis XV, who in the world cares about history? Least of all Delilah. Even so, its exquisiteness struck her, considering anything black suited her. She admired the floral design on the drawers, which were configured out of red and white inlays, before glancing in the Venetian mirror above the dresser.

Her chestnut hair came to her waist and swirled in waves with side bangs, obscuring most of her eyebrows. Just the way she liked it, regardless of how her mother always complained. Delilah looked her usual Gothic self, dressed in a black tank top, charcoal leggings, a black choker, and crystal onyx earrings. The dark accessories flattered her delicate beauty of brown eyes, an upturned nose and lips as well-shaped as a Kewpie doll.

Delilah staked out where she would hang the posters of her favorite bands. In spite of the fact, the peach walls, high ceilings and ornate moldings made the room look fit for a palace.

Her belongings waited inside neatly stacked cardboard boxes on the side of her room. Delilah opened a box, consisting of skinny jeans and T-shirts with skulls and “ghastly-looking” punk accessories as her mother, Carrie had dubbed them.

Delilah began to stack her jeans inside the bottom drawer when she noticed a secret compartment. It was barely discernible, had it not been left slightly ajar. Delilah pushed it open to find a gold locket with tiny rubies interspersed on the chain. The locket had a design with a flower and a ruby in the center with a creature resembling a bat on the right hand side. A bat. Delilah took a double take and pondered the oddity.

She opened the locket to find the quill-written sentiment Forever In Vein on the left side and the photograph of a ghostly-looking man on the right side, dressed in a black frock coat and bow tie from another era. The man sported a smile and menacing eyes, with the certainty of fangs.

This locket intrigued Delilah. She put it on and rushed down to the opposite end of the estate to show her parents. By the time she got there she was a bit winded. Her parents were busy unpacking their things with her sister, Brittany, sitting on their king-sized bed texting her boyfriend, Damian.

“Look what I found in a secret compartment in my dresser!” Delilah exclaimed.

The trio of her sister, her father, Bryan, a fifty-year-old lawyer, and her forty-five-year-old mother, Carrie, approached.

“Wow! How unusual! Do you think it’s real gold?” Brittany asked.

Her mother, who had an eye for jewelry, nodded with certainty. “It’s real gold all right. It’s an Art Nouveau piece from the late 1800s. Their trademark is flower and bird motifs, but this creature over here...looks like a...bat!” she exclaimed uneasily.

“A vampire bat for sure. Just wait until you look inside.” Delilah chuckled.

Carrie opened it, careful not to chip her freshly-done French manicure. “Oh my God, just look at this, Bryan!”

Her husband glanced over and shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe it was a Halloween prank or something. It certainly looks like it.”

“Halloween, come on, Dad, those look like real fangs if I ever saw them.” ‘Forever In Vein’. Brittany rolled her eyes. “Good luck with your new find, Delilah. I’ll tell you this much, that’s one necklace I’ll never ask to borrow.”

“I wouldn’t let you borrow it anyway. He’s my vampire, not yours. I finally feel at home; I’ve made a friend already. He looks around Dad’s age—but what the heck—his fangs make up for it.” Delilah scurried away, laughing and wearing the locket.

* * * *
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LATER IN THE EVENING, Brittany searched the stately library for other mementos from the past. After scrimmaging through the floor-to-ceiling bookcases, she opened a cabinet at the bottom. There she came upon the leather-bound diary of Lady Georgia Williams, circa 1895. Brittany brought it upstairs to her chamber with her own interest enlivened as the story of the Williams family came to light.
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The Debutante of Lakeview

1895

Miss Becky’s breath became constricted beneath her tightly-drawn corset as she walked down the winding staircase. She stood for a moment just before she reached the opulent ballroom and tried to muster up the courage to make a grand entrance into her Debutante Ball. However, she struggled to regain her equilibrium and could barely gather the confidence to move forward.

“Becky, there you are, my darling. How lovely you look!” her mother Lady Georgia exclaimed.

She hooked her daughter’s arm and led her into the ballroom, which had tall ceilings framed by ornate moldings carved with cherubs. The cranberry velvet curtains were held open by gold-braided cording. This granted a glimpse onto the impressive grounds of the family estate, lovingly named Lakeview, in honor of a private lake on the far left of the grounds. On the far right side a fringe of orange tiger lilies framed the perimeter.

Everyone stopped in their midst and focused on Miss Becky’s striking appearance. Eighteen years of age, she stood so polished it looked as if she had emerged from a painting by one of the masters. Her black hair shined as luminously as the feathers of a night bird. Pale pink beads were strung atop her tumbling waves and interwoven like a headdress. The demure Miss Becky also possessed a cool edge, offset by intense dark eyes, and chiseled features with pale skin as porcelain as fine china.

“I can barely catch my breath, Mother,” Becky whispered beneath the quartet, who were playing a waltz in the perimeter of the ballroom.

“Nonsense, just take a deep breath and you’ll be fine,” her mother advised.

Lady Georgia held her head with confidence and made a flourish of her swan-like hands toward Charles Dobson, one of the footmen. He stood as rigid as a soldier, dressed in formal garb with an ornate hat.

With a nod of his head, he formally announced, “Miss Becky Williams, our lovely debutante!”

The quartet lowered their pitch while everyone looked on in awe. Applause broke out when it became apparent male interest had been enlivened. Becky beamed with the smile of a schoolgirl, a bit unsure of her new role, looking barely a day away from playing dress-up. She was dressed in an aqua gossamer gown with a scooped neckline and crystal beadwork along the bodice. The gown cinched her minuscule waist admirably. Her décolleté looked as pristine as freshly fallen snow with mounds of ample cleavage, in contradiction to her innocence.

Her father, Harrison Williams, appeared from the men’s circle. He walked over to engage his daughter in the first dance as they had planned. His striking features, which Becky resembled, beamed with a father’s pride and a broad smile. Dressed in a black frock coat with long tails and a top hat, he looked quite dapper. He glided his daughter onto the dance floor. The quartet resumed playing the waltz, while everyone looked on sentimentally.

Becky did her best to follow her father’s expert footwork, in spite of her enormous gown, which made it difficult for her to avoid stepping on the bottom ruffle. It skimmed the marble floor with each sweep of her satin boots. Nonetheless, Becky was exceedingly graceful, thanks to her ballet lessons that afforded her a regal posture.

Sir Marcus Anderson, a gentleman from a prestigious family, inundated with old money, cut in. “May I have the honor of this dance, Miss Becky?” Sir Marcus extended a hand forward and bowed his head respectfully.

Becky’s father nodded in acknowledgment before relinquishing his daughter. The pair began to dance with a sure step. Sir Marcus gave Becky a sheepish grin, gazing at her through wire-rimmed spectacles that made him look rather bookish.

“It’s a great honor to be the first dance of the evening, Miss Becky.” Sir Marcus cleared his throat. “No disrespect to your father since he was technically your first dance, although I don’t think that counts.”

Becky gave him a nervous smile and giggled. “No, I suppose not, but I’m certainly grateful my father distracted me for a moment. Not to mention it was good practice. I have to admit being a debutante is a bit overwhelming. Just take a look at all those young men staring at me from the sidelines. They’re beginning to remind me of vultures...present company excluded, Sir Marcus,” Becky murmured demurely.

“Well, then, Miss Becky, I know I certainly will not be able to monopolize your time this evening, but perhaps you will give me the honor of reserving the last dance,” Sir Marcus said hopefully.

Before Becky could answer, Sir Roger Flemings, a gentleman studying to be a physician, broke in with finesse. This left Sir Marcus on the sidelines, looking crestfallen.

* * * *
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BEFORE LONG BECKY HAD danced with nearly every eligible bachelor at her Debutante Ball. Her girlish head spun around with all the possibilities. There were the Redding brothers, respectively Sir Richard, the eldest, and Sir Peter, the youngest. Both were fine men, who would one day be partners in their father, Sir Edward Redding’s prestigious law firm. Or perhaps Sir William Henley, a future physician with a fine reputation from a noble family, descended from British royalty.

Becky reviewed her choices when a latecomer arrived. A tall, black-haired man with formidable charisma stood at the threshold of the ballroom. Dressed in the standard attire of a black frock coat with long coattails with a black bow tie and a top hat, his garb looked like it was made of superior fabric and craftsmanship by the way it fit him with precision. Combined with his stately posture, the stranger possessed a mysterious yet confident air.

All the eligible ladies became riveted to him as he stood like a statue by the entrance for an exaggerated moment. Charles Dobson looked at his invitation and announced in a regal voice, “Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt.”

The name whirled through Becky’s mind inquisitively, thinking it had a melodic ring. Becky’s thoughts became interrupted, when to her surprise, Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt eyed her with purpose and began to walk toward her with the stride of a conqueror. He zeroed in on Becky like he knew her, or if not personally, knew of her, before he gazed at her with the blackest eyes she had ever seen. They tore right through her and made her lose her breath.

He then inquired with a tip of his top hat, “May I have the honor of a dance, Miss Becky?”

Becky became all the more mesmerized when her white gloved hand melted into his masterful grasp. Sir Ludwing escorted her to the center of the ballroom and began to lead the dance. Everyone in the room nearly gasped with awe, in spite of the fact no one knew Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt, yet he had been properly announced.

This puzzled Becky’s parents along with the way Sir Ludwing had literally swept Becky off her feet. Lady Georgia whispered to her husband, “I dare say, Harrison, who can keep track of all the eligible gentlemen who were invited? Perhaps Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt is Lady Clara’s nephew from Newport, Rhode Island.”

“Perhaps you are correct, Georgia, although the name does not ring clear to me either. I will make a point to introduce myself and ask him his connection.”

“That is, if you can break him away from our daughter. Harrison, it looks like our Becky has been taken in by him. He looks like quite the charmer. Just look at the way she’s looking up at him,” Lady Georgia whispered. “I cannot say I blame her. He is certainly the finest specimen of a gentleman I have seen the entire evening.”

“I must admit, he certainly does have quite a presence, and is almost a full head taller than her.” Harrison adjusted his bow tie and tried to stand his tallest. “I must say, he is perhaps taller than me. Well, whoever this Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt is and wherever he’s from, they are certainly growing them taller and stronger.”

“And more handsome,” Lady Georgia whispered. “He has a certain charisma that makes him stand apart from the others, but I don’t know about this one. He seems a bit cocky. Just look at the way he dances; he’s dominating the entire dance floor. Not to mention, he is no doubt older than Becky, and at her tender age every year is monumental. I’m beginning to think he might be too old and far too worldly for our Becky.”

“Nonsense, Georgia darling.” Harrison chuckled beneath his breath. “It could not possibly be as much as our age difference and we are perfectly happy and well suited. Since when has age mattered? There are many other more important qualifications, like status and financial means.”

“Yes, Harrison, dear, Sir Ludwing is certainly not ten years older than Becky, but things are different nowadays. Becky is totally innocent to courting and men, and I think she would be much better off with a gentleman closer to her own age.”

“There you go again, my dear wife.” Harrison smirked condescendingly. “Preaching about what you yourself have condoned. Your gripe has no merit. I will certainly not be a hypocrite and insist our daughter marry a man close to her age when I have married a woman ten years younger than I, and we have a successful marriage.”

Lady Georgia flashed a polite smile before she looked up at her fifty-year-old husband, and pondered how he had always dominated her with an iron fist. She knew there was no arguing this point, and she would certainly not admit how discontent she had become. She asked herself. How could I warn Becky how frustrating it is to be married to a man who treats me like a child and is old before his time?

Lady Georgia stole a peek at Harvey Wheeler, the handsome blond-haired, blue-eyed butler, standing by the alcove serving crab cakes. Desire rustled within her like a schoolgirl. The energy and connection between them and the conspiracy of their secret trysts felt like an electrical spark, so intense it sent shivers up her spine. While her husband’s paternal touch did nothing but irritate her at the moment.

* * * *
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IN THE MEANTIME, MISS Becky’s heart quaked inside her chest and her knees began to wobble. She gazed up at Sir Ludwing, transfixed by his opalescent skin. It glowed from within, as brightly as the polished marble they were dancing on. His eyes had her completely mesmerized. They were charcoal beneath the light of the chandelier, but when they danced in the shadows, they beamed blackly, almost iridescent, and looked as if they could see right through her.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, all wonderful things, Miss Becky,” Sir Ludwing said in words as smooth as silk with a masculine undertone, before he drew her closer to his powerful chest.

“I’m a bit flustered, Sir Ludwing. Have I ever met you before?” Becky asked in an apologetic tone.

“How rude of me not to introduce myself properly. Please forgive me. Here I have heard all about you, Miss Becky, the lovely debutante of the evening, who plays piano and sings as melodiously as a bird, is a prima ballerina, who dances as gracefully as a swan, and speaks three languages fluently, Italian, Spanish and French. You are by far the most beautiful young lady I have ever seen, and you have not a clue who I am.” Ludwing laughed in amusement.

“Perhaps you can begin by telling me your full name again, I suppose. The footman said it so quickly I could not completely grasp it,” Becky requested, blushing at all his praise.

When the song came to an end, Ludwing stopped and tipped his hat in reverence. “Allow me to introduce myself properly, Miss Becky. I’m Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second.”

“The second,” Becky echoed, “I have yet to meet the first.”

“My father, Ludwing Von Vanderblatt, is the first. We’re from Quakertown, Pennsylvania, but I’m in Boston often since I have many accounts here where I sell the fine jewelry my father and I manufacture. My father is an old friend of your grandfather’s on your father’s side. I must admit, my father is the one who secured my invitation here tonight after a bit of coercing.” Sir Ludwing grinned like a Cheshire cat.

“Is your father present this evening?” Becky asked, trying to piece everything together.

Ludwing smiled a stretch of white teeth with the canines a bit more pronounced than average. However, it became him in a regal way and highlighted the whites of his eyes with mystique. “My father is past his days of debutante balls, so I managed to secure his invitation for myself, since we could both not be in attendance at once.” Ludwing chuckled smugly.

“My father told me all about you, Miss Becky. He encouraged me to meet you tonight and asked me to send his regards to your grandfather... Perhaps you would be kind enough to introduce me to your parents. After all, I believe the way to a young lady’s heart is to have her parents’ approval.”

“How very astute,” Becky said, with full confidence that her parents would approve.

When the song ended she and Sir Ludwing approached her parents, who had been watching them from the sidelines. “Father, this is Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second, the son of Ludwing Von Vanderblatt, a friend of grandfather’s on your side. Sir Ludwing, this is my father, Mr. Harrison Williams.” The men acknowledged each other with a bow.

“Sir Ludwing, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. This is my lovely wife, Lady Georgia.” 

Lady Georgia gave a demure half smile, from the sideline, becoming charmed in spite of her protestation of Ludwing being too old for Becky.

“Getting back to my father and your father being friends, I must admit, I don’t recall the surname Vanderblatt, but then again with a guest list of over three hundred, it’s difficult to keep track,” Harrison said in bewilderment.

“Our fathers met at a ball in New England many years back... Is your father present, Mr. Williams?” Sir Ludwing asked.

“Unfortunately, my father is currently away in France at a symposium that required his attendance. How I wish he could have been here to see our beautiful Becky on her special night,” Harrison said wistfully.

“Yes, of course, Mr. Williams. Your daughter, Miss Becky, is absolutely lovely, just like my father told me. In fact, I have been so taken in by her charm I think it only proper for me to ask permission to see her again.”

“Why certainly,” Mr. Williams replied. “Any son of my father’s friend is a friend of mine. Please feel free to stop by any evening at eight o’clock to join us for tea and dessert.”

“Thank you for your hospitality, Mr. Williams. I certainly appreciate it and intend to. I have been away for some time, but you and Lady Georgia can be secure in knowing I have used the time to attain accounts in Europe to sell my fine, handcrafted jewelry. My specialty is diamond chokers. They’re the rage in London and Paris.”

“Oh, I expect I might want one for myself then,” Lady Georgia said with interest. “I always say a woman can never have too many necklaces.”

“Perhaps not, but a woman can have too few necks to wear them on.” Ludwing laughed cagily as he admired Becky’s pure white neck; a tiny pearl pendant encircled it and dangled onto her décolleté.

* * * *

[image: ]


THE MUSIC PICKED UP a bit as the evening tarried on when Sir Marcus appeared. He looked a bit flustered, yet determined to claim the last dance. “May I cut in, Miss Becky?” he asked rather awkwardly.

Becky shrugged her shoulders when the music became louder. Ludwing quickly whisked her away and spun her into a pirouette before they began the two-step. It became apparent Becky had no interest in dancing with anyone other than Sir Ludwing; the mysterious stranger had thrilled her young heart beyond measure.

“I believe the rain has stopped. Shall we go outside for a breather?” Ludwing asked persuasively after dancing for close to an hour.

“Yes, I suppose a few minutes of fresh air would not hurt since it is a bit stuffy in here,” Becky answered.

They veered toward the quartet before they unobtrusively slipped outside into the summertime air. “That’s better,” Ludwing said.

They walked toward the South Porch where the cool air of the lake wafted up with refreshment. The grounds gleamed in dew, beneath the romance of evening. Becky ran her hands across her bare shoulders, regretting she had not taken a wrap.

“I was hoping I could whisk you away for a few moments when no one was watching,” Ludwing murmured.

His eyes lightened in the moonlight until they were pure charcoal, rimmed by a black outline like the eyes of an owl, in a darker coloration. Becky looked up at them, wondering if it had been such a good idea to allow Ludwing to lure her outside without her parents’ permission. In hindsight, she remembered her father warning her about wandering off without a chaperone. Then again, Becky took comfort in the fact it was apparent her parents approved of Sir Ludwing courting her.

“What is that lovely fragrance you’re wearing?” Ludwing inquired when the wind blew in his direction.

Before Becky could answer he leaned downward to smell the perfume she had dabbed on her neck. It all happened so quickly. Without warning Ludwing’s body weight pinned her against the wall, in the crux of the porch. Becky felt his icy breath upon her neck; it made her shiver from delirium and yearning. No man had ever been that close to her. His body permeated all around her with an icy spark, which made her feel like she was about to lose consciousness.

Ludwing smiled at her with the moonlight against his back. His eyes glowed blackly as his teeth became transformed into a sinister vision and his canines became more pronounced. Becky thought it was perhaps because he was standing so close to her his features looked exaggerated.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I would like to get a better whiff of your perfume. It reminds me of lily of the valley,” Ludwing murmured in a persuasive voice.

The intoxication of his presence permeated the air all around her. There was no more time for thought as Becky’s head spun with romantic titillation. Ludwing chuckled menacingly before he surreptitiously slid his mouth over to her neck. At first he gently grazed the skin like he was sniffing her perfume, yet his eyes illuminated wildly. His lips retracted upward to release his fangs in their hideous hunger. He lowered his readied mouth before he latched in with a bite, so expertly Becky fell into an instant trance.

Ludwing held her up and continued to lavish in the red river from her veins. Unbeknownst to him his venom began to flow into her bloodstream. This had not been his intention, yet Becky’s blood was so fragrant and delectable his overindulgence occurred against his better judgment.

Once the dreadful momentum was in gear, Ludwing continued to devour her red nectar until Becky was no more of this world. She lay limp in his arms, drained and as pallid as a corpse, a ghastly transformation, with two wounds embedded on her tender white neck.

“Forever in vein, my dearest,” Ludwing murmured, blood oozing from his lips.

Ludwing left her sprawled out on the porch before he disappeared from whence he had come, leaving Becky to the night and the lost fruition of her womanhood. One glance up at the evening sky revealed Ludwing’s agility and speed; his silhouette disappeared into the pit of night without a trace.
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Chapter 3
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The Ghastly Discovery

In the meantime, the Debutante Ball continued. Drinks were being poured and consumed by man and lady alike, with no holds barred. Champagne frothed from tall goblets, ingested between frivolity and giggling young ladies becoming inebriated for the first time. Graceful dancing meandered over the dance floor amidst the scent of sweet perfume while dashing gentlemen staked their claim on the lady of their liking.

However, it was not long before it was discovered Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt and Becky had somehow slipped out of sight. Lady Georgia found her youngest daughter, Alison, sitting at a tiny round table for two, drinking lemonade and talking to her best friend, Ruth Barron.

“Alison, have you seen Becky anywhere?” Lady Georgia asked.

Fourteen-year-old Alison, dressed in her white Communion dress, which still fit her nascent form, gave her mother an impish grin before she and her friend began to giggle from an inside joke. 

Mrs. Williams became agitated and raised her voice sternly. “Alison, I’m warning you to stop with your childish antics right now! I have just asked you an important question and I expect an answer.”

Alison tried to squelch her laughter, but she and Ruth were turning bright red. “I...saw Becky walk outside with her...gentleman friend, the tall, dark one with the black hair.” She and Ruth smirked at each other, looking like they were about to burst into laughter again.

“Outside, good heavens!” Georgia exclaimed with a grimace. “Father...warned Becky not to go anywhere without a chaperone. Oh dear!”

Georgia rushed over to her husband, who was busy scouring the ballroom for Becky. “Alison just informed me Becky and Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt went outside.”

“In this damp weather? Why, Becky will catch a cold out there dressed as she is! Without a chaperone, no less. What an impetuous man that Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt is! Perhaps you were right about him being too old and worldly for our Becky after all. I intend to give him a piece of my mind for taking Becky away from her Debutante Ball like that, without our permission!” he exclaimed with pursed lips.

“Well, then what are you doing standing there? Shall we go outside and escort them back inside in no uncertain terms?” cried Lady Georgia.

“Yes, Georgia, please allow me to lead the way,” Harrison insisted.

He maneuvered through the crowded dance floor and guided his wife outside through the side door that Becky and Sir Ludwing had exited from. Once outside on the veranda, the cool air of the evening shot a blast of wind over their heads and began to rustle their attire, while raindrops misted in the sky.

Becky’s parents surveyed the deserted grounds. The hustle and bustle from within seemed incongruous with the desolate night, with only blackness and a slit of moon, illuminated by a scattering of stars. Harrison ventured further toward the South Porch when his footsteps became halted by the sight of his daughter, Becky, fallen on the cold wooden floor like a lifeless doll, with folds of aqua gossamer spread beneath her in disarray.

Georgia shrieked with all her lung power before she nearly fainted in her husband’s arms. Harrison steadied his wife and leaned down to feel for his daughter’s stilled pulse. Georgia began to scream so loud, her cries reverberated into the ballroom. A few of the celebrants peered outside, only to see the vision of Miss Becky’s motionless form.

* * * *
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THE HORRIFIC NEWS QUICKLY spread. Before long everyone started to run outside and scream fearfully to see the apparent. Harrison lifted his daughter into his arms and carried her away from the hysterical crowd and through the front door. He brought Becky into the living room, with Georgia by his side, and placed her upon the burgundy velvet couch in a state of shock.

“Georgia, hurry, see if you can find Dr. Roberts!” Harrison demanded in a frantic voice.

Harrison then shouted, “Viola, the smelling salts! Hurry, get me the smelling salts!”

The young housemaid, Viola, dutifully appeared with the salts. She handed them to Mr. Williams with her mouth aghast; obvious  to her Miss Becky was no longer of this world. Viola had never seen anybody look as pale or motionless.

Dr. Paul Roberts rushed into the living room to see if he could do anything to help the situation. The doctor felt Becky’s pulse before he grimly announced with a sigh of exasperation, “Miss Becky has no pulse. I’m very sorry to tell you such news, Mr. and Mrs. Williams, but...Becky is no longer breathing either. I regret to say...there is nothing I can do.”

Lady Georgia screamed so loud, and in such a shrill tone, it sounded like glass could shatter. “Are you saying my daughter is...”

Before she could even finish the sentence the room began to spin around her head as everything closed in on her. Georgia nearly collapsed onto the blue and russet Turkish rug, if not for Dr. Roberts intercepting and breaking her fall.

* * * *
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EVERYONE AT THE BALL searched the grounds for Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt, finding not a trace of the ominous young man. His appearance now seemed like an omen of doom. The quartet were directed to stop in their midst, and the crowd began to disperse as the ball came to an abrupt end.

Dr. Roberts lagged behind to examine Becky further, noticing the two wounds on her neck. It became obvious to him Miss Becky had been bitten, when the first vampire story of English prose “The Vampyre” by John William Polidori whirled in his brain. He remembered it was published the same year his grandfather was born, back in 1819. Dr. Roberts examined the wounds, recalling how Polidori’s tale had transformed the vampire myth of legends to the dark, sexual, and predatory creature, who preyed on beautiful young women. Dr. Roberts could not help but wonder if this had been the case.

Just like everyone else Dr. Roberts had noticed Miss Becky dancing with Sir Ludwing Von Vanderblatt, the now mysterious and possibly murderous young man. The words “blood drinker” ran through the doctor’s mind. What other explanation could there be? Though he dared not to voice his suspicion for fear of being deemed mad.

Dr. Roberts cringed when Mr. and Mrs. Williams asked for his diagnosis. “I cannot say the cause of death. There is no evidence of foul play aside from these two peculiar wounds on Becky’s neck. Perhaps she had been attacked by a wild animal,” he bluffed so as not to make the situation worse.

Mr. Williams’ face grew ruddy as his heart beat irregularly. It was apparent unfathomable grief made him nearly incoherent. Mr. Williams shouted with such bravado the veins of his neck undulated to the point they looked like they were about to burst. “A wild animal, how preposterous! More like a wild beast of a man with the hunger of a vampire! I want all men to search the grounds, and scour the countryside for Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second and anyone associated with him!”

Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second, the name resonated queerly through the living room. Harrison placed his hand upon his forehead in an attempt to slow down his maddening thoughts. They spun with such speed it felt like his brain might explode. In the meantime, Lady Georgia sat beside her daughter and held onto her lifeless hand and wept. Her face became so red it looked like she might succumb to illness herself if she kept wailing in that manner.

Viola dutifully took Georgia’s arm and led her into the kitchen where a hot cup of tea awaited, to hopefully settle her nerves. Lady Georgia sat catatonic at the long wooden table and sipped the tea. Her blue eyes became faded and her skin paled to a sheet of white, accented by black hair, as dark as death.
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Chapter 4
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The Funeral

Before long, Becky’s baffling murder was on the front page of every local newspaper. A massive search had been made all over Boston for Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second. The grounds, woods and countryside had been scoured to no avail. The dark eyes and presence of this mysterious man reigned ominous over the Williams’ estate of Lakeview, along with Boston, Massachusetts and the neighboring towns of Roxbury, Dorchester, West Roxbury, and Brighton.

In the meantime, family physician Dr. Maxwell Bennett arrived to thoroughly examine Becky’s corpse. Afterward he apologetically announced to the family, “I’m sorry to say I have found no conclusive evidence of the cause of death. Although it certainly looks like Miss Becky has been murdered by an animal, or perhaps...a fiend, as it’s most peculiar, but these wounds on her neck look like a predatory bite,” Dr. Bennett said in an eerie tone.

“Please, tell me what type of animal has a predatory bite!” Harrison cried. “If such an animal existed, her suitor Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second would have somehow come to her aid. And if he was unable to temper the beast, would he be such a coward to just leave her to die, and then disappear into thin air?”

“I’m sorry to say, Mr. Williams, but we might never know the answer to these questions. I know one thing for certain and one thing only. Miss Becky has had some sort of attack upon her, which has no doubt proved fatal. As for the details of when and how, this is for the police to decipher. As for Miss Becky I see no sense to pursue this quest any longer. I assure you there will be no means where I can attain any other information other than what I have seen. I recommend you give Miss Becky a proper Christian burial and allow her to rest in peace,” he advised with a bowed head.

* * * *
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THE DAY ARRIVED WHEN Becky was destined to be laid to rest at Lady of Our Star Cemetery, the oldest and largest graveyard in Boston. She would be buried in the family plot next to her grandmother, Ernestine Flanders, her mother’s mother, in a private ceremony. The immediate family was the only one in attendance since the grief was too unfathomable to share.

Alison clasped her mother’s hand and wept with fear as she asked again and again, “Did the dark stranger do this to Becky?”

“We have no answers just yet,” her father interjected. “I don’t care if it takes me the rest of my life to find Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second, I will!” he vowed with glowing eyes, deemed mad in the sunlight, sparked by a broken heart.

* * * *
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AFTER THE BURIAL, LADY Georgia divulged, “Miss Jane told me earlier her father is an acquaintance of a gentleman by the name of Ludwing Von Vanderblatt.”

“Why haven’t you told me about this until now?” Harrison shouted, with hysteria that made his dark eyes look fierce.

“Harrison, please gather yourself; we don’t need another casualty on our hands. You know the doctor said it isn’t good for your heart to become overexcited. Besides, I just found out about it early this morning and did not think before the burial would be a good time to announce this finding. That’s the only information I have for now. Miss Jane told me she will call on us tomorrow night and bring along her father, Mr. Edwin Shelby, so we can question him as to whom this man is. According to her father he might be living in Quakertown, Pennsylvania.”

“Quakertown, well thankfully that’s manageable, but even if it wasn’t, I don’t care if I have to travel to the ends of the earth. I will find Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second and get to the bottom of this!” Harrison shouted before he clutched his chest. It was obvious the shock of all the proceedings were too much for him to bear.

“Harrison, dear, I think this is something for the police to investigate, not you. God forbid, you should become embroiled in this savagery.”

“The police have produced nothing, and are trying to appease the public from hysteria by their mysterious attack theory. Didn’t you read the newspaper yesterday morning, dear?” he asked Georgia impatiently.

“No, Harrison, I cannot bear it!” Georgia cried and wiped her eyes before she entered the carriage.

Harrison took his place beside his wife. Their children, Randall and Alison, eased in after them, all of them swathed in mourning black. “Georgia, if you are too delicate to read the newspaper regarding details of our Becky, then please refrain from telling me what I should or should not do!”

Georgia broke into tears as it became clear Harrison’s patience was lessening. 

“Please Georgia, now is no time for childish behavior. Why even Alison is able to read the newspaper without bawling.”

“Yes, Mother,” Alison said in a steady voice. “There was an article stating how there is suspicion a mysterious creature attacked Becky, and how her suitor Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second, might have run off because he felt responsible for not protecting her from harm.”

Georgia clenched her teeth while tears besmirched her face, which looked lackluster from exhaustion. “A coward, no, Ludwing Von Vanderblatt is no coward. He is a monster! Believe me; a mother can sense these things. It was he who took our Becky’s life!” she shouted without reserve.

“What are you saying, Mother?” Alison asked in anguish.

“I’m saying Ludwing Von Vanderblatt the second is a murderous blood drinker. I might be squeamish with the details, but it still does not make me ignorant to the fact this man, a stranger to all, who waltzed in here and then mesmerized Becky, is not from this earth.”

“No,” Georgia shouted with ire. “His eyes glowed oddly and he was older than his years. I dare say he is probably much older than any of us can imagine. I don’t care what the newspaper says. There has never been a case of a mysterious animal attack in Boston that I can remember. Not to mention mysterious animals certainly do not tread onto the South Porch!”

Randall grasped his mother’s arm in an effort to comfort her. “Mother, dear, the newspaper said they suspected Becky might have been attacked on the lawn, and then her suitor carried her up to the porch only to discover she was dead, before he ran off, in fear he would be blamed.”

The words reverberated unkindly when Harrison raged. “Pay no heed to the newspapers! Do you honestly think they want to create mass hysteria? They are trying to placate the general public and themselves from any further investigation. This incident might be on the front page of the local newspaper now, but do you honestly think it will last as a topic of interest? Guaranteed, by next week there will be some other headline to capture the interest of the public. The press cares only about selling newspapers, keeping public order, but not about what really happened to our Becky!”

* * * *

[image: ]


MISS JANE AND HER FATHER, Edwin Shelby, arrived to Lakeview at eight o’clock the following evening. Viola led them into the drawing room where the Williams family sat in somber spirit, dressed in their mourning garb.

Miss Jane and her father’s presence sparked the room with the promise of possible disclosure. “Come, please take a seat,” Harrison offered as he positioned himself closer to the cranberry velvet couch they eased down on.

“Allow me to introduce my father, Mr. Edwin Shelby,” Jane said in a mild voice.

“Children,” Georgia said softly. “I suggest you and Randall entertain at the piano for Miss Jane. Perhaps you can do a duet while father and I speak to our visitor about something very important.”

The children sat together at the piano. Alison’s nimble fingers began to play the somber tune “Little Tillie’s Grave” by Benjamin Russell Hanby. She and Randall sang softly, while Jane listened.


“’Tis midnight gliding on her deep, dark wings,

And the wind o’er my gentle Tillie sighs.

And my poor heart trembles like the banjo strings

That I’m thrumming near the hillock where she lies.”



The music gave the evening a touch of normalcy, yet the absence of Miss Becky hovered over them inconsolably and with unreality.

“Mr. Shelby, Miss Jane has informed my wife about you knowing a Ludwing Von Vanderblatt. Please tell us more about this man,” Mr. Williams implored, becoming riveted.

Edwin’s voice began to quiver a bit as his mature station in life became apparent. “I knew a Ludwing Von Vanderblatt when I was a boy living in Quakertown, Pennsylvania. His family had a farm there, and we lived down the road from them. He was a peculiar boy, who was the same age as me. He kept to himself, I must say, and I have not seen or heard of him in forty years. I just turned fifty-five, so if Ludwing is still alive, I can only guess where you might find him,  and whether or not he has a grandson by the same name as him is something I have no knowledge of.”

“You have not seen him in forty years.” Harrison sighed with disappointment. “Are you certain that was his name?”

“Yes, I’m quite certain. Who could forget a name like that? Ludwing Von Vanderblatt was an only child. He lived with his father Sterling and his mother Fay. If I know the Vanderblatt family there is no doubt in my mind, if Ludwing Von Vanderblatt is still alive he will still be living on that farm in Quakertown. They lived off the land. All his family knew for generations was farming. Although he did have an interest in gemstones and had dreams of starting a jewelry company one day.”

“A jewelry company!” Harrison exclaimed as Sir Ludwing’s mention of manufacturing diamond chokers came to mind. “I wonder if there is a way to contact your childhood friend.”

“I already sent him a telegram, but there was no response. Ludwing and his family were always a bit backward, and I’m certain nothing has changed that much for them out on those farmlands.”

“Well, would you be able to give me the address then? I have it in my mind to take a journey there and take a look for myself. It’s a lot more than the police are doing at present. As far as I’m concerned the authorities have just about written this off. Children die all the time nowadays, from one sickness or another, and they just don’t understand how our Becky was the picture of health. She certainly did not have a heart condition like me. How preposterous is that? First they alluded to this being a mysterious animal attack and now The Boston Record has a theory that the Debutante Ball might have put an undue strain on Becky, which caused her heart to give out. Eighteen-year-old young ladies are certainly not prone to heart failure,” Harrison cried.

Lady Georgia comforted her husband with a gentle pat on the back. “Harrison, be reasonable. Even if you know the address, how can you possibly go to Quakertown, Pennsylvania by yourself? It’s quite a distance and when you finally do get there, that is if you arrive safely and in one piece, who is to say you will have any success in locating this man anyway? For all we know he might be long dead, and the farm might not even exist anymore. Let’s be reasonable,” she pleaded.
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