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Chapter 1
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MY DEAREST GARRICK,

You should be delighted to know our dear Louisa Ormund has just presented us with a remarkable set of embroidered table napkins for my birthday—yes, another set—and a very special reticule trimmed with lace and feathers, which I now proudly add to the half-dozen other reticules the dear creature had seen fit to sew for me. She’s become a most accomplished mistress of the needle, which, I suppose, is a good thing, for neither reading nor keeping accounts appear to be strengths of hers. Then again, I blame her unfortunate circumstances for this too-heavy dependence on sewing. Though I despise the idea of any young girl learning more than what’s necessary for her to be a domestic paragon, being too good at one thing to the detriment of others might prove to be a shortcoming in her search for a husband. While I love Louisa dearly for her skill with the needle, I daresay I wouldn’t trust the running of the household to her.

However, I’m well aware of your deep and heartfelt admiration for her sewing talent, so I won’t fret about anything else.

Have I mentioned how delightful she is when she embroiders? One can sit and watch her little fingers fly with the needle, forming the loveliest designs on cloth. I’ve asked her to embroider your initials on a set of linen handkerchiefs I purchased for you, and the dear creature happily accepted the challenge. “How is Garrick?” she often asks, to which I always take care to say, “Barely surviving as a single man, I’m afraid.” You ought to be pleased that some of those you never thought twice to leave behind are still looking after your best interests. Do write back and tell us when you’ll be visiting again, unless you’ve gone completely mad from stuffing that skull of yours with science and mathematics. I can never understand your turn for the incomprehensible.

Your loving mother

* * * *
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GARRICK SIGHED AS HE reread the letter, rolling his eyes emphatically at some of the passages and feeling those familiar icy needle-pricks moving up and down his arms. He could, if he wished it, simply toss his mother’s missive on the fire or to hide it somewhere and forget about it, but his devotion to precise methodology always made him take up the pen and write back almost the very instant he stopped reading the letter three times.

Ignoring the too familiar gurgling of his empty stomach, he kept to the task though the process went much more slowly than usual. He’d only had coffee and two slices of toast and jam to carry him through much of the day, and the struggle against fading altogether proved to be more daunting than before.

* * * *
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DEAR MAMA,

I’m pleased to hear about Louisa’s progress and accomplishments in domestic things. I’m sure she’ll make a most deserving gentleman an excellent wife and mother despite her deficiencies in keeping accounts. Have I mentioned my honeymoon with Euclid’s Elements has been heavenly? I never thought an isosceles triangle would give me such indescribable bliss, simply looking at its brilliant configuration of two equal sides and two equal angles, all working together to stir one’s brain with pretty little numbers of the Pythagorean sort. I hope someday to bless you and everyone back home with my own brood of mathematical principles, as inspired by Newton’s Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica. Doesn’t that sound like a delightful household? Thinking about the possibilities makes me fall into the kind of transcendent state that’s usually the curse of religious mystics through history. I believe it’s called a seizure.

Your son,

Garrick Mortimer

P.S. I’d ask for you to refrain from writing for two months, for my work has eaten much of my time. Indeed, I’ve only enough minutes left in the day to eat and dress for bed. Perhaps it’s better if I were to resume our correspondence since the difficulty of a more regular exchange of letters lies in my hands. Don’t be angry with me, Mama. I’m not avoiding you.

* * * *
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OF COURSE HE WAS!

He sighed heavily once he had finished, relieved by the thought that it was now his mother’s turn to pay for the postage. Setting his pen down, he sat back and reread his brief letter, though for what reason, he didn’t know. He felt too foggy to be critical of his missive.

“There’s no help for it, then,” he muttered, shrugging off the possibilities of errors and any unintended expressions of deeper feelings he might have for Louisa Ormund. He had none, of course. He and the young lady had known each other since childhood, and that was simply that, for all his mother’s none-too-subtle attempts at matchmaking.

“Dear God, I forgot,” he said, taking up his pen again and nearly slapping his forehead with it for being such a blockhead.

P.P.S. I hope Louisa’s pleased with Dr. Burgess’ Observations of Major Oak of Nottinghamshire that I sent her a fortnight or so ago. I wasn’t sure if it was too whimsical for her taste, as I’ve always known her to be a very level-headed sort of girl who’s rather mad for large trees.

No, they were simply friends, and that was all. Blinking away the insistent and somewhat painful gnawing in his belly, he folded the letter, sealed it, and addressed it. He also tried not to remind himself of the loss of his own money in paying for his mother’s letter. Each missive cost him around nine pence at least. His mother also didn’t believe in economy when writing, and she refused to cross her letters—writing in one direction all the way to the bottom of the paper and then turning the sheet at ninety degrees and continuing her communication that way—arguing that no one in his right mind would be able to make any sense of intersecting sentences at right angles. So she often sent enclosures, the cost of added paper driving Garrick to drink, further carving out a gaping hole in his ever-shrinking pocket book.

And he certainly preferred not to tell his parents or anyone else back in Dover that he’d once again failed in securing a suitable position for a young man with impressive qualifications. His adventures—yes, he often called them adventures—in university education and beyond left him with a head full of knowledge but not much else.

He’d always hated teaching and preferred to work side-by-side with one of the greatest names in science. It was certainly testament to his genius that he’d be taken up for a very important post, even if it were nothing more than assisting a brilliant natural philosopher in the laboratory. Apprentices be damned. Garrick Mortimer offered far more than any half-literate novice would, perhaps even take on a few experiments or studies on his own to supplement his employer’s growing burden of data.

No one wished to hire him, however, for all the trouble he went through, meeting people and securing important connections. The Royal Society stood at a lofty height, a dream that remained untouchable, and he viewed the handful of lucky gentlemen who’d been elected for membership to be the greatest minds of all Britain and Her Territories. They were destined to become legends in the annals of science, he’d always claimed, and also served as painful reminders of his own shortcomings as a scholar.

“I was born at the wrong time,” he’d often tell himself, though much good that did. The blows that Fortune dealt were never good sources of comfort, regardless of how one rationalized his bad luck in life.

It was 1815. Great Britain, for all her brilliance in the arts and politics, had nothing to offer by way of science. Natural philosophers of any note seemed to be born everywhere else in the world but Britain, for which Garrick mourned greatly. If he could afford to pick up his meager belongings and move somewhere else, he’d certainly do it without hesitation. Yes, he’d even consider France, for heaven’s sake, though he’d have to pinch his nose and avoid spitting out any vindictive but well deserved criticisms against Bonaparte’s cesspit of a country.

But he was educated, penniless, and exceedingly proud. He preferred to die a slow, wretched death from starvation as long as he’d never have to set foot inside a confounded schoolroom.

As he lived alone for quite obvious reasons, Garrick’s lodgings were always plain, at least with regard to furnishings. A bed, a table and chair, and a washstand were all his needs. For all those, however, he still had great difficulty moving around in his private corner because every space he had was filled with books. Volumes both old and new spilled out from every possible space, every possible surface. Stacks of them stood three feet high against the walls as he’d no bookshelves to use. Then again, it was quite doubtful bookshelves would help him organize his remarkable collection because he simply had too many books.

“My word, Mr. Mortimer,” his landlady cried as she staggered inside his lodgings with his tray of food and that day’s mail. “I do hope you’re not hiding mouse holes behind those mountains!”

Garrick shrugged as he swept his gaze over his dusty stacks. “I’d have heard some nibbling if I did, Mrs. Bartley. Of course, if I’d somehow blocked a mouse hole, I’m sure the animal’s clever enough to know better than gnaw his way out, considering how thick most of my books are, or he’d surely die of starvation brought on by Edward Jenner or Sir Joseph Banks. Perhaps your other tenants are reporting an increase in vermin activity. If I were a hungry, desperate rodent, I’d find other means of getting out and foraging for my next meal, not sit around and nibble my way through centuries of brilliant mind-work.”

Mrs. Bartley merely gave him a narrow-eyed glare while rubbing her red, bulbous nose against her soiled sleeve. “If they are, sir, I know whom to demand repair money from!”

“Don’t worry yourself too much, madam. I’m pleased to tell you that my relationship with my family is still very sound, and they’ll be more than happy to recompense you should the need arise.”

“You really are mad.”

Garrick nodded complacently. How he managed to maintain a façade of ease and good humor despite his hunger-induced dizziness, he didn’t know. Then again, it was perhaps better for him not to think too much about anything. “You ought to have tea with my mother someday.”

She frowned as she scanned the room’s periphery. “Lord, did you just add more books? I’m sure there were at least ten less before.”

He brightened up. Hearing someone inquire after his passion always filled him with a deep, sweeping pleasure, not to mention pride, regardless of his current physical state. “You’ve noticed! Why, yes, I was blessed enough to bring home twenty volumes, mind you, from Mr. Towley’s book shop. Can you believe, ma’am, that it took me close to a year to add the complete set to my collection?”

It took him a year to be given the necessary funds, that is, and with the money came all kinds of colorful language from his father, including threats of a sound thrashing despite Garrick’s twenty-three years. Garrick was nothing if not grateful that he lived in London, while his family remained in Dover. It was too great a distance for the long arm of parental justice to span, a switch in hand, aiming at his backside.

“But they’re nothing but numbers, just like your other books.”

Garrick beamed, his spirits soaring. “Indeed, they’re not. They’re a series of studies made by Dr. Upton Trumble Dagwood on the rich fauna that’s unique to Muggleswick. Remarkable stuff! I’ve only begun reading the second volume, and I’m quite impressed with the scholarship in those books.”

“I’m amazed that you can still afford those things, seeing as how you’ve barely worked in over a year.”

That point stung, but Garrick refused to show his tiresome landlady the poisonous effects of her words. He merely nodded with a grave, knowing air. “Yes, I’ve been quite lucky with my money. Tutoring work here, writing work there—all odd and inconsistent, I know, but they all help in the end.” He even managed a little smile, while his stomach grumbled something that sounded suspiciously like “Misery!” “Things could be worse, you know. I could be driven to desperate measures and hanged tomorrow.” That much was true, at least.

Of course, he never mentioned the fact that he’d asked for some help from his most obliging parents for his occasional needs, cloaking his lack of employment with claims of science being a field for miserably underpaid geniuses. Neither of them, of course, appeared to believe him, but they sent him money all the same, with a rather irritated note reminding him of the bad decisions he’d made in choosing his studies.

We can’t help you all the time, Garrick, they’d written ominously. The least you can do with your mania for science and mathematics is to teach young, ignorant little minds and pass on your knowledge thusly. Being a schoolmaster might not be much, but it’s respectable work, and it earns you a steady pay. Then his father appended in a postscript: And, for your sake, I hope you’re not squandering what little money you have on books that no one but bored monks and madmen in laboratories would read.

With a snort, his landlady left him alone. Garrick busied himself with taking careful inventory of his meal. It was a simple task since he could only afford a bowl of thick soup with odd-looking things floating in it. There was also one letter on his tray, which irked him greatly because it meant that he now owed his landlady money for the post. He picked it up and read the address, his irritation spiraling when he discovered that it didn’t come from anyone who sounded like a scholar, let alone a man of science.

Tobias Ogden Hathaway, Gent. Vamp.

Garrick frowned. Who? “At least it isn’t an invitation to teach at some wretched academy for miserably stupid boys,” he muttered, tossing the letter aside and diving straight for his soup.

He sat cramped as always as his legs, arms, and torso were too long. He felt like a gangly scarecrow with hardly any straw left, stooping over the smallish table while taking care to maneuver his bony arms and hands without knocking things off and onto the floor. He barely tasted his food, not only because Mrs. Bartley was a dreadful cook who wouldn’t know one spice from another, but also because a crippling, asphyxiating feeling of despair had descended upon him. In fact, he barely paid the letter he received much attention.

Poverty had always been a real threat, but in the past, it remained largely beyond the perimeter of Garrick’s world. With his carefully rationed money dwindling to nothing, however, and his occasional odd work paying him no more than a mere pittance, he knew he simply couldn’t go on inventing all kinds of falsehoods to his parents whenever the situation grew dire enough for him to ask for some money.

They knew that he catalogued volume upon volume of treatises from men of science both famous and obscure, but what they didn’t know was that he worked a few hours at a bookshop that sold old and one-of-a-kind titles on every branch of science known. The pay was measly, of course, since the bookshop was visited by no one else but folks with an interest in science, and even then, they were painfully few and were, half the time, mad. It was a miracle it remained open for business the whole time, and it was an even bigger miracle that the owner, Mr. Towley, thought to hire Garrick despite meager sales.

Garrick had tutored a couple of young boys in the past, and it was those dreadful moments spent in the company of hellish spawn that convinced him teaching was simply not a viable option for a gentleman of his temperament. The pay he received didn’t do justice to his suffering, and he resigned from his last post, never to look back again.

Deprivation, isolation, and basic human needs, however, had taken a toll on him. Nothing he said to himself in an attempt to find solace in hunger worked its questionable magic anymore.

“I’ve got books. I’ve my education and my ambitions,” he mused. Then he sighed. “I’ve no room in my life right now for a lady, let alone a family. I’ve too many things that I want to do still, and opportunities are there, in front of my face...”

Opportunities, indeed. He’d already been forced to sell some of his books, but no one wanted them. It was all he could do to pawn what little else he had, one after another, and even then, nearly all of what he got in return went directly to his rent.

He took a bite of his bread. “And I talk to myself a good deal. Helps me think, I suppose, though I’m sure neither Mama nor Papa would agree.” He stared at his books, a little wistful now. “I do wish I’ve someone with whom I can share these. The hours can be quite tedious, when all I can do is read, absorb, and hold in, while as a student, I’d read, absorb, and share. It’s simply a terrible thing that those fellows proved to be hopeless dunces and sorely lacking a scholar’s true passion.”

He sighed again and turned his gaze to his ceiling, vaguely noting the cobwebs. “And I’m beginning to bore myself with my own conversation.”

Ah, but that would NOT do, a voice in the back of his head scolded him. He was never one to give up before, and he’d gone so far in his ambitions because of that. No, now wasn’t the time to shrink and give up. Besides, no one else in the world could boast of the same mental acuity and fierce drive for perfection. Garrick Mortimer, at twenty-three, was a most unique specimen.

Yes, that felt quite good. His spirits once again raised, Garrick dove into his meal, dull taste aside. About an hour after, he went about ensuring all his books were neatly piled against his room’s periphery. He discovered some to be misplaced, given that they weren’t of the same size as the other books in their respective stacks. It took him a bit of mental restructuring of his impressive library, but he eventually found the proper columns to which he consigned those once-oddly placed volumes. Though there wasn’t anything he could do to be more consistent with the subjects of each pile, he did manage to ensure they were all stacked in alphabetical order by author.

Several moments later, the satisfied monarch surveyed his kingdom of neatly piled, alphabetized, and properly sized books. His energy revived after that much-needed moment of obsessive sorting, he then proceeded to ensure that his pillow lay on the mattress at just the right point as measured from the foot of the bed. There was also the matter regarding the evenness of his blankets’ draping on each side, and he realized as well his table and chair weren’t set precisely in the center of his lodgings. He took care of that immediately.

By the time he’d done and was ready to read the letter he received that day, he’d grown quite tired from his efforts, but his mood remained very high. It certainly gave him just the right amount of energy and clear-headedness to read his mail, ending everything at precisely four o’clock. It would have been twenty-three minutes to four, but the shock of reading the letter’s contents slowed him down. He’d simply frozen up, staring in amazement with his jaw hanging low at the irregular scrawl for several moments. Once he’d regained mastery of himself, a good eight minutes and sixteen seconds had passed. And that was before he’d thought to reread the letter three times over. At least, to his credit, those extra efforts weren’t followed by additional moments of dumb gaping.

When he went to bed that evening, he judged his day to be a remarkably successful one despite the shock of reading his mail, though his stomach felt as though it had been cut up into ribbons.
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Chapter 2
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DESMOND DIDN’T NEED a hand in waking up at precisely the same time day after day. If he were to boast of a unique talent, it would be his uncanny ability to condition his body and mind into a methodical, clockwork timetable of some kind. He rose at such-and-such time each day and went through the rest of the hours with a certainty and confidence that, he was sure, no one else at sixteen would have.

His eyes flew open at the time—give and take a minute, perhaps—when they were supposed to open. He lay in bed, staring blankly at the dark ceiling above, his eyes and the top of his head being the only parts of his body not covered by the stifling layers of blankets that nearly crushed him with their weight.

Then again, it was either that or the awful, cramped coffin, the only comfort offered being that of light and sound protection. Besides, Desmond’s parents—no, his ancestors—had long disposed of the need for coffin-sleeping in their monumental move to live like mortals. Coffin use, at that day and age, was nothing more than a threat made to misbehaving children.

“If you insist on bullying your sister, you’ll be sleeping in the coffin tonight!” his parents had threatened him and his brothers countless times in the past.

That said, the undead attachment to coffins remained in vampire blood, so despite giving up the primitive practice of coffin-sleeping decades upon decades before, a modest but thriving industry came about from the demand of coffin-shaped beds for modern vampire families. That they could be embellished further into elegant four-poster beds only whetted their owners’ appetites for the fantastic and dramatic. Desmond had always taken great pride in his coffin-bed with its deep, rich mahogany Venetian top and festooned drapery of faded and beautifully aged dark green velvet with tattered gold fringes.

Blinking a few times, Desmond realized his room wasn’t really as dark as he’d first thought. He moved his eyes and followed the shadowy patterns of the ceiling, his mind settling itself into a most familiar and comfortable state.

“There’s the highwayman, rotting on the gibbet,” he murmured behind the sheets, his gaze tracing the horrible form as it was made by extravagant lines, curves, and color. “I say, his arm’s fallen off. Perhaps it’s been eaten up by carrion.” The latter point sounded much more interesting.

“And there’s the Tragic Duchess,” he continued, stifling a yawn, as he turned his attention to another section of patterns, “about to hurl herself off the castle ramparts for the hundredth time now. Tsk. Had she not given herself so easily to such a monstrous villain, she wouldn’t be driven to desperate measures.”

Desmond wrinkled his nose as an itch started, and he was forced to pull the blankets down and rub the tip of his nose as he felt his mood lift from his early morning ghoulish entertainment. “There she stands, weeping, dress torn, hair loose and wild, stains of blood all over. She looks around her hated home for one last time. She screams, ‘God forgive me!’ She leaps and vanishes into the waiting mists below.”

He sighed and rubbed his eyes before sitting up in bed and looking at the window. Through the drawn curtains, he could see slivers of early morning light, a soft, yellow shimmer that permeated and then faded gently against the heavier gloom of the old chamber. It was a sight that promised him another remarkably bloody sunrise.

Desmond gave the ceiling one final look. “And there’s the doomed nun, about to be bricked up alive,” he said, giving said patterns a dismissive wave of a hand. The tragic nun’s story didn’t fire up his imagination as well as he thought it would at first, but it could very well be because he’d simply run out of ideas for macabre stories. Perhaps he should sit down sometime and think of a different fate for her.

He stumbled out of bed, shivering, and hurriedly dressed himself. The mornings—in fact, the days—had been colder lately, but if it meant being blessed with such unusual sunrises and sunsets, he’d cheerfully bear with the inconvenience.

There was something quite special about that morning, however. He smiled to himself as he splashed water on his face, barely noticing the sting of icy cold water against undead skin. Then again, though affected by climate changes, vampires weren’t terribly sensitive to water temperatures. It was one more odd, inexplicable quality of theirs, but it was a much-appreciated one as it eased the burden on servants. Heating up water was one less thing for them to worry about, after all.

No, he had a letter to read—a letter he’d been anxiously waiting for and had been a long time in coming. It was a letter that was one of—well, one—in answer to Desmond’s dozen missives. It’d arrived late the previous day, much to Desmond’s surprise, and he read and reread the beloved handwriting for ten minutes straight, though his sister insisted that it must have taken him a good half hour to simply read his address.

“If it takes you this long to read the outside of a letter,” she added with a sour look on her face, “I can’t even imagine how long it will take you to read its contents.”

“You’ll never find out as I’ll be reading it tomorrow...in private...and at a time when you least expect it,” Desmond had retorted, pressing the letter close to his chest. Of course, when his sister rolled her eyes and turned away, he lifted the letter and kissed it before marching off to his room to hide it.

Simply remembering what he needed to do first thing in the morning was enough to brighten his day even before the sun was fully up. The unusual cold, the lingering sleepiness that kept his eyes heavy—none of these mattered to him as he dressed himself hurriedly. Bundled up in his thick coat and armed with the treasured letter, Desmond left his room and hurried down the stairs, passing a servant who expected to see him up and about at such an ungodly time of day.

“Good morning, sir,” she said.

“Moof mohfming,” he said without a glance in her direction. It was too bad that Desmond didn’t cut a magnificently awful picture to the servants. He didn’t own any clothes that might give him such an air of ghastly authority. It was all he could do to raise up the collar of his coat, half-covering his head, his black scarf securing his face from his nose down and effectively muffling his words.

And Desmond Hathaway almost always dressed in black. That was enough for now, at least. Dressing the part was always a good thing. Then again, he was a vampire, and he simply couldn’t help himself.

The morning mist was always a delight to walk in. Or through. Desmond took immense pleasure in the way the ghostly air swirled around him whenever he disturbed its serene presence with his black, bundled self as he marched down the gentle slopes and up again, his face turned eastward, not stopping till he reached his favorite dead oak. Around his figure, his own gray cloud and fog cover—courtesy of the family magician, Mr. Fitzgibbon Guiderius—swaddled him in a protective cloak against the sunlight.

He knew how to climb up that gnarled, lifeless husk, taking his place on one of the thicker branches and sitting there for a good half hour or so, quietly watching the sun rise on the horizon, the sky’s remarkable red cast lending the scene an otherworldly glow. It was breathtaking, and Desmond devoured the sight despite the chill.

“Misfortune and despair,” he breathed, his words barely audible to his own ears as he wrapped his arms around himself and ignored his shivering. “Red skies in the morning, sailors take warning, and et cetera. The world will shake and dissolve into a mass of mud and melted flesh, the air filling with screams of doomed humanity that will echo forever and ever.” He paused, considering his words. “Well, now, I quite like that. That was good. I should write that down for Phillip.”

Ah, yes. Phillip. The boy whose letter he held close because he was half-afraid of opening it despite not knowing why. He certainly wished his friend were there with him, not just a letter. That the letter was also simply one response to several Desmond had written in the recent past baffled him, but what did a reticent friend matter, when the recipient was hopelessly in love with him?

After a few seconds’ hesitation, Desmond finally pulled the letter out and broke the seal.

* * * *
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MY DEAR DESMOND,

Your accounts of your life back in Dryden Abbey are delightful, to be sure. They are, however, too many and too frequently sent. As you know, I’m nearly done with my studies here and am moving on to Cambridge. I simply can’t afford to fritter away my time reading letter after letter from you, all bulging with cheerful descriptions of red sunrises and sunsets, graveyards, burned cottages, and all other things that vampires are so fond of.

I suppose it would be kindness to tell you that I can’t accept any more letters. My parents are incensed that they pay so much for your missives, and Papa has threatened to pull me from Wyndham if I were to continue encouraging your communication. I suppose I’ve done that by not writing to you sooner. My schoolwork is important, true, but since your dismissal from Wyndham, I’ve come to realize I’ve been mistaken in thinking that a mortal and a vampire can simply move about the world in close, easy friendship. Perhaps it was my fault, that somehow I’ve given you false hopes of feeling anything deeper. If that’s so, I’ll be happy to take all the blame, but you must know now any renewal of love, as I’m sure you call it, is hopeless. I might have been enamored of the novelty of being good friends with a vampire, as I’ve never before met one, but I’ve never been in love with you, and I’m sorry that you mistook my regard.

If there’s one important lesson I’ve learned in those brief months I’ve spent with you, it would be this: that vampires are ruled by their hearts and their instincts, not their heads. And even if I were inclined to fancy one, being mortal and therefore more rational, I strongly doubt if anything happy would ever come of such a connection. Regardless of how you look at our relationship, Desmond, the only conclusion you can come to is that it’s quite doomed.

I hope you find a better replacement. I’m sure your kind has several exceedingly agreeable candidates for your affection, which I found is open and unguarded. Too unguarded, however, but I suspect whoever lays claim to it will be a most careful, most deserving vampire.

Your friend,

Phillip Priestley

* * * *
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DESMOND REACHED THE end of the letter, bewildered. Unsure of whether or not he’d read Phillip’s communication correctly, he went back and reread it three times over, a sharp pain now compounding the swelling confusion in his chest. Frowning, he cudgeled his brain for something—anything—that would help him understand his friend’s mind. It had been about five months since Desmond was sent down from Wyndham, and all those moments spent in Phillip’s company didn’t seem to deviate too widely. There was a good deal of planning regarding being together still after school and honest questions about feelings, all coming from Desmond, of course, but Phillip didn’t seem to be averse to Desmond’s suggestions.

“Then perhaps after school, you can travel with me, and I can show you all the things my species enjoy,” Desmond had said, eyeing his companion a little anxiously. They’d been discussing vampire tastes in the morbid and the grotesque, which Phillip confessed fascinated him.

“I suppose I ought to,” Phillip said, laughing, as the two pupils enjoyed a leisurely stroll through the grounds of Wyndham, a small public school in Harrogate.

“Do you really love me enough to want to do that?”

Phillip grinned at him. “If you believe so then perhaps I do.” Desmond certainly believed it since Phillip never once said no. They’d kept their pace idle, their hands either clasped behind them or tucked inside their jacket pockets. They’d never kissed, but they were most certainly in love. Mortal and vampire, regularly exposed boy and cloud-and-fog-covered undead youth—Desmond believed them to be a pair of noble, star-crossed lovers, much like Romeo and Juliet, only with Juliet wearing trousers and answering to the name Julian.

Desmond had enough faith in human nature—or at least in Phillip—to be convinced being sent down from Wyndham wouldn’t diminish tender feelings. Since his expulsion, which happened about a fortnight before the academic year ended, Desmond wrote to his friend every week. Phillip never responded, but he could be forgiven those lapses since Phillip must have gone off traveling during his holiday from school. Desmond was never sure, but what other reason was there for Phillip’s silence? Besides, Phillip’s family was a great deal wealthier than Desmond’s and could surely afford to wander off on one grand adventure after another while free of the manacles of the classroom.

The summer came and went, and Desmond resumed writing to his friend to the same result: silence. This time around, Desmond excused Phillip’s silence to his friend’s environment, which had always been painfully repressed so that the smallest infraction would lead to near-instant expulsion. Desmond learned not to care about the disproportion of exchanges between them because of the delicacy of Phillip’s situation. Besides, he was also too caught up with the enjoyment of sharing all those things that vampires enjoyed through his letters, and the morning landscape never failed to inspire him. As long as he was able to do so, Phillip’s silence didn’t bother him.

No one knew why the sunrises and sunsets lately had turned a spectacular red. While his family had reveled in the “Satanic nature” of the scene, Desmond quietly enjoyed the implications of doom, death, and destruction that came with such a magnificent and strange phenomenon. He’d shared everything with Phillip, convinced the other boy remained interested in Desmond’s world view despite their separation.

Apparently, it wasn’t so, and Desmond remained baffled. He tried to look at the sunrise, but tears blurred his vision, and he was forced to look away. Desmond sat in his favorite tree for a while longer, crying, when questions remained unanswered.

In time hunger called to him. Wiping his eyes and blowing his nose, he clambered down the dead tree, giving his favorite morning companion one fond, final look and a gentle pat of a hand before turning and walking back to the crumbling, rotting cottage-abbey-and-quarter-castle that he was obliged to call his home.

“I hate mortals,” he muttered, sniffling. He shut himself in his room for the rest of the day after breakfast, claiming indisposition, and no one thought to question him. By dinner time, Desmond knew he’d rather spend the rest of his half-immortal life alone, save for a pet. Animals were less vicious, after all, and were far more unconditional in their offer of affection and companionship. Yes, Desmond needed a pet. He’d have to convince his parents that he ought to be allowed a wolf, preferably a female one, so he could name her Isolde.

* * * *
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DESMOND WOULD, IF HE could, dissolve in a maniacal giggling fit as he watched his sister from the corner of his eye. He was at the moment, however, constrained.

“Mama! Mama! Desmond’s hanged himself in chains again!” Lavinia cried as she flew up the crumbling steps of the torture chamber.

It was, truly, a recent addition to the Hathaway home, when the old cottage had been improved upon and turned first into a cottage-abbey, for what respectable English vampire family lived in a cottage, while their Slavic cousins enjoyed aristocratic lifestyles in mysterious castles? New crumbling walls had been erected as extensions, with the requisite ruined appearance carefully planned. About half a dozen rooms materialized as a result, all attached to the northern end of the cottage, and very romantic ruins rose from the grass on the west side, the weathered stones creeping across to attach themselves most dramatically to the cottage’s original and extended walls. Empty, eye-like arches rose to the sky, and rocks marked imaginary sections of a long-vanished church. The abbey ruins played their role in providing the Hathaway children with countless hours of playtime, but vampires were a very wild lot, and before long, the children demanded more, and a torture chamber was the result. It was once planned to be a subterranean family vault, but the desire for an undead child’s playground overrode all sentimental schemes.

“It’s my turn to do it today, and he won’t let me!” Lavinia’s voice broke just as she reached the door that led to the kitchen. She threw her brother a red-eyed, baleful look before vanishing through the door. “You’re a spiteful, beastly wretch, Desmond, and if you weren’t family, I’d drive a stake through your rotting, black heart!”

Desmond rolled his eyes as he dangled from the chains. He’d say something back had it not been for the noose he’d created out of the chains keeping his throat pinched so tightly that no sound could go through. In fact, he also couldn’t breathe, but he was a vampire, and vampires were already dead, though the technicalities involving their undead-ness remained extremely difficult to explain. What would it matter to him in the end? Besides, Lavinia had already run him through with stakes before in fits of girlish rage, but she never had a good aim. Desmond was certainly fortunate she didn’t try to cut off his head at the same time.

It was all Desmond could do to pull a face at the torture chamber’s door as it slammed shut. Beyond its weathered, imposing wood, he could hear Lavinia wailing about the injustice of not entertaining herself with the chains that day. It was quite likely she’d just read a most heartbreaking vampire romance, and it had always been her immediate reaction to hang herself in chains in sympathy with the tragic heroine.

It wouldn’t be long, Desmond thought, before a servant would appear and summon him to the drawing room, where he knew his parents were most likely discussing further renovations to the cottage-abbey-and-quarter-castle, since there were still a few sections that were too well-kept and intact. His father had been complaining about its annoying symmetry, which might be well and good for mortals, but never for the undead.

Sisters were certainly a real bane to one’s undead existence. With a sigh, Desmond carefully undid the chains around his neck and torso, lowering himself to the table directly below him. It was one of those mysteries to the Hathaway family because the table was so old and had survived a fire, judging from the blackened parts that spotted it. But no one knew its true purpose other than that it had been shipped to them from Bukovina after the castle which housed it burned to the ground.

Whatever it might be, it certainly enjoyed a second life being the Hathaway children’s mounting surface whenever they wished to entertain themselves among the chains.

Desmond had just started dusting off the iron maiden when the door opened, and a servant poked her head through. “Master Desmond, sir, your presence is required in the library.”

“Oh, very well,” Desmond said, reluctantly following her.

The walk to the library proved to be rather anti-climactic; then again, living in Dryden Abbey always was, for all the time and money spent on turning it into a modern gothic masterpiece that rivaled Walpole’s Strawberry Hill villa. Desmond noted how cracked, dreary, and faded the wallpapers were, and he wondered how much the servants were being paid to ensure his home’s perpetual look of neglect and decay. He’d always known they simply adored working for vampires, and it was quite likely being ordered not to clean and tidy up too much was a good part of it. However much their compensation, it was likely to be a substantial one as he’d never seen these corridors in a state of such exquisite, modern rot.

Before long he stood before his parents in the library. It was there where they’d decided to pursue their plans for further renovations. The room was not only sufficiently large, but it was practically choking on old, old maps of the cottage-abbey-and-quarter-castle. On the main table, four different maps lay spread out, all overlapping each other. At the table’s feet lay several more discolored rolls.

Around the table stood Desmond’s parents in the company of a burly, weathered fellow who, judging from his healthy pallor, was mortal. He must be a stone mason or someone from a similar trade, Desmond thought.

He waited for the conversation to end, standing at a respectful distance, the picture of utter subservience, with his eyes downcast and his hands clasped behind him. It was simply too bad that he was also feeling a surge of crippling boredom as he waited to be lectured. In fact, it was that very reason why he thought to amuse himself by vexing his sister in the torture chamber. He’d actually planned his entire day with the goal of sending Lavinia into such a rage that it was all the girl could do to scream, kick furniture, and then hurl herself out of one of the tower windows and into the misty landscape below.

Oh, she’d done that before, of course, and being a vampire, she always emerged from her melodramatic falls unscathed. At least, Desmond was pleased to see, those falls usually set her mood to rights, and she was back to her old cheerful self once she pried herself out of the rocks or shrubbery or whatever surface she’d hit.

“Well, I must be going, Mr. Hathaway,” the burly, weathered mortal finally said, his words breaking Desmond’s thoughts. “I forgot about the time. I’ll return with my own plans in a week.” He didn’t bother to smother a yawn.

“Ah, thank you, Mr. Pritchard,” Desmond’s father said. “Much obliged. Do come back at any time and give the eastern walls a good look if you must. You’re always welcome here, as you know.”

“Thank you, sir. I will.”

A few more pleasantries were exchanged, and Mr. Pritchard strode out of the library, a few yellowed maps rolled up and tucked under one arm. He passed Desmond and gave him a hearty pat on the shoulder before marching out.

“Oh, Desmond, there you are.”

He raised his eyes. “Yes, Mama.”

His mother sighed as she looked him over. Then she beckoned him to move closer. “Darling, you’ve been a bit of a tyrant lately. And do stand straight. You’re a Hathaway and a descendant of a long line of English vampires. Show your pride through your posture at least. It’s very unbecoming, slouching the way you do.”

Desmond grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck. “Oh, Ma...”

“So what’s this business about you keeping your sister from the chains?” she asked, raising a pale, shapely brow. “You know very well that the torture chamber’s got so many diversions, and we’ve taken great care in maintaining them for your sakes. You could easily have amused yourself with the rack or the Judas Chair.” She paused and turned to smile at Desmond’s father. “Darling, do you remember the Garrotte? That was one of the most splendid pieces we’ve owned, and it was always a delight, watching the children take turns with it when they were younger.”

The Garrotte found a new purpose too soon, however, when the onset of a particularly bad winter some years back forced the family to chop it up and use it for firewood since funds at that time couldn’t maintain a steady supply to keep the cottage warm enough. Thank heaven for unexpected inheritances from long-lost, distant relations from another corner of the world.

Desmond’s father flashed her an equally misty smile. “Those were wonderful days, weren’t they, my dear?”

“Oh, come, Papa, now you’re turning into honey again,” Desmond blurted out, shuddering. How he hated it when his parents got nostalgic and dissolved into melting piles of sickening sweetness. “I’m sixteen years old, for heaven’s sake. Even if we didn’t have to chop it up for heat, I’d already moved on from the Garrotte, which, by the bye, wasn’t as entertaining as you think.”

His mother turned to him, surprised. “It wasn’t?”

“No. It’s dull and stupid. Whoever invented that thing must have been born with half a brain.”

“You mean to say that you lied to me when you told me how much you loved playing with it?” she demanded, eyes narrowing.

“I never said a word,” Desmond retorted. “Ogden and Harper did, and maybe Lavinia said something about liking it, but not me. Never.”

“Desmond, you’re not to use that tone of voice on your mother,” his father cut in, raising a white, bloodless finger in warning. “Lavinia’s been complaining of your behavior lately—”

“She’s my sister. She was born to complain about me, just as I was born to drive her mad.”

His parents let out sounds of exasperation, with his father narrowing his eyes. “Yes, as I’ve suspected, you’re bored out of your wits, and you need a diversion,” he said. “If you only lasted one year more in school...”

“Papa, vampires aren’t welcome in schools. You know that,” Desmond cut in, wincing at the reminder. It had been a week since his heartbreak, and he’d been struggling with memories of school since. If he could drink a special potion that would make him forget everything about his experiences there—and especially Phillip Priestley—he’d swallow a good gallon full.

“Too restless and saucy and a most wicked influence on the natural sensibilities of mortal boys” was the common complaint leveled against them by schoolmasters and pupils alike. Shunned for being overly emotional and for making “respectable young mortal gentlemen” fall in love with them, undead youths could never understand why they were particularly despised for being who they were: brooding, theatrical, excessively handsome boys who wished no ill on anyone for all their lethal charms. Desmond certainly learned that the hard way, and while his undead heart remained broken, he never once uttered a word about his romantic friendship with Phillip to his family. He certainly would rather die first than tell them.

So vampire youths were never known to complete their education the same way their mortal peers did, with all of them getting expelled for those reasons noted by their sixteenth or seventeenth year. As for the rest of their lives, the undead simply existed, being meant for a lifestyle similar to that of respectable mortal gentlemen, who didn’t have an occupation. It was certainly to their great credit that vampires had long moved on from slaughtering mortals for survival, seeing as how murder would surely undermine the social value of genteel idleness.

Desmond’s blood ran cold—or at least colder than it already was—at the ominous turn the conversation was taking.

“I agree,” his mother said, her features now hardening as she watched Desmond squirm in his shoes. “You’ve been indulged since your return home from school, darling, and it’s time to put a stop to all these ridiculous childish whims.”

“I’m not fighting Bonaparte,” Desmond cried. “Besides, I’m a vampire, and I don’t qualify for the army.”

“Desmond, that insufferable little frog was defeated at Waterloo a little over two months ago. I daresay your services won’t be needed anytime soon even if you did qualify for the army. What your father means is that it’s high time for you to settle down and learn discipline. And to learn—well, things. Knowledge. It’s very good in developing a young gentleman’s character and making him a most desirable prospect in marriage someday, if you’re so inclined. Are you slouching again?”

Desmond looked at his parents, his mouth hanging low. “You wouldn’t!”

“Indeed, we would,” his father said in a firm, loud voice. “In fact, I’ve just sent out a letter to a most able scholar, who’ll now be your new tutor.” He grinned, shoving his hands in his pockets. “In fact, we expect him to arrive in about a fortnight.”

“But—vampires don’t have any use for knowledge!” Desmond wasn’t going down without a bitter, bloody-ish fight. “Why, neither of you had tutors when you were my age!”

His mother smiled brightly. “And why do you think that was so, my dear? Because your father and I were disciplined enough to stay on our course, not fritter away our time on making our siblings’ undead existence deplorable.”

“Papa was tossed out of school at sixteen! And girls don’t need to learn anything!”

“And he made good use of his time reading books and attending private concerts and meeting just about every person he associated with his favorite subjects,” Desmond’s mother said with ease. “As for me, I’m afraid I must disappoint you. I had a governess till I was twelve. When she left, I took it on myself to continue my education by practicing music and drawing and reading whatever books my mother considered to be proper for a girl my age.”

Desmond couldn’t help but grimace. “Lord, it sounds like you both made for some dreadfully dull company.”

His mother’s eyes widened, while his father’s right eye twitched. Desmond, realizing his blunder, swallowed twice before daring to speak. “I meant—it sounds like you both made for some remarkably droll company.”

“Which is something you can’t claim for yourself, Desmond, unless you finish your schooling. Perhaps, as long as you emerge from it in one piece, you can go on one of those Grand Tour things that mortal gentlemen with no real ambition seem to be so fond of,” Desmond’s mother said, her irritation fading into her usual ease. “I myself don’t see a point in those frivolous little travels, but your father and I would be willing to let you go on one if you choose to.”

His father nodded, though his eye continued twitching. “Indeed. You might meet some other vampires who share your same passions, and think about all the graveyards, battlefields, and those fascinating little places where all sorts of heinous murders and executions took place. Wouldn’t that be the most exciting sort of Grand Tour that can ever be had by a young vampire gentleman?”

Desmond opened his mouth and then closed it again. Oh, they were good. Reining in his fury, he clenched his hands at his sides and glared at them. “My brothers are out in the world, being artistic and adventurous,” he ground out. “Why can’t I do the same? I’ve just as much talent and brains as they. I’m the only man in the family who can play the square piano well, so why can’t I go out and be like—oh, balls, I don’t know—Beethoven or someone like that? Why am I kept here, like some vermin infested prisoner? Clearly I’m of no value to you or anyone else, unlike Lavinia.”

“Oh, lord,” his father said, rubbing his temples. “Your brothers are wandering the world, Desmond, because one’s married to a confounded actress...” Here he visibly shuddered at the remembrance. “And the other claims to be driven by the spirit of Dante. I really wouldn’t be surprised if Harper’s now wandering through the different Circles of Hell, but as he’s nearly of age, I very well can’t keep him from pursuing his dreams, can I?”

Desmond’s mother regarded him with a mildly reproachful look. “It was a mistake, Mr. Hathaway.”

“It bloody was,” came the despairing reply, which earned Desmond’s father a shocked gasp. “Desmond, you’ll forget that I just spoke like a guttersnipe.”

“What your father and I wish, young man, is for you not to follow in your brothers’ footsteps,” his mother cut in. “We might be vampires, but what sense of honor can you possibly expect to find in the choices they’ve made? As a species, we’re still fighting to prove ourselves worthy enough to be included in mortal pursuits, and formal education is one where we fail miserably. No, sir. We made a mistake by allowing Ogden and Harper to waste their minds in their...well...occupations, and you’ve seen the results, yourself. They’re neither well-off, are they?”

Here Desmond’s father’s face contorted some more, and Desmond thought he heard him let out a tiny, pained whimper.

Desmond’s mother seemed to catch the sound, and she rested a reassuring hand on her husband’s arm as she continued. “We demand more from you—indeed, no sensible parent would expect anything less. You’ll study hard, and what knowledge you learn and skills you develop will surely lead you down better roads than those which your brothers have taken.”

Desmond set his mouth in a grim line. “I can read well enough and learn on my own if you insist upon it. I don’t see why I need a tutor.” In addition to the fact he simply despised schoolwork.

“Oh, but we do. And we expect you to be on your best behavior when he comes.” His mother paused as she mulled over something. “Then again, given his reputation, I sincerely doubt if you’ll find a chance to be your usual petulant, sulky self.”

Desmond turned around and stormed out of the library, mortified and furious. He’d have to find a good spot from where he could throw himself. He’d only done that twice in his life, and he never found anything beneficial from it, but he might just change his mind now.
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Chapter 3
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GARRICK MORTIMER WAS nothing if not thorough. After receiving the surprising letter from Mr. Tobias Ogden Hathaway, Gent. Vamp. (Gentleman Vampire), he set out to find his friend—his one and only friend—and pay him to unearth information regarding the gentleman.

Jack Kendrick was a born gossip and, therefore, the perfect candidate for such work. He didn’t own an office, but his reputation was quite widespread among dim-witted newspaper writers who couldn’t find a good story if it snapped at their backsides with razor teeth. Bored society women who were devilishly intent on bringing down their most hated rivals. And talentless artistic hacks who wished to keep up with Lord Byron’s tiniest escapades in hopes of besting him at every turn. They knew Kendrick well, and they paid him far better. It was simply too bad that they never did the information he gathered for them any good. Those newspaper writers were still dimwits. Those bored society women were still bored. And bitter. Those talentless artistic hacks vanished in a haze of mediocrity, for all the scandals they’d started for themselves.

Jack Kendrick, however, grew richer and happier. When Garrick sent him a note regarding a certain Tobias Ogden Hathaway, Gent. Vamp., he didn’t care for compensation beyond afternoon tea and a good chat.

“The Hathaway family is one of the forty-four English vampire clans, and they’ve lived in Yorkshire for three centuries now. I believe they had humble beginnings...” Kendrick paused as he adjusted his spectacles before tipping his head slightly back to peer through them. “Compared to their Slavic ancestors, of course, whose bloodline was aristocratic. The Hathaway family—the current one—live in an abbey that, I suppose, used to be a cottage. Or at least the cottage is still there, but they’ve made a few additions to it to make it into an abbey-like domicile sitting comfortably just outside Middlesmoor.” Kendrick handed a thin sheaf of papers to Garrick. “Come to think of it, all of the vampire families in England live in abbeys or abbey-like things.”

Garrick eagerly read the contents of Kendrick’s reports. “Why’s that? It appears none of them are inclined to spiritual pursuits. Aren’t they all Satanic by nature?”

“Oh, lord, I’ve no idea. I think they’re just drawn to abbeys. My guess is an abbey is the closest they’ll come to owning a castle, given their modest beginnings. I know Hathaway’s great-great grandfather played cards for the cottage because he couldn’t afford to do more. Yes, it says so somewhere in my report.” Kendrick nodded his head at the papers Garrick was busy examining. “A fine but mad gambler, he was, intent on raising himself up from the farm and into something much more interesting and romantic, I suppose.” Kendrick shrugged.

Garrick grasped at what logic he could in what he was hearing. “Perhaps it’s in their blood that they seek out abbeys. Linnaeus would call them melancholic, I suspect, or even phlegmatic.” He frowned as he turned things over in his head. “No, if they’re naturally drawn to abbeys, not castles, I’d say they’re melancholic.”

“Incidentally, I believe the current family has made recent additions to their...uh...cottage to give it a greater Medieval flavor. But I didn’t get the chance to investigate further. Suffice it to say, old boy, Dryden Abbey’s often called a cottage-abbey-and-quarter-castle. You’ll discover the reason soon enough, though I don’t envy you the task.”

“Oh. Well, there goes my theory.”

Perhaps, Garrick thought with a jolt of pleasure, he could take advantage of his time with the Hathaway family to study those odd creatures. He could easily write new treatises on the taxonomy of the vampire species as well as answer a few nagging questions he’d always had about them. One, for instance, was why were vampires such self-absorbed malcontents? While he’d never met any vampires in the past, he knew at least half a dozen people who had, and they all voiced the same complaint.

“Vampires,” they’d groused, “are a tedious, sulky lot, prone to fits of melodrama and despair over everything and nothing.” Of course, they’d always appended that with “But, damnation, are they an exceedingly handsome breed! If it weren’t for the fact they’re undead, I’d have taken up with this sulky beauty from Cornwall, etc.” True, the prospects of making love to a cold-blooded, white-skinned cadaverous beauty proved to be too much for any warm-blooded, pinkish mortal.

The possibilities took flight, and Garrick nearly swooned in the sweetest ecstasy at what awaited him, handsome payment and all. No one had ever written a scholarly treatise on vampires because too many Englishmen simply didn’t think them worth their while to understand. There was a German natural philosopher who attempted such a study at one point, but after immersing himself so thoroughly in the household of a German vampire family, he emerged after five years as a death-obsessed poet. No one knew why since he was never harmed, and neither was he kept against his will and tormented with verses till his mind broke. But there he was, fiercely penning sonnets and swearing to write an epic in the style of Horace someday. He died a poor man but a much-beloved figure among the native undead.

“Well, Germans might not have the discipline needed to counter the artistic and overly emotional atmosphere of vampire households, but Englishmen aren’t supreme for nothing,” Garrick had said after reading about the unfortunate natural philosopher’s decline into rhyme and rhythm.

“Is there anything else worth noting?” he asked as he began to vaguely skim over the succeeding pages of Kendrick’s report.

“Hmm. No, everything’s there. Father, mother, four children, the two oldest sons being away, the youngest boy and only daughter left at home. Folks in nearby villages either like them or are indifferent, which is good news for you, I suppose. At least you know that their reputation’s non-existent at worst.” By and large, Kendrick added, mortals treated vampires like odd but harmless creatures at best and tolerated them as bizarre pets at worst.

Garrick nodded, still looking over the report. “Yes, I agree. Better to have a bland, stupid group and rise above them than to have to put up with monstrous behavior day in and day out.”

“Well, I’m sorry I can’t find anything more interesting than what’s there, old fellow, but you’re still better for it.”

“Hmm. Not a very exciting beginning, I must confess, for a life with immortals,” Garrick said as he set his papers down and picked up his cup and saucer. He pulled a face when he discovered that his tea had grown cold.

“Half-immortals, you mean,” Kendrick said with an emphatic rising of his eyebrows. “If they were immortal, they’d be gods. Vampires can be destroyed, of course, and if they live long enough, being undead means being cursed with the inevitability of decay, and they all succumb to a long, wasting illness peculiar to their species. I do believe it starts in their sixtieth year or so.”

Garrick blinked. “They rot to death, you mean?” He could barely suppress a shudder of disgust at the idea. Then again, he thought almost immediately, wasn’t that how any rational man would define old age?

“Isn’t that the most romantically tragic thing you’ve heard?”

“Indeed.” Garrick gathered the sheets of paper and carefully rearranged them by page number, tapping them all against the table into a neat pile. He grinned at his friend. “I don’t look forward to old age and decay, but I look forward to my new job. An overly brooding nature doesn’t bother me; in fact, I find those theatrical tendencies most fascinating, and I’m not referring to any lack in simple discipline and rational thought.”

Kendrick nodded, his mouth stuffed with a sandwich, as he pushed his spectacles up his nose. “Mrrmph, mrrmph, gurlg.”

“Yes. I understand that Lord Byron’s practically their god.” Garrick smirked. What ridiculous, overwrought creatures they were! He reread the brief history of the two older Hathaway sons, Ogden and Harper. The oldest had taken up with a rebellious vampire beauty, who’d embarrassed her family by turning to the stage and finding work as an actress. The second had been drawn to the hellfire verses of Italian poets, and he’d run off to Venice to pursue his passion. Neither gentleman had shown much for his efforts, but from all accounts, they were very happy with their decisions and so were left alone.

Garrick found himself hesitating. If the two older sons were mad, impulsive sorts, what about the youngest children? For a moment, his mind froze from a series of wild, frightening images of a boy of sixteen and a girl of fifteen, both not only driven by the natural, calamitous emotionalism that appeared to be endemic to vampires, but also the wild stirrings of youth.

“I say, Kendrick,” he said once he found his voice. “If you don’t hear from me after a month, come and save me, will you?”

His friend grinned, pushing his spectacles up his nose again after taking a sip of his tea. “Are you beginning to be frightened by the prospects, you old goat?”

“I know I can cope extremely well with such a family, but I’m not quite sure about a sixteen-year-old boy.”

“Humph! Undead boys that age are nothing more than children in somewhat underdeveloped men’s bodies. Treat him as such, and if his parents allow you, don’t spare the rod. I doubt if young Master Vampire Hathaway would push too hard if he’s already met with resistance from dear Mama and Papa. Remember, they sought you out because they believe their son needs a firm, steady hand.”

Garrick snorted. “They ought to have done that already when the boy was a child.”

“Vampires, you absurd animal, are more than likely to drive tutors and governesses away. Is it any wonder none of them go to university? Lord, the boys never even finish school! Look at what I’ve given you! All of them gentry, none of whom are in politics or in scholarly pursuits—any situation that requires very little knowledge or cleverness, you’re sure to find them there.”

Garrick pondered Kendrick’s words and tried to project his immediate future. Perhaps there were things he could do to curb the young Hathaway boy’s wildness—or bouts of excessive brooding. Walks through the countryside? A ball? A picnic with other vampires? An opera? He sighed. He’d have to look into those once he arrived in Yorkshire. Those were all useless, demeaning activities to one of an extremely isolated and intellectual bent such as he, but if he wished to keep his job and carve out new paths in science, he should soil his hands in an occasional dance or theatrical production.

“It’s bad enough that I agreed to stoop this low and take on tutoring work again,” he grumbled, grimacing at Kendrick’s reports as they lay on his lap in an ordered pile. “But needs must, and heaven help me for that...”

As he prepared for bed later that night, he tried to reassure himself of the wisdom of accepting Mr. Tobias Ogden Hathaway, Gent. Vamp.’s offer. Money, scientific fame, and plain survival were at stake. Garrick was soon convinced living with a family of histrionic vampires in a rotting cottage-abbey-and-quarter-castle was far preferable to living alone in tiny, sparsely-furnished lodgings in the heart of London, half-dead from hunger.

Yes, he thought as he sank under the covers, his eyes closing against the cold night, he could manage a brooding sixteen-year-old. Intellect and all things logical always won out against the puny silliness of unchecked emotions.

Of course, he’d rather not think what his own parents would say about his new position. His eyes opened and stared into the darkness. “Well,” he mused, “as long as I’m earning a steady enough income, they ought to be content.”

At the very least, he no longer felt the need to lie to them about his employment, though he still would have to carefully avoid a few details in his next letter to Dover. Surely, he could come up with a good enough reason why a brilliant scholar who’d long insisted on working “cataloguing scientific texts” would suddenly take up tutoring a young vampire—without betraying himself and his previous lies.

Of course, perhaps a little bit of embellishment wouldn’t hurt.

After packing his things the following day and leaving instructions for his book collection to be sent to Jack Kendrick, Garrick sat down and penned a quick note to his family.

* * * *
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DEAR MAMA,

A most beneficial opportunity has just offered itself to me. I’ve been hired to tutor a young gentleman, a very promising intellectual, in fact, who needs the intensive private lessons that only a tutor such as I could offer. He’s long proven himself above and beyond the curricula of traditional schools, and I must say the poor boy’s grown quite bored with the lack of challenges thrown his way.

I’m very honored and gratified his parents sought me out, specifically, to guide him through more rigorous demands of an advanced education. My new post will be a great challenge to me as well as I’ve never worked with a young man of such intellectual gifts, and I’m quite sure he’ll keep me on my toes day to day, so that I’ll never be in want of good company even outside the classroom. Etc...

* * * *
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HIS MOTHER DIDN’T HESITATE to write back, and he received a letter a mere day before he left for Yorkshire.

Are you telling us that you’ve taken up the post of being a tutor to a vampire boy? Have you gone completely mad?
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Chapter 4
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MORTAL TUTORS WEREN’T uncommon among vampires his age. Desmond had long known about them, but never once dreamed he’d be one of the more unfortunate undead youths to be considered as desperately needing of “proper” guidance and balance. All those from a confounded mortal, of all species. Hadn’t vampire parents had enough of those absurd private lessons in their childhood and the never-ending parade of frightened governesses?

No one, of course, knew when and where the practice started. However, it was believed—or at least Desmond did—that someone’s vampire descendant some three or four centuries before had thought it a rather saucy thing to ensure a balanced undead development by introducing a mortal into the life of the most troublesome child. In vampire families, after all, there was always bound to be one tedious little monster among a brood of perfectly normal, emotionally overwrought children. It wouldn’t do, most certainly, if a son or a daughter were to stray from the well-worn paths of theatre and drama and tumble headlong into a ditch of too many unmanageable tendencies.

Emotion and artistry could never be relied on to drag a child back to regular vampire respectability. If at all, scattered accounts had shown such an approach only did more damage than good because those who tried to restrain a wild sibling ended up being just as wild and unmanageable as the other. No, indeed, the answer lay in the extreme opposite: sound reason, hard logic, and a baffling love of such, which could only be found among mortals.

“What odd creatures they are,” Desmond’s father had once noted after enjoying a lively dinner with some mortal friends. “I don’t quite understand how they practically turn themselves inside out, understanding the existence of a god or the more inexplicable workings of human nature. Just go and live, I tell them, and they always counter me with such-and-such philosopher and this-and-that natural philosopher, which, as you know, bore me to death...well, even more death, anyway.”

That said, a little bit of something apparently went a long way in curbing a troublesome child.

“An ideal vampire is always a perfect blend of emotion and artistry, never tainted by the baser instincts that can make him no better than the stumbling, rotting, blood-seeking re-animated corpses of his ancestors,” a Mr. Raleigh Oxton had said during a lively dinner-party at Dryden Abbey not too long ago. The gentleman had a dubious reputation of being a radical among vampires in the same vein as Mrs. Wollstonecraft was a radical among women. His words nonetheless appeared to have affected Desmond’s parents. Especially since Mr. Oxton shared his views a mere day after Desmond got sent down from school for being “a most insufferable saucebox and a bad influence on his mortal classmates.”

Mr. Oxton, in addition, was known to have told his own wide-eyed children such absurd things, after the sixth or seventh mortal governess had been driven away by their dramatic predilections. “Unless you follow that winding, left-of-middle path that we’ve set for you, your mother and I won’t have any choice but to hire a mortal gentleman to set you to rights.”

It was simply unfortunate in Desmond’s eyes that his parents took his advocacy of behavior management to heart and further twisted it into a complete reworking of vampire nature into the perfect mirror of a mortal’s. Vampires had always been special in their own ways; why should they change? They had no use for moderation, surely! And what would mortals offer them that would be an improvement? Absolutely nothing, given Desmond’s awful experience with Phillip. Mortals might be rational creatures, but their logic made them cold and unfeeling, utterly insensitive toward the wreckage they’d leave in their wake. They wielded their powers of reason with deadly skill, and Desmond knew he’d be destroyed by the time this new tutor was finished with him.

“As a species, we’re still fighting to prove ourselves worthy enough to be included in mortal pursuits, and formal education is one where we fail miserably.” Desmond’s mother’s voice kept repeating those words in his head, rousing Desmond from sleep in the middle of the night, trembling and sweating.

“Who wants to be a mortal?” Desmond demanded, shaking his damp fist at the inky blackness around him. “I certainly don’t! I will not be broken down by a vermin-infested mortal tutor!” He paused, waiting for his heart to lessen its frenetic undead beating. “I’ll run away and be like my brothers. That’s what I ought to do. I’ll never give in. Never!”

The following day, Desmond dug through his clothes and hastened to pack a bag with his things, his heart heavy with despair—more so than what was usual, anyway. He reached the top of the stairs when the family magician emerged from his room, saluting him in his proud, magnificent way.

“Why, Master Desmond,” the gentleman cried, his eyes widening at the sight of Desmond’s tear-streaked cheeks and impossibly stuffed bag. “Are you off to another school, sir?”

“No. I’m running away. My parents don’t love me.” Desmond pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose.

“Hmm. I see. Well, that’s dreadful news, to be sure, young man, but I must warn you I was obliged to take away your gray cloud and fog cover—”

Desmond stared at him. “What? Why? You know the sun will kill me if I’m not protected!”

“I know that, of course, but your parents expected you to threaten to run away and...well...spoke with me in the firmest tones yesterday to ensure that you’re not encouraged to take such a hasty, absurd step.” A heavy pause followed. “So I took away the spell I cast for you until further notice. Master Desmond, do stop looking at me like that. You know very well that I’m merely employed by your parents and not one to overrule their commands.”

A very terrible idea crossed Desmond’s mind. “I wouldn’t have known about this if you didn’t tell me! I would’ve gone out the door and right into infinity and beyond without even knowing what happened!”

Mr. Fitzgibbon Guiderius, Gent. Mag. (Gentleman Magician), pursed his lips thoughtfully and shook his head. “No, sir, that wouldn’t have happened because you’ll go straight to where your parents are, so you can announce to them you’re running away because you can’t bear to exist in a household of unnatural tyrants. Then you’ll swear to disappear forever and then go to the dining room for a bit of breakfast before making good your threats.”

“You read my farewell note?”

“I read no note, Master Desmond. I simply know your character better than you think.”

“This isn’t fair! I’m running out now, and I’m going to throw myself in the sun in front of everyone in this ridiculous house, so you can all watch me burst into flames and get reduced to a pile of miserable ashes!” Desmond’s face contorted, and tears flowed. Again. “Of course, no one will regret doing this to me, won’t they? If they do, it will be too late, and I’m gone forever! And then, what? They’ll have to live with the guilt of my persecution! Well, if that’s so, I’m not a bit sorry! They’ve put themselves in this position!”

From somewhere down the hall, Lavinia’s sleep-heavy voice broke through. “Lord, Desmond, why can’t you at least wait till noon before falling apart the way you usually do? Be quiet!” The sound of a door closing followed.

Mr. Guiderius sighed, his eyes having taken on a slightly foggy look in the course of Desmond’s emotional outburst. “My dear Master Desmond,” he said in a dull, even tone, “you’re in desperate need of breakfast.”

Desmond sniffled, wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his jacket. “Well, I was on my way to the dining room for a bit of food. You can’t expect me to run away without fortifying myself now, can you?”

The stately gentleman nodded, firmly clapping Desmond’s shoulder. “Indeed. Let’s have our meal, sir. Perhaps your favorite toast-and-blood-jam will clear your head, and we can discuss this more soberly.”

With that, he steered a depressed—more so than usual—Desmond down the stairs and toward the dining room. Within half an hour, Desmond had forgotten his purpose and was enjoying his time in the music room, where he amused Mr. Guiderius with his magnificent playing of Russian funeral dirges on the Broadwood square piano.

* * * *
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WITH ALL HOPES OF RUNNING away being dashed forever, Desmond spent most of his time following his parents’ disastrous announcement penning letters to young vampire gentlemen whom he’d learned had gone through the same ordeal. One of them, in fact, happened to be one of his older brothers’ good childhood friends. The young man was now a tempered, much-admired, and extremely popular undead fellow. He’d also turned out to be a musical genius and was widely celebrated throughout Yorkshire for being the first vampire to honor the county with lovely, moody, poetic melodies that could never be rivaled. They were known, in fact, to set the dogs howling whenever they were performed, which only lent them a greater gothic atmosphere.

* * * *
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...I DO BELIEVE I’D HAVE turned into a most insidious monster, dear Desmond, had it not been for my parents’ intervention. I was a year younger than you, in fact, when Mr. Bosworth entered my life, and I tried everything in my power to frighten him away. Nothing, mind you, worked. No, not even my favorite pastime of setting myself on fire, running through the upper corridors, and then flinging myself out of the southern tower’s parapet did anything to sway the gentleman. He got the better of me, you might say, by dismissing my performances and then knocking me about with lecture after lecture about Galileo. I do believe it’s the most effective methodology that scientific mortals use—the wearing out of their pupils till the boys are far too tired and confused to offer any resistance. Then the gradual reshaping of their behavior and mind begins, and before long, said confused boy is more manageable by the day without even knowing it. Indeed, I was never aware of my shift in behavior till after Mr. Bosworth left, and my mother nearly fainted in excessive joy when I didn’t set any furniture on fire...

* * * *
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DESMOND READ THE LETTER several times, his annoyance growing. Then he sighed and tossed the missive aside.

“Well, if that’s the case for Mr. Samuel Elmoor, it’s because he didn’t try hard enough to drive Mr. Bosworth away,” he said, scowling at the gray sky outside his window. “Setting himself on fire’s a damned brilliant method, I think, but I’m sure he didn’t do enough of it to make a difference.”

Indeed. Desmond Hathaway wouldn’t be so weak when his turn came. He knew better than to underestimate these confounded mortals and their annoying science and mathematics and philosophy. Best to overdo things and not gamble his chances away, and once he’d rid himself of the damned scholar, he’d pack up some of his clothes and flee Dryden Abbey to follow his dreams and to get Phillip out of his life forever. Of course, ensuring that Mr. Guiderius’ gray cloud and fog cover spell didn’t get disrupted was another matter entirely, but there was time enough to plan things out. It was best to take each day as it came.
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