
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Copyright © 2017 H.Y. HANNA 

All rights reserved.

Ebook edition ISBN-13: 978-0-9954012-97

Print edition ISBN-13: 978-0-6481449-6-0

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, business establishments, persons or animals, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission from the author. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter One








“Over here, Caitlyn! This is a great spot!”

Caitlyn Le Fey followed her cousin, Pomona, across the wide green lawn which sloped down from the elegant Georgian façade of Huntingdon Manor. The space was already half-filled with families and couples sitting in small groups and she had to take care not to step on the various picnic blankets and cushions spread out across the grass. It was the opening night of the new Tillyhenge Open-Air Cinema and, from the number of people milling about, it looked like it was going to be a huge hit. This was the first time that such an event had been held in the local area and it seemed to have attracted residents from far and wide—as well as quite a few tourists—to the tiny Cotswolds village of Tillyhenge.

“Wow, look at all the people,” said Pomona, turning her head to scan the area. She laughed. “I can’t believe James was worried that locals wouldn’t be into the idea. Like, who wouldn’t wanna sit in the beautiful grounds of an English country manor on a balmy summer evening, enjoying a picnic and a movie?”

“I think James just didn’t want to step on any toes,” said Caitlyn. “When he inherited the title, a lot of the villagers were worried that he would introduce too many modern concepts. They were scared he’d destroy the heritage and traditions they were used to—you know, it’s like the backbone to life on the estate.”

“Yeah, but his ideas are making things better… like, breathing some life into the place!”

Caitlyn shrugged. “You know how people hate change, especially the older residents. Opening the Manor to the public and allowing tours was already a big step for them, so James wanted to go slowly.” She smiled. “I think it’s why his tenants love him so much—he’s always putting their needs first and consulting them on everything.”

Pomona gave Caitlyn a teasing sidelong glance. “Oooh, we’re getting to know the new Lord Fitzroy very well, aren’t we?”

Caitlyn felt a blush heat her cheeks and was annoyed with herself. “It’s common knowledge that James Fitzroy is a fantastic landlord,” she said quickly.

Pomona plunked the cushions they had brought with them down on the grass and made a face. “I wish we’d thought to bring more cushions. That grass looks a lot harder up close.” She glanced enviously at a couple who were sitting on giant beanbags a few feet away. “Where did they get those from?” She scanned the crowd again, this time noting several couples and families who were also sitting on beanbags. “There’s no way they all brought those from home!”

“I heard that James hired a company which provides beanbags for outdoor events… Look, they’re there,” said Caitlyn, pointing to a booth at the far side of the lawn. “Do you want me to grab us a couple?”

“Yeah, good idea,” said Pomona, spreading out a blanket to face the giant screen erected at the end of the lawn. “I’ll stay here and guard our spot.”

Caitlyn made her way back across the lawn, passing a large poster of the movie being screened that evening. She grimaced as she saw the image of the muscled hero with a ridiculous mane of long, curly hair, brandishing a pistol and facing a tall, pale man in a black cloak, with fangs protruding from his mouth. Caitlyn sighed as she remembered that tonight’s film was about Van Helsing, the legendary vampire hunter. She hadn’t been keen on the movie, to be honest, but Pomona loved anything to do with the paranormal, and had insisted on coming. 

Glancing at the groups with young children around her, Caitlyn reflected that a vampire movie seemed an odd choice for a family event. Then she looked at the poster again and realised that it was really a spoof horror movie, with the vampire looking more comical than scary. Still, she found the idea of the film distasteful and even a bit irritating. 

Maybe it’s because the supernatural isn’t make-believe for me anymore—it’s personal now, she thought ruefully. When she’d arrived in Tillyhenge two months ago and learned that she was descended from a long line of witches, Caitlyn suddenly found herself plunged into a strange new world, filled with magic and spells, myths and enchantments. Now, all the jokes and stereotypes about witches and vampires didn’t seem so funny. In fact, she often found herself getting annoyed at the so-called “facts” about magic and the paranormal in the popular media—which were usually completely wrong. 

As if echoing her thoughts, she heard a grumpy voice she recognised:

“What utter rubbish! This poster is an insult—an insult, do you hear me? It must be removed! Vampires do not sleep in coffins—nor do we lack reflections in mirrors. How do you suppose I shave in the mornings? And those fangs are far too long to be—”

Viktor!

Caitlyn hurried towards a small crowd gathering around a thin, balding old man, who was dressed in a black suit that looked like a relic from the last century. He was standing next to another poster of the movie, glowering at a teenage boy in a reflective vest, who’d obviously been hired to act as an usher for the evening.

“Look, Granddad, what would you know ’bout vampires?” the boy asked impatiently.

“How dare you!” The old man bristled. “I’ll have you know I am a vampire myself!”

The boy snorted. “Yeah, right. And I’m the Queen of Sheba.”

“No, you are not!” said Viktor, outraged. “I have met the Queen of Sheba. She is a very handsome lady.”

“Yeah right!” The boy burst out laughing and the crowd roared as well. “She’s not even real—oh wait, I bet you’re goin’ to tell me now that vampires are real?” He grinned.

“Well, of course they are real. I just told you—I am one,” said Viktor in an irate tone. 

The crowd laughed even harder. 

“Yeah? Well, go on then. Let’s see you do somethin’ vampire-y,” said the boy with an even bigger grin. He leaned over and tilted his head, presenting his neck. “Go on, then—bite me an’ suck my blood!”

“I do not suck blood!” spluttered Viktor. “What do you think I am? A mosquito?”

“Hey, you said you’re a vampire.”

Viktor drew himself up to his full height. “I am indeed—but that does not mean I drink blood. Only a very small number of us vampires belong to the Order Vampyrus—most of us prefer to consume insects, fruits and nectar…” He paused, then added, “Although I did know a vampire who enjoyed small frogs, and lizards. Not unsurprising, really, since his other form was a Mexican leaf-nosed bat. Very nice gentleman, as I recall. Liked a bit of salt and a wedge of lime with his lizards.”

“Uh-huh,” said the boy, trying to keep a straight face. He grinned at the crowd behind Viktor’s back and made a twirling motion with his finger around the side of his head, mouthing: “Totally loopy.”

“I, myself, am a fruitarian,” added Viktor with great dignity.

“A what?”

“A fruitarian. I eat only fruits.” 

The boy chortled. “Yeah? You mean you suck out their juices an’ make ’em undead like you?”

“Undead? I am certainly not undead! Do I look undead to you?” Viktor jutted his head out on his scrawny neck and eyeballed the teenager, who took a hasty step back.

“Okay, look, you’ve been a good laugh, Granddad, but you’re gettin’ in people’s way so if you don’t move along—”

“I shall not move until you remove this monstrosity!” declared Viktor, jabbing a finger at the poster.

“Hey, cut it out, okay?” said the boy, starting to sound really annoyed. “If you don’t stop bein’ a pain, I’m goin’ to call the police—”

Yikes. Hastily, Caitlyn started pushing her way through the crowd towards them. “Wait! He’s not—”

“Is there a problem?”

Just as Caitlyn reached Viktor, a tall, dark-haired man stepped into the circle. He didn’t have to push—the crowd parted respectfully around him. He had handsome aristocratic features and a lithe muscular build, emphasised by dark jeans encasing his long legs and a crisp cotton shirt stretched across his broad shoulders. But more than his good looks, it was his air of quiet command that gave him such a strong presence. 

Caitlyn’s heart gave its customary jolt as she looked up into Lord James Fitzroy’s keen grey eyes and she felt her pulse fluttering. She was embarrassed by her schoolgirl reaction to James every time she saw him (it was almost three months since they’d first met; surely she should have got over it by now?) but she couldn’t seem to help herself. No matter how many times she saw him, meeting James again always seemed to turn her into a shy, tongue-tied, blushing mess.

“Is there a problem?” James asked again, looking at the teenage usher.

The boy rolled his eyes. “Yeah, Grandpa Fruitarian here seems to think that he’s a vampire and—”

“I do not ‘seem to think’,” said Viktor indignantly. “I know. I was born a vampire—and I am one of the last of my kind.”

The crowd tittered again and James looked at loss for words. 

“Ah, here you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” said Caitlyn with false brightness. She stepped forwards and grabbed Viktor’s arm, while giving everybody a breezy smile. “Sorry! A little misunderstanding, but we’re just leaving—”

“Caitlyn? Do you know this gentleman?” James asked.

“Er…” Caitlyn wondered wildly what to say. Somehow, she didn’t think “Yes, he’s my vampire uncle” would go down very well. “Um… er… sort of. This is my… uh… friend, Viktor,” she mumbled. 

A look of surprise, mingled with relief, crossed James’s face. “This is Viktor?”

“Yes, why?”

“When you mentioned him before, I’d assumed that he was… er… younger,” said James, clearing his throat.

It was Caitlyn’s turn to look at him in surprise. She could only remember mentioning Viktor to James once before: when he had berated her for exploring the stone circle alone while a murder suspect was on the loose and she had blurted out that she had been protected by her friend, “Viktor”. Instead of reassuring him, though, it had seemed to annoy James, especially when she had refused to tell him more about her mysterious male friend. In fact, Caitlyn had even fleetingly wondered if James had been jealous. 

Viktor bristled at James’s words. “Younger? Younger? Do you think youth is everything?” He held up two scrawny fists. “I am more than a match for you, young man! Bring out a sword and we’ll have a duel! Then we’ll see what you’re really made of—”

“Uh… Viktor has a great sense of humour,” Caitlyn cut in hastily with a weak smile as James stared at the old man in bewilderment. She gripped Viktor’s arm. “Anyway, we’ve got to be going. Sorry for any misunderstanding! See you around!” she called over her shoulder as she hustled the old vampire away, leaving James, the teenage usher, and the rest of the crowd gaping after them.

Caitlyn didn’t release Viktor until they were a good distance away and well out of earshot of most people. 

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

“Protecting you, of course,” said Viktor huffily. “As your guardian uncle, it is my duty to watch over you and make sure that you come to no harm.”

“What harm could come to me here?” asked Caitlyn, exasperated. 

Viktor wagged a finger in her face. “Ah, you never know. Evil lurks in many places and—” His gaze slid over her shoulder and he drew his breath in sharply. “Aha! I found you at last!” he hissed and darted past her.

“Wha—?” Caitlyn turned to see the old vampire hovering over a row of tangled, prickly bushes. Plump red fruit were dangling in large numbers from several stems.

“Mm… wild raspberries!” Viktor smacked his lips and rubbed his hands with glee.

Caitlyn started to say something but was interrupted by the loudspeaker announcing that the film was about to begin soon. She realised that she hadn’t even got the beanbags yet. Pomona would be getting worried, wondering what had happened to her! She glanced at Viktor again but the old vampire was already engrossed in plucking berries from the bushes and stuffing them into his mouth, so she shrugged and left him to it. Hopefully, the raspberries would keep him busy and out of trouble for the rest of the evening.








  
  
Chapter Two








As Caitlyn joined the end of the dwindling queue in front of the beanbag booth, she wondered anxiously if they might run out by the time it came to her turn. Luckily, however, she managed to grab the last two. The beanbags were much bigger and bulkier than she had expected, however, and she decided to take the route around the edge of the lawn rather than fight her way through the crowd encamped across the centre. 

The lawn was surrounded by neatly clipped hedges, interspersed with occasional flowerbeds, and as she passed one of these, she saw a group of children crouched around an enormous dog the size of a small pony. It was Bran, James Fitzroy’s English mastiff. He was lying with his legs stretched out in front of him and sitting between his front paws was a little black kitten. Caitlyn broke into a smile at the sight of them.

“Hello Bran,” she said softly, bending down to pat the dog.

“Mew!” cried the kitten indignantly. 

Caitlyn laughed and patted the kitten as well. “Yes, and hello to you too, Nibs. I hope you’re staying out of trouble.”

“He tried to climb up my leg,” said one little girl.

Caitlyn made a face. “Ouch! I hope Nibs didn’t scratch you.”

“He’s only a baby cat so his claws aren’t very sharp yet,” said another little girl with a freckled face and pigtails. She scooped up the kitten and cuddled him against her. “I love you, Nibs—I wish you were mine!”

Caitlyn smiled, recognising six-year-old Molly Jenkins who lived in the village. She started to reply but, before she could say anything, they were interrupted by a volley of high-pitched barking. The children backed away and Caitlyn turned in surprise to see a small brown-and-white terrier come shooting out of the bushes nearby. It rushed up to Bran, teeth bared and hackles raised.

“YAP-YAP-YAP-YAP-YAP!”

The mastiff looked at the terrier in surprise. He gave a friendly thump of his tail, his wrinkled face pulled back in a placid smile, but this just seemed to provoke the terrier even more. The smaller dog snarled and lunged at Bran, nipping at his feet. Bran jerked his paw away, looking bewildered, and gave a soft whine. He wagged his tail again, but the terrier ignored Bran’s friendly overtures. Instead, it growled and launched itself at the mastiff once more.

“Hey!” cried Caitlyn, trying to step in. “Hey, hey! Leave poor Bran alone…” She bent down to try and grab the terrier by its collar but she had barely caught hold of it when a sharp voice said:

“What are you doing to my dog?”

A middle-aged woman stomped into their midst and yanked Caitlyn’s hand off the terrier’s collar. She was wearing a big straw hat and a baggy floral cotton dress, with green wellington boots poking out from beneath, and looked like the stereotype of the British country matron. 

She glared at Caitlyn and snapped, “What were you doing to Rocco?”

“N-nothing,” stammered Caitlyn. “I wasn’t doing anything. I mean—he was attacking Bran so I was just trying to stop him—”

“Nonsense! Rocco would never attack anything… would you, darling?” The woman picked up the terrier in her arms. The little dog glared at Caitlyn and lifted his lip, showing a row of sharp teeth. 

The woman gave Bran a dirty look. “More likely than not, it was that great big brute of a dog who tried to bully him and Rocco was just defending himself.”

Caitlyn started to protest, then she glanced at Bran. The mastiff was unharmed and didn’t seem that bothered by what had happened. With an inward sigh, she decided it would be easier to let things go. She’d met dog owners like this before and they were always convinced that their little darlings could do no wrong, no matter what evidence to the contrary. So she bit her lip and said nothing as the woman gave Bran another dirty look, then turned and stalked off with the terrier still in her arms.

“It’s not true, what she said,” piped up a small voice next to Caitlyn. “That mean doggie did attack Bran!”

Caitlyn glanced down to see Molly’s indignant little face. She dropped to her knees next to the girl. “I know, sweetie, but sometimes… well, sometimes people see what they want to see and it’s hard to change their minds.” She reached out to pat Bran’s big head again. “Anyway, the important thing is—Bran’s all right, isn’t he?”

The child placed the kitten back on the ground and looked at the mastiff, who was panting amiably. “Bran’s hot,” she said.

“Yes, it’s quite warm, isn’t it?” agreed Caitlyn. 

Molly extended her right hand and uncurled her pudgy fingers to show a sticky brown blob in her palm. “Look. My chocolate’s melted,” she said forlornly.

“Aww… I’m sorry,” said Caitlyn, reaching out to touch the piece gently with her forefinger. There was a tingle in her fingertip and the brown blob shimmered, then rippled out into a smooth, glossy bar of milk chocolate.

“Oh!” cried Molly in delight, staring down at the chocolate bar in her hand. “You did magic!”

Caitlyn drew her hand back hastily. She wasn’t sure what had happened. This was one aspect of her new-found witch powers which still frightened her sometimes: the way she couldn’t control the magic inside her.

“How did you make it do that?” asked Molly, as the other children gathered around her and stared at the perfectly smooth chocolate bar.

“I… I don’t know… I mean, I didn’t do anything,” said Caitlyn. She glanced furtively at the other children, wondering if they would recoil in fear. She knew that there was a lot of prejudice in the village against witchcraft, and the children must have heard negative comments from their parents. But to her relief, they were all Molly’s age and still young enough to happily believe in magic. In fact, instead of fear, there was wistful envy on their faces as they looked at the chocolate in Molly’s hand.

“Can I have one too?” asked another little girl, extending her palm towards Caitlyn.

Caitlyn hesitated. She really shouldn’t have been practising magic in public, but with the little girl looking at her so hopefully, she didn’t have the heart to say no. Before she realised what she was doing, she had stretched out a finger and touched the little girl’s palm. A second later, a perfectly formed chocolate bar appeared.

“Ooh! Thank you!” squealed the little girl.

A little boy thrust his hand towards her. “Me too, miss! I want a chocolate bar too!”

“And me!”

“Yes, me too, please!”

In a flash, Caitlyn was surrounded by eager little faces and a circle of open palms. Swallowing her misgivings, she glanced around to make sure no adults were watching, then quickly tapped each hand in turn. As the last child thanked her and turned away, happily clutching a piece of chocolate, Caitlyn hoped that they wouldn’t tell their parents how they’d got the sweets. Maybe the adults would put it down to the children’s vivid imagination, anyway, Caitlyn thought. If she was accused of anything, she could always say that she had produced the chocolates from her pocket, using a sleight-of-hand magic trick.

Feeling a little bit better, she grabbed the beanbags again and turned to go. But she had forgotten about the kitten who was now demanding some attention.

“Mew!” cried Nibs, clambering up on one of the beanbags.

Caitlyn gave the kitten a hurried pat, then lifted him off the beanbag and set him on the ground. “Sorry, Nibs—I haven’t got time to play with you now. I’ve got to get these beanbags back to Pomona.”

But the kitten wasn’t taking no for an answer. He darted between her legs as she began walking again, causing her to trip and stumble. Caitlyn gasped and fell, collapsing onto Bran, who was still lying on the grass next to them.

“Oomph!” 

Luckily, the mastiff’s furry bulk had cushioned her fall. He turned his head and looked at her quizzically, as she lay flopped across his back, then gave the side of her face a hearty lick.

“Eeuuw!” Caitlyn recoiled from his huge wet tongue. 

She started trying to roll off his back but Bran decided at the same moment to heave himself to his feet. Caitlyn flailed around as the mastiff’s huge body lurched up. His rump swung against her, knocking her over once more, and she pitched forwards, face down in the grass, bum in the air. 

“Are you all right?” a male voice asked and she felt a gentle hand on her elbow.

For a moment, she thought that it was James Fitzroy and she was mortified, imagining how she must look. But as she rose, flushing, she realised that it was another man. He was just as tall and just as handsome as James—but in a very different way. His dark eyes were midnight blue, fringed by ridiculously long lashes, and his black hair was slicked back to leave a slight widow’s peak on his forehead. He had a full, sensual mouth and a shadow of stubble across his chiselled jawline, giving him the sexy look of a man who had just got out of bed. His muscled torso was outlined by the navy T-shirt he wore and she could see dark chest hairs curling over edges of the V neckline.

“Mademoiselle, are you all right?” he asked again, and this time Caitlyn realised that he spoke with a French accent.

“Er… yes, thank you,” said Caitlyn, brushing her hair out of her face. She was trying hard not to stare. She had never met a man quite so… well, so beautiful. 

“These bags of bean are too cumbersome for one so dainty as you, n’est-ce pas?” He tilted his head, smiling at her. 

Dainty? Caitlyn had never thought of her pear-shaped figure as dainty. She had always been self-conscious about her wide hips and thighs—and yet this man was looking at her in a way that made her feel like the slim, petite women she had always envied.

She returned his smile. “They… they are a bit bulky. But I suppose they need to be, to provide the support, otherwise they’d sag, you know, in the middle when you sit down. But maybe that depends on how heavy you are too—not that I know, really, as I haven’t tried them…” She realised that she was blabbing like an idiot and trailed off awkwardly.

The stranger’s eyes twinkled. “Moi aussi. This is not the first time I have encountered such bags of bean for seating but it shall certainly be my first experience watching a film on them. My tastes tend to be more traditional; in my chateau in France, the chairs for the outdoors are in wrought iron—or perhaps solid wood—but alors, my friend, James, he is a great one for new ideas and new ways of doing things.”

“James? I mean, Lord Fitzroy? You’re his friend?”

The stranger made a slight bow which would have looked silly and theatrical on any other man. “Mais oui. Allow me to introduce myself: my name is Antoine de Villiers.” He raised a teasing eyebrow, a smile curling the corners of his mouth. “And may I be so bold as to ask for mademoiselle’s name in return?”

“It’s… it’s Caitlyn,” she said, giving him another smile. “Caitlyn Le Fey.”

He took her hand, raising it to his lips. “Caitlyn.” He said the name slowly, like someone savouring a fine wine. “A beautiful name. For a beautiful woman.”

Caitlyn realised suddenly that he was flirting with her. She felt herself blushing as his lips pressed the back of her hand. Hastily, she drew it away. 

Clearing her throat, she asked, “Um… are you visiting James?”

He inclined his head. “I have not seen him since our days at Oxford together. Alors, I decided a visit was long overdue.” His eyes lingered over her again and he gave her a suggestive smile. “Of course, had I known what pleasures lay in wait here in Tillyhenge, I might have come much sooner.”

Caitlyn blushed again. His flirting was outrageous—and yet she couldn’t help feeling flattered. No one had ever looked at her in this way. Even when James Fitzroy paid her a compliment, he was so restrained and polite—whereas there was something thrilling about this Frenchman’s bold admiration.

The sound of the voice from the loudspeaker brought her out of her thoughts.

“Oh! I’ve got to go. My cousin is waiting for me…”

“You will permit me to assist you?” Antoine gestured to the beanbags.

“Oh… thanks. That’s really kind of you.” Caitlyn surrendered the unwieldy lumps gratefully. 








  
  
Chapter Three








When they returned to Pomona’s spot on the lawn, they found her engrossed in conversation with an elderly gentleman.

“Caitlyn! Where have you been? I was just gonna come and look for y—” Pomona broke off as she caught sight of Antoine de Villiers. Her eyebrows climbed so high that they almost disappeared into her hairline. 

“Er… this is my cousin, Pomona Sinclair,” said Caitlyn. “And this is Antoine—Antoine de Villiers. He’s a friend of James.”

“Enchanté, mademoiselle,” said Antoine, clasping Pomona’s hand and raising it to his lips. His eyes flickered to the elderly gentleman.

Pomona took the hint and gestured towards the other man. “This is Mr Rochat," she said, giving it the French pronunciation of “Ro-shah”. 

Antoine paused slightly, then extended his hand. The old man grasped it briefly. Caitlyn was surprised at their offhand reactions—she would have thought that two Frenchmen meeting each other would respond more warmly. But then, maybe that was a silly thought. After all, two Americans meeting each other in a foreign country wouldn’t be instant best friends just because they were both Americans. In any case, she had a feeling that a man like Antoine de Villiers wasted no charm on other males—his attention was focused solely on the ladies. 

“Alors, I must go,” he said, turning back to Caitlyn with a smile. “James will be looking for me. But I hope we will meet again soon. À bientôt, mademoiselle.” He made a slight bow, then turned and strode away.

“Jeez, you’ve been gone forever,” complained Pomona.

“Sorry, I got a bit sidetracked,” said Caitlyn.

Pomona rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I can see that…”

“Oh, no… I didn’t mean Antoine…” Caitlyn stammered. “There was some trouble with Bran and another dog… and the children… Anyway…” She smiled at the gentleman next to them. “You looked like you were having a good time with Mr Rochat.”

“Please, call me Pierre,” said the old man. 

Caitlyn looked at him curiously. His English was fluent and, unlike Antoine de Villiers, he hardly had a hint of a French accent. He was dressed very formally for a casual outdoor event, in an old-fashioned tweed jacket, waistcoat, and pressed trousers, with a scarlet silk kerchief tucked jauntily into the lapel pocket. 

His eyes were shrewd behind his spectacles as he smiled at Caitlyn and said, “Your cousin has been telling me much about you and the interesting experiences you have been having in the last few months.”

Caitlyn glanced at Pomona, wondering what she had told him. Pomona had the typical American confidence and ease in conversing with total strangers—something that Caitlyn usually envied—but sometimes Pomona’s bubbly personality also meant that she shared far more than she should have about her private life. Caitlyn hoped her cousin hadn’t divulged too much.

“I understand that you recently discovered that you were adopted?” Pierre Rochat asked. “Your mother was Barbara Le Fey, the celebrated singer?”

Caitlyn nodded cautiously. “Yes, she was my adoptive mother. She died a few months ago in a car crash and I learned after the funeral that she adopted me as a baby.”

“And your real family? They are here in England?”

“Yeah, they’re right here in Tillyhenge!” beamed Pomona. “Can you believe the coincidence? Caitlyn wandered into the village chocolate shop as soon as she arrived and guess what? Turns out that the owner is her grandmother! And she’s also got an aunt and cousin who—”

“Yes, well, I’m sure Mr Rochat doesn’t want to be bored by my family history,” cut in Caitlyn. She gave the man a bright smile. “So, are you just visiting Tillyhenge or do you live in the area?”

“Please, call me Pierre,” he said again with old-fashioned courtesy. “I am a dealer in antique jewellery. I happened to be visiting a colleague in Gloucester and heard about the new Open-Air Cinema being held in the grounds of Huntingdon Manor. It sounded like a delightful way to spend an evening and the film sounded most interesting, so… here I am.” He smiled at her. 

“Oh, right,” said Caitlyn. She wouldn’t have expected someone like Pierre Rochat to be into vampire movies. He seemed more the type to enjoy art-house films or war biopics. But maybe appearances were deceptive. After all, there were probably tattooed bikers who enjoyed romantic comedies and white-haired old grannies who liked horror movies.  

The giant screen in front of them flickered suddenly to life. Caitlyn glanced across the lawn and realised that twilight had fallen while they were talking. The sky was now a deep indigo blue and silhouetted against it, looming up behind them, was Huntingdon Manor. The windows were all lit—shimmering squares of gold arranged in perfect symmetry—and it looked beautiful and slightly unreal, like an English country manor in a historical romance novel. 

A hush fell over the crowd as music began blaring from the speakers and a series of advertisements played across the screen. Pomona leaned across and said to Pierre Rochat:

“Hey, do you wanna share a beanbag? I feel kinda bad that you’re sitting on the ground—”

“No, no… do not worry on my account. In fact, I think I will go and get a drink. I believe I saw a booth selling refreshments.” He rose to his feet. 

Pomona looked at him in surprise. “But the movie’s starting,” she protested.

The old man didn’t appear to hear her. He gave them a perfunctory wave and hurried away, his figure soon swallowed by the darkness. Pomona watched him go for a moment, then shrugged and leaned back to watch the movie. Caitlyn settled down in her own beanbag as the opening credits rolled across the screen. The camera panned over a dark forest landscape, zooming in at last on a Gothic castle perched on the edge of the cliff. A flock of bats swerved past the castle spires and mist swirled around the turrets. 

Caitlyn rolled her eyes at the clichés and rolled them even more when the scene cut to the interior of the castle. In a large hall with a gaudy chandelier, a man lay sleeping in an open coffin. He was very pale, with black hair smoothed back from a high forehead, and a haughty expression, which would have made him look frightening—except that he was snoring loudly. The audience laughed. Then a full moon came into view in the open window and the man woke up. He rose gracefully from the coffin—and smacked his head on the low-hanging chandelier. 

“OWWW!” He hopped around in fury, rubbing his head.

The crowd roared with laughter again and Caitlyn gave a wry smile. This looked like it was going to be a very silly movie. Still, it was a lovely summer evening and it was nice to be spending time with Pomona. She relaxed against the beanbag, chuckling as the vampire stalked down the staircase of his castle, his black cape billowing dramatically behind him—only to catch on a rusty nail, making him trip and nearly fall down the stairs. Regaining his balance and his dignity, he morphed into a bat and flew to the nearby village, straight into the bedroom window of an unlucky maiden. In a flash, he was perched on the edge of her bed, ready to sink his teeth into her lily-white neck. There was an appreciative gasp from the audience as he opened his mouth, revealing long white fangs, and then the heroine opened her eyes and screamed shrilly.

A second later, there was another scream. A bloodcurdling scream of fear and horror. For a moment, Caitlyn thought it had come from the movie as well, then she noticed various people next to her sitting up and looking around. A murmur of anxiety passed through crowd. Caitlyn realised suddenly that the second scream had been real.

“What’s going on?” asked Pomona.

“I don’t know,” murmured Caitlyn. 

She stood up and craned her neck. She could see a crowd forming at the opposite edge of the lawn. Curious, she hurried across and pushed her way through the circle of people gathered around something on the ground. Then she stopped short as she saw what they were staring at. It was the body of a man. A farmer crouched down and felt for a pulse, then shook his head. Several torches played over the body, which was twisted awkwardly so that the head was tilted back and the neck was showing. There was a gasp from the crowd as a beam of light fell on the side of his throat. Two deep puncture wounds were clearly visible—puncture wounds that looked like fang marks. 

“It’s a vampire! He’s been killed by a vampire!” somebody screamed.

“Yes, look! See the bite on his neck!”

“Oh my God…”

“No!”

“But… it can’t be… Vampires aren’t real!”

Caitlyn stared at the body, barely hearing the hysterical cries around her. She had just recognised the man lying there. It was Pierre Rochat. She felt a sense of disbelief. She had only been talking to him a few minutes ago! He had been sitting next to her, alive and healthy. Now his skin was deathly pale, his eyes empty and staring.

Then there came another cry: “Over there! In the bushes! Who’s that?”

The beams of light swung wildly, raking over the bushes behind the body. There was a furtive movement, and, the next minute, a familiar figure was caught in the harsh glare. Caitlyn stiffened at the sight: it was Viktor. He was standing, hunched over, with his mouth smeared red and two long fangs protruding from his lips. 

“It’s him!” somebody shrieked. “It’s the vampire!”

“SEIZE HIM!” 

The crowd surged forwards. Caitlyn tried to protest but her voice was lost as she was jostled and pushed aside. She found herself shoved to the back of the circle as people began to shout and yell.

“We need to call the police!”

“No time for that—we have to seize him first!”

“Yes! A citizen’s arrest!”

“What if he attacks you?”

“Has anyone got garlic?"

“No, but I have some garlic bread—will that do?”

Two burly farmers grabbed Viktor by the shoulders and hauled the old man forwards to face the crowd. 

The elderly vampire spluttered, trying to free himself. “What is the meaning of this? Unhand me at once, sir!"

“Not ’til the police get here, you murderer,” growled one of the farmers.

“Murderer? I have not murdered anyone.”

“You liar!” cried a woman, pointing at his mouth. “There’s blood on them fangs! You killed ’im and drank ’is blood!”

“Nonsense!” Viktor snapped. “I do not drink blood. I am a fruitarian. I have been feasting on some wild raspberries and—”

“Tie him up!”

“Gag him!”

“He’s a vampire—you’ve got to drive a stake through his heart—”

“NO!” Caitlyn gasped. 

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. This was the twenty-first century; surely people didn’t still believe in superstitions like that? But she knew that crowd mania could be a dangerous thing: people got hysterical and caught up in the emotion of the moment. She had read enough newspaper reports of terrible deaths when a mob got out of control—and that was before you added in the fear of the paranormal.

Caitlyn shoved herself against the circle, trying to squeeze between people and get to the front. “Stop! He’s not a murderer! Please… he’s just an old man—”

“Police! Let us through, please.”

Caitlyn sagged with relief as she saw the tall figure of James Fitzroy moving through the crowd, accompanied by several uniformed constables and a grizzled CID detective with a neat moustache and world-weary air: Detective Inspector Walsh. The crowd parted respectfully as the police approached the body.

Inspector Walsh’s face was grim as he looked down at the victim. “Who discovered the body?” he asked.

There was a murmur of confusion through the crowd. 

“Dunno… it was here when I arrived…”

“…thought you found it—”

“No, I thought you did…”

“There was a scream. Did you hear it?”

“…and I told my missus, we ought to go and see what the fuss is about…”

“PLEASE!” Inspector Walsh held both hands up. “Can the person who found the body step forward?”

There was an expectant hush. Everyone looked around but nobody stepped out of the crowd. 

“Somebody must have discovered the body,” said Inspector Walsh. “Otherwise, how did you all know to come over?”

“There was a scream,” a women piped up, and everyone around her nodded.

The inspector sighed. “Yes, and it stands to reason that the person who screamed was the one who found the body. So who screamed?”

Again, there was no movement from the crowd, other than people looking curiously around. Caitlyn shared the inspector’s growing exasperation. Had the person who’d found the body run away? Why weren’t they owning up? 

Inspector Walsh looked around the circle. “All right, then… This scream—was it by a man or a woman?”

“A man!”

“No, a woman!”

“Definitely a woman.”

“I thought it was a man.”

Before Walsh could say anything else, the two burly farmers stepped forwards, thrusting Viktor in front of them.

“Here, sir. We’ve apprehended him for you.”

“That’s right. Caught ’im red-handed, we did.”

The inspector looked nonplussed. “I’m sorry… and this gentleman is?”

“The murderer!” said a woman, pointing at Viktor. “He’s the vampire!”

“The what?”

“Yes, sir—him’s the one who’s done it, sir,” another man spoke up. “Him’s the killer.”

“I did not kill anyone!” Viktor started spluttering again but he was cut off by several voices.

“He’s lyin’, sir!” a woman yelled. “He did it!”

Her friend nodded vehemently. “Attacked that poor chap and sucked the blood right out o’ him!”

A man pointed at the body. “See them marks on his neck? Those are fang marks, sir!”

“What nonsense is this?” asked Inspector Walsh irritably. 

“It’s not nonsense, sir! This man’s a vampire.”

“Yeah, he said so himself!” cried a new voice. 

Caitlyn turned to see a young man pushing his way to the front of the crowd. Her heart sank as she recognised the teenage usher from earlier. He was practically dancing with excitement as he jabbed a finger at Viktor. “I know him! He was givin’ me grief earlier, insistin’ that I take down the poster for the movie… an’ he said he was a vampire.”

Several people gasped. “So he confessed?”

“Confess? Why would I confess?” asked Viktor. “I am not ashamed of what I am! I belong to a noble order—”

“You see! He’s admittin’ it!”

“Did you hear that? Proud of being a killer, he is!”

“PLEASE!” The inspector put his hands up again. “I must ask you all to move back—this is a crime scene now. If you could stand back and wait for one of the constables to come and take your statement, I’d be much obliged.” He glanced at the two farmers. “And you may release this gentleman. I will take responsibility for him now.”

Reluctantly, the crowd began following his instructions. Caitlyn, however, ignored the police officers. Instead, she pushed her way through until she reached Inspector Walsh’s side. He was now questioning Viktor, with James watching silently.

“…may I ask where you were when you heard the scream?”

“I was in the woods, there—” Viktor pointed at the bushes behind them. “I was hurrying through the trees, thinking someone may need my assistance, and unfortunately collided with one in my haste, then—”

“Was anyone with you?” 

“No, but—”

“So no one can vouch for your whereabouts at the time of the murder?”

Viktor bridled with offended dignity. “Are you implying that I am lying?”

“I am suggesting, sir, that we only have your word that you were moving towards the body when the others saw you. For all we know, you could have actually been running away from the body.” Inspector Walsh paused significantly. “In other words, fleeing the scene of the crime after committing the murder.” His eyes flickered over Viktor’s appearance, taking in the red-stained mouth. “I’m afraid, Mr… er…?”

“Dracul. Count Viktor Dracul is my proper name.” Viktor swept him a bow.

Inspector Walsh looked slightly taken aback. “Er… right. Mr… er… Dracul… well, given the circumstances, I’m afraid I will have to take you in for questioning. If you will be kind enough to accompany me down to the police station—”

“You’re not arresting him?” gasped Caitlyn. “No, no… there’s been a misunderstanding.” She looked frantically at James. “You met Viktor earlier—you know he’s not a murderer.”

“Caitlyn…” James looked uncomfortable. “I don’t really know this gentleman at all.”

The inspector frowned at her. “I am not arresting anyone… yet. However, as Lord Fitzroy knows, the police have the right to detain any suspect in a murder investigation. Mr Dracul himself has no objection to being questioned. Now, Miss Le Fey, I’d appreciate if you’d stand back and let the police do their job.”

He turned to go, then paused to have a brief word with James. Caitlyn took the opportunity to grab Viktor’s arm and pull him slightly aside. 

“Viktor—you can change!” she whispered in his ear. “Shift into your bat form. Then you can escape.”

“I am not running away like a coward. I have committed no crime and I am not afraid to face questioning. It is the right and honourable thing to do to remain and assist the police in their investigation. I am sure once they have heard my side of the story, they will see that I am innocent and—”

Caitlyn groaned. “Viktor, you don’t understand! It doesn’t always work like that. Innocent people get arrested and charged for crimes they didn’t commit, especially when all the circumstantial evidence points towards them and there’s no other suspect. Look, it’ll be much simpler if you just… disappeared.”

“No.” He shook his head firmly. “It is a matter of honour. I will not slink away like a guilty criminal when I have done nothing to be ashamed of.”

Before she could say anything else, he lifted his chin and walked away from her to join the inspector. Caitlyn could only stand and watch helplessly as the old vampire was led away by the police.
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