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For Sadie, my beloved







But first, on earth as Vampire sent,
 Thy corse shall from its tomb be rent:
 Then ghastly haunt thy native place,
 And suck the blood of all thy race:
 There from thy daughter, sister, wife,
 At midnight drain the stream of life;
 Yet loathe the banquet which perforce
 Must feed thy livid living corse:
 Thy victims, ere they yet expire,
 Shall know the demon for their sire,
 As cursing thee, thou cursing them,
 Thy flowers are wither’d on the stem . . .
 Wet with thine own best blood shall drip
 Thy gnashing tooth and haggard lip;
 Then stalking to thy sullen grave,
 Go - and with Gouls and Afrits rave;
 Till these in horror shrink away
 From spectre more accursed than they!



LORD BYRON, The Giaour




 



But I hate things all fiction . . . there should always be some foundation of fact for the most airy fabric - and pure invention is but the talent of a liar.




 


LORD BYRON, Letter to his publisher





Chapter I

The whole Memoirs would damn Lord B. to everlasting infamy if published.

JOHN CAM HOBHOUSE, Journals


Mr Nicholas Melrose, who was head of his law firm and an important man, did not like to feel upset. He was not used to it, and hadn’t been for many years.

‘We never give the keys to anyone,’ he said rudely. He glared with some resentment at the girl opposite his imposingly large desk. How dare she unsettle him like this? ‘Never,’ he repeated. He jabbed with his finger, just in case there was still any doubt. ‘Never.’

Rebecca Carville stared at him, then shook her head. She bent down to pick up a bag. Melrose watched her. Long auburn hair, at once elegant and untamed, spilled over the girl’s shoulders. She swept it back, glancing up at Melrose as she did so. Her eyes glittered. She was beautiful, Melrose thought, quite upsettingly so. He sighed. He ran his fingers through his thinning hair, then stroked his paunch.

‘St Jude’s has always been a special case,’ he muttered, in a slightly more conciliatory tone. ‘Legally speaking.’ He gestured with his hands. ‘Surely you see, Miss Carville, that I have no choice? I repeat - I’m sorry - but you cannot have the keys.’

Rebecca took some papers from her bag. Melrose frowned. He really was getting old, if a mere girl’s silence could unsettle him like this - no matter how lovely she was, and no matter what her business was  with him. He leaned across the desk. ‘Perhaps,’ he asked, ‘you would tell me what you hope to find in the cr ypt?’

Rebecca shuffled her papers. Suddenly, the chill of her beauty was thawed by a smile. She handed the papers across. ‘Look at these,’ she said. ‘But be careful. They’re old.’

Melrose took them, intrigued. ‘What are they?’ he asked.

‘Letters.’

‘And how old is old?’

‘1825.’

Melrose peered at Rebecca over his glasses, then held a letter up to the desk-light. The ink was faded, the paper brown. He tried to make out the signature at the bottom of the page. It was hard, in the gloom, with only the single lamp. ‘Thomas - what’s this - Moore?’ he asked, looking up.

Rebecca nodded.

‘Should I be familiar with such a name?’

‘He was a poet.’

‘I’m afraid, in my line, one doesn’t have the time to read much poetry.’

Rebecca continued to stare at him impassively. She reached across his desk to take the letter back. ‘No one reads Thomas Moore now,’ she said at last. ‘But he was very popular in his day.’

‘Are you an expert, then, Miss Carville, on the poets of the period?’

‘I have good reasons, Mr Melrose, for my interest.’

‘Ah, do you?’ Melrose smiled. ‘Do you? Excellent.’ He relaxed in his chair. So she was an antiquarian, nothing more, some worthless academic. At once she  seemed less threatening. Melrose beamed at her in relief, fortified again by a sense of his own importance.

Rebecca watched him, not answering his smile. ‘As I said, Mr Melrose, I have good reasons.’ She stared down at the sheet of paper in her hands. ‘For instance - this letter, which was written to a Lord Ruthven, at an address in Mayfair - Thirteen, Fairfax Street.’ She smiled slowly. ‘Isn’t that the same house to which St Jude’s is attached?’

Rebecca’s smile broadened as she watched the lawyer’s reaction to her words. The colour had suddenly drained from his face. But then he shook his head, and tried to answer her smile. ‘Yes,’ he said softly. He dabbed at his forehead. ‘So what if it is?’

Rebecca glanced at the letter again. ‘This is what Moore wrote,’ she said. ‘He tells Lord Ruthven that he has what he calls “the manuscript”. What manuscript? He doesn’t elaborate. All he does say is that he is sending it, along with his letter, to Fairfax Street.’

‘To Fairfax Street . . .’ The lawyer’s voice trailed away. He swallowed, and tried to smile again, but his expression was even more sickly than before.

Rebecca glanced at him. If Melrose’s look of fear surprised her, then she betrayed nothing. Instead, face calm, she reached across the table for a second letter, and her voice, when she spoke again, seemed bled to a monotone. ‘A week afterwards, Mr Melrose, Thomas Moore writes this. He is thanking Lord Ruthven for his acknowledgement of the receipt of the manuscript. Lord Ruthven had clearly told Moore what the fate of the manuscript was to be.’ Rebecca held up the letter and read. ‘“‘Great is Truth,’ says the Bible, ‘and mighty above all things.’ Yet sometimes, Truth must be  concealed and buried away, for its horrors can be too great for mortal man to bear. You know what I think on this matter. Bury it in a place of the dead; it is the only place for it. Leave it hidden there for eternity - we are both agreed on that now, I hope.”’ Rebecca allowed the letter to drop. ‘“Place of the dead”, Mr Melrose,’ she said slowly. She leaned forward, and spoke with sudden vehemence. ‘Surely - surely - that can only mean the crypt of the chapel of St Jude’s?’

Melrose bent his head in silence. ‘I think, Miss Carville,’ he said at last, ‘that you should forget about Fairfax Street.’

‘Oh? Why?’

Melrose stared up at her. ‘Don’t you think he may be right, your poet? That there are truths that should indeed remain concealed?’

Rebecca smiled faintly. ‘You speak as a lawyer, of course.’

‘Unfair, Miss Carville.’

‘Then as what are you speaking?’

Melrose made no answer. Damn the woman, he thought. Memories, dark and unbidden, were crowding his mind. He stared round his office, as though to find comfort in the gleam of its modernity. ‘As - as someone who wishes you well,’ he said at last, lamely.

‘No!’ Rebecca scraped back her chair and rose to her feet, with such violence that Melrose almost flinched. ‘You don’t understand. Do you know what the manuscript was, the one that Ruthven may have hidden away in the crypt?’

Melrose made no answer.

‘Thomas Moore was the friend of a poet much  greater than himself - much greater. Perhaps even you, Mr Melrose, have heard of Lord Byron?’

‘Yes,’ said Melrose softly, resting his head upon his clasped hands, ‘I have heard of Lord Byron.’

‘When he wrote his memoirs, Byron entrusted the finished manuscript to Thomas Moore. When the news of Byron’s death reached his friends, they prevailed upon Moore to destroy the memoirs. Sheet by sheet, the memoirs were torn to shreds, then tossed onto a fire lit by Byron’s publisher. Nothing was left of them.’ Rebecca stroked back her hair, as though to calm herself. ‘Byron was an incomparable writer. The destruction of his memoirs was desecration.’

The lawyer stared at her. He felt trapped, now that he was certain why she wanted the keys. He had heard these arguments before. He could remember the woman who had made them, all those years ago, as lovely a woman as this girl was now.

And still the girl was talking to him. ‘Mr Melrose - please - do you understand what I have been telling you?’

He licked his lips. ‘Do you?’ he replied.

Rebecca frowned. ‘Listen,’ she whispered softly. ‘It is known that Thomas Moore was in the habit of copying any manuscript that he received. Only one copy of the memoirs was burned. People have always wondered if Moore had made a duplicate. And now here’ - Rebecca held up the letter - ‘we have Moore writing about a strange manuscript. A manuscript which he then says has been deposited in “a place of the dead”. Mr Melrose - please - surely now you can understand? We are talking about Byron’s memoirs here. I must have the keys to the crypt of St Jude.’

A gust of rain swept against the windows. Melrose climbed to his feet, almost wearily, and locked the catches, as though barring the night, then, still silent, he rested his forehead against a window pane. ‘No,’ he said at last, staring into the darkness of the street outside, ‘no, I cannot give you the keys.’

There was a silence, broken only by the sobbing of the wind. ‘You must,’ said Rebecca eventually. ‘You have seen the letters.’

‘Yes - I have seen the letters.’ Melrose turned. Rebecca’s eyes were narrowed like those of a cat. Her hair seemed to glow and spark in the light. Dear God, he thought, how very like that other woman she looked. It was all quite upsetting. The memories of that other time . . .

‘Miss Carville,’ he tried to explain, ‘it is not that I doubt you. Indeed, quite the reverse.’ He paused, but Rebecca said nothing. The lawyer wondered how he could explain himself. He had never been easy with his own suspicions, and he knew that when spoken they would sound fantastic. That was why he had always kept quiet - that was why he had tried to forget. Damn the girl, he thought again, damn her! ‘Lord Byron’s memoirs,’ he muttered at last, ‘they were burned by his friends?’

‘Yes,’ said Rebecca coldly. ‘By his old travelling companion, a man named Hobhouse.’

‘Do you not feel, then, that this Hobhouse may have been wise in what he did?’

Rebecca smiled bleakly. ‘How can you ask me that?’

‘Because I wonder what secret these memoirs contained. What secret so terrible that even Lord Byron’s closest friends thought it best to destroy all records of it.’

‘Not all records, Mr Melrose.’

‘No.’ He paused. ‘No, maybe not. And so - I am agitated.’

To his surprise, Rebecca did not smile at his words. Instead, she leaned across the desk, and took his hand. ‘Agitated by what, Mr Melrose? Tell me. Lord Byron has been dead for almost two hundred years. What is there to be agitated by?’

‘Miss Carville.’ The lawyer paused, and grimaced, then shook his head. ‘Miss Carville . . .’ He gestured with his hands. ‘Forget everything else I have been saying. Please - just listen to what I tell you now. Here is the situation. I am legally obliged to withhold the keys. There is nothing I can do about that. It may seem strange that the public be barred from church, but it is the legal position nevertheless. The right of entry to the chapel belongs exclusively to the heir to the Ruthven estate, to him, and to other direct descendants of the first Lord Ruthven. It is for them alone that I hold the keys to St Jude’s, as my predecessors in this firm, for almost two hundred years, have similarly held the keys. So far as I know, the chapel is never used for worship, or indeed opened at all. I could, I suppose, put forward your name to the present Lord Ruthven, but I must be frank with you, Miss Carville - that is something I shall never do.’

Rebecca raised an eyebrow. ‘Why not?’

Melrose watched her. ‘There are many reasons why not,’ he said slowly. ‘The simplest is that there would be no point. Lord Ruthven would never reply.’

‘Ah. So he does exist, then?’

Melrose’s frown deepened. ‘Why do you ask that?’

Rebecca shrugged. ‘I tried to see him before coming  to see you. The fact that I’m sitting here now suggests what success I had.’

‘He is not often in residence here, I believe. But oh yes, Miss Carville - he exists.’

‘You’ve met him?’

Melrose nodded. ‘Yes.’ He paused. ‘Once.’

‘No more than that?’

‘Once was quite enough.’

‘When?’

‘Does it matter?’

Rebecca nodded wordlessly. Melrose studied her face. It seemed frozen again and emotionless, but in her eyes, he could see a deep-burning gleam. He leaned back in his chair. ‘It was twenty years ago, almost to the day,’ he said. ‘I remember it vividly.’

Rebecca leaned forwards on the edge of her seat. ‘Go on,’ she said.

‘I should not be telling you this. A client has the right to confidentiality.’

Rebecca smiled faintly, mockingly. Melrose knew that she recognised he wanted to talk. He cleared his throat. ‘I had just been made a partner,’ he said. ‘The Ruthven estate was one of my responsibilities. Lord Ruthven phoned me. He wanted to talk with me. He insisted I visit him in Fairfax Street. He was a rich and valued client. I went, of course.’

‘And?’

Again, Melrose paused. ‘It was a very strange experience, ’ he said at last. ‘I am not an impressionable man, Miss Carville, I do not usually speak in subjective terms, but his mansion filled me with - well - there’s no other way to put it - with the most remarkable sense of uneasiness. Does that sound strange? Yes, of course  it does, but I can’t help it, that’s how it was. In the course of my visit, Lord Ruthven showed me the chapel of St Jude’s. There, too, I was conscious of an almost physical dread, catching at my throat, choking me. And so you see, Miss Carville, it is for your own sake I am glad you won’t be visiting there - yes - for your own sake.’

Rebecca smiled again faintly. ‘But was it the chapel,’ she asked, ‘or Lord Ruthven, who unsettled you so much?’

‘Oh, both I think, both. Lord Ruthven I found - indefinable. There was a grace to him, yes, a real grace, and a beauty too . . .’

‘Except?’

‘Except . . .’ Melrose frowned. ‘Yes - except . . . that in his face, like his house, there was the same quality of danger.’ He paused. ‘The same - funereal gleam. We didn’t talk long - by mutual consent - but in that time, I was aware of a great mind grown cancerous, calling for help I would almost have said, except that . . . No, no.’ Melrose suddenly shook his head. ‘What nonsense am I talking? Lawyers have no right to be imaginative.’

Rebecca smiled faintly. ‘But was it imagination?’

Melrose studied her face. It seemed suddenly very pale. ‘Maybe not,’ he said quietly.

‘What had he wanted to talk to you about?’

‘The keys.’

‘To the chapel?’

Melrose nodded.

‘Why?’

‘He told me not to surrender them to anyone.’

‘Not even to those who were entitled to them?’

‘They were to be discouraged.’

‘But not forbidden?’

‘No. Discouraged.’

‘Why?’

‘He didn’t say. But as he talked to me, I felt a presentiment of . . . of . . . of something terrible.’

‘What?’

‘I couldn’t describe it, but it was real’ - Melrose looked around - ‘as real as the figures on this computer screen, or the papers in this file. And Lord Ruthven too - he seemed afraid . . . No - not afraid, but appalled, and yet all the time, you see, it was mingled with a terrible desire, I could see it burning in his eyes, and so I took his warning to heart, because what I’d glimpsed in his face had horrified me. I hoped, of course, that no one would ask me for the keys.’ He paused. ‘Then three days later, a Miss Ruthven came to call.’

Rebecca’s face betrayed not a flicker of surprise. ‘For the keys?’ she asked.

Melrose leaned back in his chair. ‘The same as you. She wanted to find the memoirs of Lord Byron hidden in the crypt.’

Still Rebecca’s face seemed passionless. ‘And you gave them to her?’ she asked.

‘I had no choice.’

‘Because she was a Ruthven?’

Melrose nodded.

‘And yet now you want to try to stop me?’

‘No, Miss Carville, it is not a matter of trying. I will  stop you. I will not give you the keys.’ Melrose stared into Rebecca’s narrowing eyes. He looked away, rising to his feet, crossing to a window and the darkness out beyond. ‘She vanished,’ he said at last, not turning  round. ‘A few days after I gave her the keys. The police never found her. There was never anything, of course, to link her disappearance with Lord Ruthven, but I remembered all he had said, and what I had glimpsed in his face. I didn’t tell the police - afraid of seeming ridiculous, you understand - but with you, Miss Carville, I am prepared to risk seeming comical.’ He turned round to face her again. ‘Go away. It’s getting late. I’m afraid our meeting has come to an end.’

Rebecca didn’t move. Then slowly, she smoothed her hair back from her face. ‘The keys are mine,’ she said unblinkingly.

Melrose raised his arms in anger and frustration. ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? Can’t you understand?’ He slumped into his chair. ‘Miss Carville, please, don’t be difficult. Just go, before I have to ring for you to be taken away.’

Rebecca shook her head gently. Melrose sighed, and reached across his desk to press an intercom. As he did so, Rebecca took a second sheaf of papers from her bag. She pushed them across the desk. Melrose glanced at them, then froze. He took up the first page and began to skim down it, glassily, as though unable, or unwilling, to read it through. He muttered something, then pushed the papers away from him. He sighed and for a long time said nothing more. At last, he shook his head and sighed a second time. ‘So, she was your mother, then?’

Rebecca nodded. ‘She kept her maiden name. I took my father’s.’

Melrose breathed in deeply. ‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘I wanted to know what you thought.’

‘Well, you know. Keep away from Fairfax Street.’

Rebecca smiled. ‘You’re not serious,’ she said, then laughed. ‘You can’t be.’

‘Would it make any difference if I say again that I am?’

‘No. None at all.’

Melrose stared at her, then nodded. ‘Very well, then,’ he said. ‘If you insist, I’ll have the keys brought to you.’ He pressed a button. There was no response. ‘Must be later than I’d realised,’ he muttered, rising to his feet. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Miss Carville.’ Rebecca watched him as he left his office, and the doors glided shut. She began to gather her papers together. Her certificates she slipped back into her bag; the bundle of letters she kept on her lap. She fiddled with them; then, as she heard the doors behind her opening again, she laid her slim fingers on the edge of the desk.

‘Here,’ said Melrose, holding out three keys on a large brass ring.

‘Thank you,’ said Rebecca. She waited to be given them, but the lawyer, as he stood by her, still kept the keys clutched tightly in his hand.

‘Please,’ said Rebecca. ‘Give them to me, Mr Melrose.’

Melrose made no answer at first. He stared into Rebecca’s face, long and hard, then he reached for the bundle of letters on her lap. ‘These,’ he said, holding them up, ‘the mysterious letters - they were your mother’s originally?’

‘I believe so.’

‘What do you mean, believe?’

Rebecca shrugged. ‘I was approached by a bookseller. He had been sold them. Apparently, it was well known that they had once been my mother’s.’

‘And so then he came to you?’

Rebecca nodded.

‘Very honest of him.’

‘Maybe. I paid.’

‘But how had he got them? And how had your mother lost the letters in the first place?’

Rebecca shrugged. ‘I think the bookseller had received them from a private collector. Beyond that, he didn’t know. I didn’t press.’

‘Weren’t you interested?’

‘They must have been stolen, I suppose.’

‘What? After your mother - disappeared?’

Rebecca glanced up at him. Her eyes glittered. ‘Possibly,’ she said.

‘Yes.’ Melrose paused. ‘Possibly.’ He studied the letters again. ‘They are genuine?’ he asked, looking back down at them.

‘I think so.’

‘But you can’t be sure?’

Rebecca shrugged. ‘I’m not qualified to say.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I’d assumed . . .’

‘I am an Orientalist, Mr Melrose - it was my mother who was the Byron scholar. I’ve always read Byron, out of respect for her memory, but I have no claims to be an expert.’

‘I see. My mistake.’ Melrose stared at the letters again. ‘And so I suppose - this respect for your mother’s memory - is that why you’re so eager to track down the memoirs?’

Rebecca smiled faintly. ‘It would be fitting, don’t you think? I never knew my mother, you see, Mr Melrose. But I feel - what I’m doing - she would approve of it, yes.’

‘Even though the search may well have killed her?’

Rebecca’s brow darkened. ‘Do you really think that, Mr Melrose?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, I do.’

Rebecca looked away. She stared into the darkness of the night beyond the windows. ‘Then at least I would know what had happened to her,’ she said, almost to herself.

Melrose made no answer. Instead, he dropped the letters back into Rebecca’s lap. Still, though, he didn’t give her the keys.

Rebecca held out her hand. Melrose stared at it thoughtfully. ‘And so all along,’ he said softly, ‘you were a Ruthven. All along.’

Rebecca shrugged. ‘I can’t help my blood.’

‘No.’ Melrose laughed. ‘Of course you can’t.’ He paused. ‘Isn’t there a Ruthven Curse?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’ Rebecca narrowed her eyes as she looked up at him. ‘There’s supposed to be.’

‘How does it work?’

‘I don’t know. The usual way, I guess.’

‘What? Ruthven after Ruthven - generation after generation - all felled by some mysterious power? Isn’t that the legend?’

Rebecca ignored the question. She shrugged again. ‘Lots of aristocratic families can lay claim to a curse. It’s nothing. A sign of breeding, if you like.’

‘Exactly.’

Rebecca frowned again. ‘What do you mean?’

Melrose laughed again. ‘Why, that it’s all in the blood, of course. All in the blood!’ He spluttered and choked, then continued to laugh.

‘You’re right,’ said Rebecca, rising to her feet, ‘for a  lawyer, you are too imaginative.’ She held out her hand. ‘Mr Melrose - give me the keys.’

Melrose stopped laughing. He clutched the keys in his palm. ‘You are quite sure?’ he asked.

‘Quite sure.’

Melrose gazed deep into her eyes, then his shoulders slumped, and he leaned against the desk. He held out the keys.

Rebecca took them. She slipped them into her pocket.

‘When will you go?’ Melrose asked.

‘I don’t know. Sometime soon, I expect.’

Melrose nodded slowly, as though to himself. He returned to his chair. He watched as Rebecca crossed the office to the doors.

‘Miss Carville!’

Rebecca turned.

‘Don’t go.’

Rebecca stared at the lawyer. ‘I must,’ she said at last.

‘For your mother’s sake? But it is for your mother’s sake that I’m asking you not to go!’

Rebecca made no answer. She looked away. The doors slid open. ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Melrose,’ she said, turning back round. ‘Goodnight.’

Melrose stared after her with defeated eyes. ‘Goodnight,’ he said. ‘Goodnight.’ And then the doors slid shut, and Rebecca was on her own. She hurried towards a waiting lift. Behind her, the doors of the office stayed closed.

In the foyer, a bored security guard watched her as she left. Rebecca walked quickly through the doors, and then on down the street. It was good to be outside.  She paused, and breathed in deeply. The wind was strong and the air cold, but after the closeness of the office, she welcomed the night, feeling, as she began to hurry down the street again, as weightless and storm-swept as an autumn leaf. Ahead, she could hear traffic - Bond Street, a gash in the darkness of people and lights. Rebecca crossed it, then turned back to the silence of empty mews. Mayfair seemed deserted. The high, forbidding street fronts were virtually untouched by lights. Once a car passed, but otherwise there was nothing, and the silence filled Rebecca with a strange, fevered joy. She kept the keys in her palm, a talisman, to quicken the rhythm of blood through her heart.

By Bolton Street, she came to a halt. She realised she was shaking. She leaned against a wall. Her excitement suddenly frightened her. She remembered the lawyer’s strange words. ‘Drawn,’ he had said, describing her mother. She remembered how he had appealed to her, despairingly, not to visit Fairfax Street. Rebecca glanced behind her. The road she was on had been the haunt of dandies once, where fortunes had been lost, lives ruined, gambled away with the curl of a lip. Lord Byron had come here. Byron. Suddenly, the fever in her blood seemed to sing, with ecstasy and a quite unexpected shock of fear. There seemed no reason for it, nothing she could put into words, and yet, as she stood there in the shadowed silence, she realised that she was terrified. But of what? She tried to identify the cause. She had just been thinking of something. Byron. Yes, that was it - Byron. And there it was - the same fear again. Rebecca shuddered, and suddenly knew, with absolute clarity, that she would not, as she had  originally planned to do, enter the chapel that night. She could not even take a step towards it, so paralysed was she, and exhilarated, by a terror she could feel as a dense mist of red, enveloping her, sucking out her will, absorbing her. She struggled to break free. She turned. There was traffic moving on Piccadilly. She began to walk towards the sound of it, then to run.

‘Rebecca!’

She froze.

‘Rebecca!’

She spun round. Sheets of paper, caught by the wind, were fluttering across an empty street.

‘Who’s there?’ Rebecca called.

Nothing. She tilted her head. She couldn’t hear the traffic now. There was only the screaming of the wind, and a signboard rattling at the end of the street. Rebecca walked down towards it. ‘Who’s there?’ she called out again. The wind moaned as though in answer, and then suddenly, just faintly, Rebecca thought she heard laughter. It hissed, rising and falling with the wind. Rebecca ran towards it, down a further street, so dark now that she could barely see ahead. There was a noise, a tin kicked, clattering over tarmac. Rebecca glanced round, just in time to see, or so she thought, a flitting silhouette of black, but even as she stepped towards it, it was gone, melted so totally that she wondered if she had seen anything at all. There had seemed something strange about the figure, something wrong, but also familiar. Where had she seen such a person before? Rebecca shook her head. No, there had been nothing. It was hardly surprising, she thought, the wind was so strong that the shadows were playing tricks on her.

She felt breath on her neck. Rebecca could smell it as she spun round, acrid, chemical, prickling her nostrils, but even as she turned and held out her arms to ward off the attacker, she could see that there was nothing there to fend away. ‘Who are you?’ she called out into the darkness, angry now. ‘Who’s there?’ Laughter hissed on the wind again, and then there was the sound of footsteps, hurrying away down a narrow lane, and Rebecca began to run, chasing after them, her heels echoing, her blood thumping like a drum in her ears. So deep it pulsed, she felt quite distracted by the sound. She told herself, ignore it, listen for the footsteps. They were still ahead of her, down a very narrow lane now, and then suddenly they were gone, faded on the air, and Rebecca stopped, to recapture her bearings and her breath. She looked around. As she did so, the clouds overhead became ragged and frayed, and were then scattered altogether on a gusting shriek of wind. Moonlight, death-pale, stained the street. Rebecca looked up.

Above her loomed a mansion-front. Its grandeur seemed quite out of proportion to the alley, otherwise narrow and blank, in which Rebecca found herself. In the moonlight, the stone of the mansion was cast maggot-white; its windows were pools of darkness, sockets in a skull; the impression given by the whole was that of something quite abandoned by time, a shiver of the past conjured up by the moon. The wind began to scream again. Rebecca watched as the light faded, then was lost. The mansion, though, remained, revealed now as something more than just an illusion of the moon, but Rebecca was not surprised; she had known full well that it was real; she had called at these mansion gates before.

She did not bother this time, however, to climb the steps and knock at the door. Instead, she began to walk down the mansion-front, past the railings that speared up from the pavement, guarding the mansion from the passer-by. Rebecca could smell the acid again, just faint on the wind, but bitter as before. She began to run. There were footsteps behind her. She glanced round, but there was nothing, and she felt the terror return, descending on her like a poisonous cloud, choking her throat, burning her blood. She stumbled, and staggered forwards. She fell against the railings. Her fingers clutched at a tangle of chains. She lifted them up. There was a single padlock. It barred the way to the chapel of St Jude’s.

Rebecca shook out the keys. She fitted one into the padlock. It scraped rustily, and didn’t turn. Behind her, the footsteps come to a halt. Rebecca didn’t look round. Instead, in a wave so intense that it was almost sweet, terror coursed through her veins, and she had to steady herself against the gate, as fear possessed her, fear and strange delight. Her hands shaking, she tried a second key. Again it scratched against rust, but this time there was movement, and the lock began to shift. Rebecca forced it; the lock opened; the length of chain slithered to the ground. Rebecca pushed at the gate. Painfully, it creaked ajar.

Now Rebecca turned. The acrid smell had faded; she was quite alone. Rebecca smiled. She could feel her terror sweet in her stomach, lightening her thighs. She stroked back her hair so that it flew in the wind, and smoothed down her coat. The wind had blown the gate shut again. Rebecca pushed at it, then walked on through towards the chapel door.

It was approached down a flight of steps, mossy and cracked. The door itself, like the railing gate, was locked. Rebecca felt for her keys again. As gentle as the fall of a dying breeze, her terror arced and was gone. She remembered Melrose again, his fear, his warnings to avoid St Jude’s. Rebecca shook her head. ‘No,’ she whispered to herself, ‘no, I am myself again.’ Inside were the memoirs of Lord Byron, for which her mother had searched so long, soon to be hers, held in her hands. What had ever possessed her to think that she could wait? She shook her head again and turned the key.

Inside the chapel, the darkness was pitch. Rebecca cursed herself for not having brought a torch. Feeling her way along the wall, she reached some shelves. She ran her finger along them. There were matches, and then, on the shelf below, a candle box. She took one of the candles and lit it. Then she turned to see what the chapel contained.

It was almost bare. There was a single cross at the end of the room. It had been carved and painted in the Byzantine manner. It represented Cain, sentenced by the Angel of the Lord. Waiting below them, more vivid than both, was Lucifer. Rebecca peered at the cross. She was struck by the representation of Cain. His face was beautiful, but twisted in the most terrible agony, not from the mark that had been burned onto his brow, but from some deeper pain, some terrible loss. From his lips came a single trickle of red.

Rebecca turned. Her footsteps echoed as she crossed the bare floor. At the far end of the chapel, she could see a tomb, built into the floor, marked by an ancient pillar of stone. Rebecca kneeled down to see if there  were inscriptions on the tomb, but there was nothing to read, just a strip of faded brass. She glanced up at the headstone; the candle flickered in her grip, and shadows danced over faint patterns and marks. Rebecca held the candle up closer. There was a turban, carved into the top of the stone, and then lower down, scarcely legible, what seemed like words. Rebecca peered at them. To her surprise, she saw that the script was Arabic. She translated the words; verses from the Koran, mourning the dead. Rebecca stood up and shook her head in puzzlement. A Muslim grave in a Christian church? No wonder it was never used for worship. She kneeled down by the tomb again. She pressed it. Nothing. There was a gust of wind and her candle flickered out.

As she lit it again, she saw, in the spurt of the match’s flame, a rug stretched out behind the tomb. It was beautiful - Turkish, Rebecca guessed - and like the headstone, clearly very old. She pulled it back, tenderly at first, and then, with a sudden thrill of excitement, frantically. Below it was a wooden hatchway, padlocked and hinged. Rebecca pushed the carpet away, then fitted the third and final key. It turned. Rebecca tugged the padlock off, then breathed in deeply. She heaved at the hatchway. Slowly, it lifted. With a burst of strength that she hadn’t known she possessed, Rebecca raised the hatchway up until it toppled and fell with an echoing thud onto the flagstones behind. She stared at the opening she had uncovered. There were two steps, then nothing beyond them but a yawning blank. Reaching for more candles, Rebecca slipped them into her pocket, and took a careful first step. Suddenly, she breathed in. The fear had returned, in every corpuscle of her blood, lightening  her until she thought that she would float; and the fear was as sensual and lovely as any pleasure she had known. The terror possessed her and summoned her. Obeying its call she began to walk down the steps, and the opening to the chapel was soon just a glimmer, then was gone.

Rebecca reached the final step. She halted, and lifted up her candle. As she did so, the flame seemed to leap and expand, to reach the gleam of oranges and yellows and golds that met Rebecca’s glance wherever she looked. The crypt was wondrous - no mouldy place of the dead, but a pleasure chamber from some Eastern harem, bedecked with beautiful things, tapestries, carpets, silver, gold. From the corner came a soft bubbling. Rebecca turned and saw a tiny fountain, with two couches, exquisitely carved, on either side. ‘What is this place?’ she whispered to herself. ‘What is it doing here?’ And the memoirs - where were they? She held the candle up high again, and glanced around the room. There were no papers she could see. She stood, rooted, wondering where to start. It was then that she heard the scrabbling.

Rebecca froze. She tried not to breathe. Her blood was suddenly deafening in her ears, but she held her breath, straining to hear the noise again. There had been something, she was sure. Her heart was thumping so loudly now that it seemed to be filling the room. There was no other noise. Eventually, she had to gasp for air, and then, as she breathed in greedily, she heard it again. Rebecca froze. She lit a second candle and held them both above her head. At the far end of the room, raised and central like an altar in a church, was a beautiful tomb of delicate stone. Beyond it was a  doorway in the Arabic style. Slowly, Rebecca walked towards the tomb, candles held out in front of her. She strained her ears as the scrabbling returned. It was rasping but feeble. Rebecca stopped. There couldn’t be any doubt. The scratching was coming from within the tomb.

With a numb sense of disbelief, Rebecca reached out to touch the side. The scrabbling seemed frantic now. Rebecca stared down at the lid of the tomb. Buried beneath dust, she could just make out words. She blew the dust away, and read the lines that had been hidden underneath.


Mixed in each other’s arms and heart in heart,  
Why did they not then die? They had lived too long  
Should an hour come to bid them breathe apart.



Byron. Rebecca recognised the poetry at once. Yes, Byron. She read the lines again, softly sounding the words, as the scrabbling grew and the candles began to flicker, despite the heaviness of the dull crypt air. Suddenly, like vomit, horror rose up in Rebecca’s throat. She staggered forwards and leaned against the tomb, then began to push at the covering slab, like an amputee scratching at her bandages, desperate to face the absolute worst. The lid shifted, then began to move. Rebecca pushed even harder, as it slid across. She lowered her candles. She stared into the tomb.

A thing was looking up at her. Rebecca wanted to scream, but her throat was dry. The thing lay still, only its eyes alive, gleaming yellow from socket pits, everything else withered, lined, incalculably old. The thing began to twitch its nose, just a layer of skin over  splintered bone. It opened its mouth greedily. As it sniffed, the thing began to move, its arms, furrowed twists of dead meat on bone, struggling to reach for the side of the tomb, its nails, sharp like talons, scraping at the stone. With a rattling shudder, the creature sat up. As it moved, a haze of dust rose from the furrows in its skin. Rebecca could feel it in her mouth and eyes, a cloud of dead skin, choking her, blinding her, dizzying her brain. She turned, arms over her eyes. Something touched her. She blinked. The thing. It was reaching for her again, its face twitching eagerly, its mouth a gash of jaws. Rebecca heard herself scream. She felt flakes of dead skin in the back of her throat. She gagged. The crypt began to spin, and she fell down to her knees.

She looked up. The creature sat on the edge of the tomb like a bird of prey. Its nose still sniffed at her, its mouth grinned open wide. But it was holding tightly to the edge of the tomb, and seemed to be shuddering, as though reluctant to make the leap to the ground. Rebecca saw that the creature had shrivelled breasts like calluses, which tremored against a hollowed chest. So the thing had been a woman once. And now? - what was it now?

Rebecca realised that her horror was ebbing away. She looked up at the creature again, but could scarcely see it now, her eyes felt so heavy with ease. She wondered if perhaps she were asleep. She tried to sit up, but her head felt thick, as though with opiates; she couldn’t move, except to tilt her head fractionally until it came to rest. She was lying in someone’s arms. A soft pain was welling from her throat. Blood, in a warm stain, felt heavy on her skin. A finger stroked the side  of her neck. The pleasure it gave her was wonderful. Whose finger was it? she asked herself vaguely. Not the creature’s - she could see it, still perched above, a dim and shadowy form. Then Rebecca heard a voice, the most beautiful voice she had ever heard. ‘This one,’ it whispered. ‘You promised me. This one! Look, look, don’t you see her face?’ Rebecca struggled to stay awake, to listen further, but the words began to fade into the dark. The dark was satin, and delicious to the touch.

But Rebecca never swooned wholly into unconsciousness. She was aware of herself, all the time, of the blood inside her veins, of the life inside her body and soul. She lay in that place of the dead she knew not how long. She did recognise, when it happened, that she was rising to her feet, but only remembered being led up the steps and out across the church once the wind from the London night had blown cold across her face. Then she began to walk, down endless dark streets. Someone was beside her. She began to shiver. She felt cold inside, but her skin was hot, and across her neck the wound burned like liquid gold. She stopped, and stood still. She watched as the figure from beside her walked on, just a silhouette in a long black coat. Rebecca looked around. To her right flowed the Thames, its waters greasy with the dark and cold. The storm had died to a preternatural hush. Nothing living disturbed the calm.

Rebecca clutched herself and shuddered. She watched the figure ahead of her walk along the Embankment sweep. He was limping, she saw, and carried a cane. She felt her wound. The pain was already beginning to chill. She looked for the figure again. He  had gone. Then Rebecca saw him again, crossing over Waterloo Bridge. The silhouette reached the far bank. It disappeared.

Rebecca wandered aimlessly through London’s depeopled streets. She had lost all sense of time or place. Once, someone tried to stop her, pointing at the wound to her neck and asking to help, but Rebecca brushed him aside, not even pausing to glance into his face. Morning broke slowly, and still Rebecca walked. She grew aware of traffic, and the faint songs of birds. Streaks of red light began to touch the eastern sky. Rebecca found herself walking by the Thames again. For the first time that night, she glanced at her watch. Six o’clock. She realised with a shock how light-headed she felt. She leaned against a lamppost, and stroked at the pain that stretched across her neck.

Ahead of her, she could see a crowd of people by the riverside wall. She walked along towards them. Everyone was peering into the waters below. There were policemen, Rebecca saw. They had dredging hooks. They began to pull on them, and a limp dripping bundle was hauled up the embankment face. Rebecca watched as it was rolled over the wall and fell with a damp thud onto the paving stones. A policeman bent down to peel some rags away. He made a face and shut his eyes. ‘What is it?’ Rebecca asked the man in front of her. He said nothing, just stood aside. Rebecca looked down at the bundle. Dead eyes met her own. The face was smiling, but wholly white. There was a terrible gash across the dead man’s neck.

‘No,’ said Rebecca softly to herself, ‘no.’ Like the sound of a stone dropped into a well, comprehension of what she was seeing had come slowly. And broader  comprehension, of what or who could have done such a thing, to the corpse and to herself, seemed impossibly beyond her reach. She felt tired and sick. Turning, she hurried from the scene. Instinctively, she muffled herself behind her coat, so that no one should see the wound to her own neck. She began to climb the bridge that led to Charing Cross.

‘Rebecca!’

The same voice, the one she had heard outside St Jude’s. She spun round in horror. A man was standing behind her, a leer on his face.

‘Rebecca!’ The man’s grin broadened. ‘Surprise, surprise! Remember me?’

Rebecca turned her face. The smell of acid on the man’s breath was foul. He chuckled softly as she looked at him again. He was young and well-dressed, almost dandyish, but his long hair was tangled in greasy knots, and his neck lolled strangely as though it had been twisted round. Yes, she remembered him. The silhouette on the Mayfair street. And seeing him in the light, she knew why he had seemed familiar even then. ‘The bookseller,’ she whispered. ‘You brought me the letters. The ones from Thomas Moore.’

‘Oh good,’ he wheezed, ‘it’s all coming back again, I see. Nothing less flattering for a fellow than to be forgotten by a pretty girl.’ He leered again, and again Rebecca had to hold her breath and look away. The man seemed unoffended. He took Rebecca’s arm, and when she tried to shake him off, he gripped her until she could feel his nails gouging deep into her flesh.

‘Come on,’ he whispered, ‘move those lovely legs!’

‘Why?’

‘I am a humble worm, I crawl and obey.’

‘Obey what?’

‘Why, the unspoken wishes of my master and lord.’

‘Lord?’

‘Lord.’ The man spat out the word. ‘Oh yes, we all love a lord - don’t we?’ Rebecca stared at him. The man was muttering to himself, and his face seemed contorted by bitterness and loathing. He met her glance, and bared his teeth in a grin. ‘I speak now as a medical man,’ he said suddenly. ‘You have a most intriguing wound across your throat.’ He stopped her, holding her hair and yanking back her head. He sniffed at her wound, then licked it with his tongue. ‘Mmm,’ he breathed in, ‘salty and sanguinary - a splendid mix.’ He hissed a chuckle, then pulled her along by her arm again. ‘But we must hurry, so come along! People might notice.’

‘Notice what?’

The man muttered to himself again under his breath, dribbling now.

‘I said, notice what?’

‘Oh Christ, you stupid bitch, can’t you see?’ the man yelled suddenly. He pointed back at the crowd round the corpse. ‘Your wound,’ he shouted, wiping saliva from his lips, ‘it’s the same. But the bastard, the fucking bastard, he killed that other one, but not you, the bastard, he didn’t kill you.’ His head began to twitch and loll on its twisted neck. ‘Bastard,’ he muttered again, ‘bastard . . .’ and his voice trailed away.

Rebecca stopped. ‘You know who did that terrible thing?’ she asked, pointing back across the bridge.

‘Oh yes!’ The man began to chant. ‘Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes!’

‘Who?’

The man winked. ‘You should know.’

Without thinking, Rebecca stroked at her neck. ‘Lord Ruthven? Is that who you mean? Lord Ruthven?’

The man tittered to himself, then stopped, and his face was a twitching mask of hate. Rebecca struggled suddenly, and managed to break free. ‘Leave me alone,’ she said, backing away.

The man shook his twisted neck. ‘I’m sure he’d want to meet you again.’

‘Who?’

‘You know.’

‘I don’t. I don’t. It’s impossible.’

The man reached out to take her arm again and stare into her face. ‘Fuck me,’ he whispered, ‘fuck me, but you’re gorgeous. Quite the most gorgeous I’ve ever sent. He will be pleased.’ Again, the man’s smile was livid with hate. He began to pull her along the bridge. ‘Now, now, no more struggling, you’ll bruise your pretty skin.’

Numbly, Rebecca followed him. ‘Lord Ruthven,’ she whispered, ‘who is he?’

The man cackled. ‘You surprise me, you being such an educated girl.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘That you should not know who Lord Ruthven was.’

‘Well, I know of a Lord Ruthven . . .’

‘Yes?’ The man grinned encouragingly.

‘He was the hero of a—’

‘Yes?’

‘Of a short story.’

The man nodded and chuckled. ‘Very good. And what was it called?’

Rebecca swallowed. ‘“The Vampyre”. But - but that was just fiction . . .’

‘Really? Fiction? Is that so?’ The man twisted his mouth into a grin of terrible bitterness. ‘And who wrote it, this fiction?’

‘A man called Polidori.’

The man grinned again. ‘Such fame, such posthumous fame!’ He pressed his face close to Rebecca’s, the acid as thick as ever on his breath. ‘And this Polidori,’ he whispered, ‘who was he?’

‘The personal physician to . . .’

‘Yes? Yes?’

‘To Byron. Lord Byron.’

The man nodded slowly. ‘So he would have known what he was talking about, don’t you think?’ He held Rebecca’s cheeks. ‘That was what your mother thought anyway.’

Rebecca stared at him. ‘My mother?’ she whispered.

The man pulled on her arm, so that she almost fell. ‘Yes, your mother, of course, your mother. Come on,’ he muttered, ‘you bitch, come on.’ Again Rebecca struggled and managed to break free. She began to run. ‘Where are you going?’ the man screamed after her. Rebecca made no answer, but still the sound of the man’s laughter pursued her across the bridge. Traffic and blank crowds, nothing else. She flagged down a taxi. ‘Where d’you want?’ the driver asked. Rebecca swallowed. Her mind seemed empty - and then she knew. ‘Mayfair,’ she whispered, as she climbed into the back. ‘Thirteen, Fairfax Street.’ She clutched herself, and shivered, as the taxi pulled away.




Chapter II


The Vampire superstition is still general in the Levant. The Romaic term is, ‘Vardoulacha’. I recollect a whole family being terrified by the scream of a child, which they imagined must proceed from such a visitation. The Greeks never mention the word without horror.


LORD BYRON, NOTES TO The Giaour



It is, of course, dangerous to walk too close to a vampire.’

The same beautiful voice Rebecca had heard in the crypt. She would have braved any peril to hear it. She understood what it was to hear the sirens’ song.

‘But you realise that, of course. And still you have come.’ The voice paused. ‘As I hoped - and feared - you would.’

Rebecca walked across the room. From the shrouded gloom, a pale hand flickered in a gesture at her. ‘Won’t you sit down, please?’

‘I would prefer some light.’

‘Of course, I forget - you don’t see in the dark.’

Rebecca pointed towards the curtains, and London’s distant hum. ‘Can I draw them?’

‘No, you will let in the winter.’ Rebecca watched as the figure rose to his feet and limped across the room. ‘The English winter - ending in June, to start in July.

You must excuse me - I can’t even bear to glimpse it. I have been too long a creature of sunnier climes.’ There was the spurt of a match, and Rebecca recognised the back of the man she had watched on the Embankment that night. Light, in a golden wash, flickered across the room. The figure stayed bent as he tended the flame. ‘I hope you don’t object to the  lamp,’ he said. ‘I brought it back from my first trip abroad. There are times when electricity just doesn’t seem right, don’t you think?’

The vampire laughed and turned, and held the lamp up to his face. Slowly, Rebecca sunk back into her seat. There could be no doubt who she was staring at. The dark curls of his hair set off the ethereal paleness of his skin; so delicate were his features that they seemed chiselled from ice; no flush of colour, no hint of warmth touched the alabaster of his skin, yet the face seemed lit by some inner touch of flame. This was not the man who had died in the Missolonghi swamps, bald and overweight with rotting teeth. How had it happened that he was standing here now, miraculously restored to the loveliness of his youth? Rebecca drank in the sight of him. ‘That beautiful pale face,’ she murmured to herself. And beautiful it was, inhumanly so - the face of an angel cast from another world.

‘Tell me how it is possible,’ said Rebecca at last.

Lord Byron lowered the lamp and returned limping to his seat. As he did so, Rebecca thought she heard movement from the room behind her. She turned round, but the darkness was impenetrable. Lord Byron smiled. He whistled softly. Out of the shadows padded a large white dog. It stared at Rebecca, then yawned, and sank down at Lord Byron’s feet. Lord Byron stroked the dog’s head while on his other hand he rested his chin. He stared at Rebecca. His eyes glittered, and a faint smile curled his lip.

Rebecca stroked back her hair. ‘My mother,’ she wanted to scream, ‘my mother, did you kill her?’ but she dreaded the answer she might receive. She sat in  silence for a long while. ‘I came to find the memoirs,’ she said at last.

‘There are no memoirs.’

Rebecca frowned with surprise. ‘But I was given the letters, from Thomas Moore . . .’

‘Yes.’

‘So what happened to the copy he had made, the one he writes about to you?’

‘It was destroyed.’

‘But . . .’ Rebecca shook her head. ‘I don’t understand. Why?’

‘For the same reason as the original was destroyed. It contained the truth.’

‘Then why was I shown Moore’s letters? Why was I tricked into visiting the crypt?’

Lord Byron raised an eyebrow. ‘Tricked?’

‘Yes. The bookseller. I assume he works for you.’

‘For me? No. Against me, eternally, and always for himself.’

‘Who is he?’

‘Someone to avoid.’

‘Like you? And like that thing, that creature below?’

Lord Byron’s brow darkened, but his voice, when he spoke, was as calm as before. ‘Yes, she is a creature, and so am I a creature, the most dangerous creature you will ever meet. A creature who has already fed on you tonight.’ He licked his teeth with the tip of his tongue, and the dog stirred, growling faintly from his chest.

Rebecca struggled not to lower her eyes before the vampire’s gaze. Again, the question she wanted to ask died on her lips. ‘Why haven’t you killed me, then?’ she murmured eventually. ‘Why haven’t you drained  me like you drained that poor man by Waterloo Bridge?’

Lord Byron’s face seemed frozen into ice. Then, faintly, he smiled once again. ‘Because you are a Byron.’ He nodded. ‘Yes, indeed a Byron.’ He rose to his feet. ‘Because you have my blood in your veins. Mine - and another soul’s.’

Rebecca swallowed. ‘So did my mother,’ she said at last. Her voice sounded distant and frail in her ears.

‘Yes.’

‘She too - once - she came looking for your memoirs.’

‘I know.’

‘What happened to her?’

Lord Byron made no answer. In his eyes, pity and desire seemed mingled as one.

‘What happened to her? Tell me! What happened to her?’

Still Lord Byron did not reply. Rebecca licked her lips. She wanted to repeat her question in a howl of anguish and accusation, but her mouth was dry and she couldn’t speak. Lord Byron smiled as he stared at her. He glanced at her throat lingeringly, then rose and limped across the room. He held up a bottle. ‘You are thirsty. Can I offer you wine?’

Rebecca nodded. She glanced at the label. Château Lafite Rothschild. The best, the very best. She was offered a glass - she took it and sipped, then gulped the liquid down. Never had she tasted anything half so good. She glanced up. Lord Byron was watching her expressionlessly. He drank from his own glass. No sign of pleasure or taste crossed his face. He sat back in his chair, and although his eyes glittered as brightly as  before, Rebecca could see now how behind the gleam the eyes seemed dead.

‘Even now,’ he said, ‘I could almost wish you hadn’t come.’

Rebecca stared at him in surprise. ‘The bookseller said . . .’

‘The bookseller. Forget the bookseller.’

‘But . . .’

‘I have told you - forget him.’

Rebecca swallowed. ‘He said that you had been waiting for me.’

‘Yes. But what does that mean? It is the torture we desire which is the cruellest of all.’

‘And the bookseller knew this?’

Lord Byron smiled faintly. ‘Of course. Why else would he have sent you to me?’

His lassitude seemed suddenly terrible. He closed his eyes, as though to avoid the sight of Rebecca’s life. The dog stirred and licked at his hand, but Lord Byron stayed motionless, a mockery of his own seeming loveliness and youth.

‘What were you hoping for tonight?’

‘Hoping for?’

‘Yes.’ Rebecca paused. ‘By the tomb, tonight. You had been waiting for me. What had you been hoping for?’

A look of terrible pain crossed Lord Byron’s face. He paused, as though waiting for the murmur of some answer from the dark. He was staring beyond her, Rebecca realised, into the blackness from which the dog had come. But there was no movement from there now, nothing but stillness, and Lord Byron suddenly frowned and shook his head. ‘Whatever I hope for,’  he said, ‘seems not quite ready to happen yet.’ He laughed, and of all the sounds she had listened to that night, Rebecca had heard nothing that did more to strike cold into her blood. ‘I have existed for over two centuries,’ Lord Byron said, staring at Rebecca, but again, it seemed, still speaking to the darkness beyond.

‘Never have I felt further from the life I once possessed. Each year, each day, has forged a link in the chain - the weight of my own immortality. That burden, now, I find insupportable.’

He paused, and reached for his wine. He took a sip, very delicately, and closed his eyes, as though in mourning for its forgotten taste. His eyes still shut, he drained the glass, and then slowly, without a trace of passion, dropped it so that it shattered on the floor. The dog stirred and growled; from the far corner of the room, several birds rose and fluttered in the air. Rebecca had not seen them before - she wondered what other creatures lurked, waiting in the darkness behind her chair. The birds settled; silence returned; once again, Lord Byron opened his eyes.

‘It is singular,’ he said, ‘how soon we lose our memories, how soon their lustre fades. And yet, seeing you here now, I remember how existence was once fresh.’

‘And is that so great a torture?’

‘A torture and delight. Both the greater for their intermingling.’

‘But they are rekindled now, aren’t they - these lights of your memory?’

Lord Byron inclined his head gently. There was a flicker of movement from his lips.

‘Can you bear to extinguish them again?’ Rebecca asked. ‘Or is it not better now to tend their flame?’

Lord Byron smiled.

Rebecca watched him. ‘Tell me,’ she said.

‘Tell you?’

‘You have no choice.’

The vampire laughed suddenly. ‘But I do. I could kill you. That might allow me to forget for a while.’ There was a silence. Rebecca knew that Lord Byron was staring at her throat. But still she waited, strangely distanced from her fear. ‘Tell me,’ she repeated softly. ‘Tell me how it happened. I want to know.’ She paused, thinking of her mother. She sat frozen. ‘I deserve to know.’

Lord Byron raised his eyes. Slowly, he began to smile again. ‘Yes, you do,’ he said, ‘I suppose you do.’ He paused, and again stared past Rebecca into the darkness beyond. This time, she thought, there was a faint sound, and Lord Byron smiled again, as though he had heard it too. ‘Yes,’ he said, still staring through Rebecca, ‘it should be done this way. You are right. Listen, then, and understand.’

He paused, and folded his hands. ‘It happened in Greece,’ he said. ‘On my first journey there. The East had always been the most fertile island of my imagination. And yet my imaginings had never even skirted the truth, never even dared draw vaguely close to it.’ His smile faded, as the blankness of lassitude returned again. ‘For I believed, you see, that if a doom were to fall upon me, it lay dormant already within my own blood. My mother had warned me that the Byrons were cursed. She hated them, and loved them, for what my father had done. He had charmed her, married her, then bled her of her wealth - a vampire in his own way, and therefore I suppose, though I never met him,  a true father to me. Left penniless, my mother would often warn me against the inheritance that flowed in my blood. Each Lord Byron, she would say, had been more wicked than the last. She told me of the man I was to inherit the title from. He had murdered his neighbour. He lived in a ruined abbey. He tortured cockroaches. I had laughed at that, to my mother’s rage. I vowed that when I became Lord Byron, I would put my patrimony to more enjoyable use.’

‘And you did.’ Rebecca didn’t ask, merely stated a fact.

‘Yes.’ Lord Byron nodded. ‘Indeed, I fear I became quite dissipated. I loved the abbey, you see, and the shivers of romantic gloom it sent up my spine, for, on the whole, I was then so far from being gloomy or misanthropical that I found my fear merely an excuse for revelries. We had dug up the skull of some poor monk, and used it as a drinking bowl - I would preside in my abbot’s robes, while, with the help of assorted village maidens and nymphs, we lived in the style of the monks of old. But the pleasures even of sacrilege can fade - I grew satiated with my dissipations, and boredom, that most fearful curse of all, began to dull my heart. I felt a longing to travel. It was the custom then for men such as myself, well-bred and hopelessly in debt, to perform a tour of the Continent, long seen by the English as the most suitable place for the young to take rapid steps in the career of vice. I wanted to sample new pleasures, new sensations and delights - everything for which England was too narrow and tight, and which I knew, abroad, would be easy to procure. It was decided - I would leave. I felt little regret for England as her white cliffs slipped away.
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