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Listen to them—the children of the night. What music they make.


—Bram Stoker, Dracula




PROLOGUE
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1897


On the stage of London’s Royal Opera House, Verdi’s Aïda was approaching its dramatic conclusion. Shortly, the bold warrior and his princess would suffocate in the impenetrable darkness of the tomb to which their illicit love condemned them. But not before the tenor sang his poignant farewell.


To die! So pure and lovely!
And through the yearning of thy heart
In the flower of youth to part . . .


Held breathless by the soaring music, I leaned forward so far as the constriction of my corset would allow. The box seats were a special treat for my twentieth birthday, the indulgence of my passion for opera that the other members of my family did not share. Beside me, my sister, Amanda, kept her lorgnette trained on the glittering audience. She was my elder by two years, and her cool, blond beauty contrasted with the untamable auburn curls, overly large mouth, and catlike slanted eyes that were my lot. Yet I loved Amanda all the same and would miss her when she wed. At the same time, I envied her impending matrimony, not because of her betrothed—a stolid, boring sort whom I could never have tolerated—but because marriage would presumably bring the solution to the great mystery of sensuality, a subject that distracted me far too often.


Nearby, our father snored softly, his neatly trimmed white beard and mustache fluttering with each exhalation until our mother poked him with her fan. He started but pretended not to wake. Mamma looked very well turned out in a violet silk gown from Worth, acquired during our annual trip to Paris the just-past spring. No doubt she would remonstrate with Papa later but only gently, for their marriage was one of true affection. For the moment, she sighed and resumed her own study of the audience.


My family’s presence—so constant and commonplace in my life—did not divert me from the performance about to reach its tragic climax. I was gripped by the lovers’ plight. Surely no one deserved so terrible a fate as to be sealed away alive, condemned to eternal night. I would pay any price, make any sacrifice to escape so hideous a death. My skin crawled at the thought, as though a thousand ravenous worms moved just below the surface, feasting on me.


Even as I shuddered at so macabre a notion, the air turned dank and chill. An odor—not unpleasant—hinting at loamy earth, ancient stones, and old fire—teased my nostrils. I heard, as though far off, the wind as it moaned over wide, empty places. The torches on the stage flickered and went out. Darkness swept over all.


When the shadows parted moments later, a solitary figure commanded the stage. The stocky Italian tenor was gone. In his place stood a tall, lithe being draped in black. His pale skin was luminous as the moon, radiating light. Ebony hair framed a high forehead above the straight blade of a nose, a chiseled mouth, and a square, firm jaw. His eyes beneath sweeping brows were wide, dark, and aglow with fierce intelligence. His appearance struck a chord deep within me. I knew him . . . somehow. But that knowledge was as yet so faint and fragmentary that I could make no sense of it.


Startled, I turned toward Amanda to see what she thought of so odd a bit of stagecraft, only to discover that my sister was gone, as were our parents and the entire rest of the audience. Their absence shattered the illusion of reality. I was dreaming, nothing more, a dream odder than any I had ever known yet from which I could not wake.


A strange lassitude gripped me. I seemed capable only of fascination—and surrender as the singer’s voice, so seductive, wrapped around me.


No, thou shall not die.
Thou treasure, too high!
Thou art too lovely!


The power and beauty of this being who commanded my attention banished all else. He reached out, opening his arms to me in a gesture that found its echo in my deepest soul. I could think only of him, respond only to him. Obey only him.


Compelled to mirror his movements, I reached out in turn. My arms, bare above long white gloves, glowed pale as the pearls that bound me tightly from wrist to elbow. The tips of my fingers extending to their fullest seemed almost to brush the air around him. A little more and I would be able to touch him . . . be drawn into his embrace . . .


But instead I encountered a rough barrier pressing down close upon me. It had the texture of wood, and felt coarse and cold to my touch. Confused, I strained harder. Abruptly, the stage and the being upon it vanished. There was only darkness, the smell of earth, a creeping chill, and the sense that something was terribly wrong. What madness was this? What travesty of twisted reason?


I must have been taken ill; a fever most likely, casting up such nightmarish phantasms as the mind is prone to under duress. But no, that could not be true. It was all real . . . all of it. Yet it was not. The performance of Aïda had taken place a few months before; I remembered it clearly. But no otherworldly singer had appeared to preempt the stage. The opera had ended as it always did, with applause for the dead lovers and a rush to get on to the rest of the evening’s entertainment.


A few days after that performance, my family and I had returned to our country home by the sea in Whitby. Shards of memory flew together and I realized that it was there I had encountered the luminous being. At a party on a neighboring estate, our eyes had touched, nothing more, but enough. From that moment my sense of knowing him began.


Several nights later, as we came from Christmas Eve Mass into the chill darkness around the country church, I saw him among the gravestones, leaning against the side of a tomb, a cheroot burning in his hand.


And once more, on the eve of the new year, I opened the window of my bedroom, intent on catching the snowflakes that fell so softly over the hushed world, only to find him sitting, seeming at his ease, on the roof nearby. He bestowed a smile on me before I retreated, certain that I was dreaming, to the safety of my virgin bed.


Memory pressed against the barriers of my mind. I resisted, clinging to the image of myself inviolate as I had then been, but the truth would not be denied. That same night, I ventured out, drawn by a compulsion I could neither deny nor comprehend. On a cliff above the sea, he awaited me. I went to him without hesitation, heedless of the chilled air and the sharp stones beneath my feet. In his arms, I accepted his embrace, breathed in the tantalizing scent of his cool skin with its hints of cedar and sage, and felt the touch of his mouth along the pulse of my neck where my lifeblood coursed.


Ecstasy swept over me, but too swiftly thereafter terror struck. Others knew what had happened . . . were hunting me . . . determined to destroy what I had become. Moonlight glinted on a stake held high, about to be driven into my breast. . . . The earth opened to receive me. . . .


A scream swelled in my throat, only to be silenced by the lyrics of Aïda drawn from my memory even as the singer drew me from the tomb of my unnatural sleep.


Ah, could my utmost pains
Remove this fatal stone!


Reaching out frantically in all directions, I faced the terrifying truth. I was not within the bosom of my indulgent family. Instead, I lay within the rude embrace of a narrow wooden box. Unlike Aïda, no lover shared my confinement; I was alone. Nor had I merited a gracious burial. No silk-lined, pillowed casket for me, far less a regal tomb. Dirt drifted through cracks in the crudely hewn boards. The decay of vanished summers settled in my nose. . . .


Buried alive! Condemned! With only the voice and the luminescent memory of the being to awaken me to my terrible peril and compel me to save myself. I curled my hands into fists and punched the plank directly overhead. Again. Again. Shards of wood cut into my flesh, drawing blood that trickled down my raised arms and splattered onto my face. I licked the coppery taste from my lips and redoubled my efforts, fueled by urgency that flared against the all-encompassing darkness. Again. Again. The skin of my knees tore as I hammered with them, mixing blood and dirt into a sanguinary mud. I bent my legs and pushed with my feet against the lid of the coffin that confined me, straining with all my strength. Abruptly, a section of the wood gave way. Cold, dank earth caved in. I clawed upward, choking, retching, until at the limits of my endurance, I at last broke free into air glittering with diamondlike shards of frost.


Even then the grave was reluctant to give me up. I had to drag myself from it inch by inch, torn and bleeding until finally I hunched, exhausted on the ground. Nearby, a copse of trees rattled skeletal fingers against the cloud-swept sky. A road wound nearby, vanishing across a moor rippled by low hills and sluggishly stirring marshes. Scattered knuckles of stone glowed whitely in the darkness, slashed by shadowed clefts wherein something roosted fitfully. The wind carried a cascade of scents—the sweet rot of loamy earth, the dry perfume of moor grass and bracken, the salt tang of the sea not far distant. And more . . . raw, hot, pulsating life that stripped away the last of my strange lethargy even as the voice of the being from the opera house of my dreams soared on a final, triumphant note—


Opens the sky on a glorious tomorrow
That in its brightness eternal shall glow!


A thousand razor-sharp teeth bit deep inside me, as though an unborn monster was suddenly intent on gnawing its path into the world. I moaned and bent over, my arms wrapped around myself in a desperate effort to ease the pain. A faint rustle in the nearby bushes jerked me upright. I stiffened, listening intently, and heard the sound again. From beneath a gorse bush, darkly purple in the silvered light, a hare darted. Feed, my mind said. Feed, my body yearned, and I obeyed. Without hesitation, I seized the animal and sank my teeth into its throat.


Hot, salty blood filled my mouth. I groaned in relief but did not pause until the last exquisite drop was drained. Tossing the husk of the hare aside, I savored the sense of well-being flowing through me. It would not last; that much I knew already. But for the moment, it was enough.


With my most immediate need seen to, I was able at last to take account of myself. Looking down, I saw that I wore a silk bed gown that might once have been white but was now so begrimed with dirt and blood as to render its hue indiscernible. The neckline was beaded with small pearls, as were the sleeves, and finished with lace. My hair, strewn with clots of dirt, tumbled loose below my shoulders. I was shoeless, my feet much battered by my struggle to escape. Just as I had foreseen, a wooden stake protruded from between my breasts.


At sight of it a memory stirred more strongly—two men bending over me, talking between themselves. Terrible business, but the old man wants it done, one said. Right enough, guv’ner, the other replied, and sooner the better.


The shock of pain stunning me, the scream bubbling in my throat. The falling away, spiraling into darkness in which I floated unaware until the singer invaded my memory to call me forth.


I examined the stake cautiously. It had been hammered in with such force that the wood where the blows had fallen was softened to pulp. Grasping the wood, I found it thick and smooth between my hands. Slowly, I attempted to ease it out. A strange, dark anguish rippled through me. I tried again, with the same result. Again. My body became rigid, my back arching. I pulled harder and gasped as the stake came free. I cast it onto the ground where it burst into flames briefly before burning out and vanishing. Nothing was left but a small pile of ashes that blew away quickly on the wind.


In the distance, hounds bayed.


I ran for I know not how long, plunging through bracken and gorse, through pools of stagnant water and across rocky stream beds, running without thought or plan, heedless of the winter chill, driven only by the most primal need to escape. The moon was low in the sky before the baying faded behind me and I found a cave familiar to me in the life I dimly remembered before my present, calamitous existence. It was close to the shore, within sight of the dark water stretching away endlessly to an unseen horizon. I crawled inside and lay against a lichen-covered rock, my knees drawn up to my chin. So I remained, staring out through the narrow opening until night faded and the first gray herald of day began to wake the world. Only then did I sleep, drawn well back from the entrance where the darkness was eternal and nothing save myself stirred.


Sleeping, I drifted through splintered dreams and memories. Faces flitted before me and were gone—my parents, Amanda, others I knew though just then I could not name them. The companions of my former life, what had once been all of life to me. But more than all the others, the singer came to me, his presence at once a torment and a comfort. He was there in the darkness, in my terror, refusing me any respite yet also, I sensed, refusing to abandon me.


Who are you? What do you want? Tell me!


The only reply was the echo of my desperation across the dark water. My mind reeled away in confusion only to recall suddenly that moment of incandescent pleasure, the flowering of it all . . . that instant when he had eased away the collar of my gown and bared my throat . . .


I woke again screaming. I must have flailed on the ground of the cave, for the skirt of my gown was twisted tight around me. For a moment, I thought that I was trapped and reacted with rage, tearing myself loose. Only when I finally stood did I realize that I was alone and that it was no longer day.


With the coming of darkness, I instinctively ventured out to hunt. So keen were my senses that I found prey readily, then and in the nights to come. The first time I brought down a deer, I gorged so greatly that afterward I was ill, but the discomfort passed quickly. What was left of the gown fell away in tatters before disintegrating entirely. Neither modesty nor cold troubled me for I did not feel either. From time to time, I heard the baying of hounds but they never came close enough to concern me. I existed in a perfect state of nature and in so doing, I grew greatly in strength. Soon nothing could withstand me.


Yet that is not to say that my existence was idyllic. I was haunted by the dreams that grew steadily in vividness and power. Some were tormented recollections of the life I had known in a house I saw clearly in memory, but others had an entirely different quality. They resonated with the sense of him, the singer from the opera house. The conviction began to grow in me that I had been summoned from the grave for some great purpose, but I had no idea what it could be.


In my confusion, I hesitated. The cave had become a refuge, but I could not remain within it forever. The dreams intensified. In their grip, I began to venture outside during daylight. The sensation of the sun on my skin never failed to wake me. I found it startling at first but ultimately not unpleasant. Before long, I relished it, even though it provoked unsettling thoughts.


Sitting in the sun, watching the plovers dart along the foam-tipped waves at the water’s edge, I wondered, Who was he? Why had he come to me? What did he want?


I tasted salt and discovered that I could still weep. My tears carried the flavor of the sea, as blood does in its essence.


The next night, after feeding, I did not return to the cave. Instead, I ventured farther, following the silver ribbon of the road that wound across the moors. When I spied the cottage, hewn of stone with a thatched roof, I stopped and hid behind a hedge. Wisps of smoke curled from the chimney. Through a window, I glimpsed the banked embers of a fire. I crept closer, catching the coppery scent of blood.


Hunger stirred, yet I was drawn not so much to feed on the family that lived there as simply to see them. Standing there in the dark, I felt for the first time a hollow sense of loneliness. A little closer and a dog began to bark. I could have killed it easily, but I lacked the will to do so. Instead, I withdrew and resumed my journey, unsure of where I was going but determined to get there all the same.


A few miles on, I came upon the house of my memories. It rose above the surrounding landscape, a pile of stone dark against the moon-bright sky. Not a single light shone in any of the tall windows. Staying in the shadows of the trees that lined the drive, I approached slowly but with undeniable eagerness. When my gaze fell on the broad double doors of polished oak, I imagined them open, light and sound pouring out, people coming and going up the wide stone steps, and I among them. A girl, laughing.


I climbed the steps and laid my hands against the doors, securely shut against intruders. They did not yield, nor did I try to force them, but a smaller door around the back, close to the wild tangle of an abandoned herb garden, gave readily enough.


Entering, I paused and looked around. I was in a kitchen with a high, vaulted ceiling from which copper pots hung. A wood and coal stove with three ovens held pride of place near a long worktable topped with a zinc counter. Wood and brass ice closets taller than myself were built into one wall. Opposite it was a door that when opened revealed an ingenious contraption fitted out with multiple shelves and suspended by ropes: a dumbwaiter intended to ease the delivery of dishes to the dining room above.


All this I knew when I knew so little else. From the depths of my memory even more tantalizing fragments of a lost life arose unfolding as though before me—


Lucy, we can’t! If we’re caught—


Don’t be such a ninny, Amanda. It’s just for a lark. No one will know.


What are you children doing? Come away from there! Miss Weston, you know better!


Feet slapping against a slate walkway, gangly legs pounding, hurtling ourselves behind bales of straw in a stable where horses whinny softly and motes of dust dance in beams of light. Giggling so hard that we fall across each other, tangling like puppies until at last we lie, side by side, gazing up at the beams where swallows nest.


Lucy, I could never be as daring as you—


Slowly, I turned, and without pause, mounted the stairs I knew were there, climbing step by step until I emerged into a narrow passage, straight and dark, without decoration of any sort. I continued along it unhesitantly until I came to a door. Opening it, I stepped out into a columned entrance hall rising three stories to the domed roof of the house. To either side were vast rooms filled with shrouded furniture. At the far end, a marble staircase curved upward. I followed it to the top where I stepped out onto a landing.


Lucy, where are you? Lucy . . . ?


So clear was the voice in my mind that I felt compelled to answer it. “Amanda—? Amanda, are you here?”


My voice, so long unused, cracked. My throat was parched, my tongue thick. I was trembling. No one answered me.


The house lay wrapped in silence. Even the mice had fled at my coming. I was entirely alone, yet I was not. Memories crowded in, fragments flying together to form the bare outlines of understanding.


I passed one room, then another, until at the far end of the hall, I came to a door that I felt compelled to open. Standing on the threshold, I stared inside. As with all the other rooms, the furniture was shrouded, but I could make out a large, canopied bed, a dressing table, an armoire, and several other pieces. The high windows overlooking the garden had been stripped of their curtains, wooden shutters were drawn across them. The Persian rug with its intertwining pattern of vines and flowers where I saw myself suddenly—a child, dreaming of faraway places—was covered with a muslin drop cloth. But I remembered—


I . . . Before he claimed me. Before the stake and the grave.


In the days of sunlight when I had a heart that beat and lungs that drew breath.


When I was human.


Furiously, I moved about the room, yanking off the concealing shrouds.


When I came to the armoire, I jerked it open and plunged my hands inside, encountering a sea of silks and fine wools, linens and lace. I gathered them to my face and smelled . . .


Her. Her perfume, the scent of her skin, the lingering trace of her energy, her vitality . . . her life.


Her. Me.


Lucy, where are you?


Here! Oh, God, I am here! Let me out!


The next few hours passed in a blur. I ran frantically from the room in an effort to escape the hideous creature who had invaded it, only to recognize at last that there could be no escape from myself. She and I were one, Lucy and the being who had clawed her way from the grave.


We inhabited the same body, shared the same mind, had the same memories.


Little else was clear until I stumbled on a bathroom with its large, claw-footed tub at the center of its white-tiled floor. Turning a brass knob, I discovered that the water still flowed, though the pipes shuddered and sputtered when I turned it on. I think initially I had some notion of ending my agony by drowning myself. I may even have tried. Of course, there was no point. A heart that no longer beats cannot be stilled. I spent the remainder of the night in that tub, draining and refilling it until at last the filth of the grave and all that had followed was washed from me.


When I rose again, it was almost dawn. In the pale light, I discovered that despite everything that had happened and all I had done, my skin was unmarred by a single scratch or bruise. My body possessed a remarkable ability to heal itself. It remained to be seen if my mind could do the same.


I lived in the house for several months, leaving it only to hunt. The remainder of the time I strove to learn all I could about the life that had been mine. Nor was I alone. Memories of my parents and most especially of my sister, Amanda, clustered round me. In the airy music room where we had often sat after dinner, I discovered that I could play the piano passably well and the harp somewhat. Among dozens of well-thumbed musical scores, my favorites were Chopin’s haunting nocturnes so evocative of moonlit landscapes. But I also returned again and again to Debussy’s more daring harmonies. Music, it seemed, had been and still was important to me. Yet it could not engage me exclusively.


The library held many books; I devoured them. But the book that fascinated me the most was the diary I found in Lucy’s—my—old bedroom. In it, I had recounted the small triumphs and disappointments in the life that had been mine. That lost self showed herself to be of a generally sunny disposition, optimistic, and resilient. But I had also nurtured a yearning for adventure and a conviction that the world held far more than I had yet discovered. The life planned out for me—marriage to a proper young man, children, the fulfillment of my role in society—elicited expressions of impatience and even, I must say, of fear.


Is that all there is? I had written. Does life hold nothing more? People say we are at the beginning of a brilliant new age, yet I seem to have no part in it.


And finally, just days before the end—


I went up to the old nursery today. The puppets I used to play with are all still there behind the little stage. They look so dusty and forlorn. How tempted I was to snip their strings.


In addition to my other pursuits, I resumed the habit of wearing clothes. The armoire was filled with them, but there were more in an adjacent dressing room. I spent hours trying on garment after garment—chemises, camisoles, drawers, corsets, skirts, shirtwaists, dresses in modest pastels or whites, gowns equally virginal, riding habits, boots, belts, bonnets, and on and on. But I never ventured near a mirror; something about them repelled me. In the process, I discovered that I had grown more slender and, oddly, a few inches taller, as though the experience of dragging myself from the grave had stretched my bones. My hair, once I had completed the laborious process of untangling it, proved to be auburn and possessed of a natural curl. I took to wearing it tied back by a simple velvet ribbon so that it did not get in my way as I read. Or hunted.


Throughout this time, the dark figure of the opera house and my tormented dreams in the cave did not return. Yet his presence hovered in my mind, leaving me oddly unsettled, as though there was somewhere else I needed to be, something else I should be doing.


Occasionally, I saw a carriage or wagon pass by on the road beyond the end of the drive, but no one approached the house. Once, during a fierce storm, shutters in the back parlor banged open and water flooded in.


Had I not been there to close them hastily and mop up the damage, the floor would have been ruined. More and more, the house had the air of having been abandoned suddenly.


That troubled me, but I was undecided what to do about it until one day, exploring beyond the rooms where I had become comfortable, I found what was clearly a man’s study. The shutters were still drawn, the chamber cast in gloom. A faint scent of cigar smoke, discernible only to my greatly heightened senses, lingered over a desk of burled wood and leather. On that desk, tossed as though in anger or despair, I found a bundle of typescript pages. The first page bore a title and the author’s name: Dracula: A Novel by Bram Stoker. I settled in a nearby chair and began to read.


At first, I thought it no more than a tale of adventure. But to my dismay, I quickly discovered that it was something else entirely. Shockingly, Mr. Stoker’s tale of hapless Lucy Westenra, as he dubbed her, and the creature he called a “vampire” turned out to be a sensationalized, cheapened version of what had befallen me. That this could be so astounded me. How had the author come by such information? Why had he twisted and perverted it as he had done? And why had I found the evidence of his fabrication on my father’s desk?


By morning, I had absorbed all that the book had to tell me as well as all that it could not. When I stood at last, I knew where I had to go. And what I had to do.




CHAPTER 1
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The London fog carried the sharp bite of sulfur from the coal dust that shrouded the city. Spectral fingers drifted along the Strand, winding around the hackneys and private carriages waiting for the theatres to let out. The yellow glow of the new sodium lights reflected in the black puddles left by a storm that had passed over a few hours before. It had brought not the freshening scents of the countryside, as Dickens remarked, but the foul, stale, wretched addition to the gutters that was a London rain.


Stepping carefully, I moved in the direction of a cobblestone alley near the corner where the Strand meets Wellington Street. A young whore with hennaed hair and rosy tits peeking above a soiled lace bodice occupied the spot and clearly meant to keep it. Her first reaction was to sneer at my modest appearance. I could not blame her. My hair was piled high on my head in a loose bun. I wore a simple shirtwaist beneath a fitted jacket, with a matching pleated skirt that brushed the tops of my boots. A wide belt, clenched around my narrow waist, held my purse. The style had been popularized by the American artist Charles Dana Gibson, who saw it as the personification of the ideal woman—bright, pretty, and capable. Once it had suited me well. Now it was merely a disguise.


The whore opened her carmine-painted mouth to warn me off, only to freeze when my eyes met hers. The monster I had become stirred within. The whore turned ashen and darted away into the night.


I sagged a little in relief when she was gone but I did not let down my guard. Surrounded by the hot, coppery fragrance of pulsing blood, the warmth of living flesh, the beating of collective hearts, the effort needed to restrain myself was almost more than I could muster. Hunger gnawed at me. Had a rat appeared just then, I would have swallowed my revulsion and drained it in an instant. But London rats are wilier than the country prey that had sustained me thus far, wilier even in some regard than the humans with which they must contend. Nothing stirred in the alley.


I drew back into the shadows, but kept my gaze on the Lyceum Theatre across the street. Its columned façade gave the appearance of an ancient Greek temple. The play advertised on placards out in front was one I had seen with my family the previous year during our visit to Paris. That seemed a lifetime ago—the life I had known having effectively ended on the windswept moors near Whitby when I fell under the spell of the seductive being who had so transformed me.


Thinking of him, I was startled by the arrival of the black-uniformed Watchers gliding along on their upright Teslaways, their faces invisible behind the visors of their helmets. A few years before, such vehicles would have been restricted to the pages of novels by H. G. Wells, Jules Verne, and the like. But the luring to England of the brilliant scientist and inventor Nikola Tesla had brought about a technological revolution, the implications of which were only just beginning to be felt. At the same time, fear of anarchists and others deemed “subversives” had prompted broad new laws that gave the authorities unparalleled powers over ordinary citizens. Not everyone was entirely happy with the results. My father, for instance, had worried that civil liberties were being undermined by the government’s ever-expanding ability to observe and control its citizens.


As the guardians of the public safety took up position outside the theatre, the ushers threw open the doors and light poured into the street. First out were the upper-class patrons of the private boxes and the dress circle, the gentlemen in their evening dress or military uniforms and the ladies in their gowns and jewels. When they had been taken up into their carriages, the decent professional men and their wives who occupied the stalls were let out through one door, while the rowdy students, tradesmen, and foreigners from the balconies were made to wait before exiting through another.


All along the Strand, theatregoers were departing. Hundreds thronged the road under the gaze of the Watchers, calling farewell to friends, hailing cabs, exclaiming over the evening’s entertainment or complaining of it. All was ordered and proper until a tall, somber-looking man suddenly cried out in alarm and slapped a hand to the pocket that moments before had held his wallet. A Watcher took note, spied the fleet-footed thief, and promptly pursued him. Weaving his scooter in and out of the crowd, he quickly overtook the miscreant, rendering him insensible with an electrical cudgel.


Other Watchers arrived on the scene and the boy was tossed into the back of a police van. His case would be heard in one of the summary judgment courts set up to deal with matters of civil disorder. Within hours, he would be tried, sentenced, and committed to serve his term without the possibility of appeal.


The streets of London were safer than they had ever been, but the prisons were fuller. There was talk that more such institutions needed to be built quickly.


The brief flare of excitement faded away as the streets cleared. In my mind, I went over my plan once again. I would approach the Lyceum Theatre, enter through the back, and seek out the author of the deceitful version of my life. I would not kill him; on that I was determined. But I would compel him to tell me why he used me as he had.


A clutch of young men hovered at the stage door, praising the attributes of the female lead, a certain Belgian actress who was linked romantically to the Crown Prince. When the cast finally emerged, the lady smiling in sables and diamonds, a cheer went up. Invitations were offered, accepted, or declined. Finally, the last of the stragglers departed.


Still, I waited. The lights in the theatre dimmed. The ushers let themselves out, offered muted good nights to one another, and vanished into the darkness between the pale pools of the sodium lights. The stagehands followed. Quiet, in startling contrast to the recent clamor, descended. The life of the city had moved on into the nearby streets crowded with restaurants and pubs, far enough away for my purposes.


The time had finally come. I stepped forward, only to stop suddenly when a flicker of movement near the theatre caught my eye. Was my quarry departing already? Was I in danger of missing him? But no, the shape I glimpsed between wisps of fog did not resemble the man identified as Mr. Bram Stoker, whose sketch in The Illustrated London News I had studied with such care. Instead, the figure appeared strangely garbed in a long robe such as a monk might wear. A hood concealed the head and face. Even as I puzzled over this, another identical figure appeared, followed by a third. Together, they took up position in front of the theatre.


I am not given to flights of fancy, but just as the whore had sensed danger when she looked at me, I knew that the hooded trio was a threat. They had the shape of men, but they moved with the lumbering heaviness of beasts, and even when they stepped into the light, darkness concealed their faces.


Although I had been in London only a short time, I had sensed the presence of beings that were other than human. But I had no wish to discover anything about them or, indeed, to allow any distraction from the dual forces that drove me. I was torn between the compulsion laid upon me by the singer in the opera house, so powerful that it had drawn me from the grave, and by my own yearning for the half-remembered human life that I had known. Both compelled me to find the one who had transformed me and demand from him both an explanation for his actions and a means of undoing them.


I stepped again into the street. At once, the trio of hooded creatures moved forward. Almost too late, I realized that they meant not simply to block my passage but to seize hold of me. Anger warred with disbelief. I dropped the valise I carried, hoisted up my skirt, and lashed out with a booted foot, catching one of the assailants in the chest. Such was the force of my kick that he should have collapsed. But after staggering for a moment, the creature righted himself and came at me again.


My recent transformation had endowed me with vastly greater strength and speed than normal, the extent of which I was still discovering. I flung one of the creatures against a nearby wall and another into a lamppost even as the third tried to grab hold of me. He was strong, but I was stronger. Whirling, turning, a blur of motion and fury, I scarcely knew when my feet left the ground and I soared, unfettered by gravity. That had not happened before and for just a moment I was distracted. The assailants seized the opportunity and came at me all together. I heard their hissing breath, saw their gnarled hands reaching out to pull me down, and realized that one was holding a chain finely wrought from silver links. As it brushed against my skin, a burst of pain convulsed me. For an instant, I was helpless. Two of the creatures bore me to the ground. The third, holding the chain, advanced. In a moment, I would be bound, engulfed in agony, and unable to defend myself.


The monster within me lifted its head and howled. I turned and sank my fangs into the nearest creature. The bite should have drawn blood, but mercifully I tasted nothing. I did, however, hear the high-pitched, keening cry that broke from the assailant as he struggled to free himself. Letting him go, I leaped to my feet and turned on the others. The one with the chain started forward again. I extended both my arms, knit my hands together, and struck him so hard a blow that he flew across the street and landed up against the alley archway. Just then, the moon emerged from behind high threads of clouds. Throwing my head back, fangs gleaming in the cold white light, I howled defiance.


The creature I had struck down did not move, but the other two did. They seized his arms and, dragging him, ran with all speed toward the shadows beyond the Strand. In an instant, I was alone. Only the silver chain, lying in the gutter, remained as mute evidence of the attack.


Giving the weapon a wide berth, I willed myself to be calm and straightened my ensemble. My hair had come down during the struggle. It tumbled in thick auburn waves around my shoulders. I pinned it up again before recovering my valise and crossing the street. Swiftly, I found the door I sought. It was locked, but that was of no consequence. With care—there having been more than enough disorder that night—I lifted it off its hinges and leaned it up against the side of the theatre.


Just beyond lay a dark passage. My eyes, keener than they had ever been during my human existence, made out trunks and baskets, backdrops, and bits of scenery stacked along the walls. At the far end, a sliver of light shone. I moved toward it, alert to the possibility that more of the strange creatures might be lurking, but none were in evidence. When I reached the light, I paused. An inner door stood partially ajar. I could see a cluttered office and a man working at a desk illuminated by a small gas lamp. I recognized Mr. Bram Stoker at once.


Without hesitation, I pushed the door open and entered. Stoker looked up. His broad face with its thick brows and neatly trimmed brown beard appeared surprised but in no way alarmed. To him, I was simply an unknown young woman whose overall appearance suggested good breeding. My sudden presence in his theatre at night was certainly strange, but not an immediate cause for concern.


“Have you lost your way, miss?” he asked courteously, apparently taking me for a patron incapable of finding the exits.


My eye fell on a pile of identical leather-bound books stacked on a corner of his desk. To my horror, I saw that the spine of each was luridly inscribed with the title Dracula. I had not considered that he could have contrived to publish his hash of mangled truths and absurd fantasies so speedily, but apparently I had arrived too late to prevent him from doing so.


“To the contrary,” I replied. “It appears that I have come to the right place.” I gestured at the books. “You are the author of this . . . work?”


With misbegotten pride, he said, “Indeed, I am. I take it you are a fan.” He rose from his chair as he gestured me into one facing him. “Do sit down. I will be most happy to sign a copy for you, if that is what you wish.”


I resisted the impulse to roll my eyes at his eagerness to claim such tripe. Still standing, I said, “That isn’t why I have come.” Moving closer to him, I said, “My name is Lucy Weston, not Lucy Westenra, as you so lightly veiled me in your so-called novel.”


Stoker paled and fell back into his chair with the look of a man who has come face-to-face with his own worst nightmare. His eyes wide and dilated, he stared at me in horror.


Holding his gaze, I tapped a finger on the topmost copy of his execrable book. “You will explain how you learned what happened to me and why you twisted the facts as you have done to conceal the truth.”


It is said that in extremis, humans have one of two possible reactions—flight or fight. Apparently, Stoker knew better than to try to oppose me physically. Therefore, he took the only other option available to him. Barely had I finished speaking than he leaped to his feet and attempted to dash around me in the direction of the door.


Hoisting him in one hand, I returned him to his chair.


“This will go much better for you if you simply tell me what I want to know,” I said.


Stoker was a big, burly man. The experience of being lifted off the floor by what appeared to be a slender young woman undid him. I could quite literally smell his fear.


Staring at me in frozen horror, he said, “You can’t be her. She is dead. They told me so.”


I thought of the dank earth, the coffin, the grave, the stake. My pounding against the wood until it shattered. My clawing my way out, gasping and straining, rising beyond death’s clutches to be born again into the world as the new, strange creature that I was. My hand lashed out to close around his throat.


“Who are ‘they’? Who did this to me? Tell me everything from the beginning.”


Against the constriction of my grip, he gasped, “I can’t! I don’t know!”


Fury rose in me. “You are lying. The story you wrote is a distortion of the truth, but it is still far too close to be coincidence. You must know what really happened to me.”


He did not attempt to deny it, but said instead, “I only learned about it afterward.”


“Who told you of it?”


When he refused to respond, I squeezed a little harder and insisted, “Tell me!”


His fingers clawed at mine, yet surprisingly he continued to resist. “I cannot. These are matters that involve the security of the realm.”


Taken aback, I hesitated, but only briefly. Nothing he said, no lie he told, would spare him. “You are Irish, are you not, Mr. Stoker?”


He stiffened and for the first time I saw anger in him. “That does not make me any less loyal, Miss Weston.”


“As you will. I do not believe for a moment that what was done to me could have anything to do with the safety of the British Empire.” Indeed, I took it to be the feeblest of excuses. Truly, patriotism is the last refuge of scoundrels.


With more courage than I would have expected under the circumstances, he said, “That is because you are not in possession of the facts.”


Slowly, I released my grip. My arms fell to my sides. I took a step back and stared at him. He flinched, but appeared unable to take his eyes from me. Terror held him captive, but so, I perceived, did fascination. He struck me as a man who dips a toe into the water in the half-hope that the current will take hold and carry him to distant, enchanted realms.


Right then, in the cluttered office at the back of an empty theatre made to resemble an ancient temple, I was the most seductive temptation the author of Dracula had ever encountered.


“You are the remedy for my ignorance, Mr. Stoker. Tell me what I want to know and I will not harm you.”


I gave him a little time to come to terms with that. The delay allowed me to get myself under better control. Being so close to Stoker, touching him, roused my hunger to a level that frightened even me. For all my threats, I needed him alive. And yet I also desperately needed to feed. The journey from Whitby to London had taken scarcely four hours thanks to the new piston-driven locomotives of the Great Northern Railway that were knitting the country together more tightly than ever. But it had also put me in close proximity to humans while availing me no opportunity to assuage the appetite they provoked.


Stoker may have sensed something of that, for abruptly he said, “What do you think would happen if ordinary people discovered that creatures such as yourself exist and that the authorities have kept the knowledge of them concealed for centuries? Can you imagine the anger and the fear, not to mention the loss of faith in our ruling class that would result? All that would play into the hands of those who are determined to harm this realm.”


“Why should I care about any of that?” I demanded.


“Because rumors of your fate could have sparked a panic that would have raged out of control,” Stoker replied. “Before that could happen, a decision was made to create the impression that it was all no more than a fanciful tale.”


I had to admit that it was an ingenious ploy. With the publication of his book, any claim that a young woman really had disappeared from Whitby under terrifying circumstances would be dismissed as the foolishness of those so gullible as to believe a work of fiction. As for my family, they were—like Stoker—loyal British subjects. Had my father been persuaded that my fate was somehow entwined with the safety of the realm, I had no doubt that he would keep silent even in the depths of the most terrible grief. Moreover, he would go to any lengths to shield my mother and sister from such a hideous truth.


“These ‘intermediaries’ of whom you speak,” I said. “They asked you to do this extraordinary thing, create a novel to their specifications and bring it to the world, and you simply . . . agreed? With no knowledge of who sent them?”


“They did not say . . . I swear it!”


He was parsing words in the way of lawyers, writers, and others who would hang the world on a turn of phrase. Shakespeare had his Henry VI muse over the benefits of killing all the lawyers. Conscientious parents forbid the reading of fiction. Neither was entirely deluded.


“But you suspected, didn’t you, or you would never have listened to them.”


“I cannot say . . .”


Regret rippled through me. Of the two of us, Amanda had always been graced with the more delicate sensibilities by far. I recalled her kneeling in the garden at Whitby, weeping copiously over a dead bird cradled in her hands while I looked on dry-eyed, an unsentimental child who saw death as merely one more of life’s endless curiosities. Yet surely the Lucy I had been was not incapable of compassion.


“I do not want to hurt you,” I said.


Far from relieving Stoker, my attempt at reassurance seemed to alarm him even further. He turned from gray to a shade of red that could not possibly be healthy. Sweat beaded on his forehead, dripping into his eyes as his breathing became even more agitated. Yet he remained stubbornly insistent.


“I cannot tell you, for your sake as well as mine! You should go far away from here. No one need ever know that I saw you. I won’t tell, I swear! You can find others of your kind—”


“Others?” My surprise was so intense that I could not even attempt to conceal it. Bending down, I seized his shoulders and shook him hard. His head lolled back and forth, and for a moment I feared he might lose consciousness. Even so, I persisted. “There are others? Beyond the being who took my humanity and transformed me into . . . whatever this is that I have become?”


He sputtered and was overcome by a spasm of coughing that wracked his entire body. Abruptly, I realized that my actions were at odds with my objective. Unconscious—or dead—Stoker would be of no use to me whatsoever. I released my grip, leaned him back in the chair, and made haste to fill a glass with water from a carafe on the desk.


“Drink this . . . slowly. There is nothing to be afraid of. I mean you no harm. All I ask is the truth. You can manage that, can’t you?”


A deep sigh escaped him. He swallowed a little of the water and stared at me. In his gaze I saw the struggle of a man of genuine principle confronted with a reality so far outside his experience that he had no context for dealing with it. Yet I left him no choice but to do so.


Taking a breath, he seemed to come to a determination in his own mind. “Perhaps it would be better to tell you. You must make your way in the world, after all, and ignorance is no fit state for anyone.”


With care, so as not to alarm him unduly, I lowered myself into a chair facing him. “Tell me . . . please.”


My stab at courtesy, however belated, seemed to calm him. He nodded once more but seemed not to know how to begin. Finally, he asked, “What is it that you want to know?”


“The truth. Not what you wove from your imagination but what you know to be real. The term you used in your novel, vampires, how did you come by that?”


Presented with a direct question, Stoker seemed better able to manage. With hesitation, he said, “It is what beings of your kind call themselves. They have existed for millennia and are spoken of by various names in legends throughout the world, but that is the name they prefer.”


Even as I struggled to absorb this astounding information—and to wonder how Stoker possessed it—I plunged on. “The way you described them, how much of that was true?”


“They have many of the characteristics that I recounted, although not that business about turning into a bat. They don’t do that, at least so far as I know, although they can defy gravity so as to appear to fly.”


“Fascinating . . . and that creature ‘Dracula,’ did you draw him from life . . . so to speak?”


“Not really. In fact, making him foreign was part of the deception. Still, the public seems to find him appealing.”


“But I did encounter someone, the one who transformed me . . .” The singer in the opera house. The being in my dreams. He who called me forth from the grave.


Stoker’s gaze, which had been wandering in his agitation, abruptly sharpened. “What do you remember of him?”


“Very little . . . fragments . . . impressions, nothing more. I only know that I must find him.”


“Why? To what purpose? After all, he left you to your fate, did he not?”


“Yes, he did.” Left me to the stake and the grave. But he had also returned in some manner that I could not understand to call me forth. As he was still calling me, a summons from which I could not turn away. Rather than reveal any of that, I said, “As you are so knowledgeable about my kind, tell me, where should I seek him?”


“Paris,” Stoker said too quickly. He was sweating again. “Numerous reports attest to the presence of vampires there. Also in Vienna and points east. In fact, now that I think of it, your best course would be to book onto the Orient Express and take the train all the way to Istanbul. I have heard stories about vampires there that—”


“I have no intention of leaving London.”


He looked aghast. “But you must! Surely, you understand . . . I explained, a matter of the security of the realm.” He paused a moment, then added, “If it is a question of funds, I can be of assistance. The book is proving to be very lucrative and—”


“How kind,” I interjected. “But did you not say that you made Dracula a foreigner as part of your deception?”


“I don’t know . . . I shouldn’t have . . .”


“Then the one I seek is English, isn’t he? Before I hurry off to the ends of the earth in search of him, wouldn’t it be more prudent to look first right here in London?”


Stoker’s expression made it clear that he regretted having told me anything. But it was too late. He had revealed sufficient knowledge of my kind to convince me that he possessed far more. Rather than attempt to choke it out of him, I tried a different tack.


“I will be glad to leave you in peace, sir. Only tell me where in this city a vampire is to be found.”


“How would I know that?” he protested. “I told you, I was approached by intermediaries. They—”


“Then where are they rumored to be? Where do the stories place them, the legends, if not your informants? You have knowledge of that, do you not?”


Reluctantly, he nodded. I stood as though preparing to leave, my hope being that he would do whatever he must to speed me on my way. I was not disappointed.


“I have heard of a place—” he admitted.


“What place?”


“A club, a gathering spot of sorts, called the Bagatelle.” With trembling hands, he scribbled an address on a piece of paper and handed it to me. “It is off Fleet Street, near the boundary between the old City of London and Westminster. If the rumors are true, you will find others of your kind there.”
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