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CHAPTER 1
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THERE WAS NO POSSIBILITY of continuing my walk that night. We had been wandering, indeed, in the leafless shrubbery an hour after dark, but since Mrs. Reed had picked up a scent (Mrs. Reed, when there was no company, hunted early), I was sent home so the others could stalk their prey.

I was glad of it. I never liked long walks, especially on chilly evenings. Dreadful to me was the coming home in the raw midnight, with nipped fingers and toes, and a heart saddened by the death of the poor thing they’d dined on, raw, right in the middle of the wood. Not that I frequently watched as they took their meal. I avoided accompanying them on the hunt as often as I could.

In fact, I interfered with their efforts by inadvertently making noises to scare off whatever beast they’d settled on draining for their dinner. Unlike my cousins, my senses didn’t sharpen at night. My inability to see in the dark, combined with my natural lack of physical grace, led me to trip over tree roots, branches, fence posts, or even my own two feet. Most often, once Mrs. Reed’s nostrils flared to indicate a scent on the air, I ran home alone to face the chidings of Bessie, the nurse, both humbled by my consciousness of my physical inferiority to Eliza, John, and Georgiana Reed, and delighted I didn’t share their condition.

The said Eliza, John, Georgiana, and their mama had returned and were now clustered in the drawing room. Mrs. Reed lay on a sofa by the fireside and, with her darlings about her (for the time sated), looked perfectly happy. Me, she had dispensed from joining the group, saying, “I regret to be under the necessity of keeping you at a distance; but until I hear from Bessie and can discover by my own observation that you are endeavouring in good earnest to acquire a more fierce and bold disposition, a more athletic and controlled manner—something quieter, stealthier, more unnatural as it were—I really must exclude you from privileges intended only for ruthless, bloodthirsty little children.”

“I don’t like blood,” I responded matter-of-factly. “And I wouldn’t be as clumsy if we could go out during the day.”

I’d returned home without disturbing their hunt. I’d eaten my steak as rare as I could stand for my dinner, which was admittedly not very rare indeed. Though Mrs. Reed longed for me to develop some tolerance to blood, I preferred my potatoes and spinach to anything that had actually lived. Bessie was often required to recount what I’d left on my plate or if I’d woken before dusk to steal a glance of sunlight out the window.

A breakfast room adjoined the windowless drawing room. I slipped in there and lit a lamp. The Reeds preferred to keep the house dark, even during their waking hours in the night. I found the bookcase and soon possessed myself of a volume, taking care that it should be one filled with pictures. I mounted into the window seat and sat cross-legged. Having drawn the red velvet curtain nearly to a close, I did my best to confine the lamp’s light to my hiding spot. Folds of scarlet drapery shut in my view to the right hand; to the left were the clear panes of glass, protecting, but not separating, me from the drear November eve. At intervals, while turning over the leaves of my book, I studied the aspect of that moonless winter night. I couldn’t see far for the rain, and thank goodness. Who knew what dead thing they’d left out on the lawn for the servants to remove in light of day?

I returned to my book—Bewick’s History of British Birds. Sometimes, during the daylight hours through which I was demanded to sleep, I could hear the birds outside caroling and carrying on. I longed to see them in the daylight, to watch them twitter and flit. Once, in a late afternoon, I’d chanced to move the heavy curtains and catch a glimpse, but John Reed had also been awake and sneaking up on me right in time to be singed on the hand by a ray of sunshine streaming in through the folds. His screams roused the entire household and I had quite the thrashing for it. Was I trying to kill my cousin? He who was so kind to let me live and not drink my blood at tea?

Mere pictures of the birds, mixed in amongst sunlit images of foreign lands, were to content me. Each picture told a story of life lived during the daytime hours, mysterious often to my undeveloped understanding and imperfect feelings, yet ever profoundly interesting. As interesting as the tales Bessie sometimes narrated on winter evenings, when she brought her ironing table to the nursery hearth. She allowed us to sit about it and, while she got up Mrs. Reed’s hunting habit, fed our eager attention with passages of murder and mayhem passed down by her own Romanian grandmother. Sometimes, if I woke in the afternoon and she chanced to be awake and in good humour, she would tell lighter stories for my ears alone, tales of love and adventure taken from old fairy tales or folk songs.

With Bessie busy elsewhere, I contented myself with the Bewick’s on my knee. I feared nothing but interruption, and that came too soon. The breakfast-room door opened.

“Boh! Madam Mortal!” cried John Reed. He paused. He found the room apparently empty. “Where the devil is she! Lizzy! Georgy! Jane is not here. Tell mama she is run out into the rain—bad human!”

It was well I drew the curtain, and I wished fervently he would not discover my hiding place. John Reed would not have found it out himself. He was not quick of any sensation that normally served his kind at the hunt; but Eliza just put her head in at the door and said at once—

“I smell her from here. She is in the window seat, to be sure, Jack.”

And I came out immediately, for I trembled at the idea of risking close contact with the said Jack at a time when he’d barely finished his dinner and probably thirsted for more.

“What do you want?” I asked with feigned boldness.

“Say, ‘What do you want, Master Reed?’ I want you to come here.” Seating himself in an armchair, he intimated by a gesture that I was to approach and stand before him.

John Reed retained the form of a schoolboy of fourteen years old, four years older than I, for I was but ten. Large and stout for his age, with a greyish pallor, wide features, heavy limbs, and large extremities, he gorged himself habitually of prey, which gave him consistently red eyes and a leonine awareness, as if he were always on edge, ready to pounce on his next snack. He ought now to have been at school, but a fiendish child was used to waking at night and sleeping during the day. Besides, he would have frightened the others in class, and it would have been a tad suspicious had he risen through the ranks but remained all of fourteen in appearance.

John had not much affection for his mother and sisters, and an antipathy for me that I suspected derived from hunger. He pulled me close and sniffed me, not two or three times in the week, or once or twice in the day, but continually. Every nerve I had feared him, and every drop of blood in my veins coursed faster when he came near.

Some moments I was bewildered by the terror he inspired. I had no appeal whatever against either his menaces or his inflictions. The servants feared offending their young master lest he devour one of them, and Mrs. Reed was blind and deaf on the subject. She never saw him lick or bite at me, though he did both now and then in her very presence, more frequently, however, behind her back.

Though it was my habit to obey him, I did not approach. Something in his glowing eyes hinted at a craving not yet sated. It was possible that he didn’t get his fill of the stag or bear or whatever creature they’d feasted on. One day, I feared he would not be quenched with just a taste of my blood but would drink me dry or, worse, make a monster of me as he had one of the footmen, James, a poor lad who had once thwarted him and now had to forage in the night for bats or barn rats to eat his fill, being too small of stature to hunt effectively on his own.

“Hold out your hand,” he ordered. I stood my ground, hands behind my back. “Approach,” he repeated, louder, sounding slightly annoyed, “and hold out your hand.”

The room was small and no one would answer my screams. Whether I went to him voluntarily or waited for him to get me made little difference if my fate was to be John Reed’s dessert. Disobeying him might only fire his blood and force him to stop toying with me at last and do the deed.

I approached and, as ordered, held out my hand. He smiled the leering half smile he used when we were alone.

“Very good, my dear canapé.” He took my arm and roughly forced my sleeve up. His bulbous nose met my skin and traced a slow, damp trail up my forearm to the tender inner elbow, as far up my arm as my sleeve would expose.

Sighing, he paused a moment as if to take in my essence or to gather his wits. As he had no wits to gather, it must have been my essence giving him pause. Abruptly, he jerked me down into the chair, onto his lap, pulling my head to the side to better access my neck. With the pad of a finger, he stroked my throat.

“Your blood. I feel it thrumming through your veins.” His breathing slowed. I couldn’t see his face, but I imagined his pupils narrowing, a predator going in for the kill. I knew he would soon strike, and while dreading the bite, I mused on what it might be like to be one of them, to live forever in the dark with no hope of ever returning to the light. While Mrs. Reed did not give me leave to go out of doors in the daytime, in the back of my mind I kept the notion that I could. One day, given the right conditions, I would walk out and turn my face to the sun. John Reed was not going to take that dream from me.

I jerked free of his hold and sprang across the room.

With his superior build and skills as a hunter, he was on me immediately, shoving me to the floor and rolling with all his weight atop me. No doubt he read fear in my face, for he fed on it, twisting my arms up over my head and pinning me motionless beneath him. He licked my cheek, his tongue burning a path from chin to brow. I closed my eyes, squeezing tight, as if not seeing him would make him go away, but his breath was hot on my face and redolent with the smell of blood and entrails, his earlier repast. My stomach lurched.

“You taste sweet for such a vile, bitter little thing,” said he, “sweet enough to be my reward for catching you sneaking around before you could hatch another scheme. Perhaps I should make you one of us and force you out into the sun. Then you’ll understand the pain you cause when you lift the curtains during the day.”

“I was only reading,” I said in my own defence. I was not in habit of answering John Reed’s accusations. My care was in how to endure whatever punishment he sought to inflict upon me. But now, his tone held new seriousness. I had always known he was on the edge of carrying through with his most severe possible threat, and at last he seemed ready to do his worst.

“Show the book.” He let me up to fetch it, both of us well aware that he would pin me down again, mouse to his cat, at his convenience.

I retreated to the window seat and returned to offer him the volume.

He flipped the pages, pausing at a scene of a gull soaring over a turbulent sea, clouds just beginning to cover a high midday sun. His eyes widened with an unmistakable look of envy. He slammed the book shut and threw it to the hearth, nearly pitching it into the fire.

“You have no business to take our books. You are a dependent, Mama says. You have no money. Your father left you none. You ought to beg, and not to live here with gentlemen’s children like us.”

“Soulless fiend children,” I corrected boldly, drawing a gasp from Georgiana and Eliza, who stood watching just inside the door.

He nodded, unfazed. “You’re disgustingly mortal. We’ll live forever while you age and rot.”

I would not be so certain, I thought, and did not know from whence such a strong supposition took root. I suddenly had an image of myself standing over John Reed, a wooden stake in hand. I had no idea where I would acquire a stake, let alone find the strength to plunge one through John Reed’s heart, but the idea brought a queer little smile to my lips.

“Was that a laugh, Jane Slayre? At me?”

I shook my head, the smile departing.

“Georgiana and Eliza, did you not hear it as well? The wretched little mortal thinks she has a reason to laugh! I’ll teach you to respect our power. Go and stand by the door, out of the way of the mirror and the windows.”

The Reeds could not stand to be near reflective surfaces, to find no self-image staring back. Most of the mirrors in the house had been removed, but the servants kept one in the breakfast room, a room seldom used by the Reeds since nature had forced them into the habit of hunting their meals out of doors.

I did as told, looking around futilely for a weapon as I crossed the room. I looked up just as he sprang to action, landing on me with enough force that we rolled several times to the side until I struck my head on the corner of the door. It made me dizzy, but I maintained consciousness enough to know the blow had left a cut, and the blood enticed John Reed to quiet contemplation of my head. My anger flared along with his nostrils at my scent.

“Wicked and cruel boy!” I said. “You are like the monsters from Bessie’s tales, like Vlad the Impaler!”

Bessie often told of Vlad, of his cruelty and thirst for blood. I suspected she told the tale as a subtle warning to me not to thwart the Reeds, especially John; but suddenly, I was not afraid. He could do his worst, kill me even, but he could not force me to become one of his kind. I would not sacrifice my soul, as no doubt all of the Reeds had given theirs.

“What! What!” he cried. “Did she say that to me? Did you hear her, Eliza and Georgiana? Won’t I tell Mama? But first—”

I felt him grasp my hair and my shoulder and lick at the drop or two of blood that had trickled down my neck.

“So sweet,” he said. His fangs pierced my neck, a quick, sharp burn, and I was sensible of somewhat pungent suffering. These sensations for the time predominated over fear, and I received him in frantic sort. He drank until I began to weaken, and I had the vision again of my standing over him, victorious at last. I had no weapon, barely any consciousness, and yet I knew that I could fight. Fight! Something in me screamed. Fight! Live!

I rammed my knee up and connected with tender flesh.

“Rat! Rat!” he bellowed.

Aid was near him. Eliza and Georgiana had run for Mrs. Reed, who had gone upstairs. She now came upon the scene, followed by Bessie and Mrs. Reed’s maid, Abbot.

I lived in dread of Abbot. She frightened me far more than the vampyres, for I wasn’t certain what she was. I only knew that her limbs frequently detached and she had a devil of a time putting them back on. Sometimes, when Abbot nodded off for a nap and the Reed children were feeling especially naughty, they took delight in rearranging her as if she were a puzzle. Unfortunately, Abbot nodded off frequently, as she was not very vigorous, and the Reeds were always naughty. But what Abbot lacked in enthusiasm she made up for in strength. She held me by the collar with toes where her fingers should have been and pulled me away from John.

I heard, “He’s going to eat her, Mama! May we all join in?”

“No, no, dears! Her common blood will bring on fevers, maybe apoplexy! We only eat what we kill out of doors, or nobility!” Mrs. Reed’s insistence on purity of blood kept the servants feeling safe in her presence, but John Reed had occasionally shown that his appetite could overcome even this prejudice.

“But she smells tolerable,” Eliza said. I imagined her inching closer, fangs extended.

“She laughed,” Georgiana pointed out, as if to add to her mother’s argument about my disgusting common nature. “She nearly drove us all out of mind with her unmitigated mirth.”

“What a wanton to tempt Master John with laughing and bleeding.” This from Abbot, monotone as ever but dutifully indignant on her mistress’s behalf. “As if she wanted to be eaten.”

Then Mrs. Reed subjoined, “Take her away to the red room and lock her in there, away from my children.” Four hands were immediately laid upon me, and I was borne upstairs.


CHAPTER 2
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I DRIPPED BLOOD ALONG THE carpet all the way, a circumstance that greatly strengthened the bad opinion Bessie and Miss Abbot were disposed to entertain of me. I believed John Reed’s fang had pierced an artery, for the flow came fast and would not stop though I tried to press the wound and dab at it with my sleeve. Abbot took my attempts to stanch the bleeding as fighting her off and held me tighter, confining my arms, until she fell asleep midwalk and nearly dropped me. Bessie caught me and nudged Abbot.

“Help me lift her, Miss Abbot. She’s dazed.”

“For shame.” The lady’s maid woke and took me entirely out of Bessie’s hands, holding me, again, by the dress. “What shocking conduct, Miss Slayre, to entice your benefactress’s son, your young master.”

I hardly had the strength to speak, yet I found my voice. “Master? Am I a servant? Am I to let him feed at will?”

“No, you are less than a servant, for you do nothing for your keep. And to laugh at Master Reed? There, sit down, and think over your fit of levity.”

They had got me by this time into the apartment indicated by Mrs. Reed and had thrust me upon a stool, but I had such trouble sitting upright that I immediately lost my balance. Levity? I grew lighter by the minute.

“If you don’t stop bleeding, we’ll have to bandage you up,” said Bessie. “Miss Abbot, lend me your kerchief.”

The cadaver-thin Miss Abbot reached inside her sleeve, and I recoiled. I dreaded to think of something so close to Miss Abbot’s pasty skin touching my own. If her hand came with it, I might lose my potatoes and spinach on the red room’s carpet.

“Don’t take it off,” I cried. “I’m nearly done bleeding.”

Bessie clucked her tongue, reached in a pocket for her own handkerchief, and began dabbing at my neck. I shifted a little on my seat, seeing two Bessies for a brief moment, and tried not to swoon.

“She’s never done anything like this before,” Bessie said to Abbot, as if I were no longer present.

“It was always in her” was the reply. “I’ve heard Missus often enough and I agree with her opinion about the child. She’s an underhanded little thing. She wants to be like them.”

Like them? My heart revolted, but I did not care to correct the notion for fear of losing my breath. My head swam.

Bessie didn’t answer, but addressed me. “You ought to be aware, miss, that you are under obligations to Mrs. Reed. She keeps you. If she were to turn you off, you would have to go to the poorhouse.”

Miss Abbot joined in. “And you ought not to think yourself on an equality with the Misses Reed and Master Reed, because Missus kindly allows you to be brought up with them. They have a great deal of money, and you have none. It is your place to be placid, and if Master Reed wants a taste now and then, so be it.”

A taste? No doubt the bloodless Abbot thought it nothing to simply offer a sample.

“What we tell you is for your own good,” added Bessie. “You should try to stay out of the way and be quiet. Then, perhaps, you would have a home here.”

“Come, Bessie, we will leave her; I wouldn’t have her heart for anything.” Indeed, even an animal’s blood took preference over my common sort. “Miss Slayre, when you are by yourself, something bad might be permitted to come down the chimney and fetch you away.”

I could not imagine much worse than with whom I currently resided. They went, shutting the door behind them. The red room was a square chamber, seldom slept in, I might say never, indeed, unless a particular noble the Reeds fancied came to visit. It was one of the largest and stateliest chambers in the mansion. I could not see well in the dark, but I remembered the layout from coming in once on an afternoon before Bessie came to fetch me and said it was too early to be up and I had best return to my own chamber.

A bed supported on massive pillars of mahogany, hung with curtains of deep red damask, stood out like a tabernacle in the centre. An ample cushioned easy chair sat near the head of the bed, white, with a footstool before it, looking like a pale throne. The two large windows, with their blinds always drawn, were half shrouded in falls of similar drapery. The carpet was red. The table at the foot of the bed was covered with a crimson cloth. The walls were a soft fawn colour with a blush of pink in it. The wardrobe, the toilet table, and the chairs were of darkly polished old mahogany.

The room was chill because it seldom had a fire; silent, due to the remote location far from the nursery and kitchen; solemn, because it was known to be so seldom entered. The housemaid came here on Saturdays to wipe from the furniture a week’s worth of dust. Mrs. Reed herself, at far intervals, visited it to review the contents of a secret drawer in the wardrobe, where were stored divers parchments, her jewel casket, and a miniature of her deceased husband; and in those last words lies the secret of the red room—the spell that kept it so lonely in spite of its grandeur.

Mrs. Reed had been a vampyre nine years. In this chamber she breathed her last mortal breath at her husband’s side. Here, Mr. Reed had bitten her and transformed her, as he had been attacked and transformed on the road home from his sister’s—my mother’s—funeral. Bessie said that Mrs. Reed didn’t want her husband to suffer through the curse of immortality alone, but I suspected that Mrs. Reed cherished the idea of eternal life more than she even cared for her husband.

It seemed Mr. Reed alone suffered agonies over his new soulless state. He had never been much for the hunt, and being required to kill to feed his cravings left him feeling forlorn and most unsettled, according to Bessie’s assessment, though she was fairly new to the Reeds’ service at the time. Mrs. Reed suffered no such pangs of conscience. She adjusted to her new situation as easily as learning a new mode of dance for a society ball, but her husband remained morose.

Mr. Reed, trusting in Mrs. Reed’s ability to maintain the household and provide proper care for his children and infant niece, enlisted a mercenary to drive a stake through his heart, turning him instantly to a pile of fine dust, thus ending his earthly tortures in the very room where he’d turned his wife into a vampyre. A sense of dreary consecration had since guarded the red room from frequent intrusion.

Unable to contemplate eternal life without her darlings, it was not five years before Mrs. Reed gave in to John Reed’s pleading to make him a vampyre, too. Georgiana and Eliza followed. Aside from turning her children, Mrs. Reed stayed true to the last promise she made Mr. Reed, to never turn another living being to her own altered state—most especially not me, for I did not deserve, nor want, the honour.

My seat, to which Bessie and the bitter Miss Abbot had left me half-conscious, was a low ottoman near the marble chimneypiece. The bed rose before me. To my right was the high, dark wardrobe, with subdued, broken reflections varying the gloss of its panels. To my left were the muffled windows and the empty frame of what I guessed had once had been a great looking glass. I was not quite sure whether they had locked the door, and when I tried to move to check, I fell to the floor.

All looked colder and darker from my low vantage point. I struggled to my knees, crawled to the window, clutched the curtains, and tore them open before I fell back again to the carpet. I slept, perhaps an hour or more, but woke again to darkness. How I wished it could be the sun!

Somehow, I found strength to return to my stool. I shook with fear, or perhaps rage. John Reed’s vicious attacks, his tyranny, occupied my mind. What if he struck again? How could he be stopped? I felt my head, my hair sticky with dried blood, and my neck, still sore at the wound, the handkerchief Bessie bound me with damp but not soaked. I thought of Eliza, headstrong and selfish but still respected, asking for a taste of me, her mother’s admonishment delivered to protect Eliza from my common taint rather than to save me from harm. I was glad Georgiana hadn’t asked. She, with her spoiled temper, was universally indulged and might have been allowed a sample, just small enough to satisfy without putting her in danger of contamination.

Georgiana’s beauty, her pink cheeks and golden curls, seemed to give delight to all who looked at her, and to purchase indemnity for every fault. John no one thwarted, much less punished; though he tortured servants, snacked between meals on the little peachicks and barn cats, stripped the hothouse vines of their fruit, and broke the buds off the choicest plants in the conservatory. He liked to call his mother “old girl,” too. He bluntly disregarded her wishes, often tore and spoiled her silk attire, ridiculed her appearance for the dark shadows under her eyes that were similar to his own; and he was still “her own darling.” I dared commit no fault. I strove to fulfill every duty. And I was termed naughty and tiresome, too cheerful, and sneaking, from dusk to midnight, and from midnight to dawn.

“Unjust!” said my reason. Why should I suffer their accusations and live with John Reed’s bullying and without the sun? Could I run away? Where would I go? How would I find food? Might it be worth it to take the chance even if death was my reward? I would die free of the Reeds, at least, and with a bright sun shining to warm my limbs as I passed.

How cold I was without a fire. I began to shake with chills, or was it weakness? I couldn’t run away when it was a struggle to remain sitting upright, let alone attempt to stand or walk. Yet my mind reeled.

Gateshead Hall sheltered a family of vampyres, an undead maid, some two dozen mortal servants who were paid well for their silence and their service, and me. Where did I fit in? I was like nobody there.

Eventually darkness began to make way for day. The clouded night grew lighter with the dawn. I heard the rain begin to stop, and the howling wind give way to tranquil breezes. I grew colder still, but my heart warmed. My courage rose. The Reeds would soon be off to bed, and I might be forgotten and get a glimpse of sunlight. I might see the day break, bright and beautiful, over the valley beyond the fields surrounding the house. My cheer returned.

What delirium had led me to think such thoughts as I had? I was aware that I never wished to be like the Reeds, and nothing could have induced me to drink another being’s blood, most especially John Reed’s. If he came to me now and gave me the choice that my uncle’s attackers had reportedly given him, to drink or die, I would indeed choose death and not be sorry for it. But to give up without a fight? To admit defeat at John Reed’s hands? Never. I did not have it in me to concede. Running away and dying of want would as much be giving John Reed his triumph as if I drank of his blood after he began to drain me of mine.

I would live to see the sun. There, it came up over the field, just peeking out from a cloud. I drew closer to the window and squinted through the pane only to fall from the ottoman again. On the floor, I let the light wash over me, warming me and growing brighter as it rose. Or was it all a dream? I closed my eyes, I thought for just a second, but when I opened them again, the light was gone. As I sat squinting through the darkness towards the dimly gleaming windowpanes, I began to recall Bessie’s nighttime tales of dead men coming back to earth as ghosts to right past wrongs or simply to visit those once known to them. Again, I might have slept. What happened next was more likely the result of losing so much blood, making my head swoon, my imagination wax fantastic, instead of any real occurrence.

A light shone brighter through the window, a small dot of light not large enough to be the sun, yet growing brighter and larger as it neared until it almost filled the room. I heard a voice, a deep male voice—my uncle Reed?

“Jane,” he addressed me. “Dear Jane.”

“Uncle?” I responded, a little frightened to contemplate that he was speaking to me. I could not see him, only light, bright yet soothing light that blinded me to all else in the room.

“Jane, you are a Slayre. You must fulfill your destiny.”

“My destiny?”

“To slay. It’s in your Slayre blood. Your aunt and your cousins need you to end their earthly tortures. They’re abominations. Monsters. Only in death can they be reunited with their mortal souls. Save them, Jane, as only you can.”

“I don’t believe they want saving. And how—” What did he ask of me? To slay? I was but a child, too easily injured myself. Yet my mind flashed to my earlier vision, standing over John Reed with a wooden stake in my hand. “How would I begin to know what to do?”

“When the time is right, you will know. Seek out your kindred spirits, your family. There are Slayres living still. You must find them, study with them.”

“I know no other family.” My heart raced. Family? Someone else, besides the Reeds, who might care for me, take me in, dare I hope—might love me? “My parents are dead.”

“Your parents died attacking a band of vampyres. Your father’s brother, a master slayer, sent for me. His life’s vocation, hunting vampyres, was too dangerous to allow for the safety of an infant in his care. Though estranged from my sister due to her marriage to your father, who was inferior to her in birth and station, I was a magistrate with a wife and children of my own, a suitable situation for raising a baby. Quite honestly, I missed your mother. I loved her. I wanted to make amends.”

“And so you agreed to take me in?”

“But on the way home, a terrible thing happened.”

“The vampyres.”

“The county was rife with them at the time, before your uncle brought the region under control. They surrounded me. Fortunately, tucked away as you were in a basket under the carriage seat, they never found you.”

“Oh, Uncle!” My heart ached. If not for me, my uncle Reed might never have been transformed. No wonder my aunt Reed hated me so! I could hardly blame her.

“You were an infant, an innocent. I’m only glad that I could keep them from finding you.”

“By becoming one of them!”

“Not my wisest choice. And now you must undo my crime of bringing such a curse home to my family. Save them. Save them all!”

“But how?” I cried.

“If they are repentant of their choices and eager to reclaim their souls, you need only drive a stake through the heart and end the torture.”

I barely contained my laugh. Repentant? Even if I could manage to drive a stake into John Reed’s heart, I could not imagine he would ever be repentant. My uncle charged me with a heavy task, nay, an impossible one.

“All things are possible, Jane. You have the tools, the natural ability. You merely need the training and the discipline.”

“I can be disciplined,” I offered, eager for him to believe me. I couldn’t say as much for the tools or ability. Had he seen me run? “But where to seek the training? You speak of family. How can I find them?”

The light grew dim. The room, silent.

“Uncle?” I called to him. “Please!”

I must have shouted in my sleep, for surely it had been a dream. Upon opening my eyes, I saw Bessie and Abbot leaning over me, their faces bathed in candlelight. Bessie checked my wound and pressed a hand to my forehead.

“Miss Slayre, are you ill?” said Bessie.

“You were making a fuss,” Abbot intoned.

“I want to go to my chamber,” I said. “Please, let me go.”

“Have you seen something?” Bessie demanded. “I saw a light from under the door and I thought a ghost had come.”

The servants all believed in ghosts, and why shouldn’t they? They lived with vampyres, and Abbot. And of all rooms to be considered haunted, the red room was at the top of the list. Yet, they had left me in here. Alone. And bleeding. In the cold darkness without fire or even a candle. I took hold of Bessie’s hand, and she did not snatch it from me.

“No ghosts. She has screamed out for attention,” declared Abbot in her usual monotone. “And what a scream. If she had been in great pain, one would have excused it, but she only wanted to bring us all here. I know her naughty tricks.”

“She has been bleeding,” Bessie observed, as if it had escaped Abbot’s attention. “The flow seems to have stopped, but she might have lost too much.”

“What is all this?” another voice demanded, Mrs. Reed’s. She came along the corridor in her nightcap and gown, ready to settle in for a good day’s sleep. She cut it perilously close to sunrise all for the sake of furthering my punishment. Perhaps I should have been flattered. “Abbot and Bessie, I believe I gave orders that Jane Slayre should be left in the red room until I came to her myself.”

“Miss Jane screamed so loud, ma’am,” Bessie pleaded. “You would let her wait until evening?”

“Let go of Bessie’s hand, Jane” was her answer. “You’ll win no sympathy from me. Your problems are brought on by yourself and well deserved. It is my duty to show you that tricks will not be tolerated. You will stay the day here, and it is only on condition of perfect submission and stillness that I shall liberate you at nightfall.”

I said nothing. I formed great plans to watch the sun rise and arch over the azure afternoon sky for as long as I could manage to keep my eyes open. Punishment indeed.

If only I hadn’t been so weak as to faint at her feet before realising my fantastic dream.


CHAPTER 3
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AT DUSK, I WOKE with the feeling I’d had a wonderful dream, and seeing before me a beautiful white glow. I heard voices, too, speaking softly as if desiring me not to hear. I became aware that someone was handling me, lifting me up and supporting me in a sitting posture. I rested my head against a pillow or an arm and felt easy. In five minutes more the cloud of bewilderment dissolved. I knew that I was in my own bed, and that the soft glow was the nursery fire. Day gave way to night. A candle already burned on the table. Bessie stood at the bedside with a basin in her hand, and a gentleman sat in a chair near my pillow, leaning over me.

I felt an inexpressible relief, a soothing conviction of protection and security, when I knew that a stranger was in the room, an individual not belonging to Gateshead, and not related to Mrs. Reed.

Turning from Bessie, I scrutinised the face of the gentleman. I knew him. It was Mr. Lloyd, an apothecary sometimes called in by Mrs. Reed when the servants were ailing. For herself and the children, she avoided medical attention at risk of exposing them all for what they were. Vampyres weren’t often in need of physicians, besides.

“Well, who am I?” he asked.

“Mr. Lloyd.”

“Yes. You’re doing well.” He smiled, took my hand from where it gently gripped the lace edge of the coverlet, and held it. “You’re colour is returning, though I dare observe there’s not much colour to return. How long has it been since you’ve been in the sun?”

“Mrs. Reed’s not one for sunlight,” Bessie interjected too quickly. “She believes it bad for the complexion, sir, if I may.”

Mr. Lloyd pursed his lips, as if he knew more than Bessie suspected. “Hm. That might be the way of it for her, but this child”—he smiled again, turning to me—“this little one needs sunshine, fresh air. A few afternoons out of doors would work wonders. Don’t you like the outdoors, Jane?”

I nodded. If only I could roam the hills with the sun shining overhead! My heart soared. It seemed too much to hope.

“I’ll see to it she gets out more,” Bessie answered dutifully.

“Very well.” Mr. Lloyd had no reason to disbelieve her.

I had no idea if she meant to keep her word. Still, my nerves tingled with excitement—to be given time to play outdoors in the sun! True, there were not many fine days in mid-November, but I could make the most of what I had.

Mr. Lloyd issued further instructions that I was to sleep through the night, not to be disturbed, and he should call again the next day. To sleep at night! I didn’t think sleeping would be a problem. As delighted as I was at the prospect of sleeping at night and going out during the day, I still felt weak and light-headed from my injury. He took his leave, and Bessie claimed the chair at my bedside.

“Do you feel as if you should sleep, miss?” asked Bessie rather softly.

“Oh, yes. Without a doubt.” I feared that she would try to keep me up, to stay in step with the Reeds and their regular schedule.

“Would you like to drink, or could you eat anything?”

“No, thank you, Bessie.”

“Then I think I shall go wake the others, for it is past six o’clock. But you may call me if you want anything in the night.”

Wonderful civility this! It emboldened me to ask a question. “Bessie, I will be able to play in the sun, won’t I? I won’t turn into a vampyre just because John Reed took more than a taste of my blood?”

Bessie smiled. “No, dear. He would have to take even more than that, and then you would have to have a fair taste of his as well. You won’t turn into a vampyre. And I will speak with Mrs. Reed. I believe Mr. Lloyd has offered a solution to benefit all of you. It’s sheer folly to expect you to keep up with them, different as you are. If you sleep at night when they’re awake, and they sleep during the day when you’re up, you won’t have to tolerate much of John Reed.”

Or Mrs. Reed’s prejudice. But Bessie’s main objective, I supposed, was to make sure Mrs. Reed no longer had to tolerate seeing much of me.

“It’s a wonder Mrs. Reed had not thought of it before now. I suppose she felt it somehow disloyal to her promise to Mr. Reed to raise you as one of her own.”

“But I’m not one of her own,” I said defiantly.

“No indeed. Get some sleep, then. You’ll be better soon, no doubt.”

Bessie went into the housemaid’s apartment, which was near. I heard her say, “Martha, come and wake them with me. I daren’t for my life be alone with John Reed if he’s still hungry for blood. He took enough from that poor child last night. She might die. We should have called for the apothecary sooner if Mrs. Reed hadn’t been in such a state that he should guess at her condition.”

Martha Abbot clucked and made some disagreement on the risk of exposure to the Reeds and how much I might have cost them with my antics. They both went to the other part of the house, where the Reeds kept to closed caskets in windowless rooms during the day.

I tried to sleep, but my head ached and I kept thinking about strolling the orchard in the afternoon. At last, the fire and candle went out, and sometime after that I must have fallen asleep.

Next day, by noon, I was up and dressed and sat wrapped in a shawl by the nursery hearth. My spirits soared, but I felt physically weak and broken-down, too weak to go out of doors. I had the curtains open, and I could watch birds flitting, from windowsill to rooftop, from rooftop to sky. It was almost as good as being out. I felt cheered to know the Reeds were all shut up for the day while I was able to sit up and glory in it. I tried not to seem overjoyed lest Abbot and Bessie report me to Mrs. Reed as unabashedly pleased with my situation.

Abbot was sewing in another room. I had no idea when she slept if she stayed awake during the day and still managed to serve the Reeds all night. Perhaps it explained her narcolepsy. Bessie had been down to the kitchen, and she brought up a tart on a certain brightly painted china plate, whose bird of paradise, nestling in a wreath of rosebuds, had been wont to stir in me a most enthusiastic sense of admiration; and which plate I had often petitioned to be allowed to take in my hand to examine more closely, but had always hitherto been deemed unworthy of such a privilege.

This precious vessel was now placed on my knee, and I was cordially invited to eat the circlet of delicate pastry upon it. I smiled at it. It smelled sweet, of berries, and the crust glistened with a sprinkling of sugar. No chunk of meat was left bleeding on my plate, no sign of juice or entrails. I took a bite. “Thank you, Bessie.”

Bessie asked if I would have a book. Sun outside my window, sweets, and a book! I felt thoroughly spoiled and not about to question my good fortune, even if it might fade as soon as the apothecary returned to declare me nearly recovered.

“Gulliver’s Travels?” I suggested. She went to fetch it and returned, reclaiming the seat beside me.

Yet when this cherished volume was now placed in my hand, I put down the book and begged Bessie to indulge me with one of her fairy stories instead. She spun a tale of forest-dwelling elves while I finished my tart.

After eating, I began to feel tired again, but a pleasant sort of tired, not weary. Bessie opened a little drawer, full of splendid shreds of silk and satin, and began making a new bonnet for Georgiana’s doll. Meantime she sang:

“In the days when we went gypsying, a long time ago.”

I listened always with lively delight; for Bessie had a sweet voice—at least, I thought so. Usually, I found an indescribable sadness in the Gypsy melody, but now, I heard a new sweetness in Bessie’s lovely tones. Her voice seemed higher, clearer, the tone more upbeat and merry.

“Come, Miss Jane, don’t cry,” said Bessie as she finished.

I felt my cheeks. “Was I crying? But I feel so content. Is it possible to cry when one is happy?”

Bessie smiled. “Yes, Jane. I believe it is.”

She spoke as if she’d had experience with it. I trusted her opinion, for what I felt was far from sadness.

In the afternoon, Mr. Lloyd came again.

“What, already up!” said he as he entered the nursery. “Well, nurse, how is she?”

Bessie answered that I was doing well.

“She’s still very pale. Come here, Miss Jane. Your name is Jane, is it not?”

“Yes, sir, Jane Slayre.”

“Well, Miss Jane Slayre, have you any pain?”

“No, sir.”

The good apothecary looked me over, head to toe. I stood before him in my heavy cotton gown, a shawl draped over my shoulders. My strength seemed to increase with his appraisal. I managed to stay on my feet as he fixed his small, grey gaze on me steadily. He had a good-natured face.

“How did you hurt your head yesterday? And what made those peculiar marks on your neck?” he gestured to where the shawl covered my bite marks.

“She had a fall,” said Bessie, again putting in her word.

“A fall! That might explain her head, but her neck?” he tugged the shawl and it slipped down my shoulder, revealing the tiny scrapes where the bites had been.

“John Reed bit me” was my blunt explanation. Let Bessie scold me for making an accusation. “he knocked me down, and then he bit me. Mrs. Reed accused me of provoking him and ignored my bleeding to shut me up in a room.”

Bessie gasped. “Child’s play, sir. It did get a bit out of hand. But I tended the girl. She was carefully monitored.”

A loud bell rang for the servants’ dinner. He must have known what it was when he turned to Bessie. “That’s for you, nurse, you can go down. I’ll give Miss Jane a lecture till you come back.”

No doubt Bessie would rather have stayed, but she was obliged to go because punctuality at meals was rigidly enforced at Gates-head hall.

“You were bleeding and left alone?” Mr. Lloyd asked once Bessie was gone.

“Bessie checked my wounds, and then I was left alone. In the dark. I saw a ghost.”

I saw Mr. Lloyd smile and frown at the same time. “A ghost! Is that all? Ghosts shouldn’t frighten you. You’re at least nine years old. I’m wondering what else you might have seen. Something worse than ghosts perhaps?”

I pondered. Should I reveal Gateshead’s secrets? I didn’t know if Mr. Lloyd would believe me or accuse me of fits of fancy. “I wasn’t afraid of the ghost, not once I recognised his voice as Mr. Reed’s. He died protecting me. I think he meant to do so again.”

“Protecting you from what? Your cousin’s bullying?”

Unwilling to say more, I simply nodded.

“Are you afraid he will attack you again?”

“Not while the sun shines.” I glanced at the window, sad to see the sun setting, nearly gone. “I wish I had somewhere else to go.”

“Away from your aunt and cousins, truly? You have no other family?”

“I have no father or mother, brothers or sisters.”

Mr. Lloyd produced a snuffbox from his waistcoat pocket, took some, and put it back. “Don’t you think Gateshead Hall a very beautiful house? Are you not very thankful to have such a fine place to live at?”

“It is not my house, sir; and Abbot says I have less right to be here than a servant.”

“Bah, but you can’t be silly enough to wish to leave such a splendid place?”

“If I had anywhere else to go, I should be glad to leave it; but I can never get away from Gateshead until I am a woman.”

“Perhaps you may—who knows? Have you any relations besides Mrs. Reed?”

“I think not, sir.”

“None belonging to your father?”

“I don’t know. I asked Aunt Reed once, and she said possibly I might have some poor, low relations called Slayre, but she knew nothing about them.”

“If you had such, would you like to go to them?”

I reflected. I had seen poverty, and it looked even less appealing than living with vampyres, Abbot, and a potential ghost. “No. I should not like to belong to poor people.”

“Not even if they were kind to you?”

I shook my head. I could not see how poor people had the means of being kind. I had not yet learned enough of poverty to see anything noble in it.

“But are your relatives so very poor? Are they working people?”

“I cannot tell. Aunt Reed says if I have any, they must be a beggarly set.” I did not repeat that Uncle Reed said I had another uncle, a master slayer. How to explain? Besides, his job was too dangerous to care for a child, and I was not ready to face more danger than John Reed provided regularly.

“Would you like to go to school?”

I scarcely knew what school was, but if Bessie’s occasional accounts of school discipline, gathered from the young ladies of a family where she had lived before coming to Gateshead, were somewhat appalling, her details of certain accomplishments by these same young ladies were, I thought, equally attractive. Besides, school would be a complete change. It implied a long journey, an entire separation from Gateshead, an entrance into a new life.

“I should indeed like to go to school. Very much.”

“Well, well! Who knows what may happen?” said Mr. Lloyd as he got up. “The child ought to have change of air and scene,” he added, speaking to himself. “Nerves not in a good state.”

Bessie now returned; at the same moment the sound of Mrs. Reed calling out for Abbot could be heard from the hall.

“Is that your mistress, nurse?” asked Mr. Lloyd. “I should like to speak to her before I go.”

As he was a lowly apothecary, I didn’t think Mr. Lloyd in any danger from Mrs. Reed right around her usual feeding time. I thanked him and bid him good-night.

Bessie invited him to walk into the breakfast room and led the way out. In the interview that followed between him and Mrs. Reed, I presume, from later occurrences, that the apothecary ventured to recommend my being sent to school, and the recommendation was readily enough adopted. I overheard Abbot discussing the subject with Bessie when both sat sewing in the nursery after I was in bed.

“Missus was, she dared say, glad enough to get rid of such a scheming, vengeful child, who always looked as if she were watching everybody, and ready to find a way to do us all in.” Abbot, I think, gave me credit for being a sort of infantine Guy Fawkes.

On that same occasion I heard more to expand upon what my uncle Reed’s ghost, real or imagined, had told me. Miss Abbot spoke of my father, a wicked demon slayer who passed himself off as a poor clergyman; that my mother had married him against the wishes of her friends, who considered the match beneath her; that my grandfather Reed was so irritated at her disobedience, he cut her off without a shilling. That after my mother and father had been married a year, my mother’s training was complete and she went out slaying with my father, conduct most unbefitting a lady! My parents were on a mission to rid a large manufacturing town from a ravenous band of vampyres when they were outnumbered and surrounded. They died fighting together.

Abbot seemed to think it was right that they should die, as if they attacked poor helpless vampyres out of some sort of misguided prejudice. I suppose she must have forgot what it was like for the Reeds before they were turned and considered all their acts since to be somehow right and good because they were, after all, gentility. Abbot’s thoughts reflected her mistress’s so well I suspected she was grown in a laboratory from a bit of Mrs. Reed’s brain, had Mrs. Reed any little bit to spare.

Bessie, when she heard this narrative, sighed and said, “Poor Miss Jane is to be pitied, too, Abbot.”

“Yes,” responded Abbot. “But I suspect she’s got too much of the Slayre blood in her.” A long pause ensued in which she must have fallen asleep and then woken herself with a loud snore to continue as if she hadn’t missed a beat. “Like her parents, that one. Watch and see.”

“I don’t think her capable of real violence, Abbot, such a weak little thing,” Bessie defended. “At any rate, if she were lovely and athletic like Miss Georgiana, you would no doubt have more faith in her potential.”

“Yes, I dote on Miss Georgiana,” said Abbot somewhat listlessly, as if reading from a script. “Bessie, you had better get some rest. The

Reeds are out late hunting and won’t be in need of you, but you’ll be up early with your charge.”

“Indeed. I will have to wake Jane early so she gets used to her new schedule. I’m glad Mrs. Reed can spare me to take care of her properly.”

“No one else would be up for the task. Besides, the Reeds are grown as much as they will be. They haven’t much need of a nurse.”

“True enough,” Bessie said, though her tone seemed to offer some disagreement with her words. “Well, Abbot, good night.”


CHAPTER 4
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TWO DAYS AFTER Mr. Lloyd’s visit, I’d finally recovered my strength enough to venture out of doors. At midday! I nearly stripped off my cloak and danced under the sun, it felt so glorious shining down on me. Unfortunately, a chill wind blew, despite the sun’s brightness, and I was forced to wrap my cloak tighter around me to keep out the breeze. Cold as it was, nothing could stop me. I ran across fields, jumped over rocks and twigs, and relished the pricking in my expanding lungs. My heart raced. My spirits lightened. I shouted out with glee, not even caring if they could hear me in the house. Let them shake in their coffins. I was free to roam.

A little later in the day, I was gathering small twigs to build a house for my doll when I had a sudden inspiration, a memory of my vision. I was standing over John Reed with a stake in my hand. Oh, the power it inspired! The house was forgotten. I found a fine-edged stone and started rubbing it against the twigs, sharpening them to a point.

After a while, I decided the rock wasn’t doing the trick and I stole into the kitchen and pocketed a tiny dagger when cook wasn’t looking. Though only a small one, just large enough to pare potatoes, it allowed me to whittle fat twigs to a fine point. I spent half the afternoon experimenting with branches of different shapes and sizes. When I found what I felt was just the right size twig and worked it to the sharpness for a stake, I practised stabbing it into the ground, imagining John Reed’s body in the dirt. Satisfied, I found more twigs, gathered them up in my tucker, and went to a soft, little hill at the side of the house where I could whittle to my heart’s content, or until my fingers froze. From then on, I made it my habit to work on a few branches a day until I’d built up a stockpile and I was able to return the dagger as easily as I’d taken it.

Days and weeks passed from Mr. Lloyd’s visit and there was no word of my going to school. I never bothered to ask about it, as I was quite content since Mrs. Reed had put me out of her company and allowed me to keep separate hours from the family’s. Occasionally, I met up with her in the hall as she was making preparations for the hunt, but she merely narrowed her eyes and stepped around me as if I were a mess on the rug. If she noticed the improved colour in my cheeks from spending hours in the sun, my more robust frame since I’d been permitted proper food, my improved energy from spending hours out of doors running through fields, she didn’t comment on it.

My cousins seemed to notice, however. Eliza and Georgina, evidently acting according to orders, spoke to me as little as possible. I noticed their gazes narrowing on me, much like their mother’s, only theirs seemed to linger in shrewder assessment. Did I perhaps look a little prettier to them now that I lived a healthier mortal lifestyle? And why should it bother them?

John thrust his tongue in his cheek whenever he saw me and once attempted chastisement. More determined than ever to stand my ground, I snarled at him, as if warning him away in a language he might understand, that of wild beasts. Once I dared show him a wooden stake I’d taken to keeping with me at all times, hidden in my pocket or up a sleeve. He ran immediately to his mama.

“Don’t talk to me about her, John. I told you not to go near her. She is not worthy of notice. I do not choose that either you or your sisters should associate with her.”

Here, leaning over the banister, I cried out suddenly, and without at all deliberating on my words, “They are not fit to associate with me.”

Mrs. Reed was a rather large woman, a fierce hunter who alone could devour more than half of what she killed, and she flew at me like a whirlwind, taking the stairs three or four at a time. She crushed me against the wall and dared me to move much less speak to her children again. Her sharp canines, bared, glowed in the lamplight. If she had ever been tempted to attack me, she had hid it well until now.

I checked my fear to address her as calmly as I could manage. “What would Uncle Reed say to you, if he were alive?”

“What?” Mrs. Reed backed away, her black eyes returning to their usual cold, composed, and lifeless state.

“My uncle Reed is in heaven now, reunited with his conscience and his soul. Don’t think he doesn’t watch over you and wish you to find your way to eternal peace and comfort as well. He sees all.”

Mrs. Reed soon rallied her spirits. She jumped at me again, gripped my shoulders and shook me most soundly, then slapped me across the face and left me without a word. Once she walked away, I realised that I’d had a firm hand inside my tucker, gripping the sharpened stake, the entire time I’d been under attack. How close I might have come to using it.

Bessie had words for me that night before bed about minding my station and keeping to my place. For once I did not feel humbled by the words. No, indeed. I felt empowered, not wicked, courageous, not ungrateful. I’d found the power to stand up for myself, and it felt better than I ever imagined it would.

November, December, and half of January passed away. Christmas and the New Year had been celebrated at Gateshead with the usual festive cheer. Presents had been exchanged, dinners and evening parties given, old friends invited and unexpectedly consumed later in their beds. From every enjoyment I was, of course, excluded. My share of the gaiety consisted in witnessing the nightly attiring of Eliza and Georgiana, for Bessie was needed in the duty, and seeing them descend to the drawing room dressed out in thin muslin frocks and scarlet sashes, with hair elaborately ringleted. And afterwards in listening to the sound of the piano or the harp played below, to the passing to and fro of the butler and the footman, to the jingling of glass and china as refreshments were handed out, to the broken hum of conversation as the drawing-room door opened and closed. When tired of this occupation, I would retire from the stair-head to the silent nursery. There, though somewhat sad, I was not miserable.

To speak truth, I had not the least wish to go into company, for in company I was rarely noticed. I could run down the stairs screaming that the Reeds were vampyres and that blood would be spilled, and no one would pay me any more mind than a mouse stealing a crumb.

Instead I sat with my doll on my knee until the fire got low, glancing round occasionally to make sure that nothing worse than myself haunted the shadowy room. I would show my doll the stakes I had cut that morning and how I planned to use them if my cousin vampyres dared to come near. She approved wholeheartedly, love that she was.

When the embers sank to a dull red, I undressed hastily, tugging at knots and strings as I best might, and sought shelter from cold and darkness in my bed. To this bed I always took my doll. I could not sleep unless it was folded in my nightgown, a stake tucked into its dress as I had a stake tucked into the sleeve of mine. When it lay there safe and warm, I was comparatively happy, believing it to be happy likewise.

Long did the hours seem while I waited for the shrieks of dying company and listened for the sound of Bessie’s step on the stairs hours after she was done helping to clean up while the footmen buried corpses with some ceremony on the grounds in unmarked graves. Sometimes Bessie would come up in the interval to seek her thimble or her scissors, or perhaps to bring me something by way of supper—a bun or a cheesecake—then she would sit on the bed while I ate it, and when I had finished, she would tuck the clothes round me, and twice she kissed me and said, “Good night, Miss Jane.”
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It was the fifteenth of January, about nine o’clock in the morning. Bessie had gone down to breakfast. My cousins were sleeping off their repast, a lighter meal than they’d become accustomed to during the holidays as they had gone back to hunting wildlife with the end of the season’s celebrations. I was making my bed, having received strict orders from Bessie to get it arranged before she returned. Having spread the quilt, checked my store of stakes in the pillowcase, and folded my nightdress, I went to the window seat to put in order some picture books and dollhouse furniture scattered there, then stopped and tried to see out the window through the frost. For days, it had been too cold to go out, overcast and grey. I breathed on the window to clear a space, just in case some of the sun’s rays poked through the clouds.

From this window, I could usually see the porter’s lodge and the carriage road, and just as I had dissolved enough frost from the panes to look out, I saw the gates thrown open and a carriage roll through. Carriages did not often come to Gateshead, so I watched with growing interest. It stopped in front of the house. The doorbell rang loudly.

Bessie came running upstairs into the nursery. “Miss Jane, take off your pinafore. What are you doing there? Have you washed your hands and face this morning?”

I was spared the trouble of answering, for Bessie seemed in too great a hurry to listen to explanations. She hauled me to the wash-stand, inflicted a merciless but happily brief scrub on my face and hands with soap, water, and a coarse towel, disciplined my head with a bristly brush, took off my pinafore, and then, hurrying me to the top of the stairs, bid me go down directly, as I was wanted in the drawing room.

I would have asked who wanted me—not Mrs. Reed surely, as she was still abed—but Bessie was already gone and had closed the nursery door upon me. I slowly descended. I stood in the empty hall. Before me was the drawing-room door, and I stopped, curious and a little intimidated.

“Who could want me?” I asked inwardly, as with both hands I turned the stiff door handle, which, for a second or two, resisted my efforts. “Who could it be?”

The handle turned, the door opened, and passing through and curtsying low, I looked up at—a black pillar! Such, at least, appeared to me, at first sight, the straight, narrow, sable-clad shape standing erect on the rug. The grim face at the top was like a carved mask. Surely not a vampyre, as he was out so early in the day, but I then startled at the sight of Aunt Reed, seated at the fireside behind him. Mrs. Reed interrupting her sleep to venture out about the house in daylight hours? This was an important meeting to be sure.

“This is the little girl respecting whom I applied to you,” Mrs. Reed said, gesturing for me to come forward.

I swallowed hard. He turned his head slowly towards where I stood and, having examined me with the two inquisitive-looking black eyes, which twinkled under a pair of bushy brows, said solemnly, and in the deepest bass voice that bounced like thunder off the walls, “Her size is small. What is her age?”

“Ten years,” I said, willing to speak for myself instead of waiting for Aunt Reed to speak for me.

“So much?” was the doubtful answer that seemed to echo in the room, and he prolonged his scrutiny for some minutes. Presently he addressed me. “Your name, little girl?”

“Jane Slayre, sir.” In uttering these words I looked up. My courage waned a little. He seemed to me a giant, but then I was very little.

“Well, Jane Slayre, and are you a good child?”

“I am.” I narrowed my eyes at Mrs. Reed to judge her reaction.

She cleared her throat. “Perhaps the less said on that subject the better, Mr. Bokorhurst.”

“Sorry indeed to hear it! She and I must have some talk.” He settled in the armchair opposite Mrs. Reed’s. It groaned under his weight, which was not significant except for his height. He was not stout. “Come here.”

I stepped across the rug. He placed me square and straight before him. What a face he had, now that it was almost on a level with mine! What a great nose! And what a mouth! And what large, prominent teeth! Perhaps he was a vampyre who had found a way to tolerate the daylight? Or something worse? One of the demons from Bessie’s fairy tales?

“No sight so sad as that of a naughty child,” he began, “especially a naughty little girl. Do you know where the wicked go after death?”

“They go to hell” was my ready answer. “With the unrepentant slain vampyres.”

He laughed as if he found this fantastical. It reassured me a bit. I didn’t dare glance at Mrs. Reed. “And what is hell? Can you tell me that?”

“A pit full of fire.”

“And should you like to fall into that pit, and to be burning there forever?”

“No, sir. Especially not with the vampyres.” Mrs. Reed would catch my meaning, that my life hadn’t been so far removed from hell as it was.

“What must you do to avoid it?”

I deliberated a moment. “I must keep in good health, not die. And most especially avoid sacrificing my soul for the false promise of eternal life.”

“Children younger than you die daily. I buried a little child of five years old only a day or two since—a good little child, whose soul is now in heaven. It is to be feared the same could not be said of you were you to be called hence.”

Not being in a condition to remove his doubt with Mrs. Reed standing by ready to discredit me, I only cast my eyes down on the two large feet planted on the rug and sighed, wishing myself far enough away.

“I hope that sigh is from the heart, and that you repent of ever having been the occasion of discomfort to your excellent benefactress. Do you say your prayers night and morning?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you read your Bible?”

“Sometimes.”

“With pleasure? Are you fond of it?”

“I like Revelation, and the book of Daniel, and Genesis and Samuel, and a little bit of Exodus, and some parts of Kings and Chronicles, and Job and Jonah.”

“And the Psalms? I hope you like them?”

“No, sir.”

“No? Oh, shocking! I have a little boy, younger than you, who knows six psalms by heart, and when you ask him which he would rather have, a gingerbread nut to eat or a verse of a psalm to learn, he says, ‘Oh! The verse of a psalm! Angels sing psalms,’ says he. ‘I wish to be a little angel here below.’ He then gets two nuts in recompense for his infant piety.”

“Psalms are not interesting,” I said. Most especially not for a meager two nuts.

“That proves you have a wicked heart and you must pray to God to change it, to give you a new and clean one, to take away your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.”

I was about to ask how that change of heart was to be performed. Did he act as God’s intermediary? Did he mean to perform an operation to change my heart? I was, after all, a girl of ten and prone to flights of imagination. I could picture him reaching in and pulling my heart out, still beating. But Mrs. Reed interposed, telling me to sit down. Perhaps I had said enough.

“Mr. Bokorhurst, I believe I intimated in the letter which I wrote to you three weeks ago that this little girl has not quite the character and disposition I could wish. Should you admit her into Lowood school, I should be glad if the superintendent and teachers were requested to keep a strict eye on her, and, above all, to guard against her worst fault, a tendency towards deceit. I mention this in your hearing, Jane, that you may not attempt to impose on Mr. Bokorhurst.”

Her words were perhaps intended as a warning to keep me quiet, but she did not scare me. The problem was that Mr. Bokorhurst would take her word over mine, and she was right that I should not attempt to expose her, for now. She had already made me out to be a bad child and a liar, and I would have a struggle to overcome the reputation she painted for me even as I started fresh in a school.

“Deceit is, indeed, a sad fault in a child,” said Mr. Bokorhurst. “It is akin to falsehood, and all liars will have their portion in the lake burning with fire and brimstone. She shall be watched, Mrs. Reed. I will speak to Miss Temple and the teachers.”

“I should wish her to be brought up in a manner suiting her prospects,” continued my benefactress. “To be made useful, to be kept humble. As for the vacations, she will, with your permission, spend them always at Lowood.”

“Your decisions are perfectly judicious, madam,” returned Mr. Bokorhurst. “Humility is a Christian grace, and one peculiarly appropriate to the pupils of Lowood. Only the other day I had a pleasing proof of my success. My second daughter, Augusta, went with her mama to visit the school, and on her return she exclaimed, ‘Oh, dear papa, how quiet and plain all the girls at Lowood look, with their hair combed behind their ears, and their long pinafores, and those little pockets outside their frocks—they are almost like poor people’s children! And,’ said she, ‘they looked at my dress and Mama’s as if they had never seen a silk gown before.’ ”

“This is the state of things I quite approve,” returned Mrs. Reed. “Had I sought all England over, I could scarcely have found a system more exactly fitting a child like Jane Slayre. Consistency, my dear Mr. Bokorhurst. I advocate consistency in all things.”

“Consistency, madam, is the first of Christian duties, and it has been observed in every arrangement connected with the establishment of Lowood.”

“I will send her, then, as soon as possible, Mr. Bokorhurst. I assure you, I feel anxious to be relieved of a responsibility that was becoming too irksome.”

“No doubt, no doubt, madam; and now I wish you good morning. I shall return to Bokorhurst Hall in the course of a week or two. I shall send Miss Temple notice that she is to expect a new girl so that there will be no difficulty about receiving her. And how is Miss Abbot getting on?”

“Abbot continues to serve me well. No cross words, never any trouble, and she has saved me much in the cost of food.”

“You’re careful, then, that she never gets a taste of meat?”

“Oh, no. Never. She does fall asleep rather too frequently, and there’s the problem with her fingers occasionally breaking off in my hair arrangements, but otherwise I am most pleased with her. Thank you for recommending her.”

“Very pleased to do so. We’re preparing new girls for entering service should you ever want for more. Some of our past errors have been corrected with improved technique. We’ve learnt to harvest them sooner. It cuts down on the difficulties you mention. If you should like to trade Abbot for—”

“Trade Abbot? No, sir, I wouldn’t hear of it. We’re all quite comfortable with Abbot now. I thank you again. Good-bye, Mr. Bokorhurst. Remember me to Mrs. and Miss Bokorhurst, and to Augusta and Theodore, and Master Broughton Bokorhurst.”

So Mr. Bokorhurst was to credit, or blame, for Abbot’s presence? It made me a tad nervous about what sort of school he ran. What was he harvesting? Still, it was a school and a chance to get away from the Reeds and learn something of the world.

“I will, madam. Little girl, here is a book entitled the Child’s Guide. Read it with prayer, especially that part containing ‘An account of the awfully sudden death of Mary, a naughty child addicted to falsehood and deceit.”

With these words Mr. Bokorhurst put into my hand a thin pamphlet sewn in a cover, and having rung for his carriage, he departed.

Mrs. Reed and I were left alone. I thought she might be in a hurry to return to her bed, but the heavy drapes were drawn and I suppose she was not ready to go back to sleep with the excitement of arranging my permanent departure from Gateshead Hall. She picked up her sewing. I watched her. Some minutes passed in silence.

Mrs. Reed was a woman of robust frame, square-shouldered and strong-limbed, not tall, and, though stout, not obese. She had a somewhat large face, the under jaw being much developed and solid. Her brow was low, her chin large and prominent, mouth and nose sufficiently regular. Her skin was pale, if a little grey, and her hair nearly flaxen. Under her light eyebrows glimmered ink-black eyes, as hard in expression as they were inhumanly opaque. Her menacing expression no doubt helped her to remain an exact, clever manager. Almost no one would dare thwart her. Her household and tenantry were thoroughly under her control. Her children only at times defied her authority and laughed it to scorn. She dressed well and had a presence and port calculated to set off handsome attire.

I turned my attention from her to the tract I still held in my hand outlining the sudden death of the liar, to which narrative my attention had been pointed as to an appropriate warning. What Mrs. Reed had said concerning me to Mr. Bokorhurst, the whole tenor of their conversation, was recent, raw, and stinging in my mind. I had felt every word as acutely as I had heard it plainly, and a passion of resentment fomented now within me.

As if she could read my thoughts, Mrs. Reed looked up from her work. Her eye settled on mine, her fingers at the same time suspended their nimble movements.

“Go out of the room. Return to the nursery.” My look or something else must have struck her as offensive, for she spoke with extreme though suppressed irritation. I went to the door and came back again. I walked to the window, across the room, fingered the drapes, and returned to stand in front of Mrs. Reed.

“I am not deceitful. If I were, I should say I loved you; but I declare I do not love you. I dislike you the worst of anybody in the world except John Reed, and this book about the liar, you may give to your girl Georgiana, for it is she who tells lies, and not I.”

Mrs. Reed’s hands still lay on her work inactive. Her eye of ice continued to dwell on mine. “What more have you to say?”
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