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The year is 1764, and following a glowing recommendation from
his last employer, Henry Coffey, vampire, takes on a new personal
secretary: young Theophilus Essex.

The man is quite unlike any
secretary - or any man, for that matter - that Henry has ever
met.

'Heart of Stone' is a slowly
unfolding period romance between a vampire and his inimitably
devoted clerk: lushly depicted in flowing, lovingly appended prose,
we follow the slow understanding these two men grasp of one
another, and the cross of their two worlds into each
other's.

Henry Coffey, immortal and
ever-oscillating between periods of delighted focus upon his
current passion project, is charming, witty, and seems utterly
incapable of closing his mouth for more than a few moments; in
contrast, Theophilus Essex is quiet and keenly focused, adopting an
ever-flat affect, but as time goes on, he relaxes in his employer's
presence.

Craving resounding intimacy
but with an ever aware of the polite boundaries for their
situation, Coffey and Essex perform a slow dance as they grow
closer to one another, and find themselves entangled.

 


 


 


CONTENT THEMES &
WARNINGS (POTENTIAL SPOILERS):

This story is set in
18th century Birmingham, and throughout there is language and
behaviour typical to the period, including some references to
racism and homophobia. Two warnings for mildly dubious consent –
the employer/employee dynamic, and because of vampiric saliva’s
opiate effect on its victims, chem sex.

Although there is no label
applied due to the period, the two protagonists are written with
the intention of portraying ADHD (Henry Coffey) and autism
(Theophilus Essex) respectfully.
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Chapter
One

HENRY

The young man in Henry’s office was deeply
serious.

He stood straight-backed, his chin high, his
hands clasped very neatly behind his back, and he kept his gaze
forward, fixated on some space in the distance, and not on Henry’s
face. He was so still and unmoving as to be not unlike a statue,
and there was something bust-like in the distinction of his
features: his lips were loosely pursed, and very thin; his eyes,
heavily lidded and with very thin lashes, were set deep in his
head; to his softly brown complexion, although clear of pit or
pustule, there was a sallow colouring, as though he was unused to
sunlight.

“Your father is a
mathematician?” Henry asked.

“Yes, sir,” the young man
said – Essex, his name was, a thoroughly English name, but it was
evident from his features that he came from foreign stock, and
between his forename – Theophilus – and that of his father –
Gerasimus – Henry would venture a guess that the stock was Greek in
origin.

“You have
brothers?”

“Two, sir, and one
sister.”

“Older or
younger?”

“Older, sir.”

“You’re the youngest of
your family, then?”

“Yes, sir.”

He was wooden. There was little emotion in
the way he spoke, and in all honesty, Henry found himself
hard-pressed to discover emotion in him at all – even in his coat
and breeches, his polished shoes, it was difficult to discover some
semblance of personality.

“Mr Greenwich recommended
you very highly,” Henry said softly, idly touching the letter of
recommendation resting on the desk behind him, his fingers brushing
the parchment. “He tells me you are a consummate dedicant to the
pursuit of your work, that you are diligent, focused, and direct.
He says that were it possible for him to convince you, he would
have you join him in his move to the Colonies.”

“It is gratifying indeed,
sir, to be held in such esteem by one’s employer.”

“You’re not
smiling.”

That broke the young man’s mask: his
neutrality faltered, and his forward-facing gaze shifted its focus
to Henry’s own, looking at him askance. “Sir?”

“You have been in Mr
Greenwich’s employ for some four years,” Henry said, reaching for
the letter and holding it to demonstrate. “Two pages of little but
praise for your name and your work. I don’t believe I have ever
known a man to so ardently speak for the work of his secretary in
all my years.”

Essex’s blank expression gave way to some
confusion: his dark eyes narrowed ever so slightly, his dark brows
furrowing, and although his thin lips did not shift from their
loosely held line, Henry could see the slight twitch of muscle
about his chin, his jaw.

“And yet,” Henry said,
when Essex said nothing, “you do not smile.”

He watched the shift of Essex’s breast as he
took in his next breath.

“You don’t find Mr
Greenwich’s recommendation flattering?”

“I do, sir.”

“You are not a man to
smile at flattery?”

“I don’t believe I am a
man to smile at much, sir.”

“You aren’t?”

“No, sir.”

“Even as a
boy?”

“So my mother tells me,
sir.”

“Why, Mr Essex,” Henry
said, feeling the smile pull at his own lips, “I fear you might
find me some bore, for I smile near constantly.”

Essex’s brow furrowed further, his head
tilting some degrees rightward, and now he did frown, his lips
turning down at their edges: in their movement, Henry became aware
of a scar that cut keen at one edge of his lower lip, a cut too
clean to have been made by Essex’s teeth, that must have come
either from the lip splitting very badly, or perhaps a blade. He
was waiting, it seemed to Henry, for some further explanation:
Henry gave none, and merely kept his position, watching Essex for
what he might say.

“It would not be my
place,” Essex said finally, “to find you a bore or otherwise, Mr
Coffey. A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit
dries up the bones.” This last was a quotation, judging by Essex’s
pronouncement of each syllable, but from what, Henry hadn’t the
foggiest idea.

“Do you have a cheerful
heart, Mr Essex?”

“I could not say, sir,”
Essex said softly. “But that has no bearing on my work as clerk or
amanuensis.”

“Doesn’t it? If I dictate
a letter to you, Essex, full to the brim with cheer, can I trust
you to communicate that cheer in the register of your pen upon
parchment?”

Essex was looking at him as if Henry had
just grown an additional head, but thought it might be impolite to
point it out. “Perhaps not, sir,” he said softly, “but in the past,
I have only ever relied on a letter’s language for the
communication of my correspondent’s meaning, and not the curve or
set of his hand.”

“You aren’t a man for
whimsy, are you, Essex?”

“No, sir.”

“You can’t be
converted?”

“I couldn’t say,
sir.”

“Do I offend you,
Essex?”

“No, sir.”

“Offset you,
then?”

Essex took some time before he gave his
response, seeming to think it through very carefully, and then he
said, at length, “Mr Coffey… You are most unlike Mr Greenwich.”

Henry laughed, and for a moment, Essex
looked utterly horrified that something he’d said might have been
misconstrued as wit. This window into visible horror lasted only a
moment, though, before his features were schooled back to those of
the marble bust to which Henry was quickly accustoming.

“I should very much like
to employ you as my secretary, Mr Essex,” Henry said, still
smiling. “If you would be willing to accept.”

“Of course, Mr Coffey,”
Essex said, with a very neat bow of his head. His hair, which was
black, was tied with a grey ribbon at the nape of his neck – Henry
would wager it was naturally curly, but it seemed that Essex went
to some effort to comb it into submission.

“Very well,” Henry said,
reaching for the terms of employ he’d had Andrew write up before he
had departed. “Your emolument is perhaps higher than you had with
Mr Greenwich, but I fear I cannot offer you in-house accommodation
as he did himself. That said, there is a very good boarding house
not a few minutes’ walk from my home, where my previous clerk
rented a room.”

Essex was quiet, his dark eyes scanning the
terms laid out upon the page, his lips moving infinitesimally as he
concentrated, as though he were struggling not to whisper the words
aloud.

“Your work will, of
course, be that which you had been accustomed with Mr Greenwich –
in attending to correspondence, notation, and keeping in good order
the papers and manuscripts that pass through my office.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re only five and
twenty?”

Essex glanced up from the page. “Six and
twenty, sir.”

“Born in
August?”

Essex hesitated only a moment before he
said, “Yes, sir. August twelfth.”

Henry beamed. “You and I, my young friend,
were born under the same stars. Do you not think that
fortuitous?”

“I couldn’t say,
sir.”

“No, Mr Essex,” Henry said
in very soft tones. “I suppose you couldn’t.”

Essex looked up from the contract in his
hand, and said quietly, genuinely, “Thank you very much for the
opportunity, Mr Coffey. I hope to do good work in your office.”

“Of course,” Henry
replied, and put out his hand.

Essex’s gaze dropped down to Henry’s hand,
but that was his only hesitation before he clasped it in his own to
shake: if he noticed that Henry’s flesh was slightly stiffer than
most men’s to the touch, or thought the cold of his skin unnatural,
it did not show in his face.

“Glad to have you, Mr
Essex,” Henry murmured, and when he pulled his hand away, he felt
the warm ghost of Essex’s linger on his palm.

* * *

HENRY

“Mr Coffey, good evening,”
was Joseph’s greeting as he pulled open the door and stepped back
to allow Henry inside, shaking off some of the rain. As Henry
unbuckled his cloak from around his neck, Joseph took it, hanging
it on the rack. In the warm glow of the candlelight, his features
were a welcoming sight, his skin a burnished black, his lips
shifting into a small smile. “Mrs Woodbury has left supper for you
warming in the oven. Shall I fetch it for you?”

“In a little while,” Henry
murmured. “I would read a little first.”

He watched as Joseph’s hand painted some
arcane symbol on the air, watching the steam rise away from the
fabric of his coat before it could drip any further onto the floor:
quick, smooth, capable. That was the essence of Joseph’s sorcery,
far beyond anything Henry could achieve himself, even after all his
years of exposure.

“How fares our new
footman?”

Matthew was a new addition to the house:
Henry preferred as small a number of household staff as could
really be managed, and he left the addition of new hires entirely
to Joseph and Hanna – Mrs Woodbury – but they had said a few weeks
previous that they needed a new boy to assist in daily running, and
Henry had quickly assented.

It was not as though a
great number of people were required to keep a vampire’s household
in good working order. In all honesty, Henry could contentedly have
kept his house in order himself, perhaps keeping only one or two
people to assist, but he so disliked an empty house, and long-gone
were the days where one might encourage one’s friends to ever live
in the same household – long-gone, at least, were the days
when Henry might
succeed. Joseph and Hanna led the charge as butler and housekeeper,
with each now having two assistants apiece, on top of the cook, the
gardener, and Mr Woodrow, the stablemaster, and his boy: servants
were encouraged to walk with light tread, but Henry could always
hear them moving up and down the corridors or the stairs when he
was sitting alone with something, and it was comforting.

“He’s well,” Joseph
answered, smoothing out the cloak before he stepped away from it,
and they walked alongside each other as they moved further into the
house, where the candles were lit: they moved down the corridor and
up the stairs together into the library, where a fire was already
burning beside the main reading table, a bottle of wine resting on
the table beside Henry’s armchair. “A little clumsy, but most of
that is nerves, and at nineteen, he’s as-yet a gangling youth.
He’ll improve.”

“No problems with your
authority?” Henry asked as he slid his coat from his shoulders, and
Joseph took it from him, stepping across the room to hang it up
before returning with Henry’s banyan, but Henry shook his
head.

“None that I could
surmise,” Joseph said softly. “I believe he mentioned another of
the boys in the house where he was page was a mulatto, and the cook
as well.”

“That’s good,” Henry said
quietly. He stood with his hands loosely touching the back of one
of the chairs at his reading table, looking at the burning embers
of the fire, listening to the soft crackle of the wood as it caught
flame. Outside, it was still raining, but father away from the
patter of it on the windowpanes and the rooftiles, he could hear
noise down in the scullery – soft laughter, a flickering sound of
paper pieces, the creak of chair legs on stone floor: downstairs,
they were playing cards.

“Henry?”

At the use of his forename, Henry turned his
head to look at the other man, his lips parting. How long had they
known one another, now? Henry distantly recalled when Joseph was
nothing more than a skinny young boy clinging to his mother’s
skirts, back when Mrs Jones had been Henry’s head housekeeper. He
had been so sensitive a child, Henry recalled, always the first to
rush in if one of the horses whinnied in distress or if he heard
the dog yelp, had sobbed for days when one of the fillies had
delivered her foal stillborn.

The boy in his memories almost seemed a
different person entirely to the man that stood before him now,
thirty-eight, his hair beginning to lighten its shade and turn to
grey in places, broad-shouldered though his waist remained skinny,
a man apart from most in his nobility – and still the first to run
in when he heard one of the cats cry.

“Henry?” Joseph said
again. Of the staff, he was the one least uncertain of using
Henry’s forename, barring Mr Woodrow, who wouldn’t call him
anything other than Henry – it wasn’t even that Joseph had known him for the
longest, because Hanna had been in his employ for nearly sixty
years, since she was but an adolescent stealing peaches from the
cook’s kitchen, and she only ever called him Henry when he was ill. As for Mr
Woodrow, the only ladies and gentlemen he would deign to call by
title were the horses he kept.

“Joseph,” Henry said
softly.

“You’re distracted,”
Joseph said quietly, tilting his head slightly to the side as he
kept his gaze on Henry’s. “Are you well?”

“Oh, well enough,” Henry
murmured. “Musing on past times, that’s all.”

“Anything I can
do?”

“Nothing, my friend,”
Henry said. “Please, go downstairs, play cards with the
others.”

“You can hear them from up
here?” Joseph asked, surprised, his eyebrows raising, and when
Henry gave him a wan smile, he nodded his head. “Your
supper—”

“I’ll fetch it myself,”
Henry said, waving his hand. “We have no audience, Joseph: there’s
no need to wait on me.”

“Then, with no audience,
I’ll ask you – are you sure you want to be alone?” It was a simple
question, directly poised, and Henry inhaled, pressing his lips
loosely together. He and Joseph were near enough the same height,
but for a few scant inches Henry only occasionally reached with a
stiff pomade, and yet in the moment, Henry felt rather small –
nothing to do with Joseph, of course, but with the state of his own
mood. “You could join us for cards,” Joseph suggested.

“No, it will ruin it for
them,” Henry murmured. “You and Mr Woodrow will fare well enough,
but it’ll set everyone else’s teeth on edge to have me sitting at
the table with them, and I wouldn’t do that.”

“If you did it often, it
wouldn’t,” Joseph said, not indelicately, but Henry shook his
head.

“Thank you,” he said,
shaking his head. “But no, I’ll read, eat my supper, and then to
bed.”

“I’ll bring Matthew up at
ten o’clock,” Joseph murmured.

“Please do.”

Joseph turned as if to go, but then
lingered, glancing back at Henry, and said, “This mood isn’t
brought about by the appointment of your new secretary?”

“Mr Essex is a strange
duck,” Henry said.

“Why don’t you eat supper
now? I’ve not eaten yet – we could take it together.”

“For my sake, you
needn’t—”

“It isn’t for your sake,”
Joseph interrupted smoothly, his impatience showing in his words if
not in his tone. “They’re playing whist, and I can’t abide sitting
idle while four people play, not to mention that Mr Woodrow is
drunk, and keeps talking about his youth in India – you think I
answered the door so quickly because I was waiting for your
knock?”

“Very well,” Henry said,
and took up his banyan after all, wrapping it about himself as he
stepped after the other man and followed him back down the stairs.
“Ought I surmise from your sudden keen interest in conversation
that you wish to bend my ear as much as you wish me to bend
yours?”

“Such a cynic,” Joseph
said. “Normally you’re a man abounding with joy.”

“If you could dodge a
rapier as keenly as a question, Joseph, you would be a master
swordsman.”

“And had I hooves, I would
be an excellent horse,” Joseph replied, and Henry laughed, closing
the door to the kitchen as they stepped inside.

The kitchen was made up of two rooms, one
with a great worktable and several ovens, for entertaining, but
this was the smaller of the two, containing mostly pantry space and
a great fire, and chairs gathered before it. Several of these
chairs were a few hundred years the senior of Joseph Jones, small
stitches of fabric at the corners of their seats the only relic of
what cushioning had once been nailed to them, and Henry bade Joseph
sit as he took plates aside, setting them on the small table. It
wasn’t an ornate repast, merely cuts of meat and some stewed
vegetables, but Hanna had dutifully left it to warm,
well-accustomed to Henry’s particular aversion to cold meals.

“What’s he like?” Joseph
asked, handing Henry a slice of bread already buttered, and
proceeding to butter his own.

“Bizarre,” Henry said. “I
told you how highly Mr Greenwich sung his praises, and I never gave
it thought at the time, but in rereading his missive, I see that he
has made no mention of the young man’s personality, speaking only on the
quality of his work and his devotion to it.”

“He’s a lout?”

“Not in the least. He’s
exceedingly polite, the epitome of good manners.”

“Stupid, then?”

“Not that I can
surmise.”

“Then what’s your
quarrel?”

“He’s… cold.”

“Cruel?”

“No, no,” Henry said,
shaking his head. “Merely austere. He told me he wasn’t a man to
smile at much, but having worked with him today for some ten hours,
it seems to me he
isn’t a man to smile at anything. And yet, he doesn’t seem
displeased with me, not in any way I can measure: he thanked me
several times for the position, and for the letter I sent with him
to the Audrey Boarding House, and even said, when I asked what had
appealed about me as a potential employer, that he had read of my
business practices that I was a man of good repute, and that such
men were regrettably in seldom
supply.”

Henry’s expression twisted, his eyebrows
raising, and he leaned slightly back in his chair, the ancient wood
creaking under the movement. “What did you say to that?”

“Nothing. He vanished from
the room upon his pronouncement of it, in search of blotting paper,
as though he were embarrassed to have said something so candid. In
scarce more than a whisper he said it, too.”

“He’s how old?”

“Six and
twenty.”

“Shy?”

“I can only assume. He
isn’t especially graceful, nor notably silent, but there’s an
unobtrusive air to him that’s rather— Well, I would say difficult
to ignore, but in point of fact, it is difficult
not to.” Henry sighed,
reaching up and pulling free the ribbon keeping his hair tied,
shaking it loose. It was a heavy weight on his shoulders,
comforting – it was all the fashion now, to have long hair, and it
had been nice to grow it out, a genuine pleasure. He didn’t think
he’d cut it again, when the fashion changed. “I really don’t know
what to make of him.”

He didn’t.

It was strange, in all truth, that thoughts
of Essex should so linger with him when the working day was done –
it wasn’t to say he’d never thought of any of his secretaries after
returning home, but ordinarily, that was because he knew something
about them, their personal lives – certainly, he’d thought of
Andrew from time to time, when Andrew’s mother was ill and it had
left him distracted until Henry had insisted he take leave; he
recalled when Andrew had been reading the work of Joseph Trapp and
had been enjoying it immensely, and he’d puzzled over it for some
days whenever they discussed it with one another in passing, that a
young man of such taste in some areas should entirely lack it in
this one.

But in thinking of Andrew, in thinking of
any person he’d ever taken into his employ, it would ordinarily be
because he had learned something about them.

In Essex’s case?

Henry felt he knew nothing at all.

What had Essex revealed to him?

That he was the youngest of his family; a
Greek; the son of a mathematician; that he was born under the stare
of the Nemean Lion. He could have learned all of that from a slip
of paper: it gave him no idea as to the man himself.

Theophilus Essex was a dutiful, focused
clerk: he listened intently, had never asked for Henry to slow down
or repeat himself across the day of working together, and this
wasn’t due to his attempting to hide that he couldn’t keep pace,
because Henry had looked over his shoulder. Essex wrote to
dictation at rapid speed, his wrist artfully held to spare his palm
and his shirt sleeve the stain of ink, and he blotted his work with
such regularity and ease that it was reminiscent of a press. His
penmanship was impeccable; he read quickly and fast noted errors or
irregularities in a document; twice in the day, when looking at
merchants’ reports, he had noted tiny errors in great columns of
numbers, and made notations as to their correction.

Here was what Henry knew about Theophilus
Essex: he was a very good secretary.

As to anything else?

“Have you ever ridden,
Essex?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You like
horses?”

“I have no strong
opinions, sir.”

“Do you enjoy
riding?”

“For distances where
moving on foot is unfeasible, sir.”

“Do you care for
dogs?”

“I have never really known
a dog, sir.”

“Cats?”

“They can be capable
mousers, sir, so long as they are young, hale, and hearty. I have
heard there is a preponderance of feline service to our merchant
navy, to defend from the scourge of rats upon what supplies they
might transport. There are some sailors who believe that in the
animal is an instinctive ability to sense the coming of storms
before they might be seen on the horizon, perhaps with some
sensitivity in the whisker or the paw, and who watch their cats
carefully lest they communicate that such a storm is soon to come.
Others still believe that the cat itself acts as a sort of talisman
or lucky protector, that its mere presence protects against
misfortune.”

It was probably the most Essex had as yet
spoken at length, and Henry had been surprised for a moment, had
paused with his lips apart, his focus entirely on Essex, whose gaze
had been fixated on the columns of numbers he was examining, and
yet it had been so lacking in actual opinion, Henry was
stunned.

“Yes,” he said, finally,
“but do you like them?”

Essex had glanced up from his work, his dark
eyebrows raising. “Like what, sir?”

“Cats, Essex.”

“Oh,” Essex had said, as
if the question’s purpose was difficult, at its core, to ascertain.
“I fear I couldn’t say, sir.”

Every conversation with Essex proceeded in
this manner.

Henry had asked his opinion, today, on what
seemed like thirty subjects – he had read the work of every poet
that Henry had recounted, and had opinions on none of them; he
played no sport and enjoyed no games; he did not frequent
coffeehouses or taverns, and had no especial love for music or
street theatre; he knew nothing of modern fashion trends nor
considered that they should, it seemed to Henry, impact his life.
Had he told Henry that he spent his evenings pressed between the
pages of a heavy tome like a dried flower, Henry would not have
been surprised.

“Is he mundane?” Joseph
asked, breaking Henry’s reverie, and Henry realised he had been
curling his fingers about a lock of his hair, thoughtlessly, lost
as he had been in his thoughts.

“I believe so,” Henry
murmured. “It was Arthur Greenwich who recommended his work, and
that man is entirely mundane – I have no reason to believe he has
even a farmer’s knowledge of pixie or gnome, let alone an
understanding of sorcery as it exists.”

“Perhaps he’s merely shy,”
Joseph said, and Henry huffed out a small laugh, taking a piece of
pork into his mouth and chewing it thoughtfully. “Do you mind if I
bend your ear?”

“Never. What’s on your
mind?”

“I might get married,”
Joseph said.

“Oh,” Henry said, and
immediately, he beamed. “Oh, Joseph, I’m so sorry – why did you let
me witter on about such unimportant nonsense? Who is
she?”

“Her name is Gráinne,”
Joseph said in soft tones, clasping his hands together and beaming,
showing the brightness of his teeth. “But I haven’t— Henry, I’ve
never even spoken to her.”

“And you plan to
propose?”

“No, no,” Joseph said
quickly, laughing breathlessly. “No, merely that I… I never
considered marriage before I laid eyes on her, not in all my life.
Not with any sense of gravity, and yet seeing her, it’s as though a
ray of light is shining where before I saw only darkness: marriage
seems suddenly to me less like a door unlocked, and more like a
door suddenly revealed.”

Henry could not contain his beam, resting
his chin on the palm of his hand and looking at the other man
whilst showing his unabashed delight. “You mean to tell me, Joseph
Jones, that you have laid eyes on this woman only, that you have
never spoken a word to her, and you are declaring yourself in
love?”

“If you’d seen her, you
would declare the same,” Joseph said earnestly, and Henry
laughed.

“Who is she? Where did you
see her?”

“I saw her at the witch’s
market this Wednesday last,” Joseph murmured. “She carries the
stars in her skirts, their hems glittering in the sunlight – she
sings like no woman I’ve ever heard. Henry, you’ve never
seen such a queen as
this one: her cheeks are as pink as the blossom in spring; her hair
falls in black tresses that shine like a scarab shell; her eyes are
so green you might think she carried emeralds in them.”

“I see,” Henry said. “Why
ever haven’t you said any of this to her? There’s no sense telling
it to me.”

Joseph stood to his feet, putting his hands
over his eyes and groaning softly, and Henry felt the warmest glow
of genuine affection in his chest – like this, Joseph looked like a
man of eighteen again, shifting from one foot to the other as he
paced the kitchen floor.

“What if she rejects me?”
he said softly, desperately, his expression full to the brim with
imagined woe. “What if she scorns my affections?”

“If you can’t so much as
speak a word to her,” Henry said, “I fail to see how a proposal
might be achieved. Just speak to her. Ask her to promenade with you
in the park.”

“What if she says no!?”
Joseph groaned.

Matching the other man’s volume and
injecting all the enthusiasm that could be mustered in his
response, Henry crowed, “What if she says yes?”

Joseph groaned, and fell dramatically
against the counter like a puppet with his strings cut, groaning
against the polished wood, and Henry chuckled. How could he not be
fond, seeing Joseph so overwhelmed, so taken away with a would-be
wife, after so many years?

And yet…

Distantly, in the very pit of his belly,
there remained a sense of melancholy – it was a sensation too
resigned to be called jealousy. He was delighted for Joseph: he was
caught off-guard, surprised, and yet what joy was to be found in
this, and yet…

The yet was not to be considered.

“You should speak with her
tomorrow,” Henry murmured.

“I still have much to
teach Matthew.”

“So? You think Matthew
won’t last a day without taking tutelage from Mr Woodrow, or Mr
McElroy? In any case, he will likely be slow tomorrow, and tired
upon his feet.”

Joseph dropped heavily into his chair again,
making it creak loudly, and he sighed. “Have you ever been married,
Henry?”

“Never, Joseph.” After a
moment’s consideration, he did say, “I was engaged,
once.”

“Engaged?”

“I was pledged to marry a
girl when I was still in my swaddling clothes,” Henry said softly.
“Her name was Hawise.”

“Hawise? I’ve never heard
that name.”

“It’s gone out of fashion
in the intervening centuries.” Henry spread his hands in a gesture
of quel surprise,
and Joseph laughed – it was a soft laugh, quiet.

“You loved her?” he
asked.

“No.” Henry did not shake
his head, but kept his chin high, even as the smile lingered like a
ghost on his lips. “I did not.” Inhaling, he smoothed his palms
over the knees of his breeches, getting to his feet. “I’m sorry,
Joseph, I think I might retire to read in bed.”

“I’ll bring Matthew up,”
Joseph murmured, and he put his hand to Henry’s shoulder,
squeezing. “You are well?”

“I am. And
you?”

“Better for having poured
my heart out.”

“What else are friends
for?”

They laughed together for a moment, and then
Henry went back up the stairs, sighing at the comparative cool of
his bedroom as he stepped inside – he never had the fires lit in
his bedroom unless he expected to have a partner in his bed, and
the cool air was a pleasant balm on his skin: already, he felt more
relaxed, and suspected he might sleep before he managed to read a
word of the books resting ready for him at his bedside.

He was folding back his bedclothes when he
heard the crisp knock at the door, and he turned his head to look
from Joseph to Matthew. He was a very tall young man, several
inches taller than Joseph, and although he carried a youthful
plumpness in his cheeks, he was a stripling to look at, stick-thin
and gangling as a young tree in winter.

“Matthew Landrake, isn’t
it?” Henry asked quietly, and Matthew nodded his head, his lip
quivering. “You’re frightened?”

“No, no, sir,” Matthew
said, with rapidity. “Mr Coffey. Not at all, sir.” The apple of his
throat bobbled visibly once, twice, thrice, as Matthew swallowed
several times in quick succession, and Henry gave him a small
smile, intended to be comforting, as he pulled the chair at his
vanity further into the centre of the room.

Matthew stared at it, at the plush, green
cushioning and the curving arms and legs of it, as though he was
going directly from it to the hangman’s noose.

“Has Joseph explained to
you what it is I am?” Henry asked.

Matthew’s next inhalation was audible, a
sharp whistle taken in through his nose. “Ye— Yes.”

“You’ve met my kind
before?”

“No, sir,” Matthew
whispered. “But I— But I heard that… But it’s a woman as you are
who teaches the petty school in the witch’s market, does it under
the oak tree, and she wears a great big hat, sir, and carries a
parasol, so’s the sun don’t get at her.”

“Her name is Katherine
Dubelle,” Henry said, his voice even, pitched low. “She’s taught
children their letters in Hecate Square since before your
grandmother’s grandmother was born.”

“Oh,” Matthew said, almost
squeaked.

“Come here,” Henry
murmured, gesturing with two fingers, and Matthew stumbled as he
came forward on his clumsy feet, but managed to right himself
before he hit the ground, and he turned on his shaking legs to drop
as heavily as a sack of stone into the chair. “Matthew.”

“Sir?”

“This isn’t going to hurt
you,” Henry said, for a moment crouching before the young man, and
he could see Matthew’s eyes widen in surprise at seeing Henry so
low on the ground. “There will be a moment of sharp, pricking pain,
but following that, you will feel… Have you ever been drunk,
Matthew?”

“No, sir,” Matthew said
quickly, horrified.

“He doesn’t ask to scold
you, boy,” Joseph murmured from the doorway. “He asks because the
sensation is not unlike being very deep in your cups.”

Matthew swallowed again, and Henry could see
the sweat beading on his temples, his cheeks. He looked terrified,
and Henry felt ill-at-ease.

“You know, Matthew, you
needn’t do this at all, if it truly frightens you,” Henry said, and
Matthew’s mouth fell open, glancing between Henry and Joseph
both.

“But— It is a term of my…
my employment, in’t it?”

“Not at all,” Henry said.
“Forgive me for saying so, young man, but you look liable to faint
dead away from fright at any moment.”

“I don’t want to die,
sir,” Matthew whispered, all but breathed out the words. “I’ve my
sisters to take care of, and my mother too, sir, I can’t die, not
with them counting so they do on my wages, sir.”

“You’re not going to die,”
Henry said quietly. “Do you know how much blood you have in your
body, Matthew?”

“As much as I need, sir,”
Matthew said, and behind him, Henry heard Joseph laugh: he laughed
himself, quietly, doing his best to keep his expression soft, in
case the boy mistook his laughter for cruelty.

“In your body, I would
estimate,” Henry said, “there are approximately
one-hundred-and-sixty fluid ounces of blood. I will deprive you of
between ten and twelve of those ounces – within the week, your body
will have regenerated it.”

“Twelve ounces?” Matthew
repeated.

“Only a little more than
two glasses of wine,” Henry said. “No more.”

“An’ I won’t— An’ I can’t
die?”

“No,” Henry assured him.
“You will feel quite euphoric, while I’m drinking from you, and in
the hours afterward, and you’ll likely be quite unsteady on your
feet, and when you sleep, you may have some very intense dreams.
The effect of the anodyne in my saliva will linger with you for
longer than that of the blood loss.”

He opened his mouth,
shifting his jaw, and he watched Matthew’s eyes clap onto his
canine teeth as they shifted down with a soft click of shifting bone. “Look,” he
said quietly. “They aren’t so long, are they? Not so much longer
than yours.” It felt strange, to speak with his teeth unsheathed,
their tips brushing against his lower lip – it was a strange
relief, in a way, and simultaneously felt uncomfortably
naked.

“They’re right sharp,”
Matthew muttered.

“Certainly,” Henry agreed.
“The cut of the sharp blade is more precise than the blunt, is it
not?”

Shakily, Matthew nodded his head.

“You won’t die,” Joseph
said, putting his hand gently on Matthew’s shoulder. “In the
household we trade places, you see, and a different one of us gives
Mr Coffey what he needs each night. Means none of us takes the bulk
of it, and gives us each time to recover. And you’ll take a
supplement tomorrow morning, to hasten that recovery. I started
feeding Mr Coffey alongside the rest of the household when I was
sixteen – look at me now, a score and two years on. I’m healthy,
strapping, strong.”

Matthew swallowed again, one last time. “You
promise it’ll only hurt a bit?”

“On my word,” Henry said,
his hand over his heart, beating so slow in his chest as to seem
still to the untrained hand. “On my honour. You might scarcely
recall the moment of pain, come morning – the pleasure is far more
enduring.”

“And how long will I
bleed? After?”

“You won’t,” Henry said.
“I’ll heal the mark I’ve left before I let you retire – you might
have some bruising, but no plain piercings, not even two
scabs.”

“Alright,” Matthew
mumbled, quickly nodding his head, and Henry rose slowly to his
feet. “Do I have to— do I have to, to untie my cravat?”

“If you want me to bite
your neck,” Henry said softly. “But perhaps you might be more
comfortable, Matthew, were I to drink from your wrist,
instead.”

Matthew peered at him, his eyebrows raised,
his expression astounded. “You can do that?”

“Give me your left hand,”
Henry murmured, and Matthew held it out: his hand was trembling,
but not as strongly as it had a moment before, and Henry undid the
fastening at his cuff, parting the edges of the sleeve and bearing
Matthew’s wrist to the cool of the room, tapping his thumb a few
times against the softer flesh a few inches above the joint. “Just
two pinpricks of pain, and for only a moment. Alright?”

Matthew nodded shakily, and Henry gave him
no more time to worry himself: he leaned in and bit down in one
smooth movement, careful not to catch the tendons, and drank.

Matthew hissed softly in pain, but after two
seconds had passed, he groaned deeply, and Henry saw the way his
body abruptly slackened, Matthew’s form utterly limp in his chair.
His eyes were defocused, somewhere off in the clouds, and Henry was
careful, fastidious, as he drank, careful not to nick or catch any
vein he did not mean to, doing his best to be tender, that he not
bruise the flesh underneath his mouth.

When he had finished, he drew away, drawing
his thumb over the twin piercing marks he’d left, healing the
damage he’d done until the skin was smooth and unmarred once
more.

“S’quite g’d,” Matthew
slurred, head lolling. “Y’start’d yet?”

“He’s finished,” Joseph
said helpfully, and Henry stood to his feet, wiping the very edge
of his mouth with his fingertip, as Joseph gently coaxed the
unsteady Matthew to his feet.

“Wait wait,” Matthew
groaned. “H’needs… a drink—”

“He’s done, Matthew,”
Joseph murmured. “No more.”

“Done?”

“All finished.”

“Ho…”

“Joseph,” Henry
said.

“Henry?”

“Would you ask Mrs
Woodbury to ensure Mr Landrake eats some more cabbage, in the
coming weeks?”

“Bad taste?”

“Somewhat, certainly,”
Henry said. “But more crucially, the anaemia can’t be good for
him.”

“Understood,” Joseph
murmured. “Good night.”

“Good night, Henry. Thank
you, Matthew.”

Matthew moaned something utterly incoherent,
leaning heavily on Joseph’s shoulder, and Henry closed the door
neatly behind them as they retreated, beginning the process of
undressing himself for bed.

Henry felt full and sated, now, like a cat
resting beside a fireplace, and once he had his nightgown on, he
slipped swiftly into his bed, drawing the heavy covers overtop him
and dousing his candle.

Lying in the darkness, his head rested on
the plush thickness of his pillow, he could hear sound in the rest
of the house – he could hear the sound of Joseph supporting Matthew
down to the servants’ quarters, Matthew chortling drunkenly as they
went; he heard the sound of footsteps in the library, Hanna or one
of her girls dousing the fire and putting out the candles before
bed; outside, in the yard, he could hear Mr Woodrow singing some
Gaelic lullaby to the horses.

For no reason at all, his thoughts strayed
to young Mr Essex.

What was he doing, in his boarding house?
Reading a book, perhaps, or writing a letter home to his brothers
and sister, to his mother? Was he sitting straight-backed at his
writing desk, doing absolutely nothing at all but staring forward,
his face expressionless?

Henry felt his lips shift into a small
smile, and he closed his eyes.

It was curious, really.
Thinking on Essex, there was nothing about him that Henry really
thought he knew, and yet, to his own surprise, he really
rather liked him.
He was looking forward, he realised, to seeing him on the
morrow.

He slept as soundly as the dead.



Chapter
Two

THEOPHILUS

Theophilus arose from his bed before the sun
had crested the horizon, stirred awake by the noise and bustle of
market workers as they passed by in the street – the skies outside
were a softly peach colour, unexpected after the heavy rain from
the night before, and Theophilus found himself almost disappointed
by it, looking down at the still-wet stone of the Birmingham
streets, their golden surface ashine with the moisture, but no
longer dappled with falling rain.

Theophilus liked rain.

The sound of it was calming, offering a
meditative lilt in the background of one’s daily tasks, and more
than that, he loved the slick look it gave the world, painting
everything with a pleasant shine, like varnish over an oil painting
– and this was without considering the puddles that gathered in the
gullies and troughs of the street slabs and cobbles, the pools of
water that rippled with each new heavy droplet.

Theophilus smiled to himself, exhaling
softly, and rose from his bed to pursue his toilette and to dress
himself. The room at the Audrey Boarding House was larger than to
what he was accustomed: he had stayed whilst in Mr Greenwich’s
service in a room adjoining his servants’ quarters, a modest room
indeed with a separate exit to that of the servants’ quarters, and
whilst it had well kept warmth even in the winter months, it had
been narrow and cramped, little more than a small pantry turned
over to lodgings as needed.

This room was… larger. Airier. The ceiling
higher, the wooden floor softer and dryer beneath the feet, a shelf
upon the wall resting empty, encouraging the depositing of what
books and papers one might wish to set there, and there rested a
wardrobe, too, and a great space about the basin, a mirror set upon
the wall – small, yes, but larger than any mirror Theophilus had
used before, and rather too fine for what use he would make of it,
he thought.

Yes, he very much liked the room, and the
soft bed that it came with, although the blankets were somewhat
light, and he thought he might spend some of his wages on something
quilted, that would be far heavier on top of him. Folding his
nightgown neatly and setting it aside, he went then to his
bedclothes, straightening and setting them properly in place, that
they rested flat upon the bed.

At his writing desk, he had left the pages
of his letter to his mother in Cambridge to dry, and now he gently
touched his fingers to the blotted ink, ascertaining it was
entirely fit to send, before he folded it very neatly, sealing it
before writing his mother’s name and address in neat, looping
letters on its outside.

There were other papers on Theophilus’ desk,
of course. He had made notes of important considerations in Mr
Coffey’s office – times at which he was expected to arrive to work,
a few addresses of note, and such forth – but atop those papers
rested a few squares of sketch paper. What a luxury it would be, to
be able to set out his papers without a worry that some other
servant might steal into the room to examine them, or piece through
choice elements of them, particularly given…

He had been somewhat preoccupied, the night
previous.

Wrought in careful strokes of graphite
pencil, Mr Coffey was no less handsome on the page, it seemed to
Theophilus, than he was in person. He carried the features of the
aristocracy in his countenance, with a neat chin and curving jaw,
high cheekbones and a graceful neck, and most of all Theophilus had
found himself distracted in the course of yesterday’s work by the
shape of his lips: the lower was plump and round, the upper forming
a cupid’s bow so perfect as to seem almost sculpted, and Theophilus
had itched to draw them as soon as he’d laid eyes on them, wanted
to follow every shadow and curve that made them with his pencil and
make them anew.

Looking down at the shadow of them he had
made in grey and white, he almost wished he might pursue the oils
he’d never had much interest in at university, that he might try to
capture their colour. Mr Coffey’s skin was a handsome pale brown, a
smooth colour that reminded him of the skin on a walnut, somewhere
between lion and tawny: his lips added the scarcest hint of red to
that palette, muted in its shade and yet somehow beguiling.

It was a perfect colour, Theophilus thought.
Utterly perfect.

Such a shame he couldn’t recreate it in
pencil alone, nor in chalk.

Mr Coffey did not wear a wig, as Mr
Greenwich – who was balding, and had such a spot at his crown one
would think he was sporting a tonsure – did, and for the fact
Theophilus found himself most uncommon grateful, for Mr Coffey had
a mane of darkly yellow hair that, Theophilus thought, was the
colour of buckthorn or maize, and wore it in a beautifully
appointed tail worn high behind his head. He did not wear his hair
in a Q, as Theophilus did – as most men did – but wore it higher,
baring the back collar of his blouse, the curls hanging down and
bobbing handsomely when Mr Coffey moved one way and the other.

It was hardly the first time Theophilus had
been moved by a gentleman with especially comely features,
distracted and wanting to mirror his features in pencil or ink or
even stone – oh, and that was a thought not even to be considered –
but it was certainly the first time he had been employed by
one.

Mr Greenwich, in all the time Theophilus had
known him, had been a very ugly man, inside and out. Mr Coffey…

Sighing softly to himself, Theophilus
collected his sketches under his hands, setting them into the
drawer of the desk, along with his new notes, that his desktop
should be clear, and stoppered his bottle of ink before he made to
leave his room and move down the stairs.

“Oh, Mr Essex,” said Mrs
Quays as he descended the stair. “You’re already awake. Shall I ask
Cook to start breakfast for you?”

“No, thank you, Mrs
Quays,” Theophilus said quietly as he drew on his cloak, buckling
it neatly at his neck. He handed her the letter, to be placed on
the pile with other letters bound for Cambridge. “But I ought be on
time for dinner this evening. Good morning.”

“Good morning,” Mrs Quays
echoed behind him, and Theophilus slipped out into the
street.

He did not smile as he felt the slick
wetness of the stone streets beneath his feet, but when he glanced
down at its colour, many shades of gold and golden brown, he felt a
deep sense of satisfaction, and was content as he moved to the
garden some ways up the street, where a few benches were scattered
about a promenade.

It was nothing more than a cultivated
thoroughfare, a boulevard with the addition of rose bushes and
blossom trees – compared to the Vauxhall Gardens, which Theophilus
had passed as he’d come into Birmingham, it was nothing ornate or
particularly enchanting, but it was pleasant indeed, to be amongst
flowers, and Theophilus sat quietly with his book in his lap,
enjoying the temperate weather and the soft light of the rising sun
upon his cheeks as it slid higher into the sky.

This was one benefit of a day without rain,
Theophilus supposed, for the bench was dry and the skies over his
head were blue, and it was a simple fact in pursuing the reading of
a book, Theophilus felt, that the pages should be dry and the ink
should not run.

Settled under the sun’s soft morning light,
he read.

* * *

THEOPHILUS

It was some time later when Theophilus was
disturbed from his reading by a mild, politely toned, “Mr
Essex?”

Glancing up from the book settled upon his
knees, Theophilus glanced up at the figure standing over him. With
the sun shining from behind him, for a moment, Theophilus saw only
the dark green patterning of his coat and his breeches, the pale
colour of his shirt in stark contrast; when he looked higher, he
saw the shape of the parasol held over his shoulders and the green
colour of his spectacle glass, so dark as to seem almost black.

Mr Coffey’s hair was tied behind his head as
it had been yesterday, but strands had come loose from the tail and
hung about his face, framing the hard line of his cheeks and his
temples with gently curling locks of wheat-coloured hair, and it
took Theophilus a moment of blank incomprehension before he shot
swiftly to his feet, clutching his book to his chest.

Embarrassment flooded hot down his back as
though he were being dripped over with a very hot wax candle, but
he collected himself so as not to swallow unduly or fidget in his
place, nor to slouch, although he retained a downcast glance.

“Mr Coffey,” he said,
looking down at the brocaded front of Mr Coffey’s vest – he wore a
ditto suit, and although the fabric was fine, the brocade looking
to be made of a good heft, it did not have any complex embroidery
or detailing upon it: the buttons and fastenings were simple but
neatly made, and it was a modest affair, far more so than
Theophilus might have expected of a gentleman of Mr Coffey’s
standing, had he not seen a similar suit in muted peach shades the
day previous. “Sir, if I am late, I—”

“You aren’t late,” Mr
Coffey interrupted him, his voice smooth and easy. He kept his face
beneath the shade of his parasol, and although the day was fine, he
wore green cloth gloves over his hands. “I asked that you join me
at nine o’clock – it is scarce past eight. I would not scold you
for reading on as mild a day as this one. The cold doesn’t bother
you?”

“I have my cloak, sir,”
Theophilus said, his voice quiet. He hadn’t noticed the
temperature, in all honesty, especially because the slight chill
was softened by the warmth of the sun, and he had been focused
entirely on the text of the page in front of him.

“Sophia,” Mr Coffey said softly, gesturing to the book. “Are you
enjoying it?”

Theophilus glanced down at the book in his
hand, feeling its weight and the smoothness of its leather cover,
pressing his thumb to the bare yield of the fabric. “It is Mrs
Lennox’s third novel,” he said quietly.

“Fourth,” Mr Coffey
corrected. “Or do you not include The
Female Quixote in your
calculation?”

“Mrs Lennox’s name does
not appear on the cover plate of The
Female Quixote,” Theophilus said. “Its
author is cited as anonymous.”

“And yet,” Mr Coffey said,
and Theophilus’ mouth fell open as Mr Coffee, his parasol held by
its stem in the crook between his shoulder and neck, delicately
took the book from Theophilus’ hands, retaining the mark of
Theophilus’ page with one finger as he turned to the cover page
with the other, and Theophilus looked down at the note
there, From the author of the Female
Quixote. “It is not often one is permitted
to be anonymous and infamous in one stroke,” Mr Coffey murmured,
his perfect lips quirking in an expression of mild humour. It was
not a humour that Theophilus understood, and he said nothing,
waiting for Mr Coffey to put his hand out once more.

Theophilus took back his book.

“You didn’t answer my
question,” Mr Coffey said. “Are you enjoying Sophia, Mr Essex?”

“I have not yet completed
my perusal of it.”

“You must have scarce four
chapters left.” Three. “You haven’t formed an
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