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        Whitby, England

        1895

      

      

      The cargo hold contained a crypt-like darkness. A cold, endless blackness, so powerful the glow from the single lantern was squeezed to dimness as if a huge, unseen hand was closing around it. The sound of metal ringing against metal sent a pair of rats scurrying across a shallow pool of foul seawater.

      In the middle of the hold, a seaman worked with a tangled assemblage of ropes and pulleys, straining to secure them around a large wooden box. The rigging disappeared through the framed main hatch two feet above his head. He worked skillfully, but with an anxious urgency, the lantern light catching the frost of his breath puffing in quick, short bursts.

      Sweat beaded around the seaman’s brow, trickling the oily dirt on his face down his cheeks. The single thought pulsing through his brain was to finish this, a job thrust on him through the bad luck of being the newest man to sign onto the schooner’s crew.

      With great relief, the seaman secured the final rope in place and shouted up the open hatch in his native Romanian, “They’re fast. Haul away.”

      Not wanting to touch the thing any more than necessary, he reluctantly kept the large box from swinging as it lurched up off the floor and climbed toward the hatchway.

      On deck, the light from a few scattered lanterns was of little comfort. Unusually thick fog rolled across the deck with unearthly fluidity. The ship’s mate, Russian by birth, supervised as two Romanian hands strained at the ropes.

      The moment the box cleared the hatchway, the seaman below scrambled from the hold. His sudden movement distracted one of the men on the ropes. The man’s grip faltered and the box suddenly dipped a full two feet at one end. He hastily reapplied the proper amount of tension, but drew an angry and frightened glare from the mate on the other rope. “Hold it steady, you fool,” he hissed, unable to keep the panic from his voice.

      “I’ve got it. Just swing it over. Hurry!” the first man replied.

      The brief exchange proved too much for the Russian mate, who took a quick step forward and snarled, “Shut up, both of you. Just shut up and work!” His nerves getting the better of him, he glanced up at the afterdeck where the captain, a fellow Russian, watched in silence.

      The captain stood near the wheel; his hands thrust deep in the pockets of his wool great coat. He was a large man, nearing his forty-ninth birthday, once muscular, but now beginning to go soft around his broad middle. He was not as certain as his crew about the true nature of their misfortune during this last crossing, but he was as relieved as they were to be rid of this cargo.

      They had sailed from Varna, on the Bulgarian Black Sea coast, down the Danube, arriving in Whitby, England only a few hours before. It was a routine voyage the captain had made countless times, but this passage had proven to be far from routine.

      The hands swung the derrick’s boom arm over the rail. A superstitious lot, the captain thought; most sailers were. He knew himself to be the rare exception.

      Still, the captain admitted to himself he had many unanswered questions about the events of this trip. The port authorities would be certain to ask the same questions of him. They would want answers he did not have. What would he say? Would they blame him?

      Two dock workers guided the box into position over a waiting freight wagon. A side panel of the wagon bore the name Carter Paterson & Co., London. The wagon was hitched to a hulking McLaren steam traction engine, its funnel streaming wisps of smoke that were soon consumed by the fog.

      The dockhands manhandled the load onto a stack of similar boxes already resting in the wagon bed.

      The engine driver helped pull a tarpaulin over the load and tied it down. He then climbed into the cab of his great machine. The tractor hissed and shuddered as the driver opened the throttle, and with a violent lurch, moved forward. Smoke billowed from the funnel as the tractor rumbled across the pier. Soon the machine faded away into the fog and darkness.

      The captain dragged himself back toward his cabin to collect his duffel. Normally, when his ship docked in the middle of the night, he’d be content to sleep in his cabin berth until morning. But this was one night he would look forward to sleeping in the village. He had little doubt that his crew would do the same.
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      Bram Stoker thought the churchyard of Saint Mary’s was the most pleasant spot in all of Whitby. Research had always been a particular pleasure and on one of his visits to the village he discovered William de Percy had built the church in the twelfth century. It was still active as the local parish house of worship. Stoker watched the old groundskeeper moving among the headstones, pausing here and there to pull up the occasional weeds blemishing his yard.

      Whitby rested on the sloping coast of Northern England. The charming village was built on both sides of the valley divided by the Esk River, a waterway emptying its flow into the North Sea. The village had become something of a resort in recent years, but it remained, first and foremost, a haven for fishermen.

      From his bench on the path running alongside the cliff, Stoker had a panoramic view of the entire village, including a clear view of Mrs. Storm’s boarding house. He and Florence had stayed there on their first trip to Whitby years before, shortly after their wedding. Mrs. Storm still provided comfortable, homey rooms and excellent meals.

      Glancing back toward the church, Stoker observed that the groundskeeper had noticed him. The old fellow was heading his direction, stooped with age, but his gait strong. The groundskeeper often came over for a chat when Stoker visited the cliff, but right now he wasn’t in the mood for idle conversation.

      Despite the agreeable surroundings, Stoker's soul roiled with dissatisfaction. He had accomplished nothing during this trip. Finding himself with a few free days before the start of the theater season, he had journeyed to Whitby, determined to develop ideas for a new book. He found the natural peacefulness of the place ideal for his writing. There were few distractions, and the lovely backdrop often proved to be a creative stimulant. But this visit had proven to be damnably unsatisfying. He had been in the village four days and no motivating or even mildly interesting ideas had come to him.

      Frustrated with his lack of progress, Stoker turned to the one thing that might make this trip worthwhile: a news clipping from The Whitby Daily dated August 23, 1895.

      
        
        “MYSTERY AT SEA, ship of tragedy moored in Whitby. The Admiralty Court and local constabulary are investigating the apparent deaths of three seamen registered as crew on the Russian vessel Demeter out of Varna. According to the surviving crew, the three men simply disappeared, determined lost overboard in rough weather. Authorities are puzzled by the lack of witnesses.”

      

      

      The rest of the article provided a brief description of the ship, its route with ports of call and the names of the missing sailors. There was also an abridged inventory of the ship’s cargo; barrels of processed grain, lamp oil, some textile bolts and several large wooden boxes. There was no record regarding the contents of the boxes.

      All hands aboard described harsh weather. Considering the season, it was something of an unusual occurrence. Thick fog had enveloped the ship from the first night at sea, and a formidable storm had drenched the vessel with rain and buffeted it with wind for the last eighteen hours of its voyage.

      It was no secret that Stoker possessed something of a dark side, and the sinister elements of the story fascinated him. He couldn’t resist the opportunity to pursue the matter of the Russian schooner. He believed once he uncovered additional facts, the article might inspire another one of his short stories. Disappointingly, there was very little light to be shed.

      The groundskeeper, now within yards of Stoker’s seat, offered a congenial wave of his hand. “Good afternoon, sir.” He stopped at the end of the bench, placing a hand on the back rest to steady himself.

      “Good afternoon,” Stoker answered, forcing his courtesy.

      “You picked a fine day for taking in the air.”

      “It‘s a very nice day,” Stoker agreed, hearing the hollowness in his tone.

      The groundskeeper squinted at the clipping in Stoker’s hand. “Ah, I see you’re reading about the Demeter. Nasty business, that.”

      “Indeed. Do you know anything about it?” Stoker asked.

      “Know anything about it?” the old man echoed. “What would I know? Only what the papers say.”

      Stoker nodded. “You haven’t heard any talk?”

      “There’s always plenty of talk but it doesn’t amount to much,” the old fellow sniggered. “Most of the fishermen say it was just the bad weather.”

      “Perhaps,” Stoker replied. “It’s curious, though, the rest of the crew not seeing anything, not hearing anything.”

      “Could be nothing more than rotten luck,” the groundskeeper shrugged. “You seem quite taken by it though, sir, cutting the story out, carrying it with you and all.”

      “I just found the report interesting. Thought there might be more of a story to tell,” Stoker answered, his eyes fixed on the clipping suspended between his fingers.

      “Ah, that’s right, I remember. You’re one of those writer fellows,” the groundskeeper recalled. “Did you talk to the newspaper office about it, then?”

      “I did. They claimed to know only what the local constabulary told them. So I called at the police station and all they would say is that they couldn’t comment on an ongoing investigation.”

      “That sounds like ‘em well enough,” the old man observed. “Did you visit the ship?”

      “It had already left port by the time I heard of the story.” Stoker said. “But I did have a chat with the Admiralty Court officials.”

      “Did you?”

      “They seemed quite irritated that I was even asking about the incident. I suspect they knew something more than they were willing to tell.”

      “Well, I don’t know her schedule, but I suspect the schooner will dock back here soon enough,” the groundskeeper offered. “Perhaps you’ll be able to find something more then.”

      “I’m afraid there’s no time for that now,” Stoker replied. “I have to get back to London tomorrow.”

      “Worse the luck, then.”

      “And speaking of that,” Stoker sighed, “I had better head back down. It’s been a long day.”

      “A good idea,” the groundskeeper agreed. “We’re losing the light and you don’t want to be on the stairs in the dark.”

      Tucking the newspaper clipping back in his pocket, Stoker stood. “Good evening, then.”

      The groundskeeper tipped his hat and shuffled off toward the church. Stoker turned and made his way back along the cliff side path, staring at the ruins of the old Whitby Abbey just in sight beyond the churchyard. With most of the roof gone and the broken Gothic walls worn with the passing of time, it stood forlornly against the darkening sky.

      He soon reached the stairs, 199 stone steps that led up from the village to Saint Mary’s churchyard. The locals referred to them as the Church Stairs, and the old groundskeeper was right. They were best navigated while there was still sunlight.

      Leaving the village now was probably best, considering the visit had been fruitless. His responsibilities at the theater would consume most of his time soon enough, and only God knew when he’d be able to make any significant effort toward his writing again.

      Stoker knew he had no right to complain. His job was interesting and challenging, sometimes too challenging. But he always struggled with a deep longing for something more, something greater.
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      By the time Stoker reached the bottom of the Church Stairs he had worked up an appetite. He walked through the business district with its assortment of shipping offices, fish merchants, and marine supply establishments. His destination, the Boar’s Tusk, lay ahead just beyond the West Pier. Stoker thought the location preferable in that it was not as boisterous as many of the pubs found closer to the commercial wharf.

      Stoker didn’t take long to finish his meal; an ample beef pie and a glass of dark ale. The satisfying food and the long day suddenly had him feeling tired. Setting his sights on a good night’s sleep, he settled his bill straight away and left the pub.

      He walked back toward Mrs. Storm’s, taking a route along the jetty. The beam of the little lighthouse on the point swept across the harbor entrance, its intense brightness igniting the clouds of mist over the water in a phosphorus glow.

      He heard footsteps echoing off the water long before he saw the man. Stoker watched a figure emerge from the shadows. “Why, it’s Mr. Stoker,” exclaimed the silhouette.

      He recognized the fellow once he stepped into the dim glow of a nearby street lamp, a milliner staying at Mrs. Storm’s. For the life of him, Stoker couldn’t remember the man’s name. “Yes. Who’s that?”

      “Oh, sorry. It’s Moorhill, from the boarding house. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Not startled. Just didn’t recognize you in the poor light,” Stoker answered, adjusting the truth a bit.

      Moorhill joined Stoker at the edge of the walkway. “Weather’s taken to a chill again,” he stated the obvious.

      “Yes, it has.”

      “I was just on my way to the pub,” Moorhill explained. “Thought I might have a glass of whisky. You know, something to warm the soul.”

      “I just finished supper there,” Stoker replied, disguising the impatience he felt.

      “Come back with me, then. I’ll buy you a nightcap.”

      “Oh, very kind,” Stoker said. “But I have to get back to London tomorrow. I’m taking the early train.”

      “Back to work, huh?”

      “That’s right. My wife is expecting me as well.”

      “You’re with a theater, yes? I think I heard it mentioned over one of Mrs. Storm’s dinners.” Moorhill didn’t appear to be in any hurry.

      “The Lyceum. Our season opens next week.”

      “Sounds enjoyable. And all those actresses to work with.” Moorhill was almost leering.

      Stoker managed a strained smile. “Yes. Well, it’s getting late, Mr. Moorhill. I don’t want to keep you from your drink.”

      A voice came unexpectedly out of the darkness. “My pardon, sirs.”

      Startled, Stoker whirled around. Moorhill gave a squeak of surprise. A man stepped out of the shadows and slowly approached.

      There had been no footsteps; just the gentle sound of the water against the rocks. “Dear Lord,” Stoker muttered under his breath.

      The man was tall and slender, dressed from head to foot in black, with a long flowing coat dropping to his mid-calf. He was clean shaven except for a long gray moustache that drooped around his thin red lips. His hair, long for current styles, was iron gray with touches of white, combed straight back, falling just past his collar.

      Stoker guessed the man to be in his late forties or early fifties. His features presented the appearance of a kindly, distinguished father. Only the eyes were a contradiction. They were dark and penetrating, as if they possessed some ocular peculiarity to pry into one's soul.

      “I’ve frightened you. Forgive me.” The English was laced with a rather heavy Slavic accent, and there was a certain soothing quality to the intonation.

      “You did just come out of nowhere,” Stoker answered.

      “Quite,” Moorhill nodded.

      “Again, my apology.”

      “No bother,” Moorhill shrugged.

      “I was passing nearby and couldn’t help overhearing a part of your conversation,” the stranger continued.

      “Oh?” Stoker said.

      “You mentioned returning to London in the morning. May I ask if London is your home?”

      “It is.”

      The stranger turned casually toward Moorhill. At first, Moorhill looked back at the man with polite attentiveness, but then he appeared to grow uneasy. An expression of concern spread across his face, like a light rain pooling across a window pane. He shifted his weight from foot to foot for a few moments and then announced, “Well, I need to be getting along.”

      Stoker nodded, the odd behavior leaving him nothing to say.

      Moorhill awkwardly turned on his heels and continued along toward the pub. Over his shoulder he called out, “Goodnight then.”

      Stoker watched the stranger, his eyes still locked on Moorhill. He didn’t believe the man intended any mischief. If he did intend it, he must realize now that Moorhill had gotten a good look at him before his departure. The man turned back toward him.

      “Mr. Stoker, is it not?” he asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “As I said, I⁠—”

      “You overheard,” Stoker interrupted.

      The man favored Stoker with a warm smile. It seemed somewhat perverse displayed in concurrence with the cold eyes. “I am called Tepes,” he said, offering a curt bow from the waste.

      Stoker gestured toward the village. “I was just on the way back to my room.”

      “I have only recently come to your country and my hope, my intention, is to conduct business in London.” Tepes ignored Stoker’s impatience. “Perhaps even make my new home there.”

      “A large undertaking.”

      Tepes nodded. “Which is why I impose myself now.”

      “I’m afraid you’ve lost me.”

      “It would be most helpful to me if someone like yourself could provide guidance,” Tepes explained.

      “Guidance?” Stoker shifted his weight, his mind still on the comfort of his room at Mrs. Storm’s.

      “I find myself unfamiliar with many of your customs and ways of business. Your city of London will be quite unfamiliar to me. Your knowledge would most certainly hasten my transition.”

      Stoker was all for helping a man when he needed it, and this man was presenting his request with no lack of charm. But the request was ill timed. His first inclination was to turn the fellow down flat, but he suspected that might delay his getting to bed. “I’m afraid you’re catching me at a difficult time,” Stoker said after some delay.

      “Oh?” Tepes’ eyes narrowed.

      “Yes. There isn’t much I can do for you at the moment, and as you already heard, I’m leaving the village in the morning.”

      The words were barely out of his mouth when Stoker found himself rethinking his resolve. It was as if his will to end this conversation was weakening.

      “Perhaps you will reconsider,” Tepes said, his tone soft.

      No, this wouldn’t do, thought Stoker. He found his determination once again. “You should look me up once you get to London,” Stoker suggested. “I can be of more help to you there than here in Whitby.”

      Tepes’ expression remained unchanged. “Perhaps that would be best.”

      “Indeed. Well, you can always find me at the Lyceum Theatre in Westminster. Anyone can direct you there.”

      “Very well.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I really should be on my way,” Stoker said.

      Tepes offered another brusque bow, his eyes fixed on Stoker.

      “Goodnight, then.” Fearing another delay, Stoker hurried on his way without another word.

      A few seconds later, he couldn’t resist glancing back over his shoulder. Tepes was nowhere to be seen.

      Stoker reasoned he had handled the situation well. Pushing the odd encounter to the back of his mind, he set his sights on Mrs. Storm’s boarding house and a good night’s sleep.
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      The six days since his return from Whitby had been filled with preparations for opening night. After coordinating and attending countless meetings, monitoring rehearsals, and overseeing details from costuming to set carpentry, Stoker felt confident everything was at the ready.

      Having completed dressing in the evening clothes he always kept in his office, Stoker made one last inspection of himself in the small mirror hanging on his office wall. At age forty-five, he was a physically powerful, large-framed man. He combed his auburn hair, once a full red in younger years, until every strand was well in place. His mustache and trimmed beard, both redder than auburn and already streaked with gray, covered his firm jaw. On more than one occasion, acquaintances had remarked on the deep, piercing quality of his eyes. Tonight, they looked rather tired.

      Stoker stepped into the Lyceum’s dim, lower passageway. The theater was in the process of being wired for electricity. The main floor and auditorium were already done, but the lower levels still used gas lamps. He hurried down the shadowy corridor and up the stairs leading to the main floor.

      The stairway delivered Stoker backstage, to the rear of the stage itself. He offered a familiar nod to the old doorman, seated at his narrow high desk just inside the stage door, and then waded into the flurry of what society disdainfully referred to as theater people. Cast members and extras already in costume were reciting lines or heading toward the stage. The rest were hurrying toward the wardrobe rooms, dodging busy stagehands maneuvering set pieces and props.

      Stoker spotted the Lyceum’s stage manager, Harry Loveday, in the wings signing a purchase order for a junior clerk named Benton. Loveday, in his fifties, was a theater veteran and had been with Sir Henry since well before Stoker joined the Lyceum.

      “You’re right on time, as always,” Loveday greeted him. “Curtain’s up in twenty-five minutes.”

      “Anything I need attend to?”

      Loveday shook his head. “Everything’s been going quite well.”

      Stoker nodded his approval, then hurried on toward the front of the theater.

      In the foyer, Stoker began greeting the celebrities and dignitaries that frequented opening night performances. The power, fame and talent carried with such ease by these select individuals always energized him.

      Of all his duties as the Lyceum’s general manager, he enjoyed this responsibility most of all. Stoker knew his talent and ability were just as keen as the theater’s more illustrious patrons. In some cases, his abilities surpassed them, but he was never viewed as belonging to their coterie.

      Stoker could keep company with Irving’s friends as much as he liked, but they were just that, Irving’s friends. They all viewed him as Sir Henry Irving’s business manager, an employee. It didn’t matter that he and Irving were close friends, as well as business associates.

      Stoker felt a relentless longing to belong to this group. He was determined that one day he would walk beside them, not behind them. One day he’d be included within their circle; he’d make certain of it. He was certain that writing a successful book would prove to be his vehicle to notoriety.

      The first person he spotted across the room was Bernard Shaw, looking as sour as usual. Shaw participated in an unspoken feud with Irving by writing biting reviews of Irving’s productions. Irving responded by making it his habit never to read them.

      Once Stoker had smoothed Shaw’s feathers, he roamed about offering greetings to some of the Lyceum’s more affluent patrons. He was walking past the main doors when in walked William Gilbert. The public knew him better as W.S. Gilbert, who, with Arthur Sullivan, wrote and produced the cleverest musical productions in the British theater.

      While catching up with Gilbert about his latest production, a large, robust man in his early forties approached through the crowd. His movements were expansive; his broad chest appeared to strain the pearl studs of his formal wear and there was a sense of athletic power in his stride. Arthur Conan Doyle always captured attention when he entered a room.

      It was a source of shame to him, but Stoker recognized he always felt a stab of jealousy whenever he encountered Doyle. Each time the man’s pen touched paper it produced gold.

      Doyle stopped just behind Gilbert, smoothing out his full mustache, waxed on the ends, while waiting with some impatience to be acknowledged. Noticing Stoker’s gaze wander, Gilbert turned to see what his friend was looking at. “Arthur,” he exclaimed with genuine warmth.

      “William, how are you, and how’s that scoundrel you write with doing?” Doyle asked, his voice vigorous.

      “I’m doing well, considering I’m miserably unhappy with the wretched piece we’re trying to finish. And I’d venture to say Arthur’s feeling about the same.”

      “Well, I don’t mean to interrupt,” Doyle said. “I just wanted to thank Mr. Stoker here for his invitation.”

      “It’s our pleasure,” Stoker responded.

      “You’re not interrupting at all,” assured Gilbert. “I so enjoyed your last installment in The Strand,” Gilbert complimented his friend.

      “A modest effort, but thank you,” Doyle responded.

      Gilbert laughed. “That from the most successful author in England.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

      But it was true, thought Stoker. What must that be like, to be the most successful author in England?
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      His strides were long but unhurried as he moved along the busy avenue the English referred to as The Strand. His dark, empty eyes were fixed ahead of him, but he saw everything and everyone. The tobacco shop clerk taking in a sidewalk sign before closing his shop. An open carriage passing him on his right, the middle-aged couple inside engaged in a heated discussion about some romantic indiscretion. Heading toward him through the shadows, a timid scullery maid stayed close to the buildings as she hurried home from her place of work.

      He saw them all, felt them all. He sensed their hearts beating and the blood coursing through their veins. He sensed their strengths, and he keenly sensed their weaknesses.

      It had been a very long time since he had been in any city and London was larger than any he had ever experienced.

      The decision to enter this country from the northern village of Whitby had been wise. The village was more like home, more familiar; it helped him prepare. In good time, the large populace of London would benefit him indeed, but there was still much he must learn first.

      The city crowds enabled him to move among them unnoticed. Those nearby were aware of him, but didn’t really see him. Still, there was the need for caution; he was still on foreign soil in a foreign place with unfamiliar customs.

      This initial journey into London was a necessity, something of a preliminary survey. He had found and secured one place to rest prior to leaving Whitby, but more would be required. This trip he’d keep as short as possible and then return to the village to see to final arrangements for his move here. He would learn quickly and assimilate. It was a point of survival, and he had been a master of survival for countless years.

      He turned onto Wellington Street and in a short time was standing across the way from his destination. The light glowing from the Lyceum Theatre was brighter than any other building on the block. He learned this phenomenon was due to the new electrical light invention, and the luminance assaulted him. It streamed into the street jammed with elegant coaches and hansoms, all of them disgorging London’s elite. He watched as royalty, socialites and celebrities made their way between the six Grecian columns and into the theater foyer.

      Large, dramatically illustrated posters proclaimed Othello as the season’s opening presentation. The entertainment was of no interest to him. He stepped off the curb and made his way across Wellington toward the theater.
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      As Doyle and Gilbert exchanged pleasantries, Stoker glanced toward the far entrance in time to see his wife enter the lobby. Florence Stoker looked beautiful in a clinging formal gown of deep green silk. Accompanying Florence was her dearest friend, Lucinda Westen, also looking lovely in scarlet.

      Stoker’s position demanded his presence at the theater long before curtain time, so Lucinda often accompanied Florence when she attended a performance. Lucinda, widowed three years earlier, was always available and eager for any social activity. Stoker found her a preferable companion for his wife to the many men who would gladly offer their services.

      Both in their mid-thirties, the women made a striking pair. Florence was green-eyed with raven hair and pearl white skin. Lucinda was blonde with a somewhat darker complexion.

      Stoker was just turning his attention back to Doyle and Gilbert when an older gentleman appeared beside Lucinda. There was something nebulously familiar about the fellow. He was tall, with gray hair falling just short of his shoulders. Like the other theater patrons, he wore evening clothes.

      Stoker’s memory pieced together a faded image of an evening walk long the Whitby jetty. Dear God, it was the man that approached him his last night in the village. Tepes, was that his name? There was no question; it was the same man.

      Lucinda appeared quite happy to see him and drew Florence into their conversation. Was Lucinda already acquainted with this fellow? That would be an implausible coincidence.

      Stoker attempted to get a better view through the crowd, but it proved difficult. Florence smiled warmly at Tepes as he greeted her with a bow. After a few more moments of pleasantries, he accompanied the two women as they walked toward the nearest entrance to the auditorium.

      The women disappeared through the doorway, but Tepes paused as if listening for something. He turned, and for a moment, gazed at Stoker, his eyes dark and intense. And then he was gone, swallowed up in the throng making their way into the auditorium.

      Stoker suddenly became aware of Gilbert using his name.

      “You know, Bram here does a good deal of writing himself, Arthur.”

      “Just short stories so far,” added Stoker, forcing his attention back to the conversation.

      “Yes, The Waters Mou is your latest I believe,” said Doyle. “I found it admirable.”

      Stoker strained not to show his pride. Doyle had read one of his stories. “High praise, indeed, sir.”

      “Not at all.” Doyle’s impatience began showing again. He glanced toward the auditorium entrance and said, “Well, I’d better find my seat. Again, thank you for the invitation tonight, Mr. Stoker. And William, let’s get together soon for a whiskey.”

      Before Gilbert could answer, an older, moneyed couple approached Doyle, blocking his path to the auditorium.

      “Good evening,” said the man to Doyle. “We just couldn’t pass up the opportunity to meet you.”

      Trying her best not to gush, the man’s wife blurted out, “Goodness. Mr. Sherlock Holmes, himself.”

      Doyle’s face darkened as he glared at the hapless woman. “My name, madam, is Arthur Conan Doyle.” With a final nod to Gilbert, Doyle stepped around the couple as if he’d never even seen them, and entered the auditorium.
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      The moment Gilbert said his goodbyes, Stoker hurried into the auditorium. He considered avoiding Tepes, but he could not forget the image of how his wife appeared so charmed by the man. It was his responsibility to check on Florence’s wellbeing and reassure himself. Stoker made his way down the aisle, still clogged with patrons slow to find their seats or pausing to greet one another.

      There she was, Florence, standing at the end of a row chatting with Lord and Lady Kenniston, a wealthy older couple influential in London society. He was certain her speaking with them was not by chance; Florence was keen on her social position and made it a point to be close to those who might enhance that position. There was no sign of Lucinda or Tepes.

      The Kennistons left Florence for their seats and Stoker watched her smile transform to a thin expression of cool tolerance. Now, on her own in the crowd, she appeared distant, her eyes engaging no one. He wished she could bring herself to more consistently display the warmer side of her personality that he knew so well.

      “There you are,” he said, catching her attention. “I thought I saw you in the lobby.” He bent to kiss her.

      “Ah. Careful not to muss,” Florence warned, offering him her cheek. He gave her a gentle kiss.

      “I thought I saw you come in with Lucinda.” He surveyed the crowd.

      “You did. She’s gone off somewhere with her charming friend.”

      “Her friend? The gentlemen I saw you speaking with.” Florence appeared to blush.

      “They only just met, but she seems quite taken with him,” Florence added.

      “They met tonight, here?”

      Florence nodded. “Just outside. I left her just long enough to collect our tickets from the window. When I got back, he was with her; they were already chatting away.”

      “Where are they now?

      “I don’t know,” Florence responded. “But they’ll be back soon. Lucinda hates to miss the curtain.”

      Stoker checked his watch. “Which is only a few minutes away.” He looked again for Lucinda and her friend, but saw no sign of them. He couldn’t delay any longer.

      “I should get to my seat, then,” Florence said.

      “I’ll see you after.” Stoker took her hand in his and squeezed gently, then hurried toward the stage access door at the front of the auditorium.

      Stoker caught up to Henry Irving, already made up and costumed in the wings. The actor was engaged in one of his frequent contests of the will with Walter Collinson, his competent valet of many years. Harry Loveday stood nearby, watching with quiet amusement. Despite the questionably serious bickering, Irving still kept one practiced critical eye on the stage. It was set as a street in Venice, and stagehands rushed about making final preparations for the first act.

      Irving was a tall, fastidious man. His height, combined with longish hair and lean features, presented quite an imposing figure. As he came to know his friend better, Stoker realized all of it was carefully cultivated. The look, along with every move Sir Henry made, was calculated to command maximum attention. On stage, he wore his inner courage and large ego like a uniform. Offstage and out of the public eye, he was somewhat effete.

      In general, Irving was not happy unless he was the eye of the storm in some minor crisis before walking on stage. Tonight’s crisis involved an issue with his costume.

      “Hurry. Oh, won’t you hurry,” Irving whined.

      “Just hold still,” snapped Collinson. “I can’t do a thing with you twisting around like that.”

      Irving noticed Stoker approaching. “Bram,” Irving puled. “Where have you been?”

      Stoker did his best to display an appropriate amount of concern. “Is there some problem, Sir Henry?”

      “Only that I should have replaced Collinson years ago,” Irving replied, not meaning a word of it. “A simple bit of costume dressing seems to be beyond him.”

      Collinson rolled his eyes and continued to work, no doubt appreciating that Sir Henry had stopped moving about since Stoker’s arrival.

      “You make such a convincing Othello,” Stoker complimented, taking in Irving’s costume and makeup.

      “I should, after all these years, shouldn’t I? But how can anyone expect me to be properly prepared when I’m assaulted by last minute emergencies?”

      “You’ll be fine. You’re always the professional,” replied Stoker. “And you bloody well know it since you create the emergencies.”

      “And on the topic of emergencies, please tell me you’ve secured the proper play to open next season, something from the classics.”

      Stoker sighed. “We’ve been through and through this. We need a property with the greatest box office potential. And at this point, all we’re doing is exploring the possibilities.”

      “But his material is so common,” Irving snapped.

      “It can’t do any harm to talk to the man, and the next season is still many months away.”

      “But we must have a good play. It’s the opening spot.”

      “More importantly, we must have a theater in which to present a play.”

      “You’re not going to start with that financial rubbish again, are you?”

      “The Lyceum does a steady business, but purchasing the lease left us low on capital. Let’s just hope the press doesn’t get onto it.”

      “We can’t have that,” replied Irving. “It’s not their business. We need a play⁠—”

      “We need a play that’ll do business,” interrupted Stoker.

      Irving winced. “But Sherlock Holmes?”

      “His stories have outsold every author in England. It’ll bring in a tidy business.”

      “It’s true, sir,” Loveday added. “I’ve read them all.”

      “I as well,” added Collinson. “Quite entertaining.”

      Irving fixed an icy gaze on both men and then gave a sigh of surrender to Stoker. “All right, all right. We must pursue it, I suppose. But he mustn’t know we need him.”

      “Eight o’clock, sir,” Loveday reported to Irving.

      The actor offered them all a final, dismissive nod and moved closer to the edge of the wings, focusing his attention on the stage. His character did not appear until scene two, but Sir Henry made it a practice to scrutinize the first scene of all his plays, regardless of if he was in it or not. He said it helped him gauge the audience.

      Loveday gave the cue and the curtain went up. The stage manager shook his head in disbelief, leaning in close to Collinson. “Imagine, Sir Henry more concerned with having no play than no money,” he whispered.

      Collinson smiled. “Henry Irving without a role to play. Who would he be then?”

      Both men noticed the look of disapproval on Stoker’s face and hurried about their business.

      Stoker moved to a location in the wings where he could see the audience. There was Florence, sitting in her regular seat in the third row near center stage. Lucinda was now seated next to her. He scanned the theater, row by row, and finally found him. Tepes was sitting on the aisle, several rows behind Florence and Lucinda.

      It was difficult to make him out in the darkness, but one thing was obvious; the man was not looking at the stage. His eyes were fixed unwaveringly upon the two women. Or was he looking just at Florence?
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      The performance perfection, and the audience enthusiastically received Irving and his leading lady, Ellen Terry. A talented performer, Ellen Terry possessed a radiant beauty and the ability to charm everyone who met her.

      In the moments following the final curtain, Stoker happened to see Ellen with Sir Henry alone backstage. They were standing in the shadows, facing each other, talking in whispers.

      It was long rumored that Henry Irving and Ellen Terry were lovers off the stage and on. Stoker was certain the rumors were true. However, the rumors remained only rumors. Sir Henry lived his private life with fastidious discretion.

      The two actors stepped closer to each other; Stoker turned away, giving them their privacy. More distracted than he cared to admit, he walked toward the front of the theater to find his wife.

      He found Florence waiting for him in the lobby. He greeted her with a gentle hug and a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. “Is Lucinda joining us?”

      “Oh,” Florence responded. “Her gentleman friend invited her for a late supper.”

      “You think it wise, Lucinda, going off with a man she’s just met?”

      “I suppose normally I might have objected, but I got a good sense of him,” Florence said. “There’s a strong character there.”

      “Still,” Stoker began.

      “I really don’t believe there’s anything to be concerned about, Brammie. I’m quite confident in this.”

      “As you say.” He saw little purpose in debating the issue further. Florence was committed to her opinion of the fellow, and besides, they had to get along to the opening night festivities.

      The Beefsteak Room had once served as the Lyceum’s lumber room. Large and Gothic, it now bore little resemblance to what it had once been. Irving had ordered it redecorated after taking over the lease, sparing no cost. He then brought in his own chef and made it his custom to host lavish, opening night parties here.

      Stoker and Florence weaved through the jolly crowd comprising the Lyceum’s most important patrons and the play’s cast. Stopping at the well-stocked bar, Stoker procured glasses of chilled champagne for each of them. They then made their way along the banquet table in the center of the room, considering the lavish array of fine food and drink. While preparing her plate, Florence spotted her friend Will Gilbert and wandered off to chat with him.

      Irving soon found Stoker. He pointed a long thin finger toward Doyle at the far end of the room, indulging a large glass of claret while chatting with Edward, Prince of Wales. “So, you invited him to the performance and the party.”

      “Edward? Certainly,” Bram responded, holding his smile in check.

      “You know very well who I mean,” Irving snapped.

      “The point is to make him feel welcome, include him as a friend.”

      Irving continued to stare sourly at Doyle.

      “Look at it as a negotiating tactic,” Stoker added.

      “We’ll see,” Irving replied.

      “Sir Henry,” the voice came from behind them.

      Turning, Irving’s smile returned. “Ah, now here’s someone I invited,” he said to Stoker. “Mr. Quincey,” he beamed.

      Following Irving’s gaze, Stoker turned to see a tall man, at least six feet, approaching through the crowd, his evening clothes hanging loosely on his lanky frame. He appeared to be about thirty years of age; his weathered and darkened complexion suggested he lived a good deal of his life outdoors.

      “I just wanted to thank you for havin’ me here tonight,” Quincey said to Irving, extending his hand. “That was a fine show.”

      Irving accepted the hand. “I assure you, it’s my pleasure. I’d like you to meet Bram Stoker. Bram is general manager for the Lyceum and a longtime friend.”

      “A pleasure, Mr. Quincey,” Stoker greeted, shaking the man’s beefy hand, calloused by hard work. “Welcome.”

      “I believe I had the pleasure of meeting your wife earlier tonight,” Quincey said. “Ran into her and her charmin’ friend just before the play got going. Only had time to just say hello, though.”

      “I’ll have to introduce you properly, then. You’re American, I’m assuming from the accent.”

      “Mr. Quincey’s a cowboy,” Irving answered before Quincey could respond. “We met at one of Wilde’s soirees last week.”

      “A cowboy? Really? From Texas?” Stoker asked.

      “Colorado. Got a ranch there,” Quincey replied. “Cattle. Built it up to about fifty-thousand acres by the time I was done.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re wearing a six-gun tonight,” Irving asked, looking for signs of a holster.

      “Left my Colt in the hotel room,” Quincey smiled. “But I don’t go hardly anywhere without this pigsticker.” He reached under his coat and behind his back. With the sound of metal sliding across leather, Quincey produced a well-used Bowie knife. The weapon was beautifully crafted with a bone handle and a ten-inch blade. It looked decidedly deadly.

      “May I?” Irving asked, admiring the knife.

      “Have at it.” Quincey handed him the weapon.

      Irving hefted the knife in his hand, testing its balance. “Beautiful,” he said. “First rate.”

      “Thanks.” Quincey accepted the Bowie back from Irving and returned it to its sheath.

      “So, I take it you’ve made your money in cattle,” Stoker said.

      “Silver,” Quincey answered. “Well, some in cattle, I guess. But what got me here was silver.”

      “How’s that?” Irving asked.

      “Every season we gotta go up in the high country and drive our herds down for the winter. We was up in the hills doin’ just that. I was up this little canyon chasing a few strays when I found it. Damn rich vein. Ran up the whole length of the canyon.”

      “Wonderful story,” Irving said.

      “That was ‘bout two years ago,” Quincey continued. “Ended up with more money than any man has a right to. I’d never been any place further than Santa Fe. Decided to look around some.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here,” Irving said. “Did you bring a guest, or are you on your own tonight?”

      “I’m on my own, but don’t mind sayin’ I’m rather glad for it right now,” Quincey answered, his eyes surveying the room. “I was kind of taken by Mrs. Stoker’s friend. Is she here somewhere?”

      Stoker and Irving exchanged a quick glance, amused by Morgan Quincey’s forthright interest.

      “You’re referring to Miss Westen,” Stoker said. “I’m afraid not. My wife tells me Lucy left just following the performance for a previous engagement.”

      “Just my luck, then.”

      “Well, no matter,” Irving exclaimed. “Come along with me. I’ve got several charming women who I know will enjoy meeting you.”

      “Lead the way, then.”

      Stoker watched as Irving escorted the American across the room. The fascinated crowd closed around them.

      The evening progressed and Irving was called on for a toast. He gestured for Stoker, Florence, and Ellen Terry to join him in front of the huge hearth, its fire burning briskly. The room quieted and Irving raised his glass. “Let’s raise our cups to the new season. May it be overflowing with memorable performances.”

      “And substantial profits,” added Stoker. The room filled with laughter. Stoker slipped his arm around Florence and gently pulled her closer.
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      The Stokers slipped out of the party early and made their way home to Number 27 Cheyne Walk. It was a lovely street of redbrick Queen Anne and Georgian houses, tree lined and quiet, running along the north bank of the Thames at Chelsea.

      Florence sat close to him on the coach’s leather bench, her thigh pressed up against his, her head resting on his shoulder. He embraced this rare moment of affection.

      Later, alone in their bedroom and preparing for bed, Stoker admired his wife. Her beauty could be a source of torture. Florence feared “being bloated with pregnancy.” As much as he would like them to have a child, he found himself able to forgive this extreme vanity.

      Watching as Florence removed her dress and stepped behind her dressing screen, Stoker directed his mind to other matters. “So, what about Lucinda and this gentleman friend of hers?”

      “I don’t know that much,” Florence answered from behind the screen. “His name is Vlad.”

      “Vlad?” Stoker pulled off his shirt and hung it in the armoire. He thought that rather curious, it was not the name the man had used in Whitby.

      “That’s the name I heard her call him. Eastern European, I think Lucy said.” Florence reappeared from behind the screen wearing a silk nightdress. “He’s an aristocrat in his own country. Some kind of prince, I think.”

      Florence smiled as she talked about the man. The stranger’s lineage made a deep impression. “What’s he doing here in England?” he asked.

      “I don’t think it ever came up.” Florence removed the pins from her hair and the dark waves fell around her shoulders. She sat down at her dressing table and began stroking the brush through her hair.

      “The American seemed quite taken with her tonight, you know,” Stoker said. He slipped out of his trousers, folded them, and draped them over the back of a nearby chair.

      “Oh, yes. Mr. Quincey. Can you imagine? Lucy having to decide between European royalty and an American millionaire.”

      “Every woman’s dream?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I just want to see her happy. She’s gone through so much, and she’s been quite lonely.” Florence put the brush down on the table and gazed into the mirror. “Can you imagine Lucy being courted by a prince? It’s all so mysterious and romantic.”

      “If I try, I suppose.”

      Florence’s voice grew soft and her eyes distant. “So charming, so commanding.”

      “The gentleman seemed to make quite an impression,” Stoker remarked. He took his nightclothes from the armoire.

      Florence suddenly turned and looked at him. “You never told me anything about your trip to Whitby. Did you enjoy yourself?”

      “It was frustrating.”

      “How so?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Stoker sighed. “I got little done.”

      “I’m sorry. But that happens from time to time, doesn’t it?” Florence asked.

      “It’s always lovely there, though; that was one saving grace,” Stoker muttered.

      “It seems like ages since we were last in Whitby together. Remember the walks we’d take along the cliffs, the sea air? We used to have such lovely times there.” She rose from the table and came to him, taking his hands in hers. His nightclothes fell to the floor.

      Stoker smiled, sharing her memories. “It has been some time, hasn’t it?”

      “We should plan to go back soon. You could find time to get away, couldn’t you, Brammie?”

      He gently pulled her to him. “Remember our first holiday after we were married?” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. Florence looked up at him and moved closer. He could feel the warmth of her body. “That storm moved in, kept us in for two days, and two nights,” he added.

      She smiled. “It was freezing, and all that rain.”

      “That feather bed kept us warm enough.”

      Florence tightened her arms around him. He felt her hips pressing against him, closer than before. “I can still remember how it felt to touch you. The warmth of you, the heat of you.”

      He kissed her, softly at first. She responded and together they transformed the kiss into something deeper.

      They pulled each other toward the bed. He was still caught off guard by her passion and proceeded tentatively, but in moments she lay beneath him, making her willingness clear.

      As he moved in her, Florence pulled him down close to her. He felt her lips move across his throat, lingering there. The unusual sensation excited him.

      He raised himself up, and looking down at her, took in every detail of her beauty. It was rare to see such sensuality in his wife, such lust. They were both soon overwhelmed and focused with intensity on each other. As they finished, Stoker felt a sudden ache of uncertainty whether or not his wife was making love to him.
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      He gazed at the woman, Lucinda Westen, as he roamed about her bedroom. She reclined on a settee next to the window, her eyes open but unfocused, distant. The quavering shadows from the single gas lamp crawled across her face. She would remain this way as long as it suited him.

      The woman, of course, accepted his offer to escort her home. She had been enthralled with him since their meeting in front of the theater. He had no true intention of supper and claimed weariness, asking if she would excuse him and allow him to see her safely home. She coaxed him for the meal, but he ended that annoyance with a slight assertion of will. The same strength of will brought him a necessary invitation into her home.

      He marveled at how tractable she was, how tractable they all were. It enabled him to accomplish many things. It was the key to many doors. His strength of will served him well in life. Through the ages, it had grown immeasurably.

      The Westen woman’s possessions were scattered about the room, each giving him some sense of her as he gazed at them or touched them. She had told him of her husband, how he died of a sickness of the lungs some years ago. There was a portrait of them on the dresser. It was the only picture in the room; the woman had no family.

      He had reasoned well in assuming Stoker’s wife would attend the theater company’s opening night. His senses had guided him to her as he strolled through the crowd queuing into the theater.

      The moment he laid eyes on the Stoker woman, he knew he must have her. It was not lust in the mortal sense of the word; he did not experience such feelings. But in her beauty he saw a goodness and a purity that he detested. This was a peculiarity in him he had come to recognize over the ages. From time to time, he found himself attracted to prey with these qualities for the singular purpose of destroying them.

      He already knew her husband’s desires; he had sensed them and defined them as he watched the man interact with his wife and the wealthy patrons at the theater. Those desires were Stoker’s weaknesses as well. As for the wife, she was strong willed and aloof; there would be amusement in the challenge of overcoming her defenses.

      From that night in the village, listening and watching through the darkness, he knew Stoker was well suited to his needs. Learning from the man would enable him to blend into the population without notice. Yes, the fool would be very helpful in this.

      He harbored no feelings in his plan for the couple. Whatever motivations or satisfactions he experienced were rooted and driven by the core of his nature. His nature was evil and evil possessed his very being. There was no pleasure in the things he did or the way he did them. There was no pain or regret in any of it.

      He moved to the settee and sat down beside Lucinda Westen. Undisturbed, she held her distant gaze. His hand rested on her knee; he eased it up the length of her thigh. Her breathing deepened at the touch of his hand. He could feel the silk of her gown beneath his fingers, but nothing beyond that.

      There was neither heat nor chill for him. He felt no no love, and the only hatred in him was a deep, instinctive hatred for sanctity and light. There was neither joy nor sadness. He experienced only the memories of those sensations, distant echoes of feelings and emotions that once were.

      It was the stir of power that was the strongest of these echoes. He once ruled his homeland with every life subject to his mastery. His rule had been too short and his sovereignty had faded away long ago. Now his influence over the lives he encountered and often destroyed was the source of satisfaction that fed him.

      He gazed impassively at the woman. She would be useful as a means to draw the Stokers closer. And in achieving that end she could satisfy one of his more immediate needs.

      He reached behind her and unfastened the clasps of her gown. Her smooth, golden skin unveiled as he pulled the fabric down, the silk gathering at her waist. He touched the back of his hand to her cheek and slowly moved it downward across her throat and bare shoulders. He lowered himself to her and her flesh gave way to him.
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      “So that’s it then? There’s nothing more to be done?” Doyle couldn’t keep the sound of defeat from his voice.

      “Nothing now, at least,” came the reply.

      Doyle sighed. Danforth Richards had been his solicitor for over ten years. He had proven himself diligent and thorough in matters both large and small. If he said there was nothing more to be done, then Doyle must accept it.

      “The court is considering the buyer’s offer,” Richards elaborated. “It was supposed to be a bankruptcy proceeding, so it’s fortunate that these fellows from Grandle stepped in.”

      “I suppose.”

      “If Grandle Ltd. can purchase Westheath Development, then there is still at least some hope for you and the other investors,” Richards explained. “It may take some time, but the market will eventually recover and the properties will inevitably sell.”

      “That doesn’t do my current situation much good,” Doyle grumbled.

      Richards pushed aside some papers cluttering his desk. “I know you’re concerned about the expenditures for medical care.”

      “How could I not be? There doesn’t seem to be an end to it,” Doyle sighed. “Louise doesn’t deserve what’s happened.”

      “How is she doing?”

      “As well as one might hope. She always puts up a brave front,” Doyle replied. “But she’s hardly been out of the house since the consumption began eating away at her.”

      He drifted into quiet thought, his vacant gaze fixing on the mahogany bookshelf built into the wall beside Richard’s desk. Finally, his eyes moved back to the solicitor. “I miss her company more than I miss the money that’s disappeared into that bottomless pit of doctors, treatments and household help.”

      “Of course,” Richards nodded. “You’ll give her my regards for me, won’t you?”

      “She’ll be glad to know you asked after her.” Doyle thought a moment and then added, “You think Grandle will honor the original investment agreements if and when the purchase goes through?”

      “I always hope for the best. But should they not do the honorable thing, then we will deal with that problem when the time comes. In the meantime, you can always give us another Holmes story.”

      “I couldn’t be more bored with the old fellow,” Doyle scowled.

      “Holmes has been very good to you.”

      “Yes. I’m sure I sound ungrateful.”

      “How are your talks with Henry Irving coming along?” Richards asked.

      “If you’ve ever had to deal with an actor sporting a Gibraltar-sized ego, then you know damn well how it’s coming along,” Doyle snapped.

      “I can step in and handle it if you like.”

      “I’d like nothing better, but you’ll recall Stoker advised it would go better with me personally involved,” said Doyle.

      “Oh, yes. It was something about Irving feeling more comfortable dealing with another artist.”

      “More likely he believes he’ll manage a better deal for himself if my solicitor isn’t involved,” Doyle replied in a sour tone. “Our discussions have just begun and I already fear the real negotiations might prove intolerable.”

      “If you will allow me to say so, it’s important that you be patient in these dealings,” Richards replied, his tone concerned. “I know you’re well aware of how badly you need these proceedings with Sir Henry to go well. The Lyceum can be a prestigious and profitable showplace for your work.”

      Doyle absorbed Richard’s words and then got to his feet. “Well, we’ve a meeting scheduled this morning, so the Lyceum is my next stop,” he said, collecting his hat from a nearby chair. “At least Stoker is involved, and that gives me some confidence. He has a reputation for bringing a sense of reason to Sir Henry’s side of things.”

      Richards rose from his chair and walked around the desk. “As I said, I always hope for the best.”
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      Florence awoke still hearing the soothing, accented voice of Lucinda’s European friend. She lay in bed trying to make out the words, remaining there much longer than she intended. It was silly of her, she knew. She was married, happily married to a fine man. Still, there was something intriguing about the charming aristocrat. Well, there was nothing wrong with a little fantasy, she thought, swinging her long legs out of bed.

      She saw to her toilet and dressed, and then spent some time with her Bible, as was her morning custom. By the time Florence came downstairs, Mrs. Monroe, their cook, had a simple breakfast waiting for her. A half-hour later she made a casual inspection of the house, issuing instructions to the housekeeper on a few chores she wanted to see done.

      She was relaxing in the parlor with a cup of tea when she heard the front bell ring. A minute later, Tillie appeared in the parlor doorway. “Pardon me, missus, but Miss Lucinda’s girl is at the door,” Tillie announced.

      “Yes?”

      “She says she’s got to speak with you. Seems a bit out of sorts.”

      Florence put her cup and saucer down and followed Tillie to the front door. Annie Beth stood on the front step, waiting with obvious anxiety. She had been with Lucinda forever and Florence knew her well. “Annie Beth? What is it?” Florence inquired.

      “It’s Miss Lucy, ma’am. I haven’t been able to get her up
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