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​Chapter 1: The Party Begins
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The cold night air felt as if it was biting into his very bones as Harry hurried through the narrow confines of St. John's Street and on past the red brickwork façade of the seemingly ancient colleges there. Ignoring the browsing pleasures of Heffers, he strode purposefully down to the corner of Rose Crescent where the wind whipped around the entrance to the narrow passageway lifting Harry's rather theatrical cape to his shoulders and making him look every inch the vampire he had chosen to be for the night's party. In that moment, an elderly couple, who had been visiting Cambridge for the day, were visibly taken aback at his appearance. Harry smiled, which only seemed to make the shock even more apparent on their faces. He found himself slightly surprised at their reaction until he remembered the fake elongated canines he was wearing. 'Hmm, an interesting reaction,’ he thought darkly, 'the look must be convincing, at least on some level.' 

Indeed, to an observer, particularly one versed in vampiric lore, Harry looked to be the very essence of how one would expect a vampire to appear. Tall, maybe even overly tall, his pale skin needed no extra make up to give a convincing pallor. His piercing dark eyes shone forth from beneath long brows. Even his physique, slim and strong, suited the role admirably. 

He made his way along Market Street; the Square itself still had one or two stalls selling off the very last of the pumpkins and cheaply made children's costumes for the Halloween festivities to come. By now it was too late of course and only the latest of late shoppers were showing any interest. Harry strode on, dark cloak flowing behind him, past the Starbucks and across Sidney Street, then ducking down the pedestrianised Sussex Street.  After two years as an undergraduate he felt he had come to know Cambridge well, certainly if you wished to make your way across the often tourist-packed town in a hurry then Harry was your man. 

Ignoring the tempting aromas that emanated from Tatties on the corner, Harry crossed the street and stepped at last into the grounds of the college. 

Finally, trudging up the stairs to the common room, he could hear the sounds of Black Sabbath thudding out from behind the door. As he made his entrance amidst the garish lights and noise, even he found himself slightly aghast at the sight that confronted him.  The lights flashed sporadically and unpredictably but as they did so they picked out the dark corners of the room, temporarily illuminating an assortment of miscreant and mythological creatures from ghosts to ghouls, through zombies and incubi and even several incarnations of the devil himself. The music throbbed and filled the room with a dark and compulsive energy, the rhythmic surging beat animating the dancers writhing bodies and twisting them into a parody of human grace. Harry saw Juliette dancing with several other girls in a group whilst a couple of first years were attempting to slyly, but as yet unsuccessfully, infiltrate. Even here, social roles and unconscious hierarchies played a part. 

Juliette looked, as ever, quite ravishing. Dressed as a witch her long auburn hair swung from side to side in time to the rhythmic surge of the music. Her body expressed the pulsing beat  of the music, allowing it to move her rather than moving to the music. She seemed to have attracted a coven of fellow witches around her but there was no doubt as to who was the high priestess. To Harry there was something temptingly wanton and abandoned in her dancing, something seductive in her movements, something so alluring in those dark green eyes that whenever they turned to him they seemed to hold him spellbound. 

The track changed and Juliette took the chance to extricate herself  from the group and sat on the stool opposite Harry.

'Hello, lover' she said looking  blatantly into his eyes. She reached a hand into Harry's hair, pulled on it for a second, teasingly, and then leaned in to kiss him. Their lips met and fed hungrily, if briefly, on each other. 

'I have a little something for you!' she smiled at him, waiting to see his reaction. Harry knew this game already and wanted to up the stakes. He gave no response other than a slight raising of his eyebrows.

'Something very special ...' she added a little more bait to the line.

Harry  turned his head to one side and gave a quizzical expression.

Juliette waited ... and waited ... It was a game they had played often before.

“Well?” she asked, realising that this was what she loved about Harry. She could tease other men and they would rise to the bait straight away but ... hmm ... with Harry there was something different, something deliciously self contained, something that was unafraid to play her games and even outplay her on occasions.

“Aren't you going to ask me what it is?” Juliette demanded.

“OK Juliette,” Harry finally relented. “What is it?”

She smiled gleefully, waited a second longer, and then reached beneath the table to retrieve a blue and white plastic bag she had deposited there in expectation of Harry's appearance. Placing the bag on the table between the pint glasses and the tumblers she slowly drew out four objects. The first to emerge was a bottle of water, very cold from the look of it as some residue ice remained near the neck. Harry had to admit that his interest was piqued, although he endeavoured to show no sign of this to her. Next she produced a box of sugar cubes from the confines of the bag, followed by a strange looking implement appearing something like a silvered cake server only this had holes cut into it and an indentation in its centre giving it a spoon like quality. Harry raised his eyebrows once more as Juliette made him wait before she finally, and with some relish, drew out a tall, green  bottle, of what seemed to be some sort of liqueur. 

“What on earth is it?” queried Harry, unable to control his curiosity any longer.

“This, my dark and mysterious friend,” she announced, slowly turning the label to him and wringing as much suspense from the moment as her theatrical nature would allow, “is absinthe!”

Harry looked at the label, beneath the word 'Absinthe' was a picture of green clad woman holding up a drink and the words, 'La Fée Verte.'

'La Fée Verte?' queried Harry.

“La Fée Verte ...” she looked at him barely concealing a conspiratorial smile and continued in a strange and contorted accent that Harry guessed was meant to be Eastern European, “... the green fairy ... who lives in the bottle wants  your soulBut ... you are safe with me!”

Harry was just confused now but Juliette explained, “Gary Oldman? From 'Bram Stoker's Dracula?” but Harry still showed no sign of comprehension.

“Oh Harry, it is probably the best version of the Dracula myth ever filmed. What kind of vampire are you if you don't even know that?” she teased.

“Well, let's at least try a drop then Jules.” he suggested, seeking to move on and reaching for the bottle of emerald green, transparent liquid.

“Wait Harry!” she demanded, restraining his arm with her slender yet strong fingers and a sense of urgency that surprised Harry.

“It is dangerous stuff! You cannot just drinking it without showing appropriate respect.”

“What do you mean, dangerous stuff Jules?” he queried.

“This innocent looking liquid has a long and fraught history Harry. It has been banned many times from many countries. Edgar Allan Poe is reported to have been fond of imbibing it along with another literary giant. Baudelaire apparently loved the stuff and introduced it to his artist friend Manet who also promptly fell for its intoxicating charms and even dedicated a canvas to it. He is not the only one. Degas, Toulouse Lautrec, Van Gogh and even Picasso himself have all created works inspired by the green fairy.”

“It sounds inspirational stuff Jules. So what's the downside?” 

“The downside my dear Harry” warned Juliette “is what it did to some of these people. Poe's depressive moods were scarcely helped by Absinthe. Toulouse Lautrec  died at the tender age of 36 from a mixture of syphilis and alcoholic poisoning. Van  Gogh infamously lost an ear after an evening in the company of La Fée Verte. Some say he cut off his own ear, others that Gauguin was the guilty party, and still others that the perpetrator was not a person at all but rather the fairy. Need I go on?

“Hmm, it does seem dangerous stuff Jules but, at the same time, all these characters are renowned for the creativity of their work. Some pretty impressive names there!” observed Harry.

“True, true darling boy,” pondered Juliette, reaching long fingers into his tousled hair and playing thoughtfully for a second or two as she lost herself for a moment in his dark eyes.

“Nobody quite knows exactly why it also has that effect. Many have noted that the intoxication experience is quite unlike being drunk in the normal sense. Part of it is made with the herb wormwood and within this there is something called thujone. Many consider it to be an hallucinogen but the jury is still out. All that is known is that the effect can be very, very strong Harry.” she even began to look a little worried herself.

“How come you know all this Jules?” he queried perceptively, turning his head to one side with a look of mock suspicion.

“Ah, well ... hmm ... to be honest Harry, if we drink this tonight,” she hesitated briefly, “If we drink this tonight ... it will be my first time too!” she admitted. “I wanted to share the moment with you, my special one.”

“Hmm,” Harry nodded slowly, “Sounds interesting Jules.” he pondered a moment longer, “Well I'm up for it if you are, let's do it.”

Juliette smiled her slightly overenthusiastic grin, like a naughty schoolgirl trying her first cigarette. 

“But we have to do it properly, Harry, the art is in the preparation!” 

So saying she reached up for the bottle, unscrewed the top and poured about an inch into the bottom of a Pontarlier glass. Next she rested the silvered spoon over the rim of the glass and placed a large sugar cube into the centre. 

“Normally, for the next part, I would use an absinthe fountain to pour the water slowly over the sugar cube, but I, dear Harry, am but a poor, nigh destitute student and this has already cost me far more than I can sensibly afford!” she smiled at him.

Taking the bottle of ice-cold water she slowly and sensitively drizzled the liquid over the ice cube which absorbed the first few drops, then released a trickle of sweet water down into the absinthe. As the water fused with the alcohol it started to form milky green clouds which swirled wistfully around in the bottom of the glass. 

“Ah, the louche!” exclaimed Juliette.

“the louche?” queried Harry, becoming more and more fascinated with the process.

“Yes Harry, the louche. It is said by devotees that this is one of the most essential parts. The louche liberates the green fairy! It is said that this give absinthe its full effect by releasing the oils in the herbs from which it is made. A true absinthe drinker would never drink it neat Harry, although that barbarian Hemingway mixed it with champagne as another way to create the effect. So lacking in taste!” mocked Juliette with a conspiratorial grin on her face, but keeping her eyes focused and her hand steady as she slowly poured the water.

“Hmm, that's about it I think. A ratio of about 5 to 1 is normal although the more conservative, and slightly more wary, would go as far as 10 to 1,” she explained.

She pushed the prepared absinthe across to Harry. He hesitated for a second and then picked the glass up and held it to his nose. As he sniffed the smell of aniseed filled his nostrils.

“Pernod?” he asked quizzically.

“Very perceptive Harry!” she congratulated him. “The original Pernod was a variety of absinthe but when the French authorities banned it in 1915 Henri-Louis Pernod simply took the wormwood out of the formula and replaced it with other herbs. It is still a pretty powerful concoction but it is definitely not absinthe. Are you going to drink that Harry?” she queried.

“Do yours first, Jules, I love to watch you preparing it, in your hands it seems such a labour of love.” responded Harry, with just a hint of irony.

Juliette prepared the  second as lovingly as the first. When she was finally done she  thought for a second, savouring the moment, and then slowly  lifted the glass up to eye level, looked across to Harry, smiled and said “Salut!”

In that moment, just as Harry was about to raise the green luminescent liquid to his lips, a hand seemed to appear out of nowhere and wrapped strong fingers around his arm.

“What are you doing Harry?” a deep, strong voice with just a trace of a mid european accent demanded.

Harry looked up, his normal cool demeanour lost for a second but quickly regained when he saw it was Doctor Calau, his tutor and head at psychology at the university. 

“Oh, er, hello sir,” stammered Harry, regaining his composure. “I did not see you there.” he replied.

“Well, Harry?” the deep sonorous voice insisted.

“Erm, well ... we were just about to try some absinthe sir.” he explained, feeling somehow as if he were a child again justifying himself to a teacher.

Doctor Calau looked pensive, drawing his heavy brow over his eyes, but then gave an indulgent little smile and said “Be careful of the green fairy Harry, she has teeth!”

“Yes sir, I will.” It was strange how Harry scarcely felt diffident with anyone except this one man, there was something about him that even Harry with his natural gift for reading people could not fathom. Something beneath the urbane and cultured veneer, something deeper and maybe even something a little dark. It both intrigued Harry and slightly disconcerted him at one and the same time. 

“I want to see you in my study before you leave tonight Harry. OK? It was more a demand than a request.

“Yes sir, of course. I'll be there.” he responded.

After Doctor Calau had left Juliette, who had watched the slightly strange scene unfolding before her, grabbed Harry's hand.

“He is so strange, Harry” she said.

Harry thought for a second and then, resuming his usual air of calm disdain, said, “You really think so?”

“I don't think so, I know so!” she exclaimed.

“I know he is very good at what he does, academically there is no one who can touch him in psychology, particularly in hypnosis but ... what do we really know about him? He suddenly appears a year ago, out of the blue, and in no time at all has everyone running around him. I know you like him Harry but sometimes ...” her voice trailed off.

“Sometimes?” repeated Harry, the implication  in his voice too strong for her to resist.

“Well sometimes he just seems so ... creepy!”

Harry laughed out loud, it seemed such a strange word for a girl like Juliette to use. In some ways she was so worldly, so wise beyond her years, so knowing and here she was complaining that his tutor was 'creepy.'

“He is different, Jules, I will grant you that, but I think creepy maybe going just a little too far.” he gently chided her.

“Well, the way he just seems to appear out of nowhere. The times he has done that Harry, there is something about him that just seems very strange to me.”

Harry laughed again but part of him knew what she meant, though  he would never admit it to Juliette.

“Now, where were we Jules?” he asked, wanting to change her focus, and then responded to his own question, “Ah yes,” he said, picking up the glass with the pale green louche, “Salut!”

The first thing he noticed was the smell, even before the liquid hit his tongue. Aniseed. The strong smell of anise.  It reminded him of the Raki he had tried in Turkey the year before when he had spent a week in Istanbul enjoying the huge Grand Bazaar in the day and watching the dancers of the Mevlana sect, the so called whirling dervishes, in the evenings. He had loved the taste but once or twice had drunk just a little too much. 'Good memories  though,' he thought.

The taste was strong and unique. Yes, it was like the raki but something quite different too. There was the sweetness of the cold water which was clear enough but, behind and beyond that, an odd taste, slightly bitter but not unpleasant. It was a drink you could savour happily for a few seconds in the palate but it soon become clear how strong it was too.

As he swallowed Harry could not quite suppress a slight cough as his throat reacted to the strength of the mixture. 

“Phew Juliette,” said Harry, quite surprised as his own reaction, “how strong is this stuff?”

“Ah, let me see now,” she teased as she made a show of examining the label, “ah yes, 75%!”

“That is, er ...” Harry tried to get his breath back, “strong!”

“I thought you would like it Harry.” she smiled almost innocently back at him.

A few sips later he noticed the first effects. He began to feel just slightly drunk and yet quite sharp at the same time. He felt as if he were very alive and could focus on everything around him, Juliette, the party, the increasingly strange costumes. Harry drained the last drops and sweetness and looked across to Juliette.

“Another?” she asked with a certain warning in her tone which somehow, at the same time, contained a challenge.

Harry thought about it a second or two. Part of him knew he was playing with fire but another part was intrigued by the strange way in which it was affecting him.

“Yes, why not?” he replied.

Harry watched Juliette once more engage in the strange preparation of this fascinating concoction. Somehow he felt as if he were paying even more attention this time and his eyes became fixated on the way the sugared water infused the absinthe and generated the cloudy green louche. 'The green fairy indeed!' he thought.

Minutes later he was in another world, a world related to his own but somehow different. The colours were brighter, sharper. Everything and everybody around him seemed interesting. He felt as if he had the ability to focus on everything at once and it all seemed so wonderful, so colourful. Part of him knew he was becoming progressively more and more drunk and yet it did not feel like it had before, there was a sharpness, an aliveness that was totally absent from his previous experiences with alcohol.

As he was finishing off a third glass someone said to him, “Come with me Harry” He turned to see the tall and imposing figure of his psychology tutor.

“Ah, Doctor Calau.” he slurred, smiling benignly up at him. Without a trace of irritation but with a very strong tonality the tutor asserted himself.

“Now!” commanded the Doctor.

Almost without thinking Harry rose to his feet and found himself, slightly unsteadily, following the fast striding figure down the corridor to his office. That was the last thing he remembered ...
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​Chapter ​2: Initiation
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​

“Vassily Ivanovich,” a voice called. It sounded like my own but seemed to be coming from a great distance. I ignored it.

“Vassily Ivanovich, wake up!” it insisted. I did not want to listen to it. I just wanted to drift deeper down into the place I found myself in now. So easy just to keep my eyes closed and drift off into a gentle and all-consuming oblivion.

“Vassily Ivanovich, wake up now!!”

My eyes opened and there, sitting at the rough wooden table with his back to me was Viktor,  the man who had attacked me. I didn't know why he had chosen to do so, why he had suddenly clasped me to him and bitten so deeply into my neck.  I remember clutching at his clothes, begging him to stop. I remember struggling desperately but being like a child in his arms. The last thought in my mind before I lost consciousness was 'how can he possibly be this strong?' I may not be the strongest man who ever lived but I know how powerful I can be when needed. Yet, with this man, I seem to have the strength of a kitten.

We had met in a tavern on the Moskovskaya Ulitsa in the centre of Oryol. Of course, the town was booming in those times and attracted all sorts of characters; merchants, adventurers, those from the country looking to escape their lot, those from the bigger cities hoping to capitalise on the opportunities a town like Oryol offered. Even so, I had to admit, he had looked a little strange in that situation, someone out of time and place, as if he had wandered off track and had accidentally found himself in unfamiliar surroundings. He was tall and unusually dark. He wore an expensive looking black cape with some red piping around its collar; quite flamboyant for a market town like Oryol.  Such a person, so well and expensively dressed, was in danger in these quarters where a man could die for the price of the coins in his pocket.

The tavern was the meeting place for some pretty rough characters in those days; it was not the pleasantest of places to enjoy a drink but I had dropped in after finishing off at the shop for the evening. At least you could get a decent beer here at a reasonable price and it was more or less on my way home.

As I had ordered my brew I had become aware of the unusually smartly dressed man beside me.

“Are you from the market?” he had asked. His accent was strange, obviously not local but difficult to place.

“Well, I have a shop near there, I trade in cotton.” I had told him. He did not look like the usual buyer.

“Ah, cotton, what a fortunate coincidence,” he smiled, “cotton is just what I am looking for. My need is urgent though. I wonder, pray tell me, would it be possible for you to show me some this evening? I may have a large order for you but, naturally, I would first want to check the quality?” 

I told him that both the market and my shop had closed for the day but he was insistent. He said that he would not be in town tomorrow and needed to organise a shipment quickly. 

“Naturally, I will make it worth your while,” he promised.

“Well, let me see now ...” I was happy to have finished for the day and the prospect of going back to the shop was not something I relished but, at the same time, I knew I needed the custom.

“It is very late but I suppose, just this one time, it would do no harm to show you.” I responded. It was less than convenient for me but business is business, a buyer is a buyer and, judging from the quality of his clothes, he was clearly not short of a kopeck or two.

It was pitch black when we arrived back at my shop. As we entered I lit a candle and was about to light a second when he reached out and held my arm.

“It is enough light I think!” he had told me in that strangely thick accent. 

“As you wish,” I acceded, even in those far off days the customer was, of course, always right. 

I proceeded to show him the spun cotton. It was, indeed, of a very high quality; it had always been my conjecture that my shop could compete with the best. We had it imported from Turkey as it was a better price than the Italian cotton and possibly of a better quality too. 

“As you can see sir, we use nothing but the best,” I explained to him as I used the old sickle my father had given me to cut open the string that bound the bales. 

“Yes, yes. A fine product indeed. Just the sort of thing I need. What is your price?”

“Well, as I said it is of the finest quality. I think you can you can readily see that sir. Naturally, it also depends on just how much you need?”

He thought about that a second, almost as if the question were unexpected. I remember thinking that rather odd at the time. The very first thing on a buyer's mind is usually the price. Normally, the buyer would lead the negotiating,  giving a price they would wish to pay. This, of course, is almost always ridiculously low. I would respond, equally naturally, with a price that would be far too high. After the customary toing and froing we would come to a reasonable price somewhere in the middle. This is the normal practice and yet the man seemed unaware of how he should go about such things.

“Hmm, say twenty bales!”

'Twenty bales!' I remember thinking, 'This man must have a factory!”

“Well, let me see now, twenty bales we could probably do for hmm ... say ten kopecks a bale? That would make two hundred kopecks altogether.”

It was my opening offer and perhaps not the most generous I had ever made. A more normal price would have been five kopecks a bale but it was a good starting price. I was surprised to see him smile and even more surprised when he responded.

“A very fair price, shall we shake on it?” 

He reached out his hand. I remember when I took it how cold it had felt. Cold and thin yet somehow strong at the same time. He pulled me to him for what I thought was a congratulatory hug to celebrate our agreement. That's when I felt the teeth on my neck.

I pushed against him, nothing. I pushed harder against him, using all my strength but I could not shift him. I could feel his teeth sinking into my neck, could hear the noise of his sucking there, could feel the blood warm on my neck and running down onto my chest. The teeth felt as if they were pushed deeply into me now, penetrating my flesh. Try as I might though I could not break his grip. I grabbed his cloak, tried to tear at it, tried anything to get him to stop but it was of no use. The strength started to ebb from my body and I could feel a terrible lethargy beginning to spread through my muscles, through my very bones. I cried out, begged him to stop, but even as the words left my lips I could hear the sound of my own voice increasingly weak and frail. That was the last thing I remembered.

Now I lay there in a pool of my own blood, looking up at the man sitting at the old, wooden, measuring table. Why had he done this to me? What sort of man was he? I tried to make sense of it but my mind was foggy. I knew that I hated him though, hated him for what he had done to me, hated him for having tricked me.

I tried to gather my strength but it was painfully difficult. I kept trying to encourage myself, whispering urgently to myself.

“Come on, Vassily Ivanovich, come on. You mustn't give up. You mustn't die like this.”

Gathering all my remaining strength, I pulled myself up onto my knees. It was almost too much. Part of me just wanted to lay down and die but something within me, some desperate vestige of energy was utterly determined. If I was going to die so was this bastard. He was going to die for what he had done to me. 

I reached out for the discarded sickle which had fallen on the floor in the struggle. My fingers curled around its worn wooden handle. A grim smile came to my lips as I clambered to my feet.

He heard me behind him and turned to look at me. There was a mixture of contempt and amusement on his face. It was the last expression he ever wore. I swung the sickle's razor-sharp blade as hard as I could. I felt it slice into his neck just above the collar of his cloak. Now a neck is a thick thing, muscles, bone and blood vessels, but I caught him perfectly and the sickle sliced through it as if it were completely insubstantial. His head flew sideways and bounced a couple of times before coming to rest in a corner. I vaguely wondered if it still wore the same smug expression as my legs gave way and I sunk down once more onto the stone floor. I had never felt so exhausted.

I was aware in that moment of his body swaying above me. It had remained in balance on the chair for a few seconds but now it collapsed beside me, the open neck pumping out blood next to my face. It felt uncomfortable for a moment as the blood gushed over me.

Then, something strange. Just as I was about to lose consciousness altogether I tasted the blood on my lips. The taste was not unpleasant which surprised my dulled mind. My tongue reached out for more. It tasted good. As I swallowed, I could feel sensation beginning to return. I drank a little deeper. I felt stronger. I grabbed at his body, drew it to my lips and drank deeply from him, the blood coursing through me.

The more I drank the stronger I felt. I got back to my knees, clutched the decapitated corpse to me, drew deeply from it. So much blood. I was covered in it, my clothes soaked in it, but life pulsed in me again. I could feel the strength returning to my body, could feel it surging through my veins. The feeling was so strong that it became painful and I could feel my body going into some kind of convulsion. Every muscle and every sinew seemed to tense and bulge. My body went into spasm and then shook violently for thirty seconds, maybe more. It was as if every part of me was coming to life once again but a life far more urgent, far more intense, far more ardent, than any I had ever known up to now.

Then it was over. I found myself breathing heavily, my heart thumping in my chest. I put my fingers to my neck and was shocked to find that there were no marks, no punctures, nothing to indicate the bite I had suffered at all.

Yes, it was over. Or so I thought. Little did I realise that it had only just begun.
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​Chapter 3:​ First Awakening
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Harry woke up at what he guessed was some time just before midday. He had no idea how he had got back to his rented first floor room in Lower Park Street, or at what time. He dragged his weary body out of  bed and went to the bathroom where he spent some minutes gazing at himself in the mirror. His vision seemed to be oddly blurry this morning and the image that reflected back at him somehow unclear.

'That stuff was seriously strong.' he thought rubbing the backs of his thumbs across his sore eyes. This did not seem to help at all so he turned away and made his way back into his room. Pulling the curtains back he found himself shocked at just how strong the light seemed today. 'Ugh,' he grunted and quickly pulled the curtains together again.

The prospect of going out on such a day felt horrendous to Harry. In some strange way, he just did not feel himself this morning.

He had some fruit on the sideboard but somehow his appetite for such things was just not there. All in all, he felt the best thing to do was simply to climb back into his pit and sleep it off. 

'Never again!' he thought as he closed his eyes, then smiled slightly, 'Well, maybe once or twice more ...' The daylight world slipped away and soon he did too into a deep and abiding slumber that brought much needed rest to his body yet even this was occasionally disturbed by dark dreams of contorted faces, full moons and a hunger like he had never felt before.

When he re-awoke around five that evening he thought about these dreams. They had been odd indeed and he was surprised at how dark some of the imagery had seemed. He pondered these images whilst he lay flat on his back staring up at the plastered ceiling for fully fifteen minutes until he finally concluded that it must be the effect of the absinthe combined with the Halloween party the night before.

As a psychology student, Harry was aware of many theories relating to dreams. He tended to favour the idea that it was the other than conscious mind coming to terms with the incomplete input from the previous day, but somehow these dreams seemed to be of a different order. True as it was that  the previous evening, the 31st October, he had seen many a scarily dressed figure at the Halloween party, but these were only in fun. Somehow, the images he saw in his dreams were far darker, far more real.

He checked his mobile. Apparently, Juliette had tried to call him three times. There was also a couple of messages from her in his inbox plus a voice message from a number he did not recognise. He checked her messages first:

Hi lover, r u OK? Tried calling u this morning but u were not there. J

Hello H, tried calling u again. worried bout u now. Could u give me a ring?

The second was timed at 1525, he would ring her back after he checked the voice message.

He pressed the button to hear an asinine and bland female voice tell him that he had one voice message. This was followed by a short silence and then the voice of Doctor Calau.

Harry was surprised, the doctor had never called him before and Harry was not even aware that Doctor Calau even had his mobile number. 

“Hello Harry, hopefully you are well this evening. I would like to see you in my office at half past six. I will expect you then.” the doctor's heavy yet resonant tones commanded.

Somehow, with the doctor, you did not question such a command or seek to rearrange, you just turned up. Harry looked at the clock, a quarter past five already, he had better get ready. He stripped off the old T shirt he had worn in bed and stepped into the shower. He let it run for a few seconds first, waiting for it to heat up, then stood under the stream of hot water and savoured the feeling of it cascading down over his body. It felt good as the water flowed over his well muscled torso. Although still only 20 Harry's love of swimming had given him a lithe and strong body which, apart from the odd binge, he looked after and appreciated. As he soaped his shoulders his fingers touched what felt like two spots, rather large, just above his shoulder blade at the base of his neck. He tried to look down at them but they were just a little too close to the neck. Running his fingers over them he felt two small, raised, circular bumps that, as far as he knew, had not been there before. As he examined them with the tips of his fingers he winced for a second, whatever they were, they were sensitive.

Picking up the mobile as he returned to the bedroom he called Juliette. The phone rang just twice before she answered.

“Hi Harry, good to know you are still on the planet. Are you OK?” her voice sounded concerned.

“Fine, well, not fine, a little the worse for wear to be honest. That stuff is seriously strong Jules.” 

“You sound a little different, have you got a cold, your voice has changed?”

“No, no, I am OK but ... very, very hungry. All I have here is some manky old fruit, the thought of it turns my stomach.”

“Do you fancy meeting up then? I can be free from about eight, just want to get away from this boring coursework?  Whatever possessed me to choose sociology?”

Harry ignored  the rhetorical second question.

“Yeah, that would be good Jules. How about the Chez Gerard in Bridge Street? I hear they do a good steak.”

“Steak Harry? Not your usual diet. You are nigh on veggie most of the time.”

“Just fancy a change Jules. I need to go to the college first though. Meet up in Costa’s at say ... hmm ... eight fifteen?”

“I'll be there.”

“Perfect. Catch thee later Jules.”

Unlike many of his fellow students Harry was scarcely ever short of money. His mother had always been very generous with his allowance. She had let Harry know that she had inherited a small fortune at the age of 21 and received both a regular and more than sufficient income from investments ever since. Harry was happy to enjoy his mother's generosity and scarcely ever questioned the source of her wealth. Eating in French restaurants was, for most students, a rare treat. For Harry it was an expected norm. 

Harry checked the clock, five forty five already. If he left now he would have a few minutes to check that book he had seen in Heffers before seeing the Doctor. Running his fingers through his long dark hair as a gesture towards grooming, he picked up his black shoulder bag and made his way hurriedly out of the house and down to Sidney Street. 

It was that time of the day when Cambridge briefly quietens between the tourists of the day and the revellers of the night. In five minutes he found himself in one of his favourite haunts: Heffers in Trinity Street. He glanced around the fiction area, amazed at the seemingly endless horror novels on display, before making his way downstairs into the basement where the well stocked psychology section was to be found. 

Amongst numerous weighty tomes he found the book he had been looking for: 'Therapeutic Trances' by Stephen G. Gilligan. The price was a hefty £47 which, even for Harry, was a lot of money for one book. He had to admit that it was something a little special though, he had been tempted by it the previous week and had only just resisted it then. The old Oscar Wilde quotation shot across his mind: “I can resist anything but temptation!”. He smiled at the thought. He knew how strong the fascination with hypnosis and trance states were for him and, in particular, the way these states can be elicited in seemingly normal situations. This book seemed to address these very issues and in some depth. He also thought it might prove useful for his last year's study at Cambridge and , in particular, for the subject of his thesis, 'Trance as an Everyday Phenomenon.' Temptation was, once again, to have the better of Harry.

Walking along the corridor on the first floor of the college towards Doctor Calau's office Harry had to admit to feeling a certain trepidation. This was something of a new experience for him. In his school years he had  felt almost a disdain for the vast majority of his teachers, his ready grasp of ideas and his fast mind had rendered their long explanations superfluous and he often found himself struggling to maintain his patience. Fortunately, the dry sense of humour that came quite naturally to him and his obvious intelligence had made him likeable even if, at time, his fellow pupils, and even the teachers themselves, were a little wary of him. 

Doctor Calau was different though. In his presence he sensed a deep and precise intelligence at least the equal of his own and, at times, something else too. The sense that although he was tutoring Harry there was always so much more that he wasn't teaching, so much more that he knew, such a rich reservoir of experience and insight that he chose to withhold.

Harry knocked firmly twice on the heavy oak door hoping that the loudness of  the knock would mask the diffidence he felt. There was no answer for a few seconds but just as Harry raised his hand once more he heard a deep and firm voice utter the invitation: “Come in Harry, I've been expecting you.”

Doctor Calau sat at his desk completing some notes. Without even looking up he made a gesture to Harry to sit in a low chair placed slightly to one side of the desk. Taking the seat as instructed, Harry pulled the coursework materials from his back and sat there watching the Doctor working. As he did so a strand or two of thick, black hair dropped down across the pale skin of the Doctor's forehead. Harry guessed that his tutor was in his early to mid forties yet his hair was still very thick, still very dark. 

The slightly nervous undergraduate sat there simply waiting until eventually Doctor Calau pushed the papers to one side, slowly brought his head up and looked deep into the young student's eyes. “ Ah Harry ...” he paused for several seconds, “how are you today?” 

It was a simple enough question, commonplace and sometimes almost banal in normal  conversation but such words from the lips of the doctor somehow managed to seem almost pregnant with meaning. Harry sensed that this was no normal enquiry into the state of his health.

“A little tired, sir,” even as he said it he realised that he would never normally add the word 'sir.' “The party carried on long after I first saw you in the evening, sir. It was a long night and I have to confess to having no idea how it ended.”

“And this morning?” continued the Doctor.

Harry gave a little laugh and smiled.

“I am afraid that for me there was no morning, sir. I did wake up around midday but the light hurt my eyes so much that I decided to sleep it off.”

Surprisingly, the Doctor seemed to ponder on the answer more deeply than its apparent simplicity demanded.

“Hmm, it's starting,” he mused softly, almost to himself.

“Starting sir?” inquired Harry, a little confused now, wondering what it was that he was referring too. Part of him was instinctively aware that Doctor Calau was keeping something to himself.

The Doctor looked intently at Harry for a few seconds and then, ignoring the question completely, asked:

“What's that you have there Harry?”

Harry looked down to see the copy of 'Therapeutic Trances' perched above the coursework on his lap. 

“It's a book on Ericksonian Hypnotherapy by Stephen Gilligan sir,” he responded.

“Ah, Gilligan ... an excellent writer on the subject. The utilisation principle as I remember.” Doctor Calau was renowned for his almost encyclopaedic knowledge of hypnosis, both in terms of its history and its practice. 

“The utilisation principle sir?” Harry was ever hungry for knowledge in these things.

“Yes Harry,” the Doctor pondered for a second, “the utilisation principle is often used in covert or conversational hypnosis and, of course, in hypnotherapy itself. It simply means that instead of imposing a fixed structure upon your induction and the intervention you select you allow it to be dictated by whatever the subject presents to you, utilising their responses, as it were.”

“How do you mean: dictated by the subject?” Harry queried, wanting clarification. He felt he understood but wanted to hear his tutor spell it out.

“You cannot not communicate Harry - there may be no words but what needs to be expressed will leak out with a gesture, a look, a reaction. The job of the hypnotist is then to use whatever the subject gives. It is a very naturalistic and very powerful principle within conversational hypnosis.”

“Conversational hypnosis sir?” Harry prompted, wanting more. He already had a good grasp of the idea but wanted to hear the Doctor's take on it.

“Hmm, in simple terms Harry, hypnosis underwent an important development in the second half of the twentieth century with the work of Milton Erickson. He had started out in therapy trained in psychoanalysis as so many were in those days. Fairly soon he realised how ineffective this way of treating patients was and so, against the prevailing beliefs of the time, he developed his own style of therapy that focused far more on the individuality of his clients and their responses rather than on some spurious Freudian notions of the structure of the mind.”

Harry had always enjoyed the Doctor's contempt for all things Freudian, he had more or less come to the same conclusions himself when he had first become interested in psychology five years earlier. 

“It was not just the style of therapy that Erickson changed, however,” the Doctor continued “It was also the very way that we induce hypnosis itself. Before Erickson, hypnosis mainly consisted of preordained techniques that the hypnotist trotted out more or less automatically. Of course, these techniques would work just fine with some people but those same techniques might prove completely ineffective with others. Erickson's inductions would depend far more on the responses his subject's gave rather than on any simplistic technique. Eventually, they became so naturalistic, so normal in appearance, that they  acquired the title of  'conversational' inductions. Many times the person being induced into hypnosis would think that they were involved in a normal conversation, completely oblivious to the fact that they were being hypnotised. This is why it is sometimes also known as 'covert' hypnosis.”

Harry was fascinated, such a beautiful idea, the ability to induce trance in others in the course of an apparently normal conversation.

“Hard to believe sir, that someone can be induced into a hypnotic state without even being aware that it is happening?” queried Harry.

“Look around you Harry, look at people in the streets or staring into their coffees in Starbucks. Next time you go on a bus look at your fellow passengers. How many of them are in the here and now? There will be some but the vast majority are off into the world of their own thoughts, oblivious, for the most part, to what is going on around them.” 

Harry considered the implications of this for a moment. Yes, he had to admit that it was true but to call that absent state trance, was that not going too far? 

“I can see you are a little sceptical still, Harry,” observed the Doctor with a slight smile, “the reality is that people drift in and out of trances all day long. When they drive, when they watch television, sometimes even halfway through conversations! They get lost in the internal world of their thoughts, lost to the world, lost to any outside realities occurring in that moment.”

“Surely though sir, if they are in trance and they are driving, well, would that not be dangerous?” Harry asked, still not totally convinced.

“It would be, Harry, if it was their conscious mind that normally drove the car. Luckily those skills, like the skills of walking and talking, and almost any other higher-level skill, are not handled by the conscious mind. These patterns are run far more efficiently at an unconscious level. Indeed, one could even say that when the conscious mind tries to take over such skills, as it often does, the performance suffers horrendously. Have you ever found yourself feeling self-conscious in front of people, Harry?”

As he asked, he fixed Harry with a steady, unrelenting gaze. Even as the Doctor spoke, Harry found himself becoming noticeably more self-conscious. 

“Stand up, Harry,” the Doctor ordered. Harry complied immediately although, for a brief instant, he wondered why this was the case.

“Walk slowly across to that cabinet, putting one foot carefully in front of the other, and bring back that glass.”

Harry did exactly what he was told to do, aware of the gaze of those powerful eyes upon him the whole time. As he walked the few metres to the cabinet he realised that his movements were a little awkward, nothing like as smooth as they would normally be. He tried to walk more normally, taking great care, but this just seemed to make matters worse. Bringing back the glass, he put it on the desk, and sat down with a sense of relief.

The Doctor broke the tension with a smile.

“You see, Harry, such skills, even very simple skills, are best left to the unconscious mind.”

Harry had to admit his tutor's little demonstration had made the point. As he thought about it though, yet more questions sprang to mind, but before a single word had passed his lips, the Doctor had interrupted. At times, it felt to Harry almost as if his tutor could see into his thoughts, so prescient were his remarks.

“Enough for today, Harry, as you grow in awareness over the next few days and weeks you may become aware of things you had never noticed before. I want to see you again in a couple of days' time. In the meantime, your task will be to notice the people around you and how often you see them displaying trance phenomena.”

“Trance phenomena, sir?” asked Harry.

“Yes, Harry, the kind of things that you would expect to see when a subject is hypnotised. That waxy expression for example, steady and fixed gaze, maybe arm or hand catalepsy. All these things you routinely see when you hypnotise someone, but I want you to be aware, in the coming days, of how often you see such things in another context, in so-called 'normal' life.”

“Yes sir, but ...” Harry had so many questions still.

“But nothing, Harry! That is your task for now. I will see you in two days, at the same time.” He paused for a second, before adding thoughtfully, “No, you had better make that tomorrow ... Now go!” he commanded, a serious edge to his voice and yet somehow conveying an indulgent humour at one and the same time

There was no choice. As he closed the oak door behind him he briefly glimpsed the Doctor once more absorbed in the papers he had been previously reading.

Harry walked thoughtfully along Sidney Street and, realising that he still had half an hour to go before he was to meet Juliette, he took the chance to have a coffee in Costas on the corner of Sussex Street. The thoughts implanted by the Doctor were still going around and around in his mind when his reverie was interrupted by the barrista:

“What will it be sir?” Harry snapped out of it and ... realised he had snapped out of it! He had been lost in a world of thought, briefly entranced whilst the world went on around him. He ordered a Medio Americano and looked around the cafe: couples absorbed intently in conversations with each other, businessmen staring into laptops, tourists smiling benignly, enjoying the ambience of the place; one girl, gazing intently into the distance, completely lost to all that was around her. 

He realised that at least half the people he was looking at in that moment were in some form of trance. The Doctor had been right! He had understood it as a concept before, but now, actually becoming aware himself, he could see it for the reality it was. 'Most people, most of the time, are in trance!' The realisation was profound and yet, at the same time, almost amusing to Harry. He wondered how often he himself had been there, completely unaware, walking around in the world but not aware of the world outside himself.

The coffee tasted good. He allowed himself to focus on the taste itself, avoiding losing himself to the constant stream of thoughts. The slightly bitter yet smooth flavour was pleasing to his palate as he slowly, and very consciously, swallowed the strong brew. Looking around him he became aware for the first time of the pattern of the tiles on the floor, of the red light from the oversised lamps that hung low from the ceiling, of the interactions between the barrista at the counter and the customers ordering a variety of coffees. So much to see, to hear, to touch, so many sensations that he had previously been unaware of. 

And then in walked Juliette.

There was something about that haughty air and the unquestioned self assurance, her presence and the manner in which she made her entrance, that Harry couldn't help but find attractive. Standing beside the counter she surveyed the cafe as if she owned the place. Spotting Harry sat near the window in a deep leather chair, she strode across and sat in the seat opposite.

“Are you ready, lover?” she asked, her eyes sparkling, amused at her own effrontery. 

“Just finishing, Jules, take a seat,” he responded.

From anyone else she would have found this slightly irritating, but with Harry it was all part of the game they played. It was another of her little tests. He knew it, and she was aware that he knew it. Others would have finished the coffee in a hurry and gone along with the unspoken suggestion. Others ... but not Harry. He would play the game but without a trace of irritation. Occasionally she would catch a knowing look in his eyes. She had never met anyone quite like him. For one so young there seemed to be a maturity there far, far beyond his years, and yet an energy too, an intensity behind those eyes, a longing that hinted at depths that she longed to fathom. 

Walking along Bridge Street toward the restaurant she was aware of his physical presence beside her. He was tall, it was true, but there was also something in the manner that he carried himself. He moved well, gracefully, almost feline in his elegance. Again she had the sense of an intensity just beneath the surface, as yet unexpressed perhaps, but there in every movement of his limbs, in every movement of his body. She would deny it in words but, in her thoughts, she knew that she had never known anyone quite like him. 

She could not even define it exactly, although she had often thought about it in the year and a half since they had first met, but there was an almost dangerous quality to him, a quality he seemed totally unaware of in himself. This was not expressed in any obvious or crass way, but in a sense of hidden intensity, a sense of potential, a sense of a wild and wilful strength waiting to be expressed. Something within her found this both frightening and exciting at one and the same time.

Arriving at Chez Gerard they were greeted by a waiter who, after taking Juliette's coat and scarf, directed them to a quiet table at the back of the restaurant. Sitting, Harry gazed across the table at Juliette, savoured the sight of her. She was dressed in a deep scarlet, low-cut blouse, her neck defined by a thin red choker but no jewellery. 'Such an unusual choice and yet, at the same time, so Juliette', thought Harry. He found her daring in many ways and yet this quality was something that was just part of her, something intrinsic, never something that she needed to prove or even be consciously aware of.

“Would you like to order drinks first?” asked the waiter, bringing Harry back to the here and now.

“A bottle of red, Jules?” he quickly agreed with her. She gave a nod and a smile.

“A Cabernet I think, the Gallo should do fine,” Harry confirmed.

“And are you ready to order yet sir?”

“What will it be Jules?” Harry checked with her.

“Hmm, I think I will have the vegetable soup followed by the dinde fermière rôtie aux châtaignes.” The French rolling off her tongue as if it were her native language. Harry raised an eyebrow in mock surprise.

“It's just roast turkey with chestnut stuffing, sounds so much better in French though!” she smiled with just a hint of teasing smugness.

Harry scrutinised the menu a moment longer, unusually hesitant as to his choice. Finally, he handed the menu back to the waiter with a decisive gesture.

“I will have the beef consommé for starters and then ... erm ...” Harry vacillated a brief moment longer, before reasserting himself: “I'd like a steak, a sirloin steak in fact, very rare.”

After the waiter had gone Juliette cast a glance into his eyes.

“Harry ... a sirloin steak? Are you sure? I'm a little shocked. Normally, it's the vegetarian option for you.” 

“Hmm, I don't know Jules, it just feels like something I would really fancy tonight. You know how you can suddenly get these cravings?” He shot a quick glance at her with just a hint of a sly smile upon his lips.

“Yes, I know what you mean,” she replied, “the way you can suddenly find yourself thinking about something and knowing that you really need it very, very badly, Harry,” she responded to his slight tease in typical Juliette fashion, by upping the ante. 

The waiter returned with the wine, pouring a small amount of the deep red liquid into Harry's glass. Harry drew in its deep aroma in for a second and then threw it back decisively, almost as if it were a shot of liqueur rather than a wine. 

“Yes, that will do fine.” 

The waiter took this as his cue and filled Juliette's glass.

As ever, during the meal he found her company stimulating. Yet, on this evening, he felt himself somehow even more attentive than normal, both to his surroundings and to Juliette. There was something about the look of her tonight, something that drew his eyes. As he slowly consumed his main course he found himself wanting to take in every detail of her, his eyes focussing on her full, red lips, her throat, the deep 'V' of her top and then back again to her throat. As he focused, he could see the pulsing of the artery at the base of her neck ... the steady rhythm of it ... 

“Harry!” her voice snapped him out of his reverie.

“Harry, are you going to eat that steak or just slowly suck on the meat?” she teased him. 

“Oh sorry, Jules.” He was slightly shocked at himself. He smiled at her and continued: “You look a little different tonight, something about you Jules, not sure what it is. The red choker is a nice touch,” he added as an afterthought.

“Ah that, that's my little homage to the women of the revolution!”

Harry looked at her quizzically.

“How do you mean, Jules?” he asked.

“Well, in the months following the French revolution there were social gatherings held that came to be known as 'bals des victimes'. To be on the guest list for one of these
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