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Prologue

Cairo, May, 1886

 

 

 

In which one nefarious plot is undone and another set in motion.


Beckett hadn’t expected laughter.

Ritual chants, perhaps. Or the screams of victims of unspeakable acts. Even simple conversation. But not laughter. He had come far enough, though, that he could hardly turn back now because of some madman’s unexpected mirth.

He dropped from the stone wall into the garden below and moved toward the house. The place was a shambles, long disused and the victim of at least one fire in the last decade. Once, this had been the home of a wealthy merchant, probably built in the early years of Mameluke rule, if Beckett was any judge of architecture. To hear the locals tell it, though, the last hundred years had not been good to this place—the Ottoman tax collector who had lived in the house in the middle of the last century had been murdered by the son of a farmer who’d been evicted from his land. The official’s body was never recovered since the murderer took the liberty of feeding him to street dogs. Beckett liked that image, but the story did not end there. The Arab murderer had been caught by the authorities and flogged before his execution. He supposedly pronounced a curse on those who dwelt in the house of the man who’d evicted his father. The next year, the Mameluke pasha who’d taken possession of the fine manse cut himself on a nail that protruded from one wall. The scratch became infected and ultimately gangrenous. His arm was amputated, but too late, and he died an agonizing death. His two wives both contracted a terrible withering disease shortly thereafter and died within another year. One of Napoleon Bonaparte’s aides took up residence there for a few months during the French occupation, but he grew palsied and left it for better lodgings.

From that point on the house stood empty, an oasis of quiet decay in the prosperous Bab al-Khalq district. The high walls that surrounded it on all sides kept out casual observers, but invited squatters and beggars in. None knew how many of these unfortunates lost their lives inside, because few even took note.

Beckett reckoned it was time to rectify that, regardless of the risks—or the laughter. He made his way through the tall grasses that had invaded the inner courtyard toward the smoke-blackened stone entryway. The moon was full and it bathed the area in wan light, but he knew a great many things could be hiding in the deep shadows. Crouching behind what had once been a well, he tried to join them.

Beckett’s contact in London, an antiquarian named Halim Bey, had sent him word that the British authorities had acquired a variety of artifacts that might be of interest. Beckett was a scholar and suffered from an insatiable desire to uncover the secrets of the past. Just like Heinrich Schliemann had at Troy and Mycenae and Alphonse Mariette had at Memphis, he sought to peel back the layers of time. That Beckett, like the subjects of his chosen field of research, was what folklore variously called “undead” or “vampire” only made his existence that much more interesting.

Tonight was certainly a case in point. In all likelihood the British archeologists who had collected relics from a tomb just east of Luxor had thought the unique designs hinted at a heretofore unknown dynasty or cult. Beckett, on the other hand, had recognized in the hieroglyphics reproduced from the tomb in the head researcher’s notebooks several passages referring to aspects of the vampiric condition: the desire for blood, the fear of the sun, and so forth. This told him that the relics themselves were worth inspecting. Unlike the researcher and his notes, however, these had not returned to England, and so Beckett set off for Egypt. He had not been surprised to find that the artifacts had disappeared by the time he got there. The hieroglyphs also spoke of a variety of rituals and although Beckett was no sorcerer, he understood that ritual magic was no more superstition than vampirism was. It was rare, but it existed.

Some of the mundane pieces in the stolen collection ended up on the black market and from there Beckett had been able to find the seller, a boy named Fahd Benezra. He’d watched Fahd for several nights, and the boy always came back to this abandoned house.
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Anwar al-Beshi smiled. There was a fissure running through the earthen tile of the home’s central room. It had started as a simple nick in the center-most tile, just another random mark of the passage of time in this old dwelling. Then, while he made the first preparations for tonight’s rite, it had graduated to a crack.

With the first incantations to the storm and shadow, the crack had grown, spreading first to one and then to many other tiles. When the first slave, the Arab man Fahd, knelt in the northeastern part of the room, making obeisance to a specific place in the western desert, other cracks had appeared, joining their progenitor and becoming the dark, jagged line that now split the room in twain.

“Her blessings upon us.” Anwar’s voice was a reverent whisper. He nodded to the other slave, the Englishwoman Emma. She stood in the north, aligning herself with the power of the Great Nile itself. Fahd whispered invocations in a language all but dead centuries before the first Arab invader came to the Delta.

Emma shed her simple dyed-cotton robe to expose the marks of the Goddess’s favor. She took seven deliberate steps southward, the fissure widening with each one. Anwar placed a small golden plate and scalpel at her feet. On the plate was a shriveled, petrified gray mass, whose shape implied something organic. Neither Emma nor Fahd would consider questioning its nature or import—the master treated it with reverence and so blessed it was.

Anwar looked up at his fair-skinned chattel, handed her the scalpel, and nodded. Emma took the thin, sharp blade in her right hand, holding her index finger along its dull edge for stability. She looked up at the stars twinkling down through the ruin of the old house’s roof, placed the tip of the blade at the top of her sternum, and pulled down.

The blade ran along her bone, sending jolts of ecstatic agony through her. Red, hot lifeblood welled from the incision, forming like a crimson river in the valley of her milky breasts. It flowed down her stomach, to her pubis and along her left thigh. Blood collected on the underside of her slight belly and in the folds of her sex, before falling in thick droplets to the plate waiting under her.

The first drop hit the withered organ on its tip, others soon covering it in a red sheen. The first wisp of smoke rose from the crack and it smelled of great pestilence.

His broad smile exposing snake-like canines, Anwar al-Beshi laughed anew.
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Well, that was enough of that.

Crouched in the shadows that gathered amid the ruined remains of the top floor of the home, Beckett had a good view of the ritual going on downstairs. He’d just watched thus far, taking notes and looking for an easy opportunity to gather what he needed to. But now, things seemed to be going too far.

Beckett generally disliked blood sorcerers, but they were an occupational hazard and he hadn’t expected the goings-on to be especially bothersome. He’d given up using ghouls long ago, but most of his ilk still fed their blood to a choice few living slaves to serve as majordomos, daylight guardians and attendants. He’d guessed that Fahd was one such slave and it was nice to be proven right—sorcerers were, if anything, more likely to have need of such seconds.

The flow of blood streaming down the nude woman’s chest was a bit more problematic. Its rich odor called to the hungry beast that had sat in Beckett’s breast ever since he took his last breath. But one did not survive as a vampire for as long as he had without being able to control the urge to feed. And the woman was obviously long gone into the addled servitude and ritual requirements of her bondage—her pale skin was marked with a delicate pattern of scars emanating from her shorn crotch and highlighted by the blood that clung to the white puckers of tissue. She was long past any compassion that might still linger in Beckett’s heart.

No, what pushed him to act was the smell. It rose from the cracked tile like a pillar of smoky bile, rotting the very air in the room. Beckett’s nostrils flared and the noxious stuff curled into his disused lungs. Undeath had sharpened his senses in countless ways, but now he regretted it. His chest convulsed in a dry heave, trying to expel the pestilence within.

Simultaneously, the vermin began to call to him. Beckett was a thing of the night and had long ago discovered he had a unique empathy for the other beasts who made it their home. Now, he heard the buzzing of flies and gnats emerging from the crack, the scurry of beetles and locusts flocking from miles around, and the scrabbling of rats crawling from under rocks to feed on the carrion to come.

He jumped down.
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The intruder ruined everything. Anwar was pronouncing the twenty-third of the seventy-five secret names when he barreled in from above. Tall and stocky, he slammed into Anwar and strong-armed Emma to the ground.

“Apologies for the interruption,” he said. An Englishman it seemed, fair-skinned and brown-haired. He wore heavy cotton pants, a leather jacket, heavy boots and an infantile smile.

Anwar focused his attention on the man, trying to peel back any and all lies this one might have shrouded around himself. His instincts for such things, sharpened by years of moving unseen through the bazaars of North Africa, told Anwar that this one was a blood-drinker too, a vampire, though unlikely to be a child of the Dark God.

Fahd sensed his master’s anger and responded unbidden. Rising silently, he drew a large flat blade from under his robe and moved to attack. Anwar appreciated the effort, of course, but he knew it was futile. The boy got to within two steps of the intruder before the man pivoted on his left foot and struck out with his right hand. Anwar watched in mild fascination as the man’s fingers sprouted terrible, animalistic talons, which raked across Fahd’s chest. A jet of the boy’s blood splashed against the eastern wall an instant before he collapsed.

This foreigner was an excellent killer, and despite everything, Anwar appreciated that.

“You should run,” the stranger said. His voice had lost its flippant mirth and came out a rough growl. He held up his hand, now dripping with Fahd’s blood, and his lips curled back to reveal thick fangs. “Now.”

“If only things were that simple, khawaga.” Anwar noted with more than a little chagrin that the great fissure had already sealed itself. All that remained was a pattern of hairline fractures in the tiled floor. The ritual was irrevocably ruined and he could feel the effects working upon him already. “In such things, a price must always be paid.”

The foreigner must have expected an attack because he kicked out at Anwar with a strength that spoke of potent blood indeed. The sorcerer took the blow to the chest and fell back several yards away, feeling bones break and organs rend within him. Experienced with the mystic ways, he wasn’t terribly shocked to see the subtle marks of fate reveal themselves to him.

“Give my regards to the Lady,” he said, sure that the stranger had no idea just whom he had served this night. Then, he propped himself up with his weakening arms and his torso, riddled with the dry tumors and bleeding cancers that had emerged when the ritual was ruined, gave way and separated from his shattered pelvis.

The darkness took him then, and Anwar al-Beshi rotted away with a smile on his face.
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Beckett took some time to survey the ritual chamber. The woman he’d tackled was unconscious but breathing. Assuming she had been tied to the main ritualist, she was probably in for a rough patch. Vampiric blood was highly addictive to the living and when the vampire in question was destroyed it left the mortal bereft and alone. Fahd, who’d led him here, was good and dead, and the ritualist himself was just a pile of ash now.

But that didn’t mean the room wasn’t of interest. Beckett gathered up what artifacts he could and then examined the walls in detail. The ritualist had decorated it with a complex series of hieroglyphs that seemed to be a continuation of the ones Beckett had lifted from the notebook in London. The central image took up the entirety of the east wall, right where the sorcerer had been performing his rite. It was of a female figure, in the typical twisted profile of hieroglyphs, sitting on a throne. What was interesting about this woman, though, was that instead of a head, she had a black disc on her shoulders. Except for its color, it might be a solar image, because it had long rays reaching out to a variety of smaller figures. These were human males—probably servants—who bore large animal heads on their shoulders. It was these heads that were connected by black rays to the woman’s head-disc.

Beckett had never seen this figure before, but some instinct told him it was worth remembering. He was making a sketch of it when the shooting started.

When the bullet dug into his shoulder, Beckett cursed himself for getting distracted. He turned around—the shot hurt, but it would take a lot more than that to stop him—and saw a middle-aged man in the uniform of a British cavalry regiment. He was holding a smoking pistol.

“Get away from my wife!” he said in English.

“Be careful, Colonel Blake,” came a second voice, this time with a heavy Egyptian accent. “It is a devil.” The Arab with the gift for hyperbole was a religious man, dressed in flowing traditional robes. He was holding a simple torch, which cast flickering light in the room.

This is getting out of hand, Beckett decided. He grabbed the satchel in which he had placed the major artifacts and ran. Blake shot him again as he jumped up and through a high window, but that didn’t stop him.

One more strange story from the colonies.


Part One:

County Durham, Christmastide, 1887

 

 

 

In which death pays a visit to Bernan House, along with several other strange guests


Chapter One

Regina had never been overly fond of her family’s ancestral home. Bernan House, as the mansion itself was called, was built on a slight rise some twenty miles from Durham proper, near the border of Northumberland. It overlooked the great estate that was the foundation of the family’s wealth and position. Tenant farmers raised a variety of crops and livestock, making some fine cheeses and other products. Bernan House and its lands were all that a viscount like her father might need to support his peerage—namely land, title, and plentiful grouse and other game for sport. At this time of year, the lands took on the gray-brown hue of trees stripped bare and farmlands made fallow by the winter. The house, however, was decked in garlands of holly for the Christmas season. A gilded cage indeed.

Approaching her eighteenth year, Regina longed for the days when her father’s steward oversaw the estate and kept the house in his stead. Father, Mother, Daniel and she had left for Egypt when she was but a babe and she had grown up there, far away from the moors of north England. Many, she knew, would see assignment to Cairo as a hardship—”an existence with all the pains and none of the pleasures of India,” she had heard one grumpy captain in Father’s regiment call it—but for Regina it had been a marvelous adventure. At first in the safe company of her brother Daniel or one of her parents, she had explored the bazaars and souqs, listened to the call of the muezzin from the Mohammedan minarets that dotted the city, watched the fellaheen bringing their crops to market, and looked at the wonders of the ancient Egyptian past. There were perhaps a score of other girls in all of England who had seen Giza under the light of the full moon, and she had met none of them here.

There had been hard times, of course. What had started as assignment to some of the British overseers of the khedive’s debts turned into military occupation with the Arabi Revolts by violent nationalists opposed to the longstanding British and French presence in Egypt. Regina was a child then, but she still had memories of Europeans being targeted in the streets before her father’s regiment of hussars (and others) had restored order. Throughout her years blooming into a young woman, Cairo’s British enclave had grown into a beautiful outpost of the Empire. She’d explored it and many other parts of the great city on the Nile thanks in large part to the complicity of her brother and several of the house servants. Father had given a stern warning about the dangers of the streets and the strange people who might wish to ensnare her. Surely he would have thought her already the slave to some foreign cult had he seen her moving through the souq dressed in the robes of a local woman, flanked by her brother and Fallah, whom her father called her maid but she looked to more as a guide.

All that had changed two years ago, when Regina’s mother fell ill in Cairo. Lady Emma had never been of the strongest constitution, but her downturn was nevertheless quite sudden. Fifteen-year old Regina had had a long and pleasant conversation with her about a certain lieutenant who had caught her eye on a Monday. By Friday, Emma Blake was bedridden, her hair and brow soaked in sweat and raving about plagues of snakes and toads. Father had already been under pressure to return to England and assume the full responsibilities of his rank as a viscount now that the Arabist threat was ended, and his wife’s malady convinced him it was indeed time. That spring, they had set sail for London and ultimately for this dreary estate. All save Daniel, of course, who—

“Daydreaming again, Regina?”

She started at the sound of her father’s voice so close at hand. Lord Blake was already dressed for dinner, and looked to all the respected aristocrat and military man. His black hair, shot through with gray, was still cut in a military style, an effect accented by his mustache and the medals pinned to the sash under his dinner jacket. Once a hussar, always a hussar. A smile spread across his face as he beheld his only daughter, and she was quite sure some of it had to do with having successfully entered her drawing room without her noticing. It reminded Regina of the games they had played when she was younger.

“I was thinking of…” Her mouth dried to a nervous, parched cavity. “Yes, daydreaming.”

“There is not much day left to dream away, Daughter.” Indeed, although it was barely four in the afternoon, the sun, beautifully crimson, was dipping toward the western horizon, and the snow-tinged countryside seen from Regina’s window was plunged into elongated shadow and ruddy light. Winter days were very short in County Durham. “Shepherd’s delight, it would seem,” her father added.

“Yes.” She turned to face her father. “Father, I…”

“Hardly the same as the sun between the pyramids in Giza, is it?”

Regina smiled. “No. No it isn’t. I miss it still, Father.”

“As do I, my dear.” He took a seat next to her. “Your grandfather was much better at shouldering the requirements of status and title than I. Do you remember at all any of the balls you attended at Monroe House before we left for Cairo?”

Regina gently shook her head. Monroe House was the family’s London residence and although she had fond memories of time spent there, they were the faint recollections of childhood. “Not especially, although Mother has always talked fondly of them.”

“Yes, your mother enjoyed those evening affairs a great deal before…” He looked his daughter in the eyes, who nodded her understanding. Some things were better left unspoken. “Well, before.”

“What about you, Father? Did you enjoy them?”

He smiled. “Some, yes. Your grandparents were the finest hosts in London, some said, and one always had a fine time with the finest people. But your grandfather always said that he was born to the manor and I to the saddle, and I must agree with his judgment. Give me a regiment of fine men at my side and my duty to the Queen in my heart.”

“How could you give it all up, Father?”

“Hush, Regina. I have never had a fool for a daughter and I won’t have one now. You know full well that the choice was not mine to make. It was only the revolts and the needs of the Empire that kept me in Egypt after my father died. The family needs its lord at home now.”

“Yes, Father.” She wanted to scream, to lash out at the man who was damning her to balls and parlors and being seen but not heard.

“But enough of this talk of gloom and duty. I am here with happy news for you, Regina.” He smiled and looked at his daughter’s doubting eyes. “I have received a cable from London that Lieutenant Seward will be joining us in time to see the New Year in.”

Regina couldn’t suppress a smile of her own, one that brought a chuckle to her father.

“You see, happy news. And happier still. When last I was in London, I met with Seward and he made a request of me, my dear. He asked me for your hand in marriage.”

Regina felt a chill run through her, followed by a flush of heat. Marriage! With Seward, the one man who—how to put it?—had made his way into her thoughts again and again.

“We shall discuss the details upon his arrival, my dear, for if the life of an army man’s daughter is not easy, the life of his wife is truly Herculean. I wish you to be happy my dear, and I need to know that you would be so at his side—his career is in the colonies, I think.”

“Oh, Father! Yes, yes, and again, yes.”

“Careful, Regina, do not make any hasty decisions. I have not yet given my assent to this union. Do not be in a rush to spend your life in the heat of Java, Honduras or Lagos.”

Could he know, she wondered. Could Father understand that that was exactly what she was in a rush to do? To get away from this large and empty house a stone’s throw from the Northumbrian border. To get away from the things expected of a proper young girl and see the places others only dreamed of.

“We shall have plenty of opportunity to discuss matters. I have invited Seward to stay with us through Twelfth Night.”

“Yes, Father, of course.” She embraced him. “Thank you.”

“Yes, yes. Now off to bed with you.”
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James, Lord Blake watched his daughter head for her bedchamber with a happy scurry and it brought to mind the child she had been. The child she no longer was, he realized with a touch of chagrin. What had happened to the little girl with unruly brown locks who had a thousand questions he was happy to answer? The girl who’d hiked up her skirts to run across the decks of the steamship to Alexandria?

The answer was simple, of course: she’d grown into a fine young woman. Unruly locks had become well-tended curls. All the pudginess of childhood was long gone and the fine features of a beauty had emerged, one that not even the dour clothes of the day could conceal. She reminded him of Emma on their wedding day, of the lithe and cheerful beauty who’d stolen his heart and turned a marriage of obligation into something more. To think he’d railed against the fates that compelled his father to select for him a wife based solely on the fact that her dowry and inheritance would make solvent a viscounty just as ancient as it was impoverished. How he had bemoaned that decision! Only to find in Emma Ducheski that rarest of flowers: a true love.

That was before, of course. Before those terrible nights on Hampstead Heath in London. Before poor Lewis—who’d stood as his groomsman on that happy wedding day—met his awful fate. Before the departure for Cairo and the sickness, the scars and the betrayals.

Lord Blake didn’t even notice the smile vanish from his face and the cold thing curl up in his gut.
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Alone in her bed, Regina’s dreams and memories came to celebrate with her. Closing her eyes, she returned to that night little more than a year ago. One of her last in Egypt and her first alone with Seward.

It was September and a pleasant heat tinged the Cairene night. In the three months since Father had announced that the family would be returning to England, hardly a day or night had seemed to go by without some new visit or social gathering. Father had been under a great deal of pressure to return to the mother country and take up the duties of a viscount, something that colonial service precluded, but now that he had given in, the task of relocation seemed epic in scale. Sea captains, land agents and military officers paraded through their home in the growing Garden City district of Cairo, and Father was constantly going over their reports. His military mind attacked the task of uprooting himself with vigor, but it seemed to Regina that he was making things more difficult than they needed to be. It was intentional, she knew now, a way for him to delay becoming the man he’d fought long and hard to avoid being—a country lord.

What Regina remembered most, however, was the parade of doctors attending Mother. A “tropical fever,” Father called the ailment that kept his wife in bed much of the day and sent her through raving nightmares most of the night. Regina had been shocked by her mother’s screams the first time she’d heard them and run to find her father, but the night terrors became a taboo after that. Everyone in the house knew they existed, but Father would only discuss them in the vaguest terms and usually only with stern-looking medical professionals arrived on the latest train from Alexandria or Port Said.

All this meant that he’d had little time for Regina or her feelings about returning to England. Despite the visitors who increasingly insisted on calling her “Lady Regina,” she had little interest in the life of a viscount’s marriageable daughter. She had enjoyed the freedom of living among the Queen’s subjects in Egypt, where the pressures to marry and produce an heir were less severe. Her father had been in no hurry to dowry off his daughter to a colonial social climber, but she feared he would succumb to the pressures of expectation once back in England. In the meantime, she had found herself in the lone company of various house servants.

But this evening, Lieutenant Malcolm Seward was her accompaniment. The young man, perhaps ten years Regina’s senior, had served under her father since the military occupation of 1882. Colonel Blake’s style had never been so rigid as to discount the value of his junior officers and the two had become as close to friends as possible under the circumstances. That bond only grew tighter when Seward wrestled a manservant with Arabist sympathies to the ground just before he could run Colonel Blake through with a knife. Regina was aware of the high regard in which her father held the young lieutenant and their paths had crossed at several social functions.

And, truth be told, she’d thought of him much at other times. His features—fine blond hair, broad and muscular frame, steel-gray eyes—refused to leave her be. She’d even found herself in an uncharacteristic girlish fit when he arrived at the ball with the daughter of one of Sir Evelyn Baring’s aides on his arm. What was that girl’s name? Oh, yes.

“I’m surprised you aren’t with Paulina this evening, Lieutenant.”

Seward, standing on the balcony overlooking the twisting lanes of the Garden City and the Nile beyond it, looked away. “No, not tonight. Her father wouldn’t want that.”

In her memory, Regina could perfectly read the anger and frustration Seward tried so hard to hold in check. At the time, she’d just thrilled that Paulina might no longer be a concern. She couldn’t resist a mild jab. “Oh? Are you not to be trusted, Lieutenant?”

His gaze turned on her and for a second something dark roiled behind his eyes. “Did Paulina say anything to you?”

“Hardly.” Regina had barely even seen the girl in the last few months. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I did not mean to upset you.”

He walked from the balcony’s Grecian railing to one of the white stone benches designed for a comfortable view of the river. He sat with his back to the Nile, facing the doors into the house proper. “No,” he said, his voice defeated and deflated, “I’m the one who owes you an apology. It’s…”

Regina went to him, interposing herself between the bench and doors, kneeling to look him in the eye. The whalebone spine in her corset dug into her sternum. “Please, Malcolm, what happened?”

A thrill of fear went through her. Without realizing it until the deed was done, she’d used his Christian name. Doing so without invitation was to assume an intimacy she only hoped existed between the two of them. He would be well within his rights to be cross.

“The truth, I suppose.” He looked into her eyes and she saw his agony, but no anger. “Her father decided I was not a proper match for his daughter. A minor officer, untitled and unlanded, just wasn’t what he expected.”

“Oh, Malcolm…” Regina hoped she’d kept the relief out of her voice.

“My father purchased my commission with his last pound and I have no land or estate to offer. It was foolish of me to even entertain a girl of Paulina’s status.”

“She…” Regina found her throat suddenly dry. Her thoughts were her own, but to share them… “She is the one who was a fool.”

“What?” His eyes grew soft and Regina feared she’d be lost in them forever. “What did you say?”

“You heard me, darling.” And she kissed him.

She’d never kissed a man before and feared she wouldn’t know how. Her lips trembled and when he didn’t immediately react, she thought she’d damned herself as a foolish child. But then his hands were cupping her face, pulling the two of them closer together into a deep embrace. His lips parted and enveloped hers and she felt heat welling up in her body. The painful corset faded from her awareness and all she could feel was him. She inhaled his scent, felt the tickle of his mustache, tasted the saltiness of his lips tinged with tears she didn’t know were hers.

Something told her to remember everything about the moment, and those memories (backed by letters to and from Malcolm) had sustained her for over a year. Now, with her father’s happy news, memory gave way to dreams thus far undreamed. Alone in her bedroom at Bernan House she felt his lips part anew and a delicious thrill went through as she felt his slick tongue probe her. She knew these desires were improper, but that very fact made them all the more enticing.

Like a wanton woman from one of the secret books she had found in her mother’s study last year, Regina’s dream-hand traveled down his chest to the source of his manhood. For his part, her imagined lover explored her body suddenly and fantastically devoid of the corset, petticoats, gowns and garments that had bound her in reality. Delicious heat rose from her naked skin and she felt his ardor grow.

“Darling…” Her raspy whisper was the only real vocalization of the passionate moans of her fantasy. It was enough.
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Regina preferred Bernan House at night, truth be told. Her head still full of images of Malcolm Seward, she walked the empty hallways of the third floor. It was cold, certainly, but she was well bundled and now too restless to remain in bed. She slipped into one of the upstairs rooms with a view to the north. It had been her grandmother’s sewing room, if the enameled workbox and bolts of fabric were any indication, but it probably had not been used in the years since her death seven years before.

Regina wondered what the woman had been like. She’d only known her as an infant. Her only real image of her grandmother was the sepia-toned daguerreotype taken of her and her husband—Regina’s grandfather—lying in their graves before they were buried. The Arabi problem had made a return to County Durham impossible for the new Lord Blake and his family, but the funerary cards had arrived by ship some months later, there to complete the black wardrobe the family had adopted in mourning. Black, like the bolt of dyed broadcloth ready for sewing that lay nearby and would for a while to come. Indeed, Mother hadn’t been able to use the room since her arrival here, her sickness keeping her mostly in bed, but the room was cleaned and ready for her. Mary, her lady’s maid, had prepared it and maintained it without having to be told to.

Regina had passed by an entrance to the servants’ quarters below-stairs earlier in her midnight wanderings and Mary had emerged as if on cue, seemingly aware of every movement in the old house. Regina had sent her back to sleep, shushing away complaints that it wasn’t proper or some such. Regina had suppressed a smirk, wondering just what Mary—with her concern for propriety—would think of the dreams that had sent her mistress’s daughter wandering the halls.

She took a seat in the rocking chair by the window, allowing herself a smile at the thought of shocking Mary. Beyond the thin windows of the house, the Durham countryside had been swallowed by a moonless night. A tapestry of stars spread across the sky, with bands of gray clouds creating a pattern within them. The landscape was a uniform black, like a bottomless sea or some preacher’s description of the purgatory between luminous heaven and fiery hell. An expanse of sheer nothingness.

Regina smothered the candle she had been carrying to light her way and stared out into that nothingness. Sitting in a darkness almost as absolute, she strained to find some detail in the lands that were her father’s. Some nocturnal bird or scavenger whose movements would betray it, some lonely farmer heading out by lamplight to the fields he would till at first light. A daughter returning from a secret rendezvous with the son of a neighboring family. But she found none of it. The land was dark and empty, devoid of the endless variety she had known in Cairo, devoid of any hint of a life other than that expected of her.

“Oh Malcolm,” she whispered to the night.


[image: ]



The two men—one tall and thin, the other short and corpulent—had walked several miles in the dark, through the light snow covering the frozen ground. They’d set out at sunset and it was well past midnight now, when they arrived on the grounds of the great house their wayward cousin inhabited.

The tall man looked to the upstairs window from the darkness of the grounds. He carried no light and needed none thanks to the gifts his servitude brought with it. There, lit by the flickering light of a candle, he saw the young daughter of the house. A beauty, that one.

“Come.” The short man whispered, but the tone of command was unmistakable. The tall man responded—the master had charged him to accompany the other man, after all—but he felt his bile rise. If he were to keep his composure, he’d have to find a way to sate the hatred he felt toward this pudgy little fellow.

The girl in the window extinguished the candle. To others that would hide her as well as the darkness hid the two of them, but not to him. She was still there, and he had to admit, she looked delicious.

Yes, she would do nicely.


Chapter Two

“Do you ever dream of escaping, darling girl?”

The question sent fingers of numbness through Regina. She’d had Mary wheel her mother out to the north balcony outside her bedroom to enjoy the unexpected warmth of the noonday sun, but Emma Blake hadn’t spoken before she asked that question. Despite the day’s comparative warmth—last night’s frozen fields would be muddy and wet, now—a woolen blanket seemed to keep her nestled in the wooden, wheeled chair Mary had used to move her mistress from her bedchamber. Beneath it, a simple but heavy dress, covering her from the top of her neck to the tip of her toes, and a matching bonnet completed the envelopment of the sickly woman. Until she spoke, Regina had thought her mother was sleeping.

“Sometimes.” Regina looked down at her mother, who seemed as pale and thin as ghost. Tears had welled in the corner of her eyes and that sent dread to Regina’s heart. “But what do you mean? Escape from what?”

“From everything. From me, from this house, from… from yourself… from…” She looked out at the estate, unable or unwilling to put into words just what bondage she felt her daughter might wish to escape.

“Oh, mother.” Regina sat by her mother, looking into the clouded eyes of the woman she’d once thought of as so strong. “Do not worry about me. Lieutenant Seward arrives soon and he brings happy news. I—”

“Be careful, Regina,” her mother interrupted. “Your father has been a good man, but it isn’t enough. It’s never enough.”

“I…” Regina’s throat tightened. Despite the sickness and spells that had plagued her over the last two years, Emma had always been a role model for her daughter. Regina looked to her mother as a guide for the ways in which a woman might find partnership, respect and security with a proper husband. To hear her give voice, after twenty years of marriage, to some of the same fears she herself struggled with was more than worrisome. Truth be told, it felt like a betrayal.

“What are all these dark tidings, Emmy?”

Regina turned around toward the room and the unfamiliar voice. Mary was standing to the side of the door, demurely positioned to usher in two visitors. The first, the man who had spoken and now smiled broadly in Regina and Emma Blake’s direction, was short and more than a little round. He wore a beard and his black hair was turning gray. Spectacles with small but absurdly thick lenses straddled a slightly crooked nose, giving him the appearance of a mole dressed as a man. Behind him, mostly obscured by a combination of the first man’s girth and the shadows of the room, stood a taller man. He gave off the impression of an undertaker, his eyes sunk under a heavy brow and the brim of a tall black hat.

“Uncle!” said Emma. Her voice rose to
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