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      Caroline Fielding saw the huge mansion rising from the steep incline ahead of them as the carriage turned the corner, and felt
         an almost overwhelming sense of relief. It was the end of a very long journey and she was aching with tiredness and from the
         biting cold. First there had been the early morning ride to the station in London. The platforms had been crowded and
         it had been difficult for her and Joshua to push their way through with all the luggage, trying not to bump into people. She
         had been glad to find their seats for the journey to York.
      

      
      In York they had disembarked. One piece of luggage had been mislayed and as time was short they were desperate to find it.
         She had asked the same porter the same questions over and over, until at last it was safely stowed in the guards’ van on the
         train to Whitby. Then she and Joshua had almost run along the platform as carriage doors clanged shut and the engine belched
         steam and smuts, and they scrambled in just as the train began to move.
      

      
      Now in the dark, and with newly fallen snow, they rode in a two-horse carriage from Whitby up to the cliff edge and this house where they would spend the whole Christmas holiday,
         if you could call it a holiday.
      

      
      She turned to look at Joshua beside her. Aware of her movement, he touched her gloved hand lightly.

      
      ‘A bit brooding, isn’t it?’ he said ruefully. ‘But I expect it’ll be warm inside, and we’ll be very welcome.’

      
      The coach lamps did not give enough light to see his face, but she could imagine it: gentle, mercurial, full of humour. She
         heard the half-apology in his voice.
      

      
      ‘It’ll be excellent,’ she said without hesitation. She would never be as good an actor as he was, because she was always herself,
         and it was his profession to imagine himself inside another man’s skin, even his heart. But she had long ago learned to mask
         her feelings for the sake of those she loved, and she did love him. However, there were fears that crowded her every so often
         because she was so much older than he, and she did not belong to the theatre as he did. She feared she would always be an
         outsider, too old for him in the eyes of his fellows, too ordinary, undramatic and painfully respectable. Yet she would have
         been wretched had she given in to conventionality and remained a widow after her first husband’s death. And how could she
         have married anyone else when she loved Joshua so much? She felt no inner doubt or shadow about her second marriage although
         outwardly it had not been at all the right thing to do.
      

      
      For a moment Joshua’s hand tightened over hers.

      
      They climbed the last hundred yards of the road, horses straining against the weight of the vehicle, and finally pulled to a stop in front of the magnificent entrance of the mansion.
         The doors were flung open, flooding the portico and the gravel driveway with light.
      

      
      ‘You are right,’ Caroline said with a smile. ‘We are welcome.’

      
      A footman opened the door and Joshua climbed out quickly, turning to assist Caroline. She had been glad of the cloak and her
         huge skirts while on the journey – they provided the only warmth available – but now they were an encumbrance as she tried
         to step down elegantly. She grasped Joshua’s hand rather more firmly than she had intended, and stood up straight to her full
         height just as their host, Charles Netheridge, came out of his ostentatious front door. He descended the wide steps, holding
         out his hand.
      

      
      Introductions were made and orders given. Footmen materialised to unpack the boxes and trunks, and see to the horses.

      
      Charles Netheridge was a stocky man, thick-chested, heavy-shouldered. His grey hair was still strong, but receding a little
         at the front as he moved into his sixties. In the flare of the outside lights, his features were blunt and vigorous, as was
         his manner. His father had made a fortune in coal. Charles had augmented it and later also built up his wealth in jet. It
         was his pleasure to donate generously to the theatre in London and to know that some of the best performances would never
         have found an audience without his intervention.
      

      
      Now he had one of England’s most dynamic actors in his own home, and he was brimming over with satisfaction. He led his guests
         inside, calling out orders for their comfort, refreshment, for luggage to be taken to their rooms, and everything done for their wellbeing.
      

      
      Caroline barely had time to glance around the hall, with its grey and white marble floor and its high ceiling from which hung
         a splendid chandelier. The warmth enveloped her and just now that was all she cared about.
      

      
      ‘Mr Singer is already here,’ Netheridge said cheerfully. ‘He told me he is to play the hero, Van Helsing.’ He looked a little
         self-conscious as he said this last, looking earnestly at Joshua as if trying to read his thoughts.
      

      
      Joshua composed his expression in a manner Caroline had come to understand. He was concealing a very considerable irritation.

      
      ‘I think he will be,’ he agreed. ‘But we will make no final decisions until we have read through Miss Netheridge’s dramatisation.’

      
      ‘Of course, of course,’ Netheridge agreed. ‘All in good time. I hope Mr Hobbs and Miss Carstairs, and Miss Rye will get here
         before too long. It’s a nasty night, and set to get worse, I think. No doubt we’ll have a good deal of snow by Christmas.
         Seven days to go before the performance.’ He looked at Joshua narrowly, a steady, curiously unblinking stare. ‘Long enough
         for you to get it right, do you think? No idea if it’s any good. Alice has no experience, you know.’
      

      
      Joshua made himself smile. ‘You’ll be surprised how quickly it’ll come.’

      
      ‘Damn silly story, if you ask me,’ Netheridge murmured, half to himself. ‘Vampires, indeed! But it seems to be all the rage in London, or so they say. Who is this fellow Bram Stoker? What kind of a name is “Bram”?’
      

      
      ‘Short for Abraham,’ Joshua replied.

      
      Netheridge looked at him wide-eyed. ‘Jewish?’

      
      ‘I’m told he’s Irish,’ Joshua said with a brief smile, but Caroline saw the slight stiffening of his body and the tension
         in his shoulders. She had learned not to leap to his defence: to do so was patronising, as if there were something about being
         Jewish that needed explaining. But it was difficult for her. It is instinctive to protect those whom we love; and the more
         open to hurt they are, the fiercer our retaliation.
      

      
      Netheridge did not even appear to be aware that he had been clumsy. This was not the time to let him know. They needed him
         in the new year of 1898. Without his support their next play would not open. In return for that, Joshua and the lead actors
         in his company were going to spend eight days over Christmas as Netheridge’s guests, and perform his daughter’s amateur dramatisation
         of Stoker’s new novel, Dracula. In the book, the storm had washed ashore the coffin with the vampire inside it at Whitby. Alice Netheridge’s play would
         be performed on Boxing Day, the day after Christmas, for an audience of Netheridge’s friends and neighbours.
      

      
      Eliza Netheridge came hurrying out of the passage at the back of the hall. She was a small woman, whose fair hair was going
         grey and in whose gentle face her strength was not immediately apparent. Now she looked concerned as her husband made the introductions with a touch of impatience, as if he thought she should already have been there.
      

      
      ‘You must be tired,’ Eliza said warmly, looking first at Caroline, then at Joshua. ‘And cold. I’m sure you would like to go
         to your room and rest a little before dinner.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Caroline accepted quickly. ‘That is most kind. It has been rather a long journey, and we very much wish to be
         at our best tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Eliza smiled. ‘Will dinner at eight be suitable to you? We can always serve you something in the breakfast room
         at a different time, if you wish?’
      

      
      ‘Eight will be excellent,’ Caroline assured her, starting to walk towards the stairs.

      
      The bedroom they were shown to was large and richly curtained in dark wine red. There were chairs near the fire, which spread
         such a light and a warmth that it was unnecessary to use the candles except on the bedside table.
      

      
      Joshua stood in the middle of the room as soon as the door was closed behind the footman who had brought their cases.

      
      ‘I told you,’ he said gently. ‘We are very welcome.’ He was smiling, although his face, which reflected emotion so easily,
         could not hide either his weariness or a degree of anxiety.
      

      
      Caroline walked over to stand close to him, then reached forward and touched his cheek softly with her fingertips. ‘Don’t
         worry about it tonight, my dear. You’ll all work on the play tomorrow, and it may not be nearly as difficult when you rehearse it together as it seems now on the page. How often have you told me that about other plays?’
      

      
      He leaned forward and kissed her. ‘Actually it’s awful,’ he said ruefully. ‘It’s a very difficult thing to adapt a book for
         the stage, and Alice Netheridge really hasn’t much idea. I wouldn’t even attempt this if we weren’t at our wits’ end to find
         a backer for next year. But without Netheridge’s support we would all be facing a pretty bleak spring.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not true, Joshua,’ she corrected him. ‘The company would, but you could always find a part somewhere. I know of at
         least three other managers who would leap at the chance to have you.’
      

      
      He winced very slightly; it was just a tightening of the skin across the bones of his cheeks. ‘Walk away and leave the rest
         of the company with nothing?’ he asked. ‘The theatre is too small a world to do that, even if I were willing to. It’s not
         only Mercy and James, or Lydia – not to mention Vincent; although he would probably find something else. It’s all the others
         as well; the bit players who do a dozen other things: moving scenery, fetching and carrying, building props, looking after
         the costumes.’
      

      
      She had known he would say something like that, but when he did it still gave her a rush of warmth beyond the reach of the
         fire.
      

      
      He was frowing a little. ‘Are you afraid?’ he asked. She had been used to being provided for, more than adequately, all her
         life. First it had been by her father, then Edward Ellison. This was the first time she had ever realised, more than in theory, that it was possible she could become cold or hungry, or truly frightened of debt, afraid of a knock on the door.
         Should she lie? Was honesty between them worth more than courage, or kindness? Which was the greater kindness anyway?
      

      
      ‘Not yet,’ she said with a tiny grimace. ‘Just don’t expect too much from Alice Netheridge. Can you steer some sort of path
         between her work as it stands, and what you would consider good enough professionally?’
      

      
      ‘Between the rocks and the whirlpool?’ He said it with a twisted smile, but there was no laughter in his eyes. ‘I can try.
         And keep Vincent from taking over and hogging the stage, Lydia from giving up altogether, and Mercy and James from endlessly
         defending each other from attacks that no one has made, while at the same time teaching Alice Netheridge how to do all the
         extra parts, and play a credible Count Dracula myself?’ He shrugged. ‘Of course. My wife overrates me perhaps, but she thinks
         I can.’ His voice dropped a little. ‘At least she says so.’
      

      
      Dinner was a very generous affair, but informal. Joshua and Caroline arrived in the drawing room to find Vincent Singer already
         there. He had clearly rested and changed from his travelling clothes. Caroline had known him on and off since her marriage,
         but she still felt uncomfortable in his company. He was very striking to look at: tall and lean with a powerful face, and
         at present he had a full beard, turning from fair to grey. It was neatly trimmed, although he had allowed his shaggy hair
         to grow a little long.
      

      
      
      He turned from the fireplace where he was standing, glanced first at Joshua without speaking to him, then came forward to
         Caroline.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, Mrs Fielding,’ he said warmly. He had a rich and exquisitely trained voice, and he never spoke carelessly.
         ‘I hope the journey was not too arduous for you?’
      

      
      She knew he intended to sound concerned, and yet she felt a tiny stab of self-consciousness, as if he were also reminding
         her that she was older than the rest of them, and an outsider, unused to the rigours of drama, and the self-discipline that
         made the players always give of their best. Weariness, hunger, fear and private grief were to be overcome. She admired that
         in all of them and wanted to equal them; above all so Joshua would never be embarrassed for her.
      

      
      Now she forced herself to smile at Singer. ‘It was a most exhilarating journey,’ she lied. ‘I have never been to this part
         of Yorkshire before. I could see, even in the dusk as we approached the town, why Mr Stoker chose to set his story here.’
      

      
      She had no idea whether he believed her or not, but then she had never been able to read his face. Perhaps instead of trying
         to read him, and failing, she should make more certain that he could not read her either.
      

      
      ‘Do you think so?’ he said conversationally. ‘I would have preferred Cornwall, myself.’

      
      ‘Too easily associated with smugglers,’ she replied. ‘Besides, how would one pass Cornwall by sea from Transylvania, in order
         to be washed ashore, whatever the storm?’
      

      
      
      ‘You are too literal, ma’am,’ he said with a tiny shake of his head. ‘The whole thing is . . . fantastical.’

      
      ‘Not at all,’ she insisted. ‘It is created out of the darkness of the nightmares within us. It must be consistent in itself
         or it loses its edge of horror.’ Her mind flickered back to the past, and the terror that had surrounded and devastated her
         own family, sixteen years ago. She forced it away again and turned to face Alice Netheridge, who came forward from where she
         had been standing by the curtains. She was not pretty in the usual way, but there was great emotion in her face, and when
         she smiled – as she did now – there was a way in which she was quite beautiful.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Fielding.’ She held out her hand. ‘You are marvellously perceptive. That is exactly what I feel too. Dracula is the demon
         within us. I wish I could put it more successfully on paper. I’m Alice Netheridge.’ She turned to Joshua, some little distance
         behind Caroline, and now she was clearly nervous. She had tried desperately hard to force her ideas into form and she was
         waiting for his judgement. She might aspire to be an actress adequate for the very small parts she would have to fulfil in
         the play, but she had no skill to conceal the vulnerability in her eyes now.
      

      
      Joshua took her hand briefly and smiled at her. ‘We will see how it reads tomorrow,’ he replied. ‘There are always changes;
         please don’t feel badly if we make a few. The spoken word is very different from the written one. If we are any good at our
         parts, we may need to say far less than you imagine.’ He turned to Singer. ‘Good evening, Vincent. How was your journey?’
      

      
      ‘Tedious,’ Singer replied. ‘But mercifully uneventful. The weather is vile, and apparently likely to get worse.’

      
      ‘Then it is fortunate that the house is so comfortable and we shan’t have to leave it,’ Joshua retorted.

      
      The door opened and they were joined by Lydia Rye, the actress who would play the second female lead, Lucy Westenra, Dracula’s
         first victim. She was pretty in a delicately voluptuous way, and yet there was character in her face and her slightly husky
         voice was unusually attractive. Caroline had often wondered why she had not overtaken Mercy Carstairs in the leading roles.
      

      
      ‘Too little hunger,’ Joshua had said, but looking at her now Caroline could not understand what he meant. It was just another
         example of the way in which she was never quite one of them. She could learn all she wished but she did not have the instinctive
         understanding the others shared.
      

      
      Lydia was introduced to Alice, and then to Mr and Mrs Netheridge. Lydia spoke to Joshua and Caroline with the warmth she had
         always shown, and they were talking agreeably of nothing in particular when the last two of the players arrived. Mercy Carstairs
         and James Hobbs had been married for three years and seemed well suited to each other. She was very slender, wide-eyed and
         filled with a restless energy, which on the stage commanded attention. He was traditionally handsome, as tall as Vincent Singer
         but far less dynamic. He was good in romantic leads but he had no inner darkness at his command to play villains, and no silence within from which to summon tragedy.
      

      
      They all exchanged greetings, expressed their satisfaction at the ample accommodation that had been given them, then swapped
         a few stories of the journey from London.
      

      
      They had already been
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In a snowy Whitby in 1897 dangerous secrets
aw emerge from the dark...
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