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ONE: The Man in the Cage

The madman sat in his cell and dreamed of death.

He dreamed of his own death, which he tried not to wish for, and he dreamed of the death of others. One was the woman he had hoped to marry, and one was the man responsible for killing her, a man he knew had been a corpse for centuries.

This conviction had led the courts to declare Reginald Callender mad, a decision that had saved his life and then sent him straight to hell.

He listened to the screams of the damned around him and decided to try standing again. His feet were sore and the muscles in his legs throbbed painfully, but he was determined to sit as little as possible, and never to lie down at all in the filth that covered the floor. Much of this, it shamed and sickened him to know, had come from his own body; he had been chained here for more than a week.

He struggled Upward into a squat, bracing his back against the rough stone wall behind him, hearing the jangle of his chains and the squealing scrape of the iron band around his waist as it rubbed against wet rock.· The waist band was hardly an annoyance now, since he had grown so thin, but the smaller ring around his neck was agony, half strangling him and rubbing his flesh raw. Both restraints were chained to the wall, but he had slack enough to move for a few feet, except for those times that he could not bear to think about. He moved as slowly and silently as he could, desperate not to draw attention to himself. He never even screamed anymore, except of course when the chains grew suddenly shorter.

Reginald Callender finally reached his feet, a good night’s work for any man in this forsaken hole. All but winded by his exertions, he gasped for breath and inhaled the foul stew of damp, decay, and his own stench that filled the cell. He listened to his teeth chattering, and a cold chill ran through him that set his chains to rattling again. He cradled his body in his thin arms and attempted to distract himself by thinking of McNaughten once again.

If not for McNaughten, Reginald Callender would have been in his grave. Not that he was far from it, trapped in a cell that was hardly longer than a coffin and even deeper underground. There was little to be thankful for in this existence except that it might someday provide an opportunity for escape, and for revenge, and for at least such happiness as that would bring; and this was reason enough for Callender to love McNaughten, Whom he had never met, as he would love a brother.

An older brother, to be sure, for McNaughten had been the first man in England to be convicted as a murderer and then spared the gallows because he was mad’. That had been four years ago, in 1843, When McNaughten had killed the secretary of the man who headed Scotland Yard, Sir Robert Peel. This deed itself was enough to endear McNaughten to his spiritual successor, who had come to hate the police with a passion, but McNaµghten’s greatest gift had been to be so utterly insane that even the courts had been compelled to notice it. Callender remembered the decision as if it were a litany: “The party accused was laboring under such a defect of reason, from disease of the mind, as not to know the nature and quality of the act he was doing.”

A precedent, that’s what the lawyers called it; MeNaughten didn’t hang, and so Callender didn’t either. He wondered how McNaughten was enjoying life. And he remembered how he had enjoyed it himself, so few years ago, when he had sat in the Commerce Club beside an open fire, a drink in one hand and the London Times in the other, denouncing the decision that had let a murderer go free.

Free! Callender rattled his chains and laughed. He stifled the sound at once, praying that it would be lost among the sobs and catcalls and obscenities that echoed down the asylum’s clammy Corridors. The best policy was to be inconspicuous; the keepers didn’t like him at the best of times. They shared the widespread delusion that he had murdered the lovely young woman that he should have wed, when in fact, of course, he had only meant to kill the monster who was threatening her, the monster they would not believe existed. He held his breath, peered into the corners of his cell, and whispered the word into the darkness.

“Vampire.”

The high walls outside Halliwell House were black against the clear sky of a winter night as Nigel Stone paced back and forth in front of them. He wondered if it would snow in time for Christmas. He wondered if he should forget about his business here and go home to his wife. He wondered if this was just a fool’s errand or actually a lunatic’s. He looked up and saw that, sure enough, the moon was full.

“Blast!” he said.

He was a lunatic, no doubt of it, planning to bribe his way into an asylum to see a man he wished he could forget. Yet somehow, all these weeks after the trial, he could not erase the picture of Reginald Callender from his mind. It might have been because they were cousins; it might even have been because despite himself he wondered if his cousin might just possibly be telling the truth. A man who has spent ten years in India learns the value of believing almost anything.

He might even believe in Christmas, which was coming soon, and so take pity on his fellow man. This bleak neighborhood on the outskirts of London displayed nothing that might remind a visitor of Christmas, and the grim bulk of Halliwell House showed no signs of pity. It was up to Nigel Stone to do what he could, even if it meant paying a call on a murderer.

He pounded on the wooden door in the wall with his gloved fist, then stamped his feet on the pavement to ward off the cold. He watched his breath billow out in front of him like cigar smoke, then struck his fist against the door again. A panel swung open and a sharp, unshaven face poked out.

“What do you want, then? Be quiet! Go away! You don’t want to come in here!”

“But I do, my dear fellow. Don’t you remember me?” The man behind the wall squinted at Stone. He held up a lantern. “Oh,” he said. “You’re the fat one.”

“I don’t see that my figure enters into the matter,” huffed Stone. “You told me to come back at night, and then you’d let me in.”

“I said I might, that’s all. I shouldn’t. It isn’t proper. They passed a law, you know. We’re not supposed to let the gentry in to look at the loonies.”

“But I don’t want to look at anyone, my good man. I just want to see my cousin.”

“Well, what’s the difference, then? It’s still unlawful.” The two men stared at each other through the opening in the door: Stone baffled, the turnkey waiting for the light of reason to dawn at last. A few seconds passed.

“Look here,” Stone finally said. “How much will it cost me to get through this door?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t like to say, sir.” The gatekeeper looked his prospect up and down, trying to assess the cut of his clothes. There was another pregnant pause. “Half a crown,” he said.

“Done!” said Stone, reaching into his pocket with such alacrity that the man behind the wall cursed himself as an easy mark. Still, a bargain was a bargain. He shuffled through the keys on his steel ring, selected the largest, and turned it in the lock. When the door was opened, he pulled Stone through and locked it behind him, then sat down on a three-legged stool and fished a pipe out of his pocket. “There you are, sir,” he said.

“There I am?” echoed Stone. “Where am I?”

He looked across a barren stretch of ground toward a gloomy old mansion with bars on all its windows, only one of which showed any light. Then he looked at his host, wrapped in a bedraggled greatcoat and smoking his pipe under a dead tree.

“See here,” said Stone. “This won’t do at all. I told you I had to get in there to see my cousin.”

“No, sir. You asked me how much it would cost to get through that door there. And now you’re through.”

“And you told me it was a crime to let me in, didn’t you? You just might find yourself up on a report before morning, unless you take me to see Mr. Callender at once.”

The gatekeeper examined his visitor with new interest. On the surface, he was just a red-faced, middle-aged gent with jowls and a befuddled attitude, but there was apparently a bit of the bulldog in him.

The turnkey sighed and stood up. He knocked his pipe against his boot and ground its glowing embers into the dirt. He picked up his lantern. “George won’t like it,” he said. “Most likely he’ll throw you out.”

“George? And who is George?”

“The head keeper, that’s George. He runs the place at night. Used to be a prizefighter. Not a pleasant fellow, George. Not a bit like me. He might break your head. He might break mine. He likes breaking things, does George. And if he doesn’t kill us both, he’ll charge you more than half a crown to let you in. If he lets you in at all.”

“You should have arranged things with him.” “Oh, I did, sir, but he was sober then.”

The man with the lantern led the way surefootedly up the broken steps of Halliwell House, not even hesitating at the sound of an unearthly wail that stopped Stone dead. “My God! What was that?”

“Might be your cousin, for all I know. Him or one of his little friends. Just come through here, sir.”

“Shouldn’t the house be locked?” asked Stone as he stepped into its dusty entrance hall.

“No need, really. The children are all safe in their rooms, and there’s more than one way to make sure they stay. For one thing, they’d have to get past George. Come on.”

Stone followed his guide down the empty hallway toward a double door, which just as they reached it burst open with a crash, both doors banging into the walls. A gigantic figure, silhouetted by the firelight behind it, lumbered forward. “Who’s there?” a hoarse voice bellowed.

Stone took three quick steps backward, but the gatekeeper was not so quick. A hand the size of a ham shot out and clutched him by the collar.

“It’s me, George, it’s only me! You know me!”

The giant pulled his prey back into the light.

“You!” he roared. “What are you sneaking around here for?”

“I wasn’t sneaking, George, honest I wasn’t! I came to visit, that’s all. Me and this gentleman. He’s got money for you, George!”

The head keeper relaxed his grip. He thought for a moment. “You get back outside,” he said, and his underling scurried away.

He looked at Stone, and Stone looked at him. The head keeper was a mountain of muscle, not much of it gone to fat, and not more than an inch under seven feet tall. His nose had been broken and flattened, his ears were twisted lumps of cartilage, and his eyes were crisscrossed with broken blood vessels. His head was shaved except for a black stubble, and he reeked of gin.

“You come in here,” he said.

Nigel Stone moved forward gingerly, careful to give no offense. He stepped into a small anteroom, which seemed to contain nothing but a fireplace, an armchair, and a small table supporting a bottle of gin. The man called George lumbered toward the fire, then turned around with a heavy brass poker in his hand. Stone moved away from him and the keeper smiled.

“Afraid, are you? You don’t have to be afraid of me.

It’s them you have to be afraid of.” He jerked a thumb toward a small door opposite the entrance to his lair. He squatted to stir up the fire, his eyes darting from left to right, then leaped up and hurled the poker across the room. Stone threw himself out of the way as it clattered into a dark corner.

“Rats,” George explained. He smiled again, showing the few teeth he still possessed. “They’re everywhere. Can’t get rid of ’em, but I can put the fear of God into ’em, eh?”

He sat in his chair and emptied a good quarter of the gin bottle into his mouth, then threw his head back and swallowed. “Now,” he said. “What do you want here?”

Nigel Stone knew he should disguise his nervousness, but didn’t know if he could do it. “I’ve come to see a man,” he said as firmly as he could. His voice only broke on the first word.

“What man?”

“His name is Callender.”

“You want to see Callender? A gent like you? He’s not a pretty sight. Go home.”

“He’s my cousin.”

“He’s a murderer. He killed a girl. Shoved something right through her, that’s what I heard.”

“His cane,” said Nigel Stone. George looked thoughtful.

“I won’t ask why you want to see him,” he said. “Maybe you want to kill him. We’ve had ’em disappear before, you know. Nobody wants ’em. This isn’t even a government asylum.’ This is a private house. We get the worst ones here, contracted out, you might say, to a place where’s there’s no rules and no reforms. And no inspectors. We use the old ways, and we don’t cost the treasury much. We just keep ’em here until they die, and they die soon.”

“Then I must see Reginald Callender at once.”

“Before he dies, you mean?”

“I mean so that he will not die at all.”

“That’s not so easy to arrange as the other way around,” said George. Still seated in his chair, he leaned over so that his back was turned toward Stone and began to fool with something near the floor. Stone could see the man’s muscles working under his coat, and he could hear the sound of metal scraping.

“What are you doing there?” he demanded.

The keeper stood and faced him, laughing silently. “Just making sure that he’s awake, that’s all.”

“Then you’ll take me to him?”

“Aye. For a pound.”

Stone started to argue, recalled that his wife had made him a rich man, and handed over the money. George produced a lantern and lit it with a piece of kindling from the fire. “You’ll have to carry that,” he told Stone. “I need one hand for the keys, and the other one for this.”

George held up a whip as long as he was tall. “That thing’s for horses, not for men,” said Stone.

“I never knew a horse that was a murderer. Come on.”

Stone followed the man called George through the small door against the back wall, but almost at once he wished he hadn’t. The stench alone was enough to discourage anyone. They walked through a dark passageway, where the lantern Stone carried sent their ugly shadows jumping against the cobwebbed walls, their surfaces damp with mold, fungus, and decay. Below them was a stone stairway.

As they shuffled down it, Stone listened to the sounds. They were human, technically, yet so grotesque and obscene that he wanted to tum around. At the foot of the stairs, where the noises were louder, he finally stopped.

“Listen!” he said. “What’s down here?”

“Your cousin,” answered George. “You can still go home now if you’ve changed your mind. You can’t have that pound back, though.”

“Just keep going,” Stone said with all the enthusiasm he could muster. They turned into a hall that was more like a tunnel, its ceiling so low that the gigantic keeper and even the more compactly constructed Stone had no choice but to bend double as they crept forward into utter blackness; George’s squatting bulk blocked out all sight of what might lie ahead. Stone began to feel like he was in a trap, and it did nothing to raise his spirits when he realized that the din of pleas and curses and catcalls had now surrounded him. He glanced nervously at the low, locked doors on either side of him, each one fixed with a small grate from which he half expected eager hands to reach. He realized that the lantern had almost fallen from his fingers, and he took a firmer grip on it When he heard George speak.

“This should be the one. Put the light down on the ground and stand away.”

Stone took a few steps back and watched the keeper fumbling with his keys before a door that looked as if it might have been designed for a small child. Suddenly Nigel Stone was struck by the queasy notion that his cousin might have been transformed, through surgery or sorcery, into some small, misshapen thing. He was not reassured when the door opened and a little laughter trickled out.

“Are you receiving visitors this evening, sir?” asked George as he thrust his shaven head halfway into the shadowed opening. The only reply was a faint shuffling, yet George lifted his head up with a broad smile and told Stone to go in.

“In there, you mean?”

“That’s right, just crawl on in. You can take the lantern with you.”

Stone felt himself shudder, and the shame of that sent him moving toward that ominously low door. He realized he really would have to crawl through. He carried the light in front of him, determined at least to see what he was getting in for, and crept through mud upon his hands and knees. His first thought, as he snaked his head into the hole, was that the air alone would kill him; his second thought was that he must have come to the wrong place. The thing in front of him could not be Reginald Callender.

Then all thought rushed away as he was kicked and shoved into the monster’s lair. The door slammed shut behind him and the key clicked in the lock.

Stone whirled as best he could in his uncomfortable position and banged both hands against the door. “What are you doing there?” he shouted.

“I’m sure you want a private interview,” said the rough voice from outside, “and I can’t afford to leave things open, now, can I?”

“Let me out at once,” screamed Stone, and he heard voices much like his from down the hall.

“You sound like you belong here, don’t you, sir? But never worry, I’ll be back to get you soon. That’s if I don’t forget, of course.”

Stone managed to suppress another scream, even when he heard the sound of a man walking away. Instead he looked over his shoulder at what seemed to be hanging from the wall. It made that noise that might have been a laugh.

“Not very pleasant here, is it?”

The voice, however dry and cracked, was unmistakable.

“Reggie! That is you!”

The man on the wall, just visible in the lantern’s misdirected glare, resembled one of the filthy beggars Stone had seen in India. Actually he looked more like a corpse, but corpses never spoke and never moved. Reginald Callender, once as elegant a dandy as Victorian London ever saw, slumped in chains and rags. His wild hair and patchy beard almost obscured his face, but his tattered clothes revealed how pale and gaunt he had become. He was covered with more filth than fabric, and fresh blood trickled from the iron band around his neck. His eyes just stared. Stone held the light up to him and stared back.

“Aren’t you glad to see me, Cousin Nigel?”

“I’d be glad to get out of here, that’s all. But I did come, didn’t I? Wanted to see how you were, Reggie. It’s been months, after all. It’s almost Christmas.”

“Christmas!” echoed Callender. “Did you bring me a gift?”

“A gift? I never thought of such a thing, old man. I mean to say, what could I bring to you in here?”

“Food. Did you bring any food?”

“Oh. I see what you mean,” said Stone, realizing with a chill that his cousin had become a beggar in more than appearance. “I’m afraid I never thought of it. Didn’t really expect to see you like this. After all, isn’t this some sort of hospital?”

“You see what sort it is,” croaked Callender, looking on with bitter amusement as his cousin went through his pockets as if he actually hoped to find a pie or a slice of beef somewhere in his clothing. Then Stone’s face lit up.

“Cigars!” he said. “I’ve got some cigars. And I’ve got a little flask of brandy! What do you think of that?”

“Let me have it,” Callender barked, shuffling forward as far as the chains that held him at waist and neck would let him move. Stone wanted to retreat from the sinister figure, but he stood his ground and held out the silver flask. Callender snatched it from him with trembling fingers, fumbled to open it, put it to his crusted lips, then pulled it away untasted.

“I can’t,” he whispered. “I mustn’t. That’s what got me here. I must keep my mind clear.”

“Go on, Reggie. There’s only a little. I know you were having a bit much in the old days, but it’s so cold and damp down here. It’ll do you good. And take my greatcoat, too. You need it more than I do.”

Callender looked at him oddly from the corner of one eye, then took a long drink while the heavy coat was wrapped around his scrawny shoulders. He felt the old familiar warmth spread through his system, and the thick garment stopped his shivering. He was beginning to feel almost human again. “You’re a good fellow, cousin,” he said.

Stone huffed with embarrassment and slipped a fine cigar into Callender’s mouth. He was just about to light it when suddenly his cousin was flung across the cell and back into the far wall, just like a man who had been shot with a powerful gun. Stone heard the impact of flesh against rock and watched his cousin fall face-first into the muck below. There had been no sound of a shot, only a metallic rattle that Stone thought he recognized.

“Reggie! God! What’s happened?” He rushed to the stricken man’s side, almost convinced that he had seen something uncanny. Callender was still breathing, but gasping and choking like a man who had been strangled. He lifted his head, and Stone saw bright blood trickling from the iron band around his neck.

“They’ve been pulling my chain again,” Callender whispered when he could finally speak.

“Pulling your chain?”

“It’s a form of discipline, they say, and also a form of entertainment. That creature George did it to me just before you came down.”

Stone thought back to a scene upstairs and cringed. He held up the lantern and saw that his cousin’s chains were not attached to the wall, but rather ran through it to a place he could not see but could now well imagine.

“This is monstrous!” said Nigel Stone.

“I haven’t been a model prisoner,” said Callender.

“But never mind about that now. He may be back in a few minutes. Tell me what you know about Newcastle.”

“Newcastle?”

“Mr. Sebastian Newcastle, or Don Sebastian de Villanueva, or whatever name you choose to call him by. What has become of him?”

“The one you said was a vampire?”

“The one who tricked me into committing murder.”

“He’s gone. The police wanted to question him about your case, but there was no sign of him. And yet I wonder if I don’t know what’s become of him. It’s mad, of course… Oh, sorry …”

“Tell me what you mean. Quickly!”

“After all that happened … after you were arrested, there was a big box in your house, a crate. It was in your hall, addressed as if you meant to ship it out. I thought it might be business, and I meant to help you, so I had it shipped. It went to India. Calcutta. I wasn’t really thinking then, what with that poor girl dead and you in prison, but I think it was addressed to that man Newcastle.”

“You fool,” said Callender quietly. “You let him escape.”

“It couldn’t have been anything. It was just a box.”

“He was inside it! I know he was! You told me you’d heard of such things when you were in India yourself.”

“You mean some trick of a fakir, some kind of yogi trance?”

“I mean a living corpse.”

“If I believed that, old fellow, Hi be in the cell beside you. You mustn’t think of such things.”

“Never mind that now. My keeper will be here soon.”

Callender groped in the filth beneath him for the silver flask and drained it dry. “Take this with you,” he said, “and take the coat as well. They’d only be stolen.”

“This treatment is abominable,” said Stone. “I’ll take it up with the authorities!”

“Don’t do that! I’d pay for it. If you want to help me, you must bribe the man who brought you here. Money’s the only thing they understand. I was that way myself not long ago. Give him whatever you can, Nigel, I beg of you. And tell him you’ll be back again to see what has become of me. You will come back?”

“As soon as I can get away. In a few days, before Christmas. And you buck up, my lad. I won’t forget you.”

Callender would have said more, but he saw the door to his cell open before his cousin did.

“Had a nice visit, gentlemen?” asked George.

Callender put a warning finger to his lips, and Stone kept silent until he Was out of the cell with the lantern. Then Callender could hear his cousin’s voice rising in the huff and puff of protest, until it woke the other prisoners and was drowned in the roar of their insanity.

And in the midst of their cacophony, Reginald Callender leaned back against his wall and smiled. It was a long voyage to India, but not half as long as the distance between this hideous hole and the streets of London.

Still, Callender thought, there just might be a way.


TWO: The Man in the Box

The man in the box floated among the faint sounds of the sea, waiting once again for night to fall. He was starving, so weak that soon he would not be able to set himself free from his wooden prison, yet attempting to escape now would doom him undeniably, for he was adrift in unknown waters.

The box was full of darkness, and it was damp, but it had been so skillfully constructed that no water could penetrate its shell; it drifted on the surface like an airborne seed in search of fertile soil.

The box was a coffin.

The painstaking English cabinetwork that had gone into its construction proved to be well worth the expense it had entailed, although only an Englishman could have explained why it was worthwhile to keep a corpse hermetically sealed, and to deny that decay was death’s handmaiden. Still, to a man who was not exactly dead in the conventional sense, a coffin of such perfect workmanship was a pearl beyond price.

Of course he had hardly expected to use it as a boat, but then neither had he anticipated the typhoon that had, two nights ago, destroyed the ship on which he sailed. This was to have been the last leg of a long journey from London to Calcutta, a voyage so uneventful that he had grown Complacent. With the coffin hidden in a crate, and the crate buried in the cargo hold, there was little danger of discovery; his nocturnal visits to members of the crew were so discreet that not one man had died. Too late now to wish that he had gorged himself on their bright blood; their bloated bodies lay scattered uselessly upon the ocean floor, food only for the fishes and whatever other creatures lurked below. Worse yet, he might soon be among them, and most certainly would be unless he found a way to reach the shore.

The waves which bore the coffin on their ebb and swell were part of the Bay of Bengal, of that much he was certain. And the ship, traveling northeast from Madras to Calcutta, had no doubt hugged the coastline to its west, but who could say how far the storm had carried him? He might be hundreds of miles from the nearest land, with no way of telling in what direction it might lie. So he had hoped to let fortune and the tides decide his fate, but tonight would be his last chance to act.

When the sun had set, he would abandon the Coffin and set his sights on the sky. He had strength enough for one last metamorphosis, and as a winged explorer of the night he might meet with the refuge that he sought. If not, the dawn would make short work of him, wings plummeting in flame toward one last death, but still the struggle was the better choice, better than the slow starvation which would leave him trapped in a helpless body for
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