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To the Ghost who is always with me.
You know who you are.





CHAPTER 1


It was Wednesday, at evening’s first blue, when Miss Radhika Dhingra heard a knock on the door. This was a soft knock, little more than a tap but less than the solid Here I am! of Ben Corman, who always seemed to know the best times to remind her that the roof over her head was hers on credit, and that that credit was stretched to its limit. It would be like Miss Dhingra’s perversely intuitive landlord to stop by when the sleepiness of postsupper digestion had just set in and to leave her in a cool sweat.

But this was not a Ben Corman kind of knock, which pronounced “Open!” This was a milder “Are you there?” that put Miss Dhingra immediately on guard. The curtain was pulled across the office window announcing in once-bold, now weather-worn letters: Dhingra & Associates, Legal Consultation, and it was past the hour for usual business.

Radhika buttoned her coat over her plaid nightclothes and pinned her thick hair under her hat. Her coat was stretched with use, the wide cuffs with brass buttons reaching to the tips of slim brown fingers. The green cocked cap over her unusually expansive forehead was (not unlike the forehead itself) out of fashion. But Radhika straightened herself like an admiral, shook out her arms, squared her shoulders, and opened the door to that persistent knock.

“Yes?” she said. “I’m sorry, I believe you’re at the wrong … address …”

“I beg your pardon,” replied the visitor. “This is not Dhingra and Associates?”

The person waiting was cloaked, and his raised hood shadowed a subtly gaunt young face. What shocked Radhika was the hand of death that had touched the man’s apparent youth with alarming whiteness, thumbing shadows in the pits of large black eyes, deepening the curve of his smooth cheek to a wasting thinness. In the light from the door, her visitor might have been a ghost, and Radhika supposed that in a sense he was. His lips, in contrast to his wan complexion, were rosy with secret life.

“May I come in?” asked the vampire.

Miss Dhingra hesitated.

The vampire’s mouth turned at the corner. “This is a place for legal advice?”

“Yes,” said Miss Dhingra.

The vampire glanced down the road to his left at the break of a loud, loose laugh. There was a hotel nearby, more for locals than travelers, and Radhika often heard the music from the bar when the wind was calm.

“The matter to discuss is quite serious,” said the vampire. “I cannot speak here. Is your office open?”

Radhika was tempted. Vampire or not, it was one of the rare times someone had come to her not demanding, as Ben Corman did, but asking. Vampires were a rare subset of Winterside’s elite, hosted by the few who could afford them. Radhika saw them occasionally, most veiled in black to conceal their morbid features, elusive and seeking no one’s company but their own. They were not entirely safe, perhaps, but they were for the most part tolerated and even respectable.

The structure for their place in society had been publicly set ever since the Simpson Indulgence Act of 1778. Proposed by activists for the “general good of all Americans” and successfully riding the coattails of the newborn nation’s enflamed passion for tolerance and independence (within limits), the Indulgence Act allowed a conditional alliance between humans and the unliving. Their supervised existence made occurrences of vampire attacks, like bear and panther killings, not unheard of but extremely rare.

“Invite me in,” urged the vampire. “I promise, I will not abuse your trust.”

Radhika stepped aside, holding the door. “All right.”

The vampire did not seem to recognize the invitation, or else, despite his asking, was as surprised by it as she was. He stood for an instant as if she might take back her permission to enter. Radhika didn’t know if hospitality to vampires could be retracted as easily as it was extended. She felt the cold air of his presence as he passed and wondered, looking into the settled night, if she had made a mistake.

“I am aware that this is not the usual time for an appointment,” said the vampire, taking off his cloak and hanging it on the rack at her direction. “It was impossible for me to come earlier.”

Free of the hood, Radhika saw that his hair was black as India ink, a perfect, smoothly sweeping blackness that traced from his temples to shadow delicate, almost elfin ears, and made his milk-white face all the starker in contrast. He wore a well-brushed coat and waistcoat, both black with small buttons, and his long slim neck was tightly and very precisely wrapped in white cloth. His trousers were pressed and his shoes clean leather.

He looked around him with interest, taking in the swept floors, the nearly bare desk with its over-organized sheets of blank paper and pens, and the sofa.

Radhika immediately rolled up the quilt she had spread across the cushions. As she couldn’t afford both an office and an apartment, she had been living here, and the sofa was her substitute for a bed.

“What a mess,” she said loudly, cheeks hot with embarrassment. “I was just cleaning and things do get thrown around. I apologize.”

“It is I who should apologize,” said the vampire. “I should have sent word ahead. Except I was concerned that if I did, you might refuse me like the others.”

“Others?” asked Radhika.

The vampire considered her with those solemn black eyes. “May I ask where Mr. Dhingra is?”

Miss Dhingra’s heart throbbed in her throat. “I am Dhingra,” she said. “Radhika Dhingra.”

She held out her hand to him. It was habit, as well as a certain desperate impulse, that moved her to courtesy. The vampire considered her open, outstretched hand much as he had considered the open door, and took it in his own. His fingers were so cold that Radhika flinched, and he withdrew them immediately, leaving an impression of numbness.

“Evelyn More,” he said. “I am warden to the Frosts—”

“On Kings Street?” interrupted Radhika without thinking. Because if this was a vampire employed by the Frosts of Kings Street and not the Frosts of Herring Road or Sweet Lane, she was more determined than ever to have him as a client. The Frosts were rooted deep in Winterside, one of the wealthiest and most influential families in New York. To be able to name them among her clients would be a real boon to her office, and one in the eye for Newson & Son’s.

“Where are your associates, Miss Dhingra?” asked the vampire, Evelyn More.

The heat in Radhika’s cheeks was hotter than ever. “Out,” she said. “There was work I wanted to review, or I’d be home by now myself.”

She wasn’t sure if he saw through her lies. The vampire’s face was calm, still, and very dead. “May I sit?” he asked.

“Of course.” Radhika motioned to the disgraced couch. She sat behind the desk, her hand trembling as she took her pen. Had she offended him? She had a right to know, of course, any client’s identity. But to have been so transparently eager was humiliating.

“My address is Kings Street,” said the vampire. The couch’s tired springs sagged under his weight, and Radhika refused to look at him. That a vampire of Kings Street should be sitting on a sofa like that was an ignominy she couldn’t bear to acknowledge.

“What can I do for you, Mr. More?” she asked, gripping her pen and smoothing one of the unmarked sheets.

“I want you to write my will,” said the vampire.

Radhika felt a surge of relief before her head snapped up and her eyes fixed on him, travelling over his death-struck face, the hands in his lap blue at the nails and knuckles.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I didn’t catch that last word. Write …?”

“My will,” repeated the vampire. “I have reason to believe I will soon die, and wish to make arrangements.”

“Of course.” Radhika wanted to acknowledge his business-like directness with her own, but what should have been a simple request raised too many questions. In another man of Mr. More’s physical age, past the spring of manhood but still in early summer, she might have been amused or concerned at his sense of impending death. In one who was already dead, it was alarming. She wrote up the heading to the will with slipping fingers, pressing the nib of her pen down almost too firmly.

“I, Mr. Evelyn More, being of sound mind and body,” began the vampire in his soft, distinct voice, “do name as my beneficiary Agnes Tomson of Fishers Road, Number Seven. To her I bequeath the following: a pewter keepsake box, two inches by six, and an emerald ring set in gold.”

Radhika nodded, bent over her paper. In the subsequent pause, she asked, “Is there more?”

Again, a moment’s silence. Radhika raised her eyes cautiously and saw More’s considering gaze.

“If I may,” said the vampire, “I would like to add a few words. Is this permitted?”

“It’s your will,” allowed Radhika.

“Write …” The vampire was hesitant, less studied. That he had not preimagined this part of his text was clear. “Say I am grateful. I have never forgotten the kindness that the Frosts have shown me, or the faith they placed in me from the beginning, at the worst of times. I remember in particular Sarah Frost and Meredith, Henry, and Michael Frost—”

“Could you spell ‘Meredith,’ please, sir?” asked Radhika.

“M-e-r-e-d-i-t-h. And her husband, Henry, and his brother Michael. And the children, Gregory, Edward, and Millicent. For Gregory, write that his cats show extraordinary promise but he must remember that too many mixed colors will always lead to gray or black, and it’s no use experimenting with combinations—it only wastes paint. Say to Edward that I am proud of him, truly proud, and he should never let others make him less than who he is. And Millicent must stay out of my coffin. The locking mechanism sticks.”

Radhika paused. Her mind spun just a little, trying to picture each individual he described. She had a fanciful image of a little curly-haired princess in frills slipping into a velvet-lined casket just for the fun of it.

“Would you like to write something for your beneficiary?” she asked.

“Yes,” said the vampire. “To Agnes Tomson, tell her that it is a better world, a more bearable world, with her in it. Tell her that I have never regretted—”

His voice broke. Radhika saw that he had pressed his fingers into his eyes, his shoulders tightly inward. When he lowered his hand she saw a red, wet stain on his hand and sleeve cuff.

“I have shocked you,” said Mr. More, rising at once.

Radhika stood with him. “Not at all,” she said. She reached into her coat and offered him a handkerchief. “Why should you shock me?”

Her question puzzled him. He tugged at his coat sleeve to cover the scarlet stain of his grief.

“I know what blood is,” said Radhika, aware of the stress in her too-stiff spine. “I admit that I didn’t know vampires cried it, but it seems as scientific as salt water. Forgive me, Mr. More. I don’t mean to make light of what you are feeling, or joke—”

“No, no,” murmured the vampire, taking the kerchief. “I will ruin this if I use it.”

“You are my client,” said Radhika. “Your needs are before mine.”

Again, he raised his head. He seemed to look at her with new interest, as if he might read the answer to his curiosity on her wide, impressive forehead, or in the aware eyes that were darker and as bright as his own even in the shadow of her cocked hat. He raised the kerchief carefully to his eyelid.

“You seem fond of your employer,” said Radhika, pouring them each a glass of water and mixing a drop or two of whiskey in her own.

“The Frosts do not employ me,” said the vampire. “They are family.”

“Mr. More.” Radhika took a long sip of water. “Correct me if I am wrong. It is my understanding that a vampire cannot die, not for natural reasons.”

The vampire’s lips crooked. “There is nothing natural in what I am.”

“Then why this? A will? Far be it from me to discourage a client from being practical, but I can’t see why—”

“Do you know the penalty for murder?” asked Mr. More.

Radhika shut her mouth. She was uncertain again, her eyes drawn to the blood-stained cloth in his closed hand.

“They hang men for murder,” said More. “But I am no ordinary man. I would be bound on the scaffold in silver chains, there to wait for the light of morning. The first of the sun’s heat on my body would turn to fire and devour my flesh until my very bones were brittle and broken, and there was nothing of me, no memory or mark, but dust. That is the punishment of a blood-drunk vampire. It is a much more splendid routine than cutting off our heads or nailing wood through our hearts.”

Radhika could admit that it would be indeed a spectacular if not necessarily splendid death.

“And who is your mark?” she asked. She might have been asking about a common acquaintance or a weekend destination, she was so calm. “Who did you kill?”

The vampire did not seem to hear, or ignored her. “The die has rolled against me,” he said, “and I have lost. I anticipate my arrest at any instant. That is why, Miss Dhingra, I have come to you. No one else will countenance me. You are the first to not only admit me despite what I am, but to humor my request and ask nothing more than the truth. My existence is shameful, but it is mine. I did not have a hope. Now I see that you, only you, can save me.”

Radhika was still deciphering his suggestion of murder. “I don’t understand. What have you done?”

The vampire twisted the stained handkerchief. “I am not sure,” he whispered. “Not entirely. It’s horrible, horrible, this knowing and not knowing.” He saw the look on Radhika’s face and crossed immediately to her desk. “Whatever it is, I tell you, it isn’t me! Do I not have a right for defense? Is it a crime to fight for my life?”

Radhika’s immediate reaction was emphatic. “Mr. More! How can I answer when I don’t know what you’re talking about? You confess a crime and then say you are innocent. What in the world do you mean?”

The vampire’s brow lowered. He was hesitant to speak to her directly, and Radhika noted the evasiveness in his wandering eyes.

“I am being hunted,” said More. “It’s too familiar—too exact. It cannot be coincidence. Miss Dhingra, you are licensed, I presume? What is your fee?”

The question was far left of field. Radhika fumbled, trying to gather figures in her mind. He was her first (and only) client, and she wasn’t sure if she should throw the ball high or low.

“The standard rate,” she stammered, “it’s—er—”

More reached in his breast pocket. “Will this do?”

He placed a ring on the desk, at center. The band was intricately designed, two gold links interwoven into one with an almost liquid grace. The emerald stone gleamed bright as a cat’s eye. It was not any treasure beyond Miss Dhingra’s imagination, but it was more than anyone had offered in her lifetime.

“This is the ring in your will,” she said, remembering the description.

The vampire was agitated. He took his cloak from the rack and threw it around his shoulders, pulling the hood over his head once more.

“You’re not going?” said Radhika quickly. “Mr. More—”

The vampire held up his hand for silence. He stood at the door, listening, and after a moment seemed satisfied.

“What time, tomorrow evening?” he asked. “When are you available?”

“I—anytime of course—but—”

“Seven thirty,” he said. “If I do not call, come to me.”

“Where?” cried Radhika.

“Winterside Prison. Goodnight, Miss Dhingra.” More paused, his hand on the door. “For God’s sake, do not fail me.”





CHAPTER 2


Radhika Dhingra stood at the desk with the vampire’s freshly drawn will in front of her and tried to make sense of what felt like a cyclone. She might have believed she had dreamed it all, except for the ring glittering greenly under the lamp. The band was designed for small fingers, but Radhika felt no desire to try it on herself. The vivid color was poisonous and the object itself too fabulous. Radhika didn’t know if tokens from vampires were cursed or in any way dangerous, but she wasn’t ready to find out.

Radhika laced on a gray and black-accented cotton dress, buttoning the squared collar at her throat, the ruffled skirt brushing her stockinged heels. She replaced her night slippers with lace-up brogans. One shoe was scuffed at the ankle, and she used the last of her blacking tin to disguise the mark, though at this hour it wasn’t likely to be noticed. The final accessory to her costume was a little derringer tucked into her purse.

It was late, but Radhika couldn’t sleep. The vampire, Evelyn More, had been extremely restless in her office, and she felt some of that restiveness in her own tightened nerves. Why had he left? If he was in trouble, the best thing for him would have been to explain it to her now, while the matter was fresh.

Something had happened or was happening tonight, something horrible. Radhika was no detective, but she didn’t have to be to know that her extraordinary client would never have come to her except under equally extraordinary circumstances. There was no denying that Mr. More was extraordinary, if difficult. He had left more doubts behind him than anything else, and Radhika had to admit that she wasn’t comfortable with their mysterious arrangement, not as it stood.

In all the cases she had researched while attending the women’s college in Winterside, Radhika couldn’t remember a vampire requesting a lawyer’s services, certainly never for witnessing a will. She couldn’t think of any previous representation for or against vampires in court, or guidance on attorney-and-vampire proceedings. There were general rules on the permissions and behaviors of vampires, described as “wardens” to the upper-crust families who hosted them because of their eternal service to their human hosts, such as limitations on the number of undead domestics per household. But Radhika’s understanding of a vampire’s legal footing in society was cursory.

“Do I not have a right to defense?” Mr. More had asked, and Radhika’s impulse, which she had restrained, had been to counter with the question, “Do you?” Vampires possessed human bodies, but they were not considered human. She knew that at the height of their inevitable blood thirst, their attacks could be brutal, and their attitudes toward victims were reputedly animal, selfish, and cruel. Every child had heard stories of vampires in an earlier age haunting their victim, visiting them nightly to quench their appetite for human blood, before the afflicted person succumbed to inevitable weakness and became themselves a repulsive outcast, a creature neither alive nor dead, banished forever from the face of the sun.

Radhika looked down at her glove, remembering the biting cold of More’s hand. His temperature had startled her. The reality of death that had metamorphosed his figure was likewise deeply unsettling. Radhika had never had occasion for close contact with vampires, and even if she had not known what he was, there was no denying Evelyn More had the apparent shortcomings of a corpse.

But no dead man’s eyes were as aware, and no corpse had ever wept or started back at his own difference as if in horror of himself. She hadn’t forgotten his wonder when she offered him a handkerchief, and suspected that this simple courtesy had encouraged him to confess more than he intended. He had been desperate for help, and Radhika wished, looking at his ring, that she knew why.

The street outside was mostly quiet and lightless, except for the flickering gaslight at the corner by the pawnbroker’s. A newspaper had blown up against the iron post, flapping its leaves in a stiff westerly wind like a lost soul pinned to earth. Miss Dhingra shivered, her steps quickening over the cobbles.

Vampires were an especially rare sight on Hangman’s Corner. Their kind belonged to upper Winterside’s sprawling homes tucked in hedged gardens. The finest houses had no need of gates or barred windows, not with a vampire on staff to watch over the sleeping grounds. And there was no finer residence than the Frost family’s old Grecian manse on King’s Street.

The Frosts are family, Evelyn More had said, and Radhika remarked to herself the uniqueness of his affection for a family to whom he bequeathed absolutely nothing he owned, but left only a few spare lines. When Radhika’s father had died, she had inherited everything, his medical supplies and office furnishings, and the sum reserved for her dowry.

She doubted that Varun Dhingra would have approved her use of his assets, paying the tuition for college he had strongly advised her against, and postgraduation, the rent for her own practice. It was incredible how expensive licensing could be, but Radhika was determined not to regret her choices. There was still time to secure the favor of the comfortable society her father had known, and Mr. More could be her key to advancement.

Radhika let herself into the pawnbroker’s. The bell over the door announced her. The shop was small and somehow, in its slumped arrangement of surrendered goods, tiring in its atmosphere. A candle burned by the register, and in its glow Radhika saw the wide smile of Captain Robert Fitzgerald.

“Miss Dhingra!” he cried. “A welcome surprise. I hope the cause of your visit isn’t any unpleasant necessity. Has old Ben been hammering at you again? I thought I gave you enough from your last visit to see you through the next few months, but perhaps I underestimate the costs of self-employment. I could have a word with Ben on your behalf. Don’t I keep saying, ‘Miss Dhingra is educated, she knows Latin and Aristotle and Fuller, she’s going somewhere.’ Patience will yield its returns, that’s my belief, and I’ve never been proved wrong.”

Radhika knew better than to rise to Captain Fitzgerald’s provocation. The pawnbroker was a man who at first glance seemed friendly and open, his features average with a certain sly quirk to the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and mouth. He had a way of squinting at his customers as if they were too bright to look at directly, but there was keenness in that wincing, humorous look, and Radhika didn’t miss his glance at the purse she carried.

“That’s all right, Captain,” she said, obliging him by putting the purse on the slanted counter and opening it between them. “Tell me, what do you make of this?”

Captain Fitzgerald blinked at More’s emerald ring. He held it up to the candlelight, dazzled.

“This is incredible,” he said. At once, his sideways eye went to Radhika. “That is, if it is what I think it could be. I’ll have to look closer before I can tell you for certain.”

“Of course.”

Radhika watched Fitzgerald weigh the ring in his hands. From his pressed lips, she knew it must have impressed the pawnbroker. He reached for a loupe to study the jewel more critically, and his eyelids winced tightly together.

“Yes,” he murmured. “This is very handsome. The mode is unique—from the cut and artifacts, I’d say this dates back oh, perhaps several hundred years. The writing on the inside is curious. Did you see it?”

“No,” said Radhika, frowning. She took the ring and loupe, examining the inside of the band. The engraved lettering was cramped but, under the magnifying lens, distinct.

It read, Onus Lucis.

“Is that someone’s name?” asked Fitzgerald.

“It’s Latin,” Radhika murmured. “It means ‘the burden of light.’”

“Interesting.” Fitzgerald’s tone showed that his interest was by no means in the words or their meaning. “I admit, despite a few age flaws, it’s been kept in prime condition. How on earth did you come by a vampire’s heirloom?”

Radhika’s eyebrows shot up. “I beg your pardon?”

“Don’t tell me,” said the pawnbroker, “you just happened to find this ring on your doorstep.”

“Of course not,” answered Radhika half-defensively. She clarified, “The ring was given to me in a fair exchange, in return for professional assistance.”

Fitzgerald looked at her almost as narrowly but far less genially than he had examined the ring. “You mean to tell me that a vampire offered you this because they wanted a lawyer?”

“I am qualified,” said Radhika, although that wasn’t quite the question.

“Naturally.” Fitzgerald kept his gimlet gaze on her. “Miss Dhingra, I know we have our differences, but it’s fair to say that I like you. You’re a friend. May I call you a friend? You’ve always been fair and straight with me, and if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be straight with you. You’ve got dreams, Miss Dhingra, everyone does. I don’t want to see those dreams take over your life. Vampires aren’t ordinary customers, they’re—different. Their chemistry is all wrong. It’s not their fault, that’s simply how it is.”

“I know vampires aren’t human,” said Radhika.

“And do you know that entertaining one without their owner’s signed and documented permission is seriously illegal?” countered Fitzgerald.

Radhika felt a cold shock. “How—I—of all the—”

“If you think an illicit arrangement with a vampire is to your advantage,” continued Captain Fitzgerald, “allow me to correct you. Vampires receive no allowance and no special privilege from their patrons—that is, their hosts. Everything they own was on their person when they died, nothing more. If it doesn’t fit in a coffin, to put it simply, it isn’t theirs. This ring of yours—I wouldn’t be surprised if it was all your vampire had to offer that was of any worth. And, if I may, that kind of exchange isn’t made for something as banal as legal advice.”

The air shivered in Radhika’s nostrils. She knew what he was intimating. “Captain Fitzgerald, I appreciate your concern. I do. But I believe that even you, as my friend, would be the last to call me a woman inclined to entertainment. As far as my client is concerned, be assured that that is exactly what he is—a client, nothing more. I’m not donating blood, only offering legal representation. Is that allowed without his host’s permission?”

Fitzgerald’s dry, appreciative chuckle was involuntary. “I have no idea.”

Radhika nodded toward the ring. “How did you know it was a vampire’s?”

The pawnbroker shrugged. “Professional insight. The folks who come to me with items of similar value are usually stone-cold dead, but they’re looking for a fair exchange, like you and anyone else.”

Radhika was curious. “You mean to say vampires come here?”

“Some of my best deals are struck between midnight and dawn.” Captain Fitzgerald opened a drawer at his elbow. “Take a look at this.”

Radhika joined him behind the counter. In the half-shadowed light from the candle, the shine of pearls was faintly luminous. There was a gold arm bracelet with a strong Viking design, among other incredible objects.

Fitzgerald picked up a torc, an ornament for the neck fashioned from twisted metal, and held it out to her. The band was heavy in Radhika’s hands.

“That’s a genuine Gaul torc,” said Fitzgerald. “Dates back to Roman days. You’re holding ancient history in your hands, Miss Dhingra.”

“Who gave it to you?” asked Radhika, so taken by the items that she asked more bluntly than she intended. But she was far more interested in the giver than the piece itself.

“Ah-ah.” Fitzgerald tapped his nose. “You ought to know I don’t disclose anything personal about customers. But I will say, I couldn’t pay them anything close to what this treasure is worth, and told them so. Not that I didn’t want it, but it didn’t seem right. Two hundred dollars, Miss Dhingra. That’s what this cost me. And I could get two thousand from Carnegie, I guarantee it.”

“But why?”

“Vampires may not be like us,” said Fitzgerald, “but they’re intelligent enough to value a certain measure of independence. They’re called wardens, you know, and in some circles they do serve as guardians to their hosts—I’ve heard stories of vampire wardens and intruders that would make your skin crawl—but still, they know how completely they rely on humans for their existence. Some vampires, I believe, want room to make their own decisions. They don’t receive any salary, so they trade for money. Money lets them indulge in small joys, like buying a fresh suit of modern clothes, attending the theatre in a closed box, dining out.”

Radhika snorted. “Dining?”

“You know what I mean,” said Fitzgerald, his voice lower and more serious.

She looked at him quickly. She was startled. “But—you said that without their host’s permission—”

“Radhika,” interrupted Fitzgerald. “You’ve lived on Hangman’s Corner long enough to know that what’s allowed and what’s done aren’t always the same thing. That’s why when you showed me this, I expected the worst. Although it would take a singularly naïve vampire to trust anyone with this kind of incriminating wealth and then risk breaking the law. If they were reported as blood-drunk, you and I know the consequence. It’s death, and this time, they’re not coming back.”

“And the human involved?” said Radhika. “What about them?”

Captain Fitzgerald blinked at Radhika. “You’re the one with the college education. Don’t you know?”

She cocked her eye at him. “Can’t we forget that, this once? Vampiric law is considered theoretical. It isn’t my specialty.”

“What’s your specialty again?”

Radhika wouldn’t rise to his bait. “You know as well as I do that vampires aren’t classified as human. They aren’t considered—”

“Criminal?”

“They have the potential for criminal action,” conceded Radhika. “They’re dangerous, yes. Allowed, conditionally. But the strictures on their activity are set apart from ours. Law is organized, all law, and vampires and humans are fundamentally separate.”

“I imagine vampiric law is absurdly simple,” said Captain Fitzgerald. “It seems there isn’t much to it at all. You can’t fine them because they could never afford to pay. You can’t imprison them indefinitely because their upkeep is unmanageable. There’s really only one sensible choice. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Radhika felt a stir of discomfort. She thought back to Mr. More’s vivid description of the execution of a condemned vampire and the perverse, dreadful humor in his deep-set eyes. She glanced at the ring and slid it toward Captain Fitzgerald across the counter.

“How much, for this?” she asked.

Fitzgerald’s interest sharpened. “I’ll give you fifty dollars.”

Radhika couldn’t suppress a surge of eagerness at the sum. Fifty dollars would supply her rent for more than a few months, with extra for necessities. She thought of her scuffed shoes and hoped her face did not show her shameless appetite.

“I could get more at the jeweler’s,” she said.

“Yes,” agreed Fitzgerald. “But you’re from Hangman’s Corner, Miss Dhingra, and if you don’t mind my saying, you’re not the kind of customer they want walking into Tiffany’s. I mean, well …” The pawnbroker’s twitchy smile was gone. “Even your parents weren’t always welcome in upper Winterside. And your father, old Varun—he was a gentleman.”

Radhika looked at him under her cocked hat with those clear black eyes. Fitzgerald was restless, almost squirming.

“Not that I look at you like that,” he argued. “I’ve always been level with you, Miss Dhingra, as much as I am with anyone.”

Her brow slightly quirked. “Thank you for the qualification.”

“I’ll tell you what I tell the vampires,” said the pawnbroker. “A jeweler will ask questions and want signatures, certificates. If it’s discretion as much as money you want, I can offer that.”

Radhika frowned. “I thought you said vampires own what they die with. Aren’t they able to trade with whoever they want?”

Fitzgerald’s mouth pursed. “When their employers choose to host them, half a vampire’s appeal comes not from their death day, as far in ancient history as that may be, but in their appearance. It’s critical that they maintain their vintage charm. They may be dependent, but their appearance, at least, must be independent. You see what I mean?”

“I believe so,” said Radhika. She was remembering the first time Varun Dhingra had replaced his angarkha, the intricately embroidered long coat worn by educated men in India, with a tailored suit jacket. The wonder, even amusement, from his in-office patients had been impossible to ignore.

Radhika had been young at the time, but she had not forgotten her anger on her father’s behalf or how her mother scolded her for answering a woman’s careless comment, shooing Radhika out of the waiting room with urgent hands and whispers. Radhika did not remember her mother as well as she wished—Abhitha Dhingra had died one brutal winter when she was seven. But she hadn’t understood why her defense of her father would make anyone uncomfortable or afraid, as if they hadn’t expected her to understand or to be hurt.

“No vampire’s host will notice a little thing like this missing.” Fitzgerald’s quick reassurance brought her to the present. Radhika wondered if he believed that or was only attempting to lessen any doubts she might have in parting with the ring. “But your client could benefit from caution.”

“I see,” said Radhika.

“So? Fifty dollars?”

Her glance rose from the ring. Slim brown fingers turned the ring’s emerald stone to the candlelight.

“Seventy,” she said. “Not a cent less.”

The pawnbroker expressed surprise. Bargaining in an exchange like this was anticipated, even required, but Radhika’s resolve was unshakable. After a few limp attempts to bring the price down, Fitzgerald counted out what she asked for, and Radhika tucked the bills in her purse.

“You never did tell me what happens to the humans who are charged with ‘entertaining’ vampires,” she said.

Fitzgerald polished the ring’s emerald gemstone on his sleeve. “Well, it depends. Any number of factors could go into determining their penalty—who they know, where they live, their age and situation. Humans are much more complicated than vampires.”





CHAPTER 3


Miss Dhingra opened her office earlier than usual. The orange-red rays of postdawn sun glowed through the window with its weathered lettering, when she went out to collect water for the new day from the town’s central fountain.

The fountain was in the square, built over a natural spring. The carved limestone added to the beauty of the water spilling over each artificial brim, pooling in three tiered basins. It could have been considered a monument to springtime, the masterful design of flowers and curling leaves forever opening to the sky. When the water froze in the coldest, bitterest time of year, Radhika found the paralyzed blossoms surreal and curiously depressing.

At the pinnacle of the fountain, a magnificent stag stood over the pooling water. At its hooves was written on an iron plaque, “IN MEMORIAM—GEORGE SAMSON FROST, 1675.”

The Frosts (once again, those of Kings Street, certainly not Herring Road or Sweet Lane), were responsible for the town’s finest architecture. Radhika had heard that they were an altruistic family, generous with the wealth accumulated from prosperous farmland and interests in the West, and had done a great deal for the improvement of Winterside. She had not known that their altruism extended to the fostering of a vampire, although she could not describe the practice as exclusively generous.

Radhika did not know if it was usual for vampires to tolerate their employers as anything besides just that, but she thought of the people addressed in Evelyn More’s unusual, brief will, and the vampire’s repressed yet sincere emotion. She took the handkerchief she had thoughtlessly replaced in her inner coat, the damp red stain dried to a dull brown, and wondered who Agnes Tomson of Fishers Road could be.

The morning passed to early afternoon, and Miss Dhingra, after returning home to freshen herself, went out with her shopping basket on her arm. It occurred to her, looking at the shelves in the general store, that she could afford to indulge herself. The money Captain Fitzgerald had given her in exchange for the vampire’s ring was more than she was used to earning in a year. She bought several jars of butter, dried trout wrapped in clean cloth, and a box of peppermints. Her mouth watered at the thought of the crisp apples in her basket.

“’Hoy, ’hoy! Read it, read it! Murder at Soley’s Opera! Horrible! Gruesome! Read all about it! Murder! Murder!”

Radhika’s mouth went bone dry. She immediately thought of Mr. More’s prediction of murder, and the coincidence was too great for her to comfortably ignore.

The newsboy, Herbie Upson, stood outside the press shop with a stack of new-cut papers at his elbow and waving his corduroy cap. Radhika crossed to him immediately, fumbling in her purse.

Herbie’s eyes widened. “A quarter, Miss Dhingra?”

“Keep the change,” said Radhika, taking the paper from him hastily.

“Did you hear about it?” asked Herbie, his face shining with eagerness. “Mr. Bell said to call it murder in the headline, but the truth is, the cops think maybe it was a wolf or a bear that broke into the opera backstage. It’s a shame we didn’t get any pictures, but they wouldn’t let Miss Beverly through. No press, they said.”

“Yes, yes,” said Radhika. “Thank you, Sammy, good afternoon.”

As soon as she was in her office again, Radhika sat behind her desk and spread the paper in front of her.


Murder at Opera House–Winterside’s Brightest Star Dead



Radhika’s finger shook as she traced each line of the column following the headline and a photograph of the opera’s main doors. Somehow, the black and white printing made the opera’s grand architecture unusually foreboding, as if death had brought a unique and irreversible gloom under its massive portico.


Agnes Clara Tomson was discovered dead in her dressing room by an understudy, prior to the concluding performance of La Bohème.

While police refuse to disclose details of Miss Tomson’s death to the press, the opera has been closed until further notice, and it is safe to assume that the gifted singer did not die of natural causes. One officer was sick on the premises, and another was heard by bystanders to remark that they had never seen anything like it during their service in Winterside, and that Miss Tomson’s killer “must have been an animal” as “no human could be capable of that kind of savagery.” We await with eagerness comments from Timothy Soley, the opera manager.



Radhika felt a thrill of dismay. It was unlikely there were two Agnes Tomsons in Winterside, and Mr. More had named this woman in particular as his beneficiary. He had also been confident that he himself would be accused of some awful crime, and Radhika supposed there were few things more awful than what the paper suggested but didn’t spell out. Somehow this was tied to her client. It had to be.

Agnes Tomson—the woman to whom Mr. More had left everything in his will—was dead, and now Radhika was forced to consider whether the vampire’s visit to her office may have been nothing but a calculated performance. Why had he come? To reassure the police that he couldn’t be responsible, not when he seemed attached to the victim? Was that why he was so desperate for Radhika to represent him, to have his will written so quickly?

For some time Radhika sat with the newspaper in front of her. But the mind has immeasurable flexibility and a gift for crediting either the worst or best idea under pressure, and the longer she thought about it, the more she reasoned that the death of Agnes Tomson didn’t necessarily have anything to do with her client. Mr. More had been excited, yes. For reasons beyond her knowledge, he hadn’t been entirely sensible. But a vampire’s methods of killing were easily identifiable, and if one were involved, there could be no doubt. The police believed an animal was responsible.

Radhika wished, trying to will herself to certainty, that she could be one hundred percent convinced that this was so.

The sun’s warm light passed from one end of the room to the other. The clock on the wall ticked and turned, but Dhingra and Associates was hushed as a tomb and nearly as empty. At this hour, Newson & Son’s would be bustling with activity, and no one would look busier or more self-important than old Fred Newson himself.

Radhika took out the stained handkerchief once more and spread it on the desk, her reminder that her single and most troubling client was far from imagined. She could not see him among Newson’s prestigious clients, and although it amused her to fantasize about their aversion to a vampire, it chilled her too, thinking how genuinely macabre Evelyn More was. In life, she thought, he might have been pleasant to look at. As he was, he couldn’t help but be a constant reminder of mortality.

She wondered how he would handle the news of Agnes Tomson’s murder, and if the thought of death affected vampires as nearly as it did mortals.

As the hour neared seven, Radhika’s own unease returned. It might have been the darkness or loneliness, but the coming appointment seemed increasingly fantastic, and her first shock at the newsboy’s cry, as well as its undeniable connection to her client, made her apprehension unbearable.

She took her derringer from her purse and put it in the desk drawer. In the light from her single lamp, her office felt vulnerable and close. She stood suddenly, restless with thoughts of Agnes Tomson’s death, and locked her office door. If it were a wild animal responsible, or even a madman, she felt safer knowing that iron bolt and chain were between her and them.

Did locked doors keep out vampires? Radhika had heard of undead that were able to shift into smoke, creeping through cracks in walls or under doorjambs. Was it true they could transform into bats? Could they appear out of the blue, as sudden and serious as ghosts? Radhika pushed her chair back until it was set against the wall, determined not to be surprised no matter how her client chose to reveal himself.

Seven o’clock came, and fifteen past. At seven thirty, Miss Dhingra was rigid, too frightened to even close her eyes. But ten minutes later, the vampire was still absent.

Perhaps some duty assigned to him by the Frosts had kept him longer than expected. But as the hour stretched past, Radhika was forced to recall More’s last words to her.

“He can’t be serious,” she murmured, gnawing her nails. “He’s from Kings Street. He can’t be in prison.”

Truthfully, Radhika’s hesitation had a more selfish than practical motive. She had never visited Winterside penitentiary. The women’s college had discussed the prison system at multiple seminars and arranged a presentation from one of the officers, but never organized a visit. Radhika knew, theoretically, what to expect. But the uncertain particulars made her unwilling, and she looked to the clock more earnestly than ever, hoping with all her might that More was only delayed.

The vampire did not come and her mind slid to a possible alternative. Perhaps he really was guilty, Radhika mused. There was no doubt he had expected arrest, and the last thing Radhika wanted was to ruin every chance of being as respectable as Newson & Son’s by representing a blood-maddened vampire. She could imagine the incredulous jury, the judge’s turkey-eyed stare, and the delight of the prosecution.

If she pretended the night before had never happened—there were no witnesses to hold her to the vampire’s service and no signed contract between them. There was nothing but a ring she no longer had in her possession, and her own word.

Radhika picked up the spoiled handkerchief More had left behind him with two fingers.

It was Radhika’s only handkerchief that wasn’t frayed at the edge, but there was no use trying to clean it. It wasn’t the stain in and of itself that made her crouch by the fireplace to dispose of it in the flames. More than the mysterious will folded in the desk or even the vampire’s ring, that bit of cloth seemed the genuine tie between them. Radhika couldn’t look at it without seeing the open astonishment in Evelyn More’s eyes when she gave it to him and called him, purely on instinct, her client.

A firm knock on the door startled her, half-ashamed, from her thoughts. She stumbled, her eagerness making her breathless.

“Forgive me,” she said. “Mr. More. I thought—”

The police officer waiting outside touched his cap, and Miss Dhingra settled back on her heels.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” said the officer. He peered at her. “Miss—Ding … Ra? Is she available?”

“I am Miss Dhingra,” said Radhika.

“Ah, yes,” said the officer. He was a middle-aged man with pocked but amiably florid features, his uniform fitting perhaps a little too well over his stomach. “Officer Evans, Dave Evans. Would you accompany me to the station, ma’am? You’ve been asked for.”

“Asked for?” said Radhika, frightened.

The officer looked over her shoulder into her bare office, his red cheeks redder than ever. “You’re Mr. Evelyn More’s lawyer, ma’am?”

It was Radhika’s impulse to deny everything the police might accuse her of, but she checked herself. She may not have had the quality of Newson & Son’s, but she was a lawyer, and she was needed. She straightened her back.

“Yes,” she said, “yes, of course. May I ask what’s happened?”

“I suspect you already know,” said Officer Evans. “You’ve read the papers?”

Radhika’s hat was cocked more crookedly than usual. “Why?”

“It’s this business at the opera,” said the officer. “We have reason to believe your client is responsible for Miss Tomson’s death.”

Radhika shut the door behind her. “Reason, Officer?”

“I imagine your client will give you the details himself,” said the officer. “It’s a nasty business. Frankly, we don’t need you adding to it. Begging your pardon, ma’am. I didn’t think people in your profession even bothered with vampires, being what they are, you know. It’s their nature to kill, simple as that. But people like the Frosts enjoy playing with fire. I guess they can afford to.”

“Mr. More is their warden, isn’t he,” said Radhika as they began walking down the street. She said this with certainty, hoping to encourage the officer into giving her more information.

“Yes, and it’s given him a leg up in the situation, if you don’t mind me saying,” answered Officer Evans frankly. “You wouldn’t have been sent for otherwise. But there are certain procedures in these matters, and the situation is awkward.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” said the police officer grimly. “I don’t know how you got dragged into this, Miss Ding-Ra, but I don’t envy you.”

“It’s certain, then?” said Radhika, lifting her skirt to the ankles to match his stride. “The death at Soley’s. It couldn’t have been an animal?”

Officer Evans’s replied out of the corner of his mouth. “I don’t think I follow your distinction, ma’am.”

Radhika glanced at him, but the officer’s eyes were set ahead. “You deal with vampires often?” she asked.

“Not often. Enough to know what they’re capable of.” Radhika wondered what thought came to him in his brief pause. “It’s easy for some of us to forget that they speak like we do, look like we do, but they aren’t like us. Vampirism isn’t a disease like consumption or the pox. A vampire is a parasite, Miss Ding-Ra, no different from a worm. They inhabit a body that doesn’t even belong to them.”

“But it’s been proved that, although they are changed by their condition, they are the same person after death.” Radhika knew that it had been critical to vampire’s coexistence with humans that this point was both argued and accepted. It was after all, one thing to accept that a house was fostering someone with an incurable appetite for human blood. It was another entirely to suggest that that being was in fact a demon without conscience.

“Certainly,” said Officer Evans. “Vampires remember every detail, every face, that they knew while they were living. But shared memories don’t make one person the same as another. If you saw what I have, I wonder if you’d still agree that there wasn’t some change after all.”

Radhika shivered. She would have liked to know more, but there was no room for argument, not when measured against her own inexperience.





CHAPTER 4


Behind an iron-barbed fence, the Winterside prison was in view of the police station. Radhika waited with Officer Evans while the chain on the gate was unlocked by the guard on duty. The sound of the loosening metal links made her skin crawl.

“Is that necessary?” she asked.

“You’d be surprised,” said Evans. He nodded at the guard who let them in. “Thanks, Jeffreys.”

“No problem.” The guard looked at Radhika as if he had never seen a human before, and she schooled her face to dispassion. She had spent her whole life in Winterside, but twenty-two years’ experience had not made the interest of its predominant citizens wholly comfortable. That interest was not always negative, but sometimes it was, and the negative encounters had a curious way of tainting the good. Radhika did not like to think she was cowed, but she was very prepared.

“Is she one of them?” asked the guard, not taking his eyes from Radhika’s face as he jangled the gate keys.

“A vampire? No, no. Miss Ding-Ra is lawyer to the Frost’s warden, Mr. More.”

“Are you serious?” The guard secured the gate behind them and Radhika winced. The strict security made her palms sweat, and she reminded herself again that she was here because she had been asked, not because she was accused of anything.

“I don’t understand,” she said, turning to Officer Evans. “Is this for vampires? Because I thought their kind could escape almost any enclosure you build for them. They can become smoke itself.”

“Vampires are difficult to control in most spaces,” allowed Evans. “But they have their weaknesses. Pure silver cripples them. Whenever we have a vampire in custody, it’s standard practice to restrain them with silver.”

Radhika motioned to the jagged fence. “You can’t tell me that’s made of silver.”

“It’s not meant for vampires,” said Evans.

The yard behind the gate was wide and well-trimmed. Scattered groups of people were wandering as if in a daze, their heads tipped to gaze up at the starless sky with vacant eyes. They were dressed in long white gowns, their feet bare, but despite the night’s coolness they showed no signs of discomfort.

Several noticed Radhika and Evans and moved eagerly toward them, but were intercepted by uniformed guards. Radhika stared at their too-bright, wild eyes, their faces feverish and damp.

“Who are they?” she asked in a softened, hesitant voice.

Evans made a noise that was both disgusted and somehow pitying. “We call them the forsaken,” he said. “People addicted to vampire blood.”

Radhika’s head snapped back to him. She didn’t realize that she had stopped walking until Evans took her by the shoulder, guiding her irresistibly forward.

“It’s a vile practice,” the officer murmured. “Vampire blood has an intoxicating effect on the living. These are only a few of the men and women insane enough to try it. A thinning solution mixed with the smallest percent of vampire blood is generally safe if you are healthy, but it is possible to overdose. Some die almost immediately, and that’s the end. Those are the lucky ones. The others who take too much are like the poor souls you see here, permanently damaged. They can never be allowed back in society. The vampire taint makes them insane and they crave blood constantly.”

“How can a vampire give blood to a human?” asked Radhika. “Surely it must be dangerous—they need blood to survive—”

“They do not give enough of their blood to cause blood starvation,” said Evans grimly. “They are practical, vampires. They give nothing they can’t afford to lose.”

“Is there no cure?” asked Radhika, staring at the wandering figures.

“Is there a cure for vampirism?” countered Evans. He expelled air in a sigh. “They don’t last long. For various reasons, their families don’t always choose to host them through the final stages of their illness when they are a danger both to themselves and others. We get rid of them quietly enough, when we have no choice. It’s better than to let them suffer.”

Radhika’s whisper was hoarse. “You don’t—kill them?”

“Death is inevitable.” Officer Evans walked steadily ahead. “When their disease is at its worst, they take no food or water. They want nothing but blood. The ones you see here are starving and too insane to care.”

Radhika avoided meeting the eager, hungering eyes of the infected. “Where do they get it? Vampire blood?”

“For the right price, you can get anything if you know where to look and who to ask,” said Evans. “Vampire blood is in higher demand than most stimulants. It’s illegal to trade, but there’s only so much we can do. You said it yourself, Miss Ding-Ra. Vampires have a gift for appearing anywhere and everywhere. They’re hard to catch, harder when they’re meeting a willing victim who refuses to expose them. That’s another ‘gift,’ as you might call it. Vampires have a strange ability to turn people’s wills against their better interests, even in matters of life and death.”

Radhika frowned at Evans, alarmed, and found him inscrutable as ever. “I’m under no spell,” she protested.

“I never said you were.”

Radhika pulled in her breath. What the officer said disturbed her, and every moment made her less prepared for the meeting ahead. It wasn’t her place to confront her own client, but it was all too sudden, and she was overwhelmed.

While appraising the ring Evelyn More had given her, Fitzgerald had argued that vampires valued an illusion of independence, to the extent that they were willing to sell all they owned for far less than its value in exchange for discretion. Radhika could understand any desire for independence, but what had happened to these humans—from vampires selling them their blood—was monstrous.

How could she look at a vampire after reading the papers and witnessing these hollow-eyed sufferers? First a shocking, brutal murder, and now all this—More had said he wasn’t responsible for anyone’s death, but of course he would. Most people would say anything to escape punishment, and More was very aware of the justice facing the murderer.

“How widespread is it?” she asked, turning to Officer Evans. “This condition?”

Evans was briefly silent. Perhaps, since she was here to represent a vampire, he hadn’t thought she would show an interest in victims of their kind. “Cases of the forsaken are on the rise,” he said. “We can offer asylum only to a small percentage. If you are curious, take a turn on Corden’s View. But I’d advise you not to go at night.”

“Don’t you penalize the vampires involved?”

“If we could find them, believe me, we would.” Officer Evans ushered her inside. “The penalty for this kind of exchange, even without harm to either party, is as severe as for murder. But this is different from the usual vampire attack. It’s premeditated, controlled, and the vampires have no connection whatsoever to their victim. It’s my understanding that the humans who pay for their blood don’t even see their faces.”

“There must be something that can be done,” pressed Radhika, appalled. “Otherwise, the risk of vampirism increases—”

“No,” interrupted the officer. “These people feel the hunger and madness that comes with a vampire’s curse, but they can’t spread their affliction to others. People cannot become vampires themselves unless a vampire drinks their blood, not the other way around, and no wounds are ever found on them. They are shunned both by society and those who could damn them to a potentially eternal existence, assuming a host can be found for them.”

“Is that difficult?” asked Radhika.

“It’s awkward,” said the officer. “The fact is, hosting a vampire with a standard American pedigree is nothing when you could import one from France, Romania, or some other exotic locale. To be frank, Miss Ding-Ra, if these forsaken were made into vampires, both the vampire responsible and their victim—then a vampire themselves—would probably be, well, disposed of—one for breaking the law that forbids converting a human to vampirism, the other because they simply aren’t wanted. Monetary reparation, paid by the guilty vampire’s host, is made to the victim’s living relatives.”

“You mean you euthanize new-made vampires?” said Radhika, appalled. “Their families allow it?”

“The families don’t have a choice,” said Evans grimly. “There are numerous registered vampires, and every one of them is in upper Winterside. It costs more than you and I can afford to host a vampire.”

Radhika’s lips tightened. “The hosts of the vampire responsible should be made to foster the victim,” she said. “That should be their punishment.”

Evans’ chuckle was dry. “You’re an idealist, Miss Ding-Ra,” he said. “Or terribly naïve. Perhaps there’s no difference between the two.”

Radhika was too caught in her train of thought to care what he thought of her. “But it can’t be right—”

“Those cases are extremely rare,” interrupted Officer Evans. “With good reason, vampires are unwilling to risk turning a human into one of their kind. We don’t make exceptions in cases of unauthorized blood drinking. It’s far too dangerous.”

Radhika could understand the officer’s reasoning, but she was hardly satisfied. The branch of law reserved for vampires seemed simplistic to an absurd degree. “Theoretical,” Radhika’s professors had called it, because it had been decided that there was no need for nuance in a field where the only real punishment for vampire transgression had to be final, irreversible death. But Radhika could not see the justice in indiscriminate execution, simply because it was inconvenient to allow the victim of a vampire’s appetite to live.

“Is it ever authorized? Blood drinking?” Radhika’s words were clipped. Her association with a vampire made her feel tangentially responsible for the drifting, helpless people in the yard and others who had fallen victim to the unliving infection.

“The only creature more dangerous than a blood-drunk vampire is a starved one,” Evans told her. “Without blood, vampires have no control at all. They lose even a pretense of humanity. Blood drinking is authorized by the state and a vampire’s host, with steps taken to ensure the donor’s safety. Donors are screened by a physician, trained, and licensed. I’m told it’s a clinical, harmless procedure.”

At the prison’s massive double doors, Officer Evans ushered Radhika inside. The prison was chaos, officers restraining the press from mobbing the new arrivals. Radhika was not prepared for the daguerreotype camera and flurry of questions that greeted her arrival.

“Officer Evans—is this woman another suspect? Have you found new evidence?”

“Is she a witness to Agnes Tomson’s murder?”

“Do you work at the opera, miss? Are you one of the Frost household?”

Evans didn’t give Radhika a chance to respond even if she had been inclined to, directing her away from the crowd. Radhika kept her head down, but looked up when the officer stopped for a faint, slightly hoarse male voice.

“Officer? What’s this?”

“Mr. Blacklace,” said Evans with unusual deference. “I’m sorry, sir. There’s no decision made yet. Miss Ding-Ra, this is Mr. Peter Blacklace, fiancé of Agnes Tomson. Mr. Blacklace, this is Miss Ding-Ra, the vampire’s attorney.”

“Radhika Dhingra,” said Radhika, holding out her hand despite her initial hesitation. The last person she wanted was to see the fiancé of the murdered woman. But Blacklace returned her courtesy at once.

He was tall, his figure straight and slim. There was an aristocratic effortlessness in his poise and the arch in his thin brows. His gray eyes were heavy under bruised lids and blond, almost white lashes. He frowned at Radhika, a slightly quizzical, hurt frown, as if he had somehow missed something.

“You don’t mean to tell me you are representing that monster,” he whispered. “I did not think that in cases of this nature—”

“We must follow procedure in every instance,” said Officer Evans. “Miss Ding-Ra is only doing her duty in service to the law. Go home, Mr. Blacklace, you are only distressing yourself for no reason. Justice will be served, you may be certain.”

The bereaved man did not seem to hear. “You are not really here to defend him?” he asked, staring at Radhika. “How could you?”

There was no accusation in his question, only stricken wonder.

“This way, Miss Ding-Ra,” said Evans, taking her arm and bringing her to a stairway. He took a lantern from a ring on the wall.

With the door shut behind them, the stair was dark. Radhika did not follow at once.

“Tell me what happened,” she said. “How did Agnes Tomson die?”

Officer Evans turned back to her slowly. His voice, even lowered, echoed in the stairwell.

“Agnes Tomson was found dead in her dressing room,” he said. “Her throat was torn out and there were multiple wounds as if she had been bitten on her arms.”

“By a vampire?”

“It was difficult to tell,” said Evans. “The wounds were deep and irregular. Jagged, you might say.”

Radhika kept her voice controlled. “And what makes you think my client is responsible?”

“It seems Miss Tomson resisted her attacker,” Evans explained. “In their fight, she tore off one of his gloves. The glove was embroidered with the crest of the Frost family. It was custom made, according to Michael Frost, and given to Evelyn More as a present.”

Radhika thought again of More’s erratic behavior in her office. A sick, hollow feeling settled in the pit of her stomach.

“We keep vampires in the lower cells,” said Officer Evans over his shoulder, resuming his descent.

“Do you have many? Vampires?”

“Mr. More is our only current inmate.”

“Is he …” Radhika searched for words. “Safe?”

“Perfectly.” At the foot of the stair, Evans paused. “I expect you’ll want to interview your client alone.”

Radhika was not so confident. “Yes … that is … generally what should be done …”

“Ma’am, if I may,” said Officer Evans. He shot a sideways look into the dark. “You don’t have to do this. I’ve never even heard of a vampire being represented. I don’t doubt your credentials, but I don’t think even old Newson himself could work a miracle here. Any action you take won’t change what’s to come. I’d advise you just as I advised Mr. Blacklace, to leave this in our hands. We’ll take care of the rest.”

Radhika would have liked to accept his offer, but his phrasing hit her wrong. It was too certain, and that certainty made her uncomfortable. Her role was to ensure that the police were correct in their assumptions, that the law was followed to the letter, and her client was not taken advantage of and given a fair hearing, whether guilty or not. Radhika was not sure if this qualified as idealism, but she wasn’t going to turn back now.

“Will you be far?” she asked.

“At the head of the stairs,” said Evans. “I’ll hear if you call.”

“Thank you.” Radhika took the lantern from him. “I don’t expect to be long.”





CHAPTER 5


This might have been a cellar once, for the air was chilly and damp. The heels of Radhika’s shoes sounded discordantly on the stone floor, a seemingly confident herald of her coming that she resented with each step. The lantern light showed a bare wide space under a low ceiling, and again she was sure that wine must have been stored here in the past from the empty, abandoned racks that had not yet been removed.

A figure stood against the farthest wall, under an arch, and holding the lantern firmly, Radhika directed her steps to him. She wasn’t certain at first, but as the light chased the shadows back she recognized the slender build and unearthly pallor of the vampire.

He was terribly wan as she remembered, perhaps more so. Radhika wasn’t certain if it was the lantern’s angled glow that made the sharp curve in his cheek seem gaunter and the pits under his eyes deeper. His long, restless hands were manacled over his head, forcing a tight, uncomfortable posture.

Radhika stared at him, half-appalled, half-amazed, and Mr. More looked back at her with his wild and frightened face.

“Could you—bring your light closer?” he asked.

It revived Radhika slightly, to see those dead white lips move and hear his weakened voice. She blinked and stood where she was, unwilling or unable to oblige him, and was very aware of how cold the air was in her lungs.

“I did not think you would come,” he said.

Radhika set her case and lantern by her feet so he wouldn’t see how her hands shook.

“You must not be afraid,” said the vampire in the same softened, sinking voice. “I know that I must be … that is, I would rather you didn’t see me like this. I—I am not quite well, since I was arrested before I had any chance to refresh myself. But I am perfectly sane.”

“Of course,” said Radhika, a little too quickly.

The vampire flexed his fingers. “The truth is,” he allowed, aligning himself against the wall in an attempt to ease the stress in his shoulders, “I could not harm you if I wished. You observe, I believe, that I am restrained?”

Radhika’s nod was shallow.

“They spared no expense,” said More, trying to twist up a smile. “One hundred percent silver. I have not felt so helpless for—oh, some time.”

“How did they manage to arrest you?” asked Radhika. “Was it while you were—sleeping?”

She had been about to say “dead,” but was uncertain if the vampire was sensitive to the fact.

“There was no need for any precaution,” said More. “They would have taken me while I was at rest, but the Frosts assured them it was unnecessary. When I arose, they were waiting, and I went with them willingly.”

“Then you are responsible for the death of Agnes Tomson?” Radhika spoke the words before she could stop them. Since her arrival, the murder at the opera had weighed on her mind, and even now Agnes Tomson stood between them like a ghost. Even so, her weakness was far from professional, and Radhika was aware that this was not how Newson & Son’s would have conducted business in her place. She was not here as jury or judge, but as an impartial party whose presence solely insured that the law was not abused. Yet here she stood, and she could barely look at her client, imagining what he had done.

“In your experience, do the innocent run when they are accused of a crime?” Radhika lifted her eyes and the vampire did not flinch from her gaze. “I am not responsible for anyone’s death, Miss Dhingra, and I am prepared to swear it. I would never have hurt …” His face never changed, but his words caught, and he collected himself with slight effort. Despite his difficulty, he showed none of the emotion Radhika remembered from her office, as if the trouble were only physical and as inconvenient as a hiccup. “I never touched Miss Tomson. I was fond of her. She was … a friend.”

“You have never given blood, then, in exchange for money? You know nothing about those people, the forsaken, that are dying because of your—?” Radhika covered her mouth with trembling hands. She was aware that she continued to speak beyond the bounds of her role, but she had been deeply shaken, with no time to consider and compartmentalize all that she had learned. It may have been Evans’s vindictiveness as well as natural fear of the unfamiliar that made her look at vampires less charitably than before, as if they were together responsible for the misery and horror that was all new to her.

Evelyn More’s solemn eyes rested on her. “I know them,” he said. “But I am not responsible for their condition. I would not condemn anyone to the madness I am forced to endure, if he were my worst enemy.”

Radhika opened her mouth and shut it. She was not certain she believed him.

“Why do you think I came to you, Miss Dhingra?” said the vampire softly. “Because I heard your name? You were recommended to me, perhaps, by someone whose interests you impressively represented? Or was it your office’s situation that made me knock on your door?” There was the barest bite in his words. “Your establishment was the last on my list, and I almost did not come at all, thinking you would be like the rest. You look at me and see savagery and blood lust. Why do you not look in the mirror or in the faces of those around you? Do you think that only humans can be victimized, when we are dependent on your mercy and subject to your wills?”

Radhika lowered her hands. “You cannot tell me that—”

“That appetite is our common weakness?” The vampire’s dark brow rose. “I will agree that my kind is despicable in our particular habit. But do not pretend that we are the only ones who know what it is to require satisfaction at the expense of another, or that the forsaken are wholly innocent. None of your respected peers asked for any monetary fee in exchange for representation. They did not believe I had a choice in the matter.”

She was aghast. “Are you saying that Newson & Son’s wanted your blood in exchange for their services?”

There was scorn in the vampire’s quizzicality. “Are you truly surprised?”

Radhika could admit to herself that she was and curiously was not surprised. She did not trust herself to say so aloud.

“I said before that you were the first to welcome me, and to listen as if I were still as I once was,” said More. “You were innocent then, I believe, more than you are now. If you have changed your mind about our engagement, I am in no position to hold you to it. But I do ask that you return my ring.”

“I cannot,” said Radhika.

A shadow of bitterness crossed the vampire’s drawn face. “Why have you come to me at all,” he said, his voice lowered to a slight but distinct hiss, “if you do not mean to help me? Is it not enough that I am humiliated in this way, that you must torture me with false hope, as if I can bear it? Were you curious to see the monster who killed Agnes Tomson and is equally responsible for all the evils committed through the centuries? Your blood is red and beating and mine is cold and thick, but you are no better than I even if you are blessed with mortality. Go, leave me to my fate. I was a fool to think I could escape—a fool to believe you were different from the rest.”

“And why should you think I’m different?” countered Radhika, her own forcefulness alarming her even if it was in response to his. “Is it because I am from Hangman’s Corner, and my office is bare and my clothes are poor, and my face isn’t the face of one of the ladies uptown?”

The vampire looked at her, and his anger passed to a cool but not cold emotion, and greater weariness.

“I was indeed curious about your name,” he said. “It is the first time I have known someone of your heritage. You are young to be traveled. Were you born in Winterside?”

Radhika’s affirmation was slight.

“And your family?”

“My parents sailed from south India,” said Radhika. “The journey, I am told, took nearly two years. They did not want to arrive penniless and helpless, so they worked and saved what they could along the way. My father was a physician. He was respected. But neither he nor my mother were ever considered citizens of this country.”

“Were?” murmured the vampire.

“They are dead. Mother died when I was a child. My father passed seven years ago.” Radhika closed her mouth suddenly, and a flicker of distrust showed in her eyes. “Why am I telling you this? Are you—you are controlling me? Hypnotizing me?”

“No,” said More. “If I were, you would not be so afraid. You are speaking of your own will, because you see I understand. We are not so different as you would like us to be, Miss Dhingra. I came to you not because of your name and the weakness you imagine I associate with it, but because I was desperate and had nowhere else to go. I gave my ring to you in trust because you showed me kindness. Was this wrong of me?”

Radhika was torn. Representing a vampire could bring a certain notoriety to her name that could either benefit or destroy her reputation. There was certainly no in-between. More said he was innocent, but his saying so did not prove it, and the risk of being branded a monster herself for representing him was impossible to deny. Then again, considering her office and the sagging sofa she slept on at night, she had little to lose.

“It must have been a shock to you, hearing of Miss Tomson’s death,” she said carefully. “She was the woman you named in your will?”

“No more shocked than anyone else,” said the vampire. “Agnes is—was—a favorite figure in Winterside. She was much admired by everyone.”

His reserve took her by surprise. “Forgive me, Mr. More,” said Radhika, “but it was my impression—”

“I was not in my right mind,” said More. “It’s remarkable I was even coherent. You may also recall that I anticipated something like this—that I would be accused of murder? Agnes Tomson and I had little to do with each other. When she sang for the Frosts, I was able to forget myself and the world. In my temporary madness, I wanted that peace, and named her my beneficiary as a reflex.”

Radhika was uncertain how to react. His explanation seemed fantastic, but she didn’t necessarily disbelieve him.

“Your glove was found near the victim,” she said finally. “It was identified by Michael Frost.”

“The gloves were given to me last Christmas,” said the vampire. “I kept them in my private quarters but did not wear them as a habit. I was not wearing gloves last night, you may recall.”

Radhika remembered his icy fingers on hers. “Then it was stolen from you?”

“Yes,” said More. “I believe the pair was taken.”

“The pair,” repeated Radhika cautiously.

“If I had murdered Miss Tomson with my gloves on,” said the vampire, “they would both be stained. The murderer could not have done what he did one-handed.”

“And where is the other glove?” asked Radhika.

More’s eyes gleamed. “With the killer, I expect. My coffin was searched when the police arrived. It was not found with me.”

Radhika noticed his sudden wince. She turned back to the stair. “Officer Evans!”

“No, wait—please,” gasped the vampire. “I did not mean—that is, I did lie about the glove and—and—but not because I am guilty. Because—”

“Officer!” cried Radhika louder.

“You must believe me,” begged Mr. More, twisting against his chain. “For the love of God, don’t leave me here.”

“Miss Ding-Ra?” The light from the open door at the head of the stairs was a welcome warmth. “Have you finished?”

“No, sir,” said Radhika, lifting her lantern as the policeman neared. “Excuse me, but I cannot be expected to work in these conditions. Neither I nor my client are at ease here. It is the middle of the night and I have no chair, no table to write on or consult my papers.”

“Ah.” Officer Evans scratched his neck awkwardly. “I suppose a chair could be brought for you—”

“Nor has it escaped my notice that my client is in constant discomfort,” rapped Radhika. “These chains were not welded for someone of his height and size. Look at this.” To her own surprise as much as Evans and the vampire’s, she approached More and held her lantern high. “His wrists are too slender and the silver is chafing his hands. He is bleeding, Officer. I do not believe I need to tell you how serious it is that a vampire should bleed.”

“I-I’ll see what can be done about it, miss,” stammered the officer.

“No. This is ridiculous—it’s medieval. My client never resisted you. How has he deserved this treatment? Release him immediately, and we will conduct our interview upstairs, in the usual way.”

Officer Evans gaped at her. “Ma’am, I can’t—”

“I can guarantee that my client is safe,” said Radhika. She faced the vampire. “You are still yourself, Mr. More?”

“Yes,” said the vampire, somewhat stiffly.

“In that case there can be no reason to deny him the dignity given to all prisoners.”

“He is no ordinary prisoner,” argued Evans.

“You’re right. And where can he go, escaping you?” Radhika didn’t let up an inch. “He must always return to his coffin at daybreak. He cannot hide from you forever as any ordinary prisoner can, and, in a manner of speaking, is as much a prisoner outside this house as in it. Officer, you must see how ridiculous this is.”

“If he harms you—” said Evans stiffly.

“He will not. I have his word that he will harm no one.”

Evans did not look convinced, but Radhika’s argument seemed to take the wind out of him. He struggled for a reason not to accommodate her and could think of none. Unwillingly, he took the key ring from his belt and walked slowly to the vampire.

“Mr. More,” he said, “understand, this is very irregular. If you should abuse your liberty, I’ll have no choice but to make an end of you. You agree to this?”

“I do,” said the vampire.

“Very well, Miss Ding-Ra. If you are still certain.”

“I am,” said Radhika firmly, and for the first time since the arrival of her curious client, she felt that she was.





CHAPTER 6


They were shown into a room furnished with a table and two chairs. Radhika motioned for her unusual client to go ahead but did not join him at once.

“Could you bring water, soap, and cloth?” she asked. “You see that Mr. More is injured.”

“This is not a hotel, ma’am,” replied Officer Evans stiffly. “I am afraid—”

“We’ll all be afraid if he continues to bleed because of your negligence and goes insane with hunger,” interrupted Radhika. “Officer, I beg your pardon, but I must insist.”

“This is extraordinary,” decided Evans.

“Is there a donor available?”

“No, please.” For the first time since being freed, the vampire raised his voice. “I do not need a donor. I am quite well.”

“Are you certain?” In the clearer light from the lamp, it was apparent to her that More’s color really was drawn.

“Not now,” insisted the vampire. “When it is absolutely necessary, then, perhaps.”

“I don’t want to take a chance,” said Radhika.

“I know my limitations,” murmured Mr. More. “I will not put you at risk.”

“I’ll get water then,” said Officer Evans, curt.

The silence that followed his absence was not easy. Radhika pulled out her chair, the worn wooden legs groaning as she sat. She opened her case and took out fresh paper, set out her pen and ink, and found a well-worn, leatherbound book.

“What is that?” asked Mr. More softly.

“My reference,” said Radhika.

The door opened and Officer Evans approached, a bowl in hand and a towel on his arm.

“Will you need anything else?” he asked semi-ironically.

“That’s all, Officer. Thank you.”

With a doubtful look, Evans shut the door behind him.

More rolled his sleeves to his elbows and brought the bowl close, rinsing the trickle of dark, nearly black blood from his arms. They could hear the voices past the hall and near the entrance. The excitement was ebbing but it wasn’t past. Although the details were vague, Radhika had the idea that Agnes Tomson’s death must have been truly horrific to cause this kind of stir. Winterside was a generally quiet, almost soporific town.

“You knew Miss Tomson,” she said, taking her pen.

“Yes,” said the vampire. “She is—was—a regular guest at the Frosts’. As a matter of fact, she lived at the house before she moved into an apartment to pursue a career in music. She was an orphan and the Frosts showed great kindness in making her one of their own.”

“Would you describe her as family, then?” said Radhika.

“To the Frosts, certainly. We did not have much to do with each other. I occasionally attended their table.”

In the pause that followed, Radhika looked up from her shorthand.

“Mr. More,” she said. “I am not here to trap you. I’m here to help. But I need to know what I am up against, because believe me, if I bring your case to trial the prosecution against you will certainly be aware of any weakness in our defense.”

More’s glance was fixed on her, wet and bright. “You can’t be certain of that.”

“I find it a wise assumption,” said Radhika.

More lowered his eyes once more, and his eerily long fingers tapped a nervous rhythm on the table.

“Were you close to Agnes Tomson?” asked Radhika softly.

“I’ve said I was not,” said the vampire. “Lately, Agnes was distant from the Frosts as well. She was busy with preparations for her coming marriage to Mr. Blacklace.”

“The Frosts planned to attend the wedding, I imagine,” said Radhika, watching him closely.

“No.”

“Strange behavior, don’t you think, for family?”

“Possibly.”

“Mr. More,” said Radhika, once again putting down her pen. “Let us understand each other. I will commit to absolute honesty with you, if you will promise the same. There is such a thing as attorney–client privilege. What you tell me is absolutely confidential and no one, not even the police, has the right to know what is spoken between us. It is not my job to use whatever you say against you, but I will use it to help you, if that’s an option.”

“What I have to say is no use to either of us,” said More.

“And the lie you told me. You certainly thought that was helpful to your case as well, didn’t you, when you said that you did not know where the second glove in the pair used by Miss Tomson’s killer was?”

The vampire was poised. Even his hands were motionless.

“You have the second glove, don’t you, Mr. More?” said Radhika quietly.

“Yes.” The vampire’s affirmation was almost inaudible.

She inhaled, exhaled. When she spoke next, it was to the table, not him. “You are responsible, then.”

“No, I …” He seemed to think, and thinking, the anxiety on his forehead deepened to despair. He, too, spoke to the table. “I discovered the glove yesterday, shortly before I came to you. I never noticed the pair was missing, for as I told you, I never wear them. But this was left for me deliberately, in a parcel. There was no address, no name, but the package had been placed next to my coffin—forgive me, my resting place—and was labeled for me. When I opened it, I saw the glove stained with fresh blood. I knew something horrible must have happened.”

“The package was delivered with the rest of the mail?”

“No. It couldn’t have been. I asked, and no one knew anything about it. A stranger must have come into my room and placed it there shortly before I rose.”

“You have no security?”

“We keep a dog on the premises, and there are servants—a housekeeper, Mrs. Margaret James, and Walter Graham, who looks after the horses and yard.”

Radhika chewed the inside of her lip. “What did you do with the glove?”

“I burned it,” said More.

“And the parcel it came in?”

He knew the meaning behind her slanted brows. His shoulders rose and fell. “I burned everything. It was dreadful. I—I was afraid.”

“That’s a shame,” said Radhika. “If you had kept them, we might have been able to bring them to the police as evidence.”

“A glove belonging to me, covered in human blood?” hissed the vampire, defensive. “There would be no doubt of my guilt.”

“There is little doubt now,” Radhika replied. “If any.”

Radhika could almost feel her client’s bleak attention. “Then there is nothing to be done,” said More.

Radhika tapped her nose with her pen. She bent her glance toward her paper. “I’ll assume for an instant that it’s true, what you are saying, and that this glove was delivered to you anonymously …”

“It is true,” said the vampire.

“Can you explain to me why the killer would want to alert you of his crime, and why you would interpret it as you did?”

“What do you mean?”

“When you came to me last night,” said Radhika, “you were convinced that you would be arrested for murder. You tell me now—and again, I am willing to believe it is possible—that you received this glove under mysterious circumstances. But I do not understand, and wish you would explain to me, how you saw the glove and reacted as you did when there was no actual reason to believe there had been any crime, or if there were, that the crime could be traced to you. It could have been a practical joke—a tasteless one, yes, but nothing more. But you instantly thought of murder.”

“I knew the blood was human,” said More. “There was no doubt in my mind that a terrible thing had been done.”

Radhika leaned forward on her elbow. “But why should you be so convinced that you were in danger?”

“What else should I think?” challenged the vampire. “You see me as I am. If a crime were committed—and someone wished to put the blame on me—it would be absurdly simple. Who would believe that a living nightmare—one who should be dead yet survives on the blood of others, could be—could be—well, innocent of anything?”

As he spoke, the vampire seemed uncomfortable in a way that did not escape Radhika’s notice. There was hesitation in his speech, as if he were trying to piece together a puzzle in his own mind, and whenever his eyes met hers they turned almost immediately aside.

“Mr. More. The glove was delivered to you specifically, dare I say almost immediately after the crime. The police didn’t even know to look for you yet. So explain to me why the murderer, if he intended for you to be the first suspect, did you the courtesy of warning you that you were likely to be accused?”

The vampire was momentarily vacant. He seemed to see her in a new light, the lawyer with her ever-ready pen, as calm and purposed as if they were sitting in comfort playing a game of chess. Radhika wondered if he knew how little of what he had said she fully trusted, and if he resented that it was even her business. Radhika saw that resentment and spoke to it.

“There is a reason I am asking you these questions,” she said, “and why I have a right to be informed. If this murder isn’t labeled a closed case, and it is no longer certain that you are responsible, a detective will certainly question you. If I were a detective and you gave me everything you have given me now, do you know what I would think?”

“That I am guilty,” said the vampire without pause.

“And would you believe differently if you were in my place?” pushed back Radhika. “You’ve told me again and again that you are innocent. Then what for Heaven’s sake are you keeping from me?”

The vampire was unwilling, or unable, to speak.

Radhika glanced at her notes. Her frustration was like helplessness. “How can I save you,” she said, “if you will not even try to save yourself?”

She reached for her battered reference book.

“What are you doing?” asked the vampire.

“Is there any truth in anything that you’ve told me so far, Mr. More?”

“The glove was delivered to me.”

“And you know why, perhaps who, sent it to you. Correct?”

“I am not certain,” whispered the vampire. “I have an idea, but … it isn’t possible.”

“Tell me,” said Radhika, turning pages one after another.

More cleared his throat. “Someone wants to kill me,” he said at last. “Someone desires to prove beyond all reason, beyond all sanity, that I am a monster. And whether it is the truth or not, if they can make the world and even those I value more than myself believe it, that is enough. I am being hunted, Miss Dhingra. But it is not my final death my hunter wants, although that is the inevitable consequence—he wants to know that I am broken, that he has turned everyone against me, and I have no friend to stand at my side because I am not and have never been worthy of love.”

He spoke quietly, almost painfully, as if every word were drawn out from some raw part of his soul. Radhika reached for her notebook once more but did not raise her head to see his face. The change in More’s tone had the urgency of truth in it, and she didn’t want to do anything that might set him back. She was still writing when she asked,

“And who is hunting you?”

“I am afraid … I think it could be … the one who made me what I am,” said More with difficulty. “Lord Simon Fairchild.”

Radhika glanced at him, sharply curious. She had never heard the name, but there were no lords in New York and the novelty intrigued her.

“Is he a vampire like you?” she asked. “And local?”

“But it’s too incredible,” More whispered, aside. “Fairchild died almost two hundred years ago. He cannot come for me now. But who else would hate me so, and torture me in this way? Who else would do such a brutal, cruel thing? Oh, Agnes …” His face twisted with sudden emotion. “How many must suffer before it’s done at last? I thought—I dared to think—that I was free. For so long it seemed that I was.”

The vampire’s fingers twined in his lap. His distress was more acute than ever, and he left his chair as if the walls were closing around him.

When he faced her, Radhika slightly jumped, unnerved by his erratic behavior.

“It will not be long before dawn. They may be readying the gallows even now. Tell me. Am I dead already?”

Radhika wondered if the irony of the question ever occurred to him. His glance was frightening, lightless.

“I don’t understand—” she said.

“What else is necessary for you?” He was forceful then, almost violent. Radhika thought she caught the flash of a sharp white fang under his lip, and that alien peril sent a startled tremor through her. “I have given you everything you should need. What else do you want from me?”

Radhika did not know if he could tell how he frightened her. He was dreadfully, horribly white, and the color in his lips was deepening to a cold, airless blue. She did not doubt that he needed blood, fresh blood, and at this moment she wasn’t comfortable being the only source in the room.

“Mr. More,” she said, controlling her breath. “Please sit.”

“What?” he snapped. “What will you ask me now, except another question I can’t answer?”

“If you don’t sit,” said Radhika, very quietly, “I will ask Officer Evans to return you to your cell.”

The vampire stood quivering, resistant.

“You are not well,” murmured Radhika, rising herself. “I’ll see about finding you a donor.”

“No!” His gasp was immediate.

“You are starving,” said Radhika.

“I’m fine,” said the vampire. “Only give me hope. Tell me what you are going to do.”

“I can do nothing if you refuse to cooperate,” said Radhika, allowing a note of genuine exasperation and anxiety into her voice. “When I plead for you, I need you to support me. Everyone must see that you are in full control of your faculties for any argument I make on your behalf to have some quality of truth. I don’t believe, Mr. More, that you are at this moment in a condition to be seen. If you gave in to your hunger at any time—even if no one was seriously harmed—that would mean—”

“I know what it means,” said More.

“Then you must—”

“Water,” said the vampire. “Hot water. It will quicken my blood and give me time—but it must be scalding hot.”

She wondered at him. There was nothing apparently disingenuous in his request. He seemed to be earnest. Radhika’s knowledge of vampires was limited to rumors and legend, but she was certain it couldn’t be normal for one to insist on drinking water instead of blood.

Radhika went to the door. She placed her hand on the knob. “Water,” she repeated, as if she might have misheard. “Hot water.”

“It will do me so much good,” said the vampire.





CHAPTER 7


Radhika was surprised that Officer Evans was not waiting when she came out. She followed the sound of excited conversation to the entrance where she had first been admitted. A woman’s strident voice rang out as clearly as if she had a megaphone.

“—preposterous. On what grounds, may I ask, do you continue to keep him? This is an affront to justice. Interviewed, you say? How ridiculous. I demand to see Evelyn More at once. Irregular? Of course it’s irregular. The whole business is irregular. I’ve never heard anything so cockeyed. As if our vampire could be responsible for anything as tasteless as murder.”

The press had gone, but whether it was the hour or the police’s irresistible force that cleared them out Radhika couldn’t guess. Either way, she was relieved not to be subjected to a volley of questions, and gladder to see that Peter Blacklace was gone as well. It had been difficult to face the bereaved fiancé’s pain when they first met, and she did not think it would be easier now.

The woman with the stentorian vocals was a complete stranger, and a rather impressive one. Her age-bent shoulders could not disguise an impressive tallness, gray hair curled and pinned under a wide-brimmed lavender hat with satin lace around the brim. Her jacket and dress were precisely tailored at the shoulders and waist, and accentuated the wearer’s very thin arms. She leaned on a polished mahogany cane.

“Mrs. Frost, ma’am,” said one of the officers respectfully, and from his uniform and bearing Radhika assumed he was the superintendent. “Here she is now, the lawyer Mr. More asked for. I believe her name is Radical Dhingra.”

“Radhika Dhingra,” corrected Radhika without offense. “I am honored to meet you. You must be Sarah Frost?”

The old matriarch squinted at her. “Dhingra—Dhingra? What does Evelyn need with you? Where is he?”

“It’s all right, mother,” said a man at her elbow. He was crisp in a light gray suit, and although his own temples were streaked with white his face was still babyish and round, with an irrepressible cheerfulness in his ruddy cheeks.

“Michael Frost,” he said, extending his hand to Radhika. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance. Is Evelyn well?”

“I believe he has been better,” said Radhika. “He refuses a donor and has asked for hot water.”

“Water!” Sarah Frost raised her cane in consternation. “Impossible. James Mayborn, do you see how ridiculous this is? I will not have a member of my household subjected to this treatment another moment, or Judge Crafton will hear about this. Do you understand me?”

The superintendent blanched. “I—I am sorry, Mrs. Frost. In a case like this, I don’t know what can be done—”

“You can release Mr. More on bail,” intervened Radhika. She was aware of the old matriarch’s sharp eyes snapping to her, the flash of icy blue behind polished spectacles. “I believe we are willing to negotiate the price for his freedom, but you cannot keep my client here indefinitely. You may charge him, if you feel the evidence against him is sufficient, which is debatable. My client maintains his innocence, and I am here to represent him in that claim.”

The superintendent looked at her as if she had fallen off the moon, and Officer Evans bounced uncomfortably on his heels.

“You believe the evidence isn’t damning?” repeated Superintendent Mayborn incredulously. “Are you mad? His glove was found, drenched in the victim’s blood—excuse me, Mrs. Frost, for being plain—and you say to my face that the accusation against him is debatable?”

“He has not yet been formally accused,” said Radhika, stiff as a ramrod. “And yes. I am convinced that my client is himself a victim of conspiracy.”

“Conspiracy,” pronounced the superintendent, as if the word were as foreign as it was distasteful.

“I doubt that it’s been determined where my client was at the time of Miss Tomson’s death,” said Radhika definitely. “I can assure you that immediately afterward, he was in my office, nearly insane because the murderer himself had delivered proof of the crime to him anonymously.”

“What proof?” asked Officer Evans curiously.

“Only one of Mr. More’s gloves was found at the site of the murder,” said Radhika. “The other was packaged for him to discover himself. Unfortunately, my client panicked and disposed of the package and its contents, otherwise I would of course turn them over to you for examination. But can you blame him? After everything I have witnessed, I am amazed that he had the nerve to send for me at all. I would have no faith in our system if this is how we investigate and punish crime, without proper consideration.”

The superintendent’s face changed as she spoke. He had been dangerously red before from Mrs. Frost’s chastisement. Now he was purple to the ears.

“Very well,” he said. “Can anyone say precisely where Evelyn More was between six and seven last night?”

“Yes,” said Mrs. Frost immediately. “He was in his coffin. What kind of circus is this? Do you mean to say you have held Mr. More here with no more basis for accusation than a glove?”

The superintendent’s protest was spluttered. “Now that is not fair, ma’am. Vampires have been known to rise—”

“Evelyn never rises before seven thirty,” interrupted the old woman. “You should know that, James. You’ve dined with us often enough.”

“I was not aware,” said Superintendent Mayborn, perplexed.

“Now that you are, release him,” said Mrs. Frost imperiously.

The superintendent looked rebellious. He nodded to Evans. “I am afraid this is not the end of our investigation. There is no doubt in my mind that a vampire—”

“Another vampire, perhaps,” said Mrs. Frost. “Evelyn—here he is.”

The shift in the elderly woman’s mood was immediate when More was brought out. The pinched lines in her face melted to wholehearted welcome, and she went to the vampire in spite of his escort’s warning. There was a childlike relief in the way she put her arms around him, never hesitating at his suffering, morbid appearance. Mr. More bowed his head over the woman’s brittle, shaking shoulder, and the strain in his own bearing quieted to a calm Radhika could not have imagined.

“I am all right,” he said. “Please, Sarah. You must not upset yourself.”

The old woman held his hands tightly. “You’re like ice,” she said. “You should never have been brought here. Come, Michael brought the carriage.”

“You may take charge of your vampire for the time being,” interposed the superintendent, “but I ask that his residence remain in town. The circumstances of the murder are suggestive.”

Mrs. Frost’s mouth shaped words she was too indignant to speak at once. Radhika managed to intercept her.

“Of course,” she said. “Mr. More has no intention of leaving. Thank you, Superintendent. If we can be of any help in locating the true murderer do not hesitate to call.”

“Yes, yes,” said Mrs. Frost briskly. “Evelyn, help me.”

Since the vampire’s appearance, the old matriarch had become querulous. She had been animated before, almost thrilling with energy, but now the full weight of her years stiffened her limbs, and she was uncertain even with the help of her cane. More supported her to the door and they all could hear Mrs. Frost’s complaint:

“I don’t know why they must keep those people out in the yard, Evelyn. It’s depressing.”

Radhika turned at a light touch on her shoulder. She did not expect to find Michael Frost waiting for her, his cheerful features rueful but relieved.

“You are joining us, aren’t you?” he said.

Radhika wasn’t certain how to answer. “There is no need. If my services are required, I can give you my address—”

Michael picked up her suitcase. “Mother wouldn’t hear of it. I can tell you’ve done a lot for Evelyn, and she’ll want to thank you properly. I don’t believe I’ve seen you before, Miss Radhika? You’re not with Newson & Son’s?”

“No,” said Radhika, following him. “I have my own establishment.”

“Do you? I may have seen the place.”

Radhika did not have the heart to ask if he had been to Hangman’s Corner recently. She knew his observation was meant to be kind.

Past the gate, a carriage waited for them. Radhika was struck by the funereal solemnity of the two black horses in plumed halters, and the curtained windows. Michael handed her case up to the coachman, who climbed from his seat to open the door for them. The courtesy made Radhika uncomfortable in a way she didn’t expect. She could handle a door herself, and was accustomed to it. For someone else to perform so small a task on her behalf seemed, to her mind, embarrassing. She did not like to see anyone go out of their way to serve her when there was no need.

“Are you certain there’s room?” she protested. “Really, Mr. More already reimbursed me—”

“This isn’t about money,” said Michael, “it’s about manners. That is, if you have the time to spare us.”

Radhika acquiesced, and set her foot on the carriage step. Inside, the seating was close but surprisingly comfortable. She sat across from More and Mrs. Frost, the vampire’s paleness faintly luminous in the veiled gloom. Michael sat beside Radhika and, once he was comfortable, rapped lightly on the velvet-lined roof.

“We’re ready, Walter,” he called up.

The carriage rolled forward and Radhika braced herself, adjusting to the steady if not smooth movement over the cobbled street.

“Have you been in a carriage before, Miss—what was your name?” asked Mrs. Frost, pushing aside the curtain to peer at Radhika’s face in the passing gaslight.

“Miss Dhingra. Radhika Dhingra. Yes, I have, a few times.”

“Radhika Dhingra,” murmured Mrs. Frost, trying the name awkwardly on her tongue. “You are not from here?”

“She was born in Winterside,” said More. “Her parents are from the east. South India, I believe she told me.”

“Really?” Radhika was not certain from Mrs. Frost’s tone if she was intrigued or concerned. “And you are licensed? Law is a curious choice for a woman of your age and complexion. I beg your pardon,” she added in the same direct monotone. “I don’t mean to say that you are not free to make these choices. Only I have heard that it is rather hard for a professional woman in the modern economy, and I suspect with your—uniqueness—it may be harder. Is this not true?”

Sweat prickled over Radhika’s lip. It was not entirely Mrs. Frost’s fault that she suddenly felt the closeness around them. She was remembering her father and the arguments between them that she must not study law no matter her personal inclinations. Her dowry was meant for a husband, not an education, and Varun could not be blamed for encouraging her to believe otherwise.

“I imagine that it is difficult for everyone in this economy,” said Radhika after a moment. “Some more than others.”

“Where did you study?” pursued Mrs. Frost. “I know a number of the professors at Harvard. Perhaps I know yours.”

“I went to college locally,” said Radhika, pulling at the fingers of her gloves.

“Ah, yes,” said Michael. “The women’s college?”

“Yes.”

The reflection that followed this admission was truly profound. Radhika felt she was not presumptuous in assuming that Mrs. Frost was on no intimate terms with the professors at Winterside Women’s College. Remembering some of her former instructors, the thought almost made her smile. She could only imagine dumpy little Dr. Elizabeth Pound, their authority in criminal and forensic law who had a grotesque fascination for crime-scene photography, interacting with the stately matriarch.

“I am grateful,” said More, “that you are practicing in Winterside, Miss Dhingra. I would still be imprisoned if it were not for you, and I have no reason to be disappointed in your service.” He angled his head slightly toward Mrs. Frost. “I didn’t have the opportunity to tell you, Sarah, that there was no one else willing to take my case.”

“You tried Newson & Son’s?” said Mrs. Frost, sitting up straight. Radhika could not repress a wince.

“I did,” said More.

“You should have told me. I could have put in a word for you. Why did you not tell us, Evelyn, what you were doing, what was wrong? When the police arrived this afternoon, it was a shock to all of us.”

“Yes,” said More softly. “Forgive me. I did not want to frighten you.”

“Frighten me?” The matriarch was visibly indignant.

“Mother,” Michael murmured.

“What? I have a right to know when there is trouble in my house. If I had, all this nonsense about murder might never have happened. That Evelyn could be responsible for Agnes’s death is ridiculous. Though I wouldn’t blame him if he were. I am only surprised she was not murdered sooner, considering how she treats others, especially those closest to her.”

“Mother!” said Michael, more firmly than before.

“Why shouldn’t I say it?” Mrs. Frost looked from her son to Radhika, who instantly lowered her eyes. “The only one truly sorry for her death is that poor fool Peter Blacklace, and if he knew her as we do he wouldn’t be sorry either.”

“Enough, Sarah.” This time it was Mr. More who spoke, the vampire’s sibilant hiss pronounced. “Agnes died horribly, and your coldness is not Christian. It is vile.”

“Am I supposed to forget what happened?” said Mrs. Frost, her eyes flashing anger. “Can you forget what she did to us? She abused our trust. Our friendship. Our love.” The old woman’s voice shook. She raised her worn hand to press over her quivering mouth.

The blackness in More’s hollow eyes was deep. “I remember her singing; she had one of the most beautiful voices I have ever heard. Her voice had a way of bringing spring out of winter.”

“Not that she ever had the grace to invite you to the opera house,” whispered Mrs. Frost.

“She had no choice in the matter,” said More. “None of my kind are encouraged to attend public events. People do not like to be reminded of their mortality when they are enjoying life.”

“Stop!” snapped the matriarch. “I don’t want to hear you defend her. Not you, of all people. What she did was monstrous.”

“It is because of what she did, and who I am, that I have a better right than anyone to speak for her,” said the vampire. “I understand more than most what it is to be weak.”

Radhika, her hands clasped in her lap, pretended to be interested in the scenery outside the window. She was acutely sensitive to the awkwardness of her situation. That the death of Agnes Tomson was tangentially close to her client, she had been aware of. More had denied any connection beyond superficial familiarity to Agnes Tomson. During their private interview, he had withheld information when he had not deliberately lied, and Radhika realized she could not separate his truth from his elusiveness, his lies from sincerity. Hearing the Frosts in a more intimate context, she felt doubts stir once more.

Agnes had been close, very close to the family for Mrs. Frost to express this kind of contempt and pain at her death. What had she done to lose that friendship? Mrs. Frost described the murdered woman’s behavior as “monstrous.” If the old matriarch’s expression was at all indicative of the family’s general feeling, it wasn’t beyond possibility that Agnes Tomson’s monstrousness could provoke a desire for revenge, and Radhika had already guessed Evelyn More’s loyalty and affection for his hosts.

More was calm now, almost too forgiving of this secret yet monstrous sin, and Radhika found herself measuring that behavior against his reactions at the police station, and even their first unorthodox meeting. It was not beyond the pale that this new confidence had a sinister cause, now that the crime was past and he was, at least for the moment, free.

Her glance rose without thinking. A nervous spasm went through her when she found Mr. More already watching, his shadowed eyes directly on her face. There was a kind of coldness in that unflinching look, made colder by the moonlight through the carriage window, that gave his already macabre appearance all the silver uncertainty of a ghost.

Perhaps he read her doubts in her startled, wide-open glance. If he did, he did not say so, or make any sign. He turned his attention to the window, his long fingers resting on Mrs. Frost’s arm as she began to doze.

Radhika was tempted to ask if she might be let out on the pretense of forgotten business, if only to escape the intolerable restriction of the carriage. Michael Frost would be sure to oblige her, and she was glad for his sad but amiable presence at her side.

It was not social awkwardness or avarice at the opportunity presented to her by acquaintance with this grand, mysterious family that made Radhika silent, looking out at the dim silhouettes of shingled houses and long, low hills. It was the curious dynamic in what she was beginning to understand of the Frosts’ tightly knit household: it was Evelyn’s dualism in the tears he shed in her office and his assumed reserve in prison: and more irresistibly, it was the dream-like understanding of what it was to grieve for someone while simultaneously resenting them both for their failings in life and their absence in death. It was a familiar feeling, at once frightened yet certain, that she could only describe as fascination.





CHAPTER 8


The change from cobbled paving to unpaved dirt made the carriage ride rough over uneven ground. Despite her discomfort, Radhika was glad for the ruggedness that kept her from becoming too drowsy. They passed what felt like miles of fallow farmland. Sheep grazed in a sloped, mist-swept valley like puffs of vagrant cloud under the hanging moon.

Even the shut windows couldn’t keep the fresh wind from creeping inside. Radhika envied Mrs. Frost the thick blanket that had been wrapped around her shoulders, her hands snug in a muffler. The chill in Radhika’s boots was numbing her toes, and she wished she could stamp them to encourage circulation, but Michael’s head was nodding comfortably over his chest and More’s statuesque quietness seemed to dare any thought of stamping. So Radhika was stoically mute.

When the carriage slowed, she looked around eagerly. The carriage rocked as the driver climbed heavily from his seat, and his face was almost startling as it emerged from the greater darkness in lanternlight, swathed in a heavy scarf. Radhika’s door opened and Walter Graham spoke gruffly.

“I’ve got your case, ma’am. Shall I bring it inside?”

“No, thank you,” said Radhika. “I can manage.”

She rose and was disarmed when Graham helped her, steadying her on the step until she was safe on firm ground. Radhika winced as the blood flowed into her calves and heels. She was genuinely glad to hold her case again, as if it were her link to the safe and certain world of the familiar that seemed very far behind.

She couldn’t make out the height and breadth of the Frost mansion, uncertain whether what the shadows suggested to her wondering mind was fact or imagination. But from the highest gothic windows to the domed porch where the light from the open door spilled down the marble steps, she was certain she must be looking at a residence as remarkable as a grand, fairytale castle. She was almost convinced there were twisted spires rising above an otherwise gabled roof.

The silhouette in the doorway was nervous and thin. The person’s posture reminded Radhika of the lean, rawboned rats that hunted for food scraps on Hangman’s Corner, curious but ready to escape at the first sign of danger.

“Mr. Graham?” called a woman’s tremulous voice. “Is that you with the carriage?”

“Yes, Mrs. James,” answered the coachman. “We’re back.”

“Oh thank God.” The silhouette disappeared briefly, returning with a candle. Radhika was impressed by the woman’s features. She could not have been much older than Radhika herself, blond hair pulled back from sensitive, pert features. She wore a fishnet shawl around her shoulders, and her simple cotton dress brushed the lawn as she hurried toward them. “Mrs. Frost, ma’am, how are you? You should never have gone out on a night like this. Michael was able to go alone.”

“Don’t fuss, Margaret,” said Mrs. Frost as Mrs. James attempted, and failed, to take the old woman’s cane. “You may make me a cup of tea with a drop of my favorite to thicken it, and an extra cup for Miss Dhingra. Tea or whiskey, Miss Dhingra? Or both?”

“Miss—Dhingra?” murmured Mrs. James.

“Evelyn’s lawyer,” said Mrs. Frost dismissively, and Radhika doubted that the housekeeper would be less astonished if the matriarch of the house had introduced her as a goblin. Mrs. Frost turned to the vampire, who was still supporting her. “Evelyn, don’t wait for me, for goodness’ sake. I am perfectly capable of walking on my own. Dr. Mariette is waiting to attend you.”

“So late?” said More.

“There was no choice,” said the matriarch, leaning on her cane. “None of us know how to handle his infernal apparatus. Now don’t be concerned. I believe we are making it more than worth his while. Go at once. It is making me weak looking at you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you as pale.”

Her attitude was peremptory, but the vampire took no offense, nor anyone else. Radhika suspected they were used to Mrs. Frost’s command, and she herself followed meekly in the wake of the fierce old woman’s path. Radhika was still uncertain about her place as their guest, still overwhelmed by the newness of her situation. She was not quite alarmed when Evelyn More stopped her at the door, which he held for all of them.

“I must thank you, Miss Dhingra, again,” said the vampire.

Her grip tightened on her case. “I did what I had to,” she said. “Nothing more.”

“You did much more,” said the vampire, “though you may not understand. I do not like to think what could have been, if you abandoned me.”

Radhika felt a twinge. “I’m glad to have been of service,” she said, somewhat stilted. She was about to pass him when he stayed her once more.

Radhika was not sure if she only imagined the absolute coldness of his fingers through her sleeve. There was no force behind his imposition, only a gentle yet certain pressure.

“What I shared with you at the station,” More said. “You told me we spoke in confidence. Am I right in assuming that you will repeat nothing of what was said between us, even here?”

It was astonishing how black his eyes seemed in the deathly pallor of his face, his lids as bruised and blue as his lips. His attention was tranquil, but Radhika did not trust that apparent calm, not when she knew how quickly it could turn to passion and despair.

“Yes,” she said. “Of course.”

He was satisfied in that unadorned assurance. “I am in your debt,” said the vampire quietly, standing back.

He meant for her to go ahead of him, but Radhika did not move. This time, she held his arm, and felt him tense at the unexpected restraint. There was a surprised flare in his nostrils.

“Mr. More,” said Radhika. “Be assured that you don’t owe me anything. You paid for my service, and I represented you as your attorney, not as a favor. I have done nothing for you that I would not do for another client. I thank you for your words as I’m certain they are kindly meant, but I must beg you not to consider me in any other light. I am your lawyer, not a friend to whom you may feel grateful or beholden. Friends, I should hope, do not come at any cost to you. And you have been very generous with me.”

It was not the first nor hardly the second time that Radhika upset him. The vampire’s serene death-mask slipped, and she saw doubt and a deeper, far deeper respect. She did not know what she had done to inspire that emotion, or what word in particular had brought that unlooked-for, almost velvet warmth into his eye. But she knew then that he must never know how she had considered abandoning their far from formal business arrangement, not once but several times. She never wanted to see that quiet light in his eyes, softened by the veil of long, dark lashes, turn to disappointment or hurt.

Radhika realized she was still holding his arm and released it at once, as hot and humiliated as she had been when they first met in her office.

“Miss Dhingra!” called Mrs. Frost’s strident voice. “Join me in the parlor. I want to speak with you.”

“Good night, Miss Dhingra,” said the vampire, inclining his head.

“Mr. More,” said Radhika, returning his courtesy with a stiffly precise half-bow. “Good night.”

They left the door together, not quite shoulder to shoulder. It was only later that Radhika would consider how she had felt no tremor at being beside him and no fear, for once, of what he was. It was a moment she would wonder at, a pause in the turbulence and trouble that were soon to follow.



Radhika followed Mrs. James’s direction into the parlor. The waxed oaken floor was decorated with a rug patterned after an Indian design, curls of joyous red, purple, and ivory threads that seemed somehow riotous in an otherwise classically restrained ambience. The tray by the couch where Mrs. Frost sat had been set with two porcelain cups and a cast iron kettle, a mix of delicacy and practical austerity that reminded the young woman of Mr. More’s velvet eyes, although she could not have said precisely why.

“Please sit,” said Mrs. Frost, patting the sofa beside her. “Mrs. James has already poured tea. Do you take sugar? Cream?”

Radhika nodded. She took the cup gingerly in her hand, frightened she might break it. She was sure she had never drunk from anything as expensive as that gilded cup with its painted roses.

“I understand Evelyn came to you for representation,” said Mrs. Frost. “You never said where your practice is.”

Radhika mixed the sugar and cream in her steaming cup. She had expected this moment, but that did not make it less uneasy. “Hangman’s Corner, ma’am,” she said. “Dhingra and Associates. I can give you my card—”

“There is no need,” said Mrs. Frost. “Associates, you say? Then there are other partners in your firm?”

Radhika replaced her spoon on the tray. “No, ma’am. I—I have hopes there will be soon.”

“Then you are in business on your own,” observed the matriarch, her piercing gaze never leaving Radhika as she raised her own cup to her lips. “That is a dangerous enterprise. Do you have anyone to back you? Who are your connections?”

“I advertise in the papers,” murmured Radhika. She did not add that it was not often she could afford advertisements.

Mrs. Frost drank. Radhika wondered if it were true that she took whiskey with her tea. She certainly could not tell from the woman’s upright demeanor.

“I am not disappointed,” said Mrs. Frost, sounding quite flat, and Radhika wished that she had taken whiskey as well. “I am only concerned. When were you licensed?”

“This spring,” said Radhika, “in March.”

“May I ask what kept you from a position at Newson & Son’s? You were offered a position, I assume?”

Radhika swallowed her indignation at the hated name of Newson. After all, you could not speak of law in Winterside without considering Newson & Son’s.

“I wanted to go into business alone,” said Radhika.

“Unwise. Can you tell me precisely why?”

“I did not think the terms they offered me were fair.”

“And did you think they would be?”

Radhika hadn’t even tasted her tea. She stared at Mrs. Frost, uncertain how to respond.

“You handled the police wonderfully,” said Mrs. Frost, touching a napkin to the corner of her mouth. “You were skillful, direct, and fast on your feet. If you had not been there, Evelyn very probably would have suffered worse than he has already been made to endure. In your professional opinion, do you think this business of Agnes Tomson’s murder will pass? Or are we to expect more?”

Radhika was not certain how this line of conversation connected to the rest, though the string of compliments deflated some of the compressed tension inside her.

“I can’t say,” she said. “Mr. More is suspect because of the glove found at the crime scene. The manner of killing, too, is suggestive. Unless new evidence is found that points to someone else, the police may want to question him again. The case is too high profile to be ignored, and there is no question of murder.”

“In that case,” said Mrs. Frost, finishing her tea and motioning to Mrs. James for the undiluted whiskey, “I have a question that requires your honest, professional opinion.”

The old woman’s tone quieted, waiting until Mrs. James had filled her teacup to the brim with straight spirits before proceeding.

“I believe you are a clear-headed woman, Miss Dhingra,” she said. “Proud, perhaps, above the role you are given in life—but clear enough to see how things really are. Are you the best person to represent Evelyn in a situation like this?”

Radhika set her untouched cup on the tray. She hesitated. “Yes. I believe I am.”

The matriarch’s eyes snapped. “I believe we have determined that you are without any resources or advantages. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that when I say you were a godsend in prison—”

“Newson & Son’s would never have represented Mr. More without your influence,” said Radhika bluntly. “He went to them just as he came to me, and asked for their service as he asked for mine. I don’t know who he spoke with personally, but the deal they offered him was a mockery of their position as representatives of the law. Mr. More would not accept, and they refused him, knowing that he was desperate for help and in no position to bargain or demand. They turned him away, Mrs. Frost, because he did not have the authority that you see as lacking in me, and his connection to you as his host he was unwilling to exercise, because he needed this venture to be private. He did not want to grieve you, as he knew he must if he told you what his intention in coming to my office was.”

Mrs. Frost’s glance was steel. Her lips were pressed in a tight line. “What was his ‘intention,’ Miss Dhingra?”

Radhika opened her mouth to tell her. Her witnessing of the vampire’s will was on the tip of her tongue, when she remembered all at once her assurance to him.

“I am sorry,” she said, and she truly was, knowing that the details might soften Mrs. Frost’s view toward her. “I respect my client’s need for privacy, just as I respect yours if I were advising you. Mr. More must tell you himself. I am not at liberty to do so.”

The old matriarch’s mouth twitched. She looked almost amused. “Very well. You have no similar agreement with Newson & Son’s. What deal did they offer Evelyn?”

Radhika twitched uncomfortably. Mrs. Frost noted her discomfort, her eagle eyes never leaving the younger woman’s face, as if she read everything that Evelyn More had suggested to her there.

“I don’t believe it,” the older woman said in a bare whisper. “That they should disrespect a warden of the Frosts—a vampire who has been a part of this family for generations—in such a vulgar, frankly plebian way. I have heard that vampire blood is abused in certain circles, but by Newson & Son’s? I must have a word with Fred.”

Radhika kept her voice low. “Mrs. Frost, I admit that my credentials are not impressive. Nonetheless, I am certain there is no one better to represent Mr. More. Because I, unlike Newson & Son’s and any other firm you may care to visit, will take your warden on his own terms. I don’t care about his condition. My passion is law. And if the day comes that Mr. More is forced to make a stand in court, I can guarantee, Mrs. Frost, that I will fight for him. I’ll fight for him because his heart may not be beating, but he is undoubtedly, functionally alive, a pillar of Winterside, and I believe in the maxim that there should and will be justice for all.”

At some point in her speaking, Mrs. Frosts mouth crooked again in that somewhat humorous angle. Radhika was aware of her nerve slipping under the matriarch’s cool awareness, the blood creeping into her ears. But she refused to look aside, and although her voice slightly trailed and her expression was theatrical in her desire to be earnest, she meant every word.

“A pillar of Winterside,” murmured Mrs. Frost, raising the teacup of whiskey once more. “I will have to tell Evelyn you called him that. He is certainly a pillar of this house, if not of Winterside itself.”

Radhika nodded in mute agreement.

“I appreciate your enthusiasm,” said the matriarch. “I wish I could say that enthusiasm was enough. But we do not live in a fair world, Miss Dhingra, as you are keenly aware. I am appreciative of all you have done for us. I regret that your service is no longer needed.”

Radhika did not understand at once. She couldn’t speak, only staring at Mrs. Frost with bewildered disbelief.

“It is late,” said Mrs. Frost, rising. She motioned for the housekeeper, Mrs. James. to approach them. “Good luck with your business, Miss Dhingra. I wish you the best. Mrs. James, will you tell William to take Miss Dhingra back to town? Hangman’s Corner, I believe you said?”

Radhika was still raw from the old woman’s decisiveness. “Mr. More and I have an agreement, ma’am,” she said. “Surely you should consult him before—”

“You’re very right,” interrupted Mrs. Frost. “I will tell him plainly what I have told you. Evelyn knows the world as I do, as you are beginning to learn. He will not like it, I’m sure, but he can’t deny it. It is for his own good. You want the best for your client, don’t you, Miss Dhingra? You must understand that to hold him to any contract between you is pure selfishness.”

All the heart went out of Radhika when Mr. Graham came in to announce that he was ready for their departure. She doubted, following him, that the horses had even been unharnessed once they arrived. Mrs. Frost must have decided the moment she saw her that this exotic woman, educated cheap in Winterside, with a struggling office on Hangman’s Corner, would never do.

The carriage was much roomier now that she occupied it alone. Radhika kept her case on the seat beside her. Dawn was beginning to pale the night with the first muted haze of morning, and she pulled the curtain over the window, shutting her eyes.





CHAPTER 9


Radhika wasn’t aware when the horses stopped. She was lost in restless, disjointed dreams, dozing with her face in her cocked hat. It was only when Mr. Graham opened the carriage door and spoke that she woke, thanked him, and exited, all the while feeling that she was somehow disconnected from the present. The events of the night were certainly enough to leave her somewhat out of joint.

The morning was bitterly cold but she was already frozen through, the chill from the carriage creeping into her bones. Radhika had been tempted to use the blanket Mrs. Frost had wrapped herself in, but she didn’t feel comfortable using what wasn’t hers. Besides, she did not want to be warmed by anything that the Frost matriarch had tucked around her bowed, brittle shoulders. It wasn’t a question of spite or resentment. Radhika knew it was pride that made her weak, but she couldn’t help it, not after all that had happened.

“Don’t forget your case, ma’am,” said Mr. Graham in a subdued, kind voice. Radhika was taken aback by the sympathy in the heavy-lidded eyes showing under his pulled-down hat and over his tightly wrapped scarf, swathed up to his ear tips.

“Thank you, Mr. Graham,” said Radhika, taking the case.

“If I may, ma’am,” said Graham, “it was good of you to look after Mr. More. I don’t think anyone could have done it better, considering the tight spot he was in yesterday. The whole family was in a state after the police arrived, and Mrs. Frost, she almost went into a panic. They may not act it, Miss Dhingra, but the family’s been through some hard times. I can’t imagine what it would do to them if they lost Mr. More now.”

“Of course,” said Radhika. “They must be very close.”

“Some more than others,” said Mr. Graham. “There’s good and bad sheep in every flock.”

Radhika soured inside, recalling Mrs. Frost’s smile. “I’m sure you’re right.”

She offered Mr. Graham her hand, but he ignored it. “Miss Dhingra, I know it isn’t my place. But Agnes Tomson’s death—that’s a serious crime to be accused of. Do you think Mr. More is in trouble? Dangerous trouble?”

Radhika blinked. Still bleary with drowsiness, Graham’s question left her briefly blank. “I hope the worst is past,” she said after a moment. “I am sure Mrs. Frost will spare no expense in seeing that Mr. More gets any help he needs.”

Graham took off his hat, twisting it in his hands. “It isn’t my place,” he repeated, his breath misting on the cold air. “But I don’t think my mistress is entirely clear on how bad this could be, or what’s best for Mr. More. She’s learned to rely on her heritage, on her name and the house, and Mr. More himself. She’s not like you and me, who know what it is to use our wits to survive. Don’t misunderstand me—she’s a canny woman—but she’s used to having her way. Sometimes she won’t see that the world isn’t under her thumb and people are capable of any kind of evil.”

Radhika adjusted her hold on her case. Its weight was modest, but her shoulder was stiff. “I don’t understand you, Mr. Graham.”

Graham twisted his hat tightly. “I’ve been with the Frosts as groundskeeper for thirty years,” he said. “I was afraid of him at first, being what he is—a vampire. But Mr. More has always been kind to me. He saw to it that my boy was educated, Miss Dhingra. My wife and I couldn’t afford schooling and some said it was no use anyway, the child being crippled in both legs. But Mr. More taught my Jeremy to read, and how to write too. Jeremy’s a printed author because of Mr. More, published twice in Dial magazine. Can you imagine that?”

Radhika expressed her admiration and squinted up at the pinkening clouds.

“All this to say, Miss Dhingra,” Mr. Graham pushed on, replacing his squashed hat on his head, “there’s some people who don’t handle Mr. More’s presence as kindly as I do. I guess you could say it’s his misfortune that he’s eternal. I don’t mind it, but time being what it is and people being who they are, some might resent the extra expense of hosting a vampire. It’s a long-term commitment, and the young could begrudge a burden they never had any say in. Like I said, the Frosts have been through a rough patch.”

Radhika’s interest snapped back down to earth almost at once. “You mean some of the Frosts don’t want him as warden? And Miss Tomson’s death might be an opportunity—”

“Oh no! No, Miss Dhingra,” said Graham immediately. “That’s not what I meant at all! I don’t know about Miss Tomson’s murder having anything to do with the family one way or another, besides being a shock to them. Sometimes I forgot Miss Tomson wasn’t one of the family herself. I don’t think any one of them would have hurt her, even after—” The groundskeeper caught himself. He was suddenly uncomfortable. “I—I only meant to say that I’ve overheard talk that when Mrs. Frost passes—she is very attached to Mr. More, as you may have noticed—there may not be a place for him at the house unless certain changes are made.”

By this time, Radhika was definitely awake. “Changes?”

Graham nodded, his chin disappearing into the folds of scarf. “The day may come when Mr. More needs all the friends he can get,” said the groundskeeper. “I saw him the evening before last, just before supper. He was terribly upset, very unlike himself. I’d never seen him so excited. He’d been helping Mrs. James prepare a lamb curry I believe, and he must have cut himself. His glove was bloodied, and I wanted to help, but he was like another person, refusing to let me near him. I didn’t like to see him rattled but there was nothing I could do. Talking to you, Miss Dhingra—it helped. He was much better when he came back, even apologized for raising his voice. I didn’t hold it against him of course, but it was all very unusual.”

“You saw him before supper?” asked Radhika. “You dine at seven thirty?”

“Seven thirty? Of course not. That’s far too late. The family always dines at six. Mr. More misses joining the family in the summer when the days are long, but the sun sets far earlier this time of year, and he’s able to assist Mrs. James in preparing.”

Radhika’s lips tingled. “Mrs. Frost said he always sleeps in his coffin until seven thirty.”

Graham laughed. “If only vampires were so regular. They’re slaves to the seasons, Miss Dhingra, I’m afraid. If the sun’s below the horizon, you may be sure they’re awake. No, you must be mistaken—Mrs. Frost knows that as well as anyone.”

“And when you saw that he was—injured. What time was this?” asked Radhika.

“I’d just come in from seeing the horses were safe for the evening,” said Graham. “I’d guess it was half past four. Why do you ask?”

Radhika avoided his curiosity. “Oh, it’s nothing. I only wondered. Mr. Graham, you said that Agnes Tomson was like one of the family. Was she very close to Mr. More as well?”

“Of course,” said Graham. “That’s how I know he couldn’t be responsible for killing her. Mr. More loved Agnes like a daughter. She gave him a miniature portrait of herself as a gift, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he keeps it to this day. I never saw anyone who adored that young woman’s singing as much. He’d sit as calm as a cat for hours, just listening. No, Miss Dhingra. Mr. More could no more have harmed a hair on that young woman’s head than cut out his own heart. I mean that.”

“And yet something must have come between them,” said Radhika, remembering the Frosts’ conversation in the carriage. “Mrs. Frost said she had done something monstrous.”

Graham stamped his feet against the cold. “That’s right,” he murmured. “It’s not my business to say. I can understand, of course, why the mistress told Agnes she was no longer welcome. But it was very hard on Mr. More. Only this summer Miss Agnes announced—ah, it’s a terrible business. Some of the Frosts might bluster, but they never wished death on Miss Tomson. Her killing—it’s a blow to us all.”

“I’m sorry,” said Radhika. In spite of her reservations, she meant it.

“Thank you, ma’am.” The groundskeeper touched his hat in a brief salutation. “I just—I didn’t want you to go not knowing how it really is. Mr. More’s finding you is nothing short of a miracle.”

“If he needs me again,” said Radhika, “I’m at his service.”

“You don’t know, Miss Dhingra, how glad I am to hear it.”

“Mr. Graham?” Radhika took a step forward when the groundskeeper turned back to his carriage. “You said that there was talk of ending Mr. More’s employment unless changes were made. May I ask what you meant? What changes?”

“I wish I could tell you,” said Graham. “I’ve wondered myself. I know that Mr. More enjoys a great deal of freedom on the estate. He has never, as far as I’m aware, been treated like hired help. That isn’t the usual case for—people—of his kind. Folks like a certain mystique around their vampires, and that can only be achieved by distance. Perhaps the younger Frosts wish he were more in fashion.”

“Is Mr. More aware of this?” asked Radhika.

“No,” said Graham, more definitely than she expected. “And as far as I’m concerned, he never will be. He needs the Frosts as much as they need him, even if some are resistant to the idea. If he knew what Henry and Meredith were saying—” Graham closed his mouth so firmly his teeth clacked.

“I understand,” said Radhika, pretending not to notice his embarrassment. “It is a difficult situation.”

“It’s cruel,” answered Graham. His voice was gruff, smothered in his scarf. “But that’s how people are, Miss Dhingra. Most don’t realize the power they have to hurt others. And then, some don’t even care when they do know. They only think about themselves.”

The groundskeeper slapped his reins lightly on the horses’ backs, and Radhika watched the carriage roll gently forward. Even in the new daylight, there was a somberness to that grand, dark carriage, as if it were part of night’s disappearing shadows. Radhika watched until she could no longer hear the iron ring of the horses’ hooves, long after she had lost sight of carriage and driver. She didn’t notice the curious looks from Hangman’s Corner’s earliest risers, as she turned to her office and let herself inside.

She went to the fireplace and struck a match to tinder. She could afford to burn wood when she liked, even if she was no longer employed. Last night’s upset wasn’t so bad, when she considered that the money from More’s ring would let her live in comfort through the coming winter. No, the inconvenience and admittedly bitter disappointment at the unexpected loss of her client were well worth the reward. Mrs. Frost’s blunt dismissal smarted, but Radhika took off her boots, pulled off her gloves, and stretched her chilled toes to the rising flames. Her exhausted eyes rested on the hypnotic fire, enjoying the warmth and light in a comfortable yet hollow stupor.

Perhaps this was what representing a client always felt like. It was none of Radhika’s concern if Evelyn More was innocent of Agnes Tomson’s murder or not, but her mind went to that missing glove once more. Was the glove delivered to him? No one else had said so. Graham assumed that the blood he had seen following a kitchen accident was More’s own, but it was more likely that he had seen the vampire with the glove More claimed to have received in an unmarked parcel.

Radhika had seen how self-punishing More could be in his refusal to take blood. If he was close to Agnes, couldn’t he have visited her backstage at the opera? Could his control have slipped and that dangerous madness, driven by utter, tortured starvation, caused him to commit a crime so horrible he could admit it to no one, not even himself?

Radhika shivered, settling closer to the fire and appreciating its scalding heat on her face. She had heard that some memories were so traumatic that the sufferer blotted them entirely from their minds. And there was no doubt that when More had come to her, he had been under some terrible strain.

She reached inside her breast pocket and studied the familiar handkerchief, blotted with the vampire’s tears. The spots had dried in varying shades of brown. She thought of how bright the fresh blood had been, and Mr. More’s immediate humiliation. She folded the dappled cloth in a square and was again about to throw it in the fire, when she stopped.

She could accept that her role in this had reached its end. Even with the possibility that More might face a genuine charge of murder, she doubted that Mrs. Frost would allow their association to continue, and doubted that More would argue the point. But she had never been part of anything quite so unusual, from the moment More had stood at her door in his cloak, waiting for her invitation, to her return at dawn in that stately two-horse carriage. Her first client had been a vampire, and she didn’t see the harm in remembering him through this one thing. She tucked it, without thinking, in her vest.





CHAPTER 10


Radhika spent all morning into late afternoon sleeping. She might have slept longer, except a knock on her office door woke her with a shock.

Sitting up in front of the cold fireplace, Radhika instantly regretted her haste. Her head throbbed and colors sparked before her eyes as she steadied herself. She climbed stiffly to her feet, her body twisted at an angle to ease the crick in her neck. The tingling in the arm she had used as a pillow was extremely painful, and for at least thirty seconds she couldn’t move the fingers in her left hand. She stood dazed, stunned, until the rapping on her door reminded her why she was up at all.

“Dhingra? Mr. Dhingra?” called a voice she didn’t recognize, male and pressing.

“A moment!” replied Radhika.

She washed her face quickly, the water freezing but refreshing. Radhika felt somewhat more like herself, pinning her hair. Even with the curtain drawn, she could see the shadow of the person waiting outside as they moved in front of the window, the bright sun throwing a remarkably tall silhouette into sharp relief. She couldn’t tell from his outline whether he was a client, but was enlivened by the possibility. When she answered the door she was fully alert, even though her head was tipped in consideration for her cramped neck.

“I apologize,” she said. “I’m afraid you caught me at an inopportune time—”

It took her a moment to realize she was speaking to thin air.

“Mr. Dhingra,” said the same clear and crisp voice. “Are he and his associates inside?”

Radhika looked down, half alarmed. She was startled by the face looking up at her, undoubtedly adult but set on a small, slightly twisted body that could not have been over three feet. It had been only a trick of shadow and light that made him seem so tall, and Radhika was embarrassed by her astonishment.

“I am Miss Dhingra,” she said. “May I help you?”

The man squinted up against the light. “Perhaps,” he said, his long mouth spreading in a tight smile. “May I come in?”

She stepped aside at once, holding the door. The little man moved past her, his gait rocking and visibly pained. He wore no hat, his thin brown hair combed back from high, narrow temples. His clothes might have been children’s, except Radhika suspected they were tailored to fit his unconventional frame, which was in no way childlike. His legs struggled to support his weight, and he limped from one foot to the other with an undulating but perseverant effort.

“Detective Inspector Todd Hitch,” he said, once the door was closed and he had turned to face her. “You may have been expecting me.”

Radhika shook her head, startled.

“May I sit?” asked the man.

“Yes—yes, please,” said Radhika, aware of her stuttering breath. “You’re with the police?”

“Indeed I am, Miss Dhingra,” he said. He hauled himself onto the couch, sinking gratefully into the sagging, squeaking cushion. He reached into his waistcoat. “Here are my credentials, if you’ve any doubts.”

Radhika sat behind her desk. She felt sick, and resisted the urge to massage her aching forehead.

“This is a nice place,” said Hitch. Now that he was off his feet he seemed much more relaxed, looking over Radhika’s spare office with keen, interested eyes, absorbing the environment with rapt attention. “Very nice, for Hangman’s Corner. How is business?”

“Are you here about my business?” asked Radhika. Her mind went at once to Ben Corman and her delay in paying the rent. Was that why the police were here? It seemed a brutal irony that he would have her ejected from her office so soon after she had secured the means to pay.

To her surprise, the detective laughed. His laugh was genuine, a rare sound between those lonely walls.

“No, Miss Dhingra,” he said. “Not at all. Unless there’s something about your business you’d like to tell me? I’ve been assured that you are licensed to practice law, and I don’t doubt it for an instant. My interest in your business is purely tangential. You see, I’m assigned to the Agnes Tomson case.”

“Oh,” said Radhika. She hoped he could not read the heightened nervousness in her pinched lips. It was natural that the police would want to investigate the Tomson case from every angle, but she had never expected to be questioned herself.

“It’s an unusual affair, taking on a vampire as your client,” said Hitch, his eyes still circulating the room, from the desk to Radhika and the dead fireplace. “I wonder how the rest of your clientele feel about such a, shall we say, bold move?”

“I don’t see what’s bold about it,” said Radhika, muted, not feeling the need to tell the detective that she had no other clients. “He came to me for legal service like anyone else.”

“Mr. Evelyn More?” clarified the detective inspector. “Ah yes, that must be how it was. I wonder why he came to you?”

“My understanding is that he had no choice,” said Radhika.

Hitch laughed again, suddenly and unexpectedly. Radhika looked up and was surprised to see his eyes twinkling at her.

“Please don’t think I’ve come to criticize you or your place of business,” he said, wiping moisture from the corners of his eyes. “That’s my last wish. I admire you, I truly do, for daring to set up for yourself in the shadow of Newson & Son’s. If I wonder why Mr. More came to you, it’s out of genuine curiosity, not criticism. And if you say it’s because he had no choice, I believe you of course, with no reflection on yourself. He must have told you that this was the case?”

Radhika wondered at him. “Yes.”

“And Mr. More has come to you often, I expect, for advice? You see each other frequently?”

“Not at all,” said Radhika, startled. “I met him for the first time, night before last.”

“The evening of Miss Tomson’s death,” expanded the detective.

“I believe so,” allowed Radhika.

Hitch sat for a moment, resting back against his seat to contemplate the boarded ceiling.

“Did you know Miss Tomson?” he asked.

Radhika was concerned by his line of questioning. “No.”

“Excuse me,” said the detective, lowering his head to examine her directly. “You mustn’t think I am here because of you. If it seems like I am, it’s only tangent to your knowing Mr. More, who is the real focus of my interest. I do find you interesting, Miss Dhingra, but not because you are in any particular danger. Again, it’s Mr. More who concerns me. He came to you at what time, did you say?”

“It was evening,” said Radhika. “It might have been after six or seven. I’d just eaten supper.”

“What did you have?” asked the detective.

“What?”

“For supper,” he clarified. “My wife is a keen one for recipes. Indian cuisine is her favorite. It’s rich for my palette, but she thins the spicing for my sake. Do you cook?”

Radhika shook her head.

“Of course not,” said Hitch, returning to his admiration of the ceiling. “How could you when you are managing a business of your own? What a challenge that must be. But you get along with your associates, I’m sure?”

“I have no associates,” said Radhika.

He glanced over his shoulder. “But isn’t that what your window said? Dhingra—and associates?”

“I hope to have associates soon,” Radhika told him, her voice dropping once more to a murmur.

“I can’t think why you shouldn’t,” said the man, smiling with his twinkling, lively eyes. “You’re young, Miss Dhingra, and the world is before you.” He noticed Radhika’s eyes slant aside in remembering her conversation with Mrs. Frost, and seized at that apparent weakness like a wolf. “What’s this? I’ve said something?”

“Not at all.” Radhika straightened, resting her arms on the desk. “Only it has been very busy the last few days, and I’m tired.”

“I’ll tell you, so am I,” he said cheerfully. “It’s a blessed relief to be off my feet. I like this place of yours, Miss Dhingra, very much. It’s simple and to the point, just like you. I can see how it would make your clients comfortable, a setting like this. Mr. More was very comfortable, I’m sure?”

“He was—” Radhika had been about to say the vampire was the opposite of comfortable, before she realized that was exactly what the detective wanted. Her obtuseness alarmed her, and she stumbled. “I—I hope that he was.”

“I’m having legal difficulties of my own, if we’re honest,” said the detective, clasping his hands over his knees. “My wife wanted a piano, of all things. She’s been after one for years. I wanted more than anything to surprise her with one for her birthday. It made my palms sweat, the price of that thing. But I did so want to please Annie.”

Radhika was uncertain what to do but awkwardly smile.

“Well, a wheel slipped off the delivery cart on the way to my house,” said the detective. “The piano was badly damaged. But the shop insists I pay, and the money is already theirs. What do you advise, Miss Dhingra? Am I really obliged?”

It took Radhika a moment. Her spine lengthened as she breathed in and out. “You paid for a functioning piano, not a broken one,” she said. “They must either return your money or give you an undamaged piano. If they continue to deny you, I strongly recommend you bring the matter to court.”

“I thought that’s what you’d say,” said Hitch. “You do not disappoint me, Miss Dhingra. You wouldn’t mind representing me, would you? I don’t think it will come to that, but I have to ask. Some people look at me and see Quilp himself, straight from Dickens’ imagination.”

“Of course,” said Radhika, a hesitating, uncertain smile returning to her lips.

“When I first came here,” Hitch continued, “I thought to myself, ‘This is a poor place—the kind of place a vampire might take advantage of.’ Now I see Mr. More couldn’t take advantage of you in the usual way at all. You’re not an opportunist. You’re an idealist.”

Radhika was instantly indignant. “I prefer to think I’m fair.”

“Of course. That’s another word for idealism, isn’t it? Fairness?” The inspector nodded at her. “Mr. More must have been very upset when he came to you. You won’t tell me why he wanted your legal aid, and I’m not asking you to betray your client’s confidence. But Mr. More isn’t the only one caught in this, is he, Miss Dhingra? There’s Miss Tomson, the woman who died. Were you able to see the crime scene?”

Radhika had not, and said so.

“Her understudy found her,” said Hitch, “a half hour before Miss Tomson was due on stage. It was truly a horrific scene. The poor girl is in shock.”

“I heard an animal might be responsible,” suggested Radhika.

The corners of the detective’s mouth stretched. “Oh, no animal could have done this, Miss Dhingra. At least, not in the strict definition of the word. In another sense, an animal is entirely responsible.”

“Mr. More’s glove was found near the body,” Radhika said. “Wasn’t it?”

“And you say he burned the second when it was delivered to him in a mysterious package,” said Hitch. “Evans told me. You were very persuasive, apparently, on Mr. More’s behalf. It must be a struggle for you, Miss Dhingra, being who you are.”

“What do you mean?”

“Law is an interesting profession for an idealist like you,” he observed. “You cannot decide, in your profession, whether you represent the guilty or the innocent. All must be treated, as you yourself suggest, fairly. But how does it feel, Miss Dhingra, to defend a murderer?”

Radhika’s answer was immediate. “I believe you are the idealist in this, Detective. If Mr. More were indisputably the murderer, you would not be in my office.”

Hitch laughed again, shaking his head. “You are a good one, Miss Dhingra. You’re right about that. There is slight doubt that Mr. More is responsible, but I don’t believe it will keep us back for long.”

“What do you mean?”

“Between the time Miss Tomson was murdered and her understudy found her—what was left of her,” qualified Hitch, “we have reason to believe that someone else was in Miss Tomson’s dressing room. A person was seen exiting her room by one of the stage hands. They assumed that it was Peter Blacklace, Miss Tomson’s fiancé, visiting her as he often did before performances. They never saw his face, only that the person seemed to be in a great hurry and wore a long cloak. The cloak in particular struck them. I wouldn’t say cloaks are in fashion, would you?”

“No.”

“Was Mr. More wearing a cloak the evening he came to you, Miss Dhingra?”

She swallowed. She was certain he already knew what she would say. “He was.”

“And would you say that Mr. More was particularly hurried?”

“He did not stay long,” Radhika replied.

The detective’s bright eyes followed her. “Is there anything else you wish to tell me, Miss Dhingra?”

Radhika thought back to the blur of the last few days’ events. She could have emphasized that More had been extremely urgent when he first came to her, and that the very reason for his coming showed that he believed as much as anyone that he would be condemned for murder. His apparent lack of knowledge about the crime did not necessarily suggest innocence, nor did his haste when he had fled her office, leaving her in a state of bewildered dread.

“Miss Dhingra.” Hitch’s clear voice brought her back to the present. “I said that you could not be taken advantage of in the usual way. That doesn’t mean you cannot be lied to, or that your willingness to help others who appear disadvantaged can’t be used against you. I don’t want to see you suffer because you put your faith in the wrong person, for the wrong reasons. That isn’t fair to you.”

Radhika’s hands were cold as ice. She wrapped them in the folds of her skirt under the desk.

“If there was anything to tell,” she said, “I’d certainly tell you.”

The diminutive detective remained on the couch for a moment more. Then he pushed to his feet, steadying himself against a brief imbalance. Crossing to Radhika’s desk instead of turning to the door, he searched laboriously in his trouser pocket. The seconds felt longer than they were, before he stretched to place a quarter in front of her.

“For the legal advice,” he said. “I’ll be certain not to pay for the piano after all.”

“There’s no need,” said Radhika, sliding the quarter closer to him on the desk’s edge. “Please, I can’t take this.”

He repocketed his money without argument. His interest in her was fixed, and curiously sad. “I never misjudged a person in my life,” he said. “I’m sorry for you. I truly am. I’d like to say we won’t see more of each other.” He limped to the exit with that same crooked, swiveled motion, one hand flat on his left side against some physical pain.

“Have you met Mr. More?” Radhika asked, and the small man paused.

“No,” he said. “I have not.”

“Perhaps you’re wrong about him,” said Radhika, moving to hold the door.

He studied her, lips pursed. “Perhaps I am,” he said as he left.





CHAPTER 11


Radhika had not realized how hungry she was until she went to the post office. The smell of rich coffee made her hollow stomach protest, and she promised herself that she would eat as soon as she sent her telegram. She was surprised that she had any appetite at all after Hitch’s troubling visit.

Standing in line behind a young woman coaxing a baby in her arm and a gentleman in a bowler who consulted his pocket watch every other minute, Radhika began to doubt how fortunate she truly had been when More had asked her to witness his will. Certainly she had been paid far more than the usual rate, but her feet hurt and her shoulders were heavy, and when she finally arrived at the counter she noticed a fine tremor in her hands.

“Good afternoon,” said the clerk.

“Mr. Mason,” said Radhika. “Could you send a telegram to Old Elm Street, Winterside Watch, addressed to Jane Beverly?”

“Certainly,” said Mason, polishing his spectacles on his shirt cuff. “Are you all right, Miss Dhingra? You don’t look well. It isn’t Ben Corman again, is it?”

“No, no,” Radhika assured him. The white-whiskered clerk was a familiar friend, and one of the few in Winterside who didn’t spare two glances for her distinct complexion. When she was a little girl, he used to give her peppermints. “I have an urgent message, that’s all. May I begin now?”

“Please,” said Mason.

Radhika gnawed her cheek, trying to think how to phrase her words. “Agnes Tomson,” she began. “Urgent information. Please meet at my office.” She paused, giving the clerk time to finish. “That’s all, Mr. Mason.”

“Agnes Tomson,” marveled Mason. “I’ll send it straightaway. That’s the murdered woman, isn’t it, Miss Dhingra? The one at the opera? It was all over the news. I heard they caught the monster responsible, a vampire.”

“They haven’t found the murderer yet,” Radhika told him. “They’re still investigating.”

“I hope they find him soon,” said Mason, looking very grave. “What a horrible business. I’ll have this delivered immediately, Miss Dhingra.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mason. I truly appreciate it.”

Outside, Radhika was able to breathe a little easier. She felt as if she had accomplished a little thing, but something, and that went a long way toward steadying her nerves. There was a café down the street and she directed her steps there, her mouth already watering at the thought of shepherd’s pie and hot coffee.

“Miss—Dhingra?”

She turned at the hesitant voice, her brow furrowed.

The last person she expected to want to talk to her stood less than three feet distant. Peter Blacklace was dressed for mourning, the only relief in an otherwise entirely black ensemble his crisp white collar, tied with a dark satin neckcloth. He was gray and composed.

“Mr. Blacklace,” said Radhika at once. “I didn’t see you.”

He bowed his head. “If you have a moment,” he said, “I’d like to speak with you.”

Radhika felt a fresh wave of alarm.

“I know this is irregular,” said Blacklace, as if he heard her worries or felt them himself. “If you prefer not to—”

“No, that’s all right,” Radhika intervened. She thought unhappily of her stomach. “I was just going for supper. Would you like to join me?”

He followed her. Radhika was uncertain how to take his interest, but she held the door for him and was embarrassed when he insisted she go ahead. They took a table by the wall, at a corner. The café was busy at that hour, early evening stretching toward suppertime, and Radhika’s mouth watered at the smell of food.

“What would you like?” she asked Mr. Blacklace.

“Just coffee,” he said. “No cream.”

After Radhika placed her order, they sat for a moment in silent contemplation. Radhika couldn’t tell what Blacklace was thinking, settled across from her with an almost tragic elegance. There was nothing comfortable about their meeting. She was relieved when her pie was placed in front of her, a welcome distraction, and almost as instantly ashamed of her relief.

“Go on,” said Blacklace. “I would eat myself, if I had the appetite. But don’t let my weakness discourage you.”

“It isn’t weak, to grieve,” said Radhika, looking down at the pie’s golden-brown crust. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Blacklace’s mouth pinched at the corner. “Sometimes I feel that I am dead myself, or a ghost forced out of the past into a strange world. Please, Miss Dhingra. Eat. It reminds me what it is to live when I see others going about their business, simply living.”

Radhika raised her fork to her mouth. The food was delicious, and in spite of the awkwardness, she really was very hungry. She ate for several moments, appreciating that the quiet was no longer so tense between them, even if it was mysterious.

“You wanted to see me, Mr. Blacklace?” she said after a little time had passed.

“Yes.” He seemed strangely lost, as if their meeting had not been initiated by him and an invisible will forced him to speak to her. “I wanted to ask how your client was.”

She stared at him, her cheek puffed with food.

“I was angry,” admitted Blacklace. “I heard that you were instrumental in the vampire’s release. I wanted you to know—but it isn’t fair to you—after all, you are not the one responsible for Agnes’s death.” His jaw slightly flexed, and Radhika saw his eyes flicker with emotion. “I only wanted to ask how you can bear to represent someone like him? How can you live with yourself, when you know …”

His voice didn’t weaken, but he spoke in curious stops and starts, as if his breathing were cruelly repressed. His hand on the table clenched in a white-knuckled fist.

Radhika was not sure where she found the courage to follow her impulse and place her hand over his. Blacklace raised his head immediately, and she expected him to resist contact that must surely be unwelcome.

“Mr. Blacklace,” she said, low and earnest. “I cannot begin to imagine what you must be feeling. To lose anyone close to you is almost unbearable. To lose them in such a way—that would be difficult even for the strongest to bear. But while I don’t dare presume to understand, I assure you that my own action was in no way meant to resist the justice that Miss Tomson deserves. In every investigation, the law must be followed. Mr. More, even if he were the worst offender on earth, has a right to defense.”

“Then you agree,” said Blacklace, “that More is a monster.”

Radhika gently unclasped his hand. “I agree that is a possibility.”

“And you still choose to represent him? To defend him?”

Radhika carved her pie deliberately. “If I were able to do so, I would. Not because I sympathize with his possible guilt, but to ensure that any punishment he faces is not given without due thought and cause. If there is any doubt that Mr. More is responsible, that doubt must be satisfied.”

“And you believe you are the one to satisfy it?”

Radhika felt a slight prick at his question. She was reminded too strongly of Mrs. Frost’s criticism.

“I believe I could be,” she said, “if that chance were still mine.”

Blacklace was curious, his brows rising. “What do you mean?”

“I am no longer Mr. More’s lawyer,” said Radhika, dabbing her lip with her napkin. “I believe he has chosen other representation.”

Blacklace was surprised. “The Frosts terminated your employment?”

“That is my understanding.”

Radhika couldn’t decide why this news should affect Blacklace as it did—bringing a new, almost burning triumph into his eyes. The tremble in his lips was brief, and he turned his head sharply aside as if she should not see the manic emotion bordering on distress. She could imagine a perverse satisfaction in the knowledge that the lawyer representing his fiancée’s apparent murderer had lost her job. Nonetheless, Radhika preferred not to speculate, and tried not to resent his restored vitality at her misfortune.

“Mr. Blacklace,” she said. “It’s getting late. May I say good evening?”

To her surprise, he held her coat for her. Radhika hesitated, then accepted his offer, sliding her arms into the sleeves.

“I hope that you will not suffer too greatly for losing your client,” Blacklace said.

Radhika considered his face, the life in it, and felt a deep, irrepressible pity.

“Let us be honest, Mr. Blacklace,” she murmured. “You are not sorry. But I am grateful for the loss myself, if it has helped in any way to ease your pain.”

If she had thrown cold water in his face, she doubted he would have been more astonished. She didn’t doubt her sentiment surprised him, but she meant it, even though she hadn’t completely recovered from Mrs. Frost’s dismissal. Radhika knew what it was to lose those closest to you, and to feel the physical reality of that loss so deeply that existence itself seemed strange. Because nature did not feel enough to mourn, but moved on with a cold indifference, another sun after another moon, as if the eyes of the departed who had once marveled at their turning light had never been.



Radhika followed the road to her office. She was much more composed, now that she had had time to rest and think. In many ways, the past two nights were one, blurred together in a mix of manic energy and emotion. All that had happened felt like an alternately distinct and uncertain blur, and Radhika sincerely hoped this was not the norm for her profession.

The lawyers she had met from Newson & Son’s always seemed clean, calm, and put together, as far from her current situation as a person could be. Yet Radhika suspected her daze would be familiar to the younger partners, and anyone who had found and almost as quickly lost their first opportunity for advancement.

At her office, Radhika regretted that she had not left a light on. She had not drawn the curtain, and the window was lonely and dark. Letting herself in, Radhika realized she had also forgotten to lock up, and chided herself for her carelessness. She may have had little, but Hangman’s Corner was not above snatching pennies. Immediately concerned for her safe box in her closet, she slid the curtain in place and turned up the lamp.

For a moment she only stood, her eyes seeing but her mind unable to understand. Her first thought was that she must have entered the wrong building. But even pushed aside and at a wrong angle, the desk was unmistakably hers, and the scattered papers were watermarked for Dhingra & Associates. Her chair was smashed, the couch cushions ripped and gutted. Even the fireplace had not escaped, with the ashes scraped out and scattered across the floor.

A noise from the partially open closet made Radhika’s heart pound. She reached into her purse and took out the derringer.

“Come out!” she said. She meant to be commanding, but she was frightened. “I know someone is in there. Show yourself before I send for the police.”

There was an immediate reaction. Radhika was certain she heard her safe box dropped solidly on the floor.

“Radhika Dhingra! Good grief. Is this what you wanted to tell me about?”

Radhika’s shoulders sagged with relief, even before the closet door pushed all the way open and the person inside stepped out.

Jane Beverly was dressed in the top hat, tweed jacket, and checked trousers that Radhika had learned to recognize. For a man, the costume would have been considered flamboyant. For a woman, it was nothing less than wonderful. And Jane Beverly, even with her flaxen hair pinned up, was certainly a woman who made no attempt to disguise her sex. Her men’s clothing flattered a naturally active and graceful figure. Radhika had been awed by the woman’s unflinching audacity when she first arrived in Winterside several years ago, a young reporter fresh out of Boston with what some called “mad” notions of feminism and the first amendment.

“What happened here?” exclaimed Jane. She stepped over bits of chair and sofa stuffing like an explorer picking their way between mud and rocks. “When I received your message, I came as soon as I could. Your door was open, and I thought you might be waiting. I never expected this.”

“Did you see anyone?” asked Radhika.

“No. I thought—perhaps for a moment …”

“What?”

“I noticed something—just a shadow—moving through the window. I couldn’t see well and might have been mistaken. The curtains were open, and I thought it could be you inside, but when I knocked no one answered. I came in and the place was quite empty.”

Radhika went to the closet and took out her safe. The box was already open, the lock forced, and it was no surprise that most of what had been carefully arranged inside was a complete mess. She set the box down and began to look around it, increasingly desperate as she turned over papers.

“What are you looking for?” asked Jane. “I could help.”

“It’s a document—a will.” Radhika had never felt so wild. “It’s gone.”

Distracted and distressed, she crawled over the floor, leaving no surface unchecked. She searched the fireplace for even a scrap of burned parchment that might suggest Evelyn More’s will, but there was nothing.

Jane helped her investigate the chaos of her office, but from the journalist’s silence Radhika knew she was unsuccessful.

“This can’t be,” Radhika whispered, clutching her head with cold fingers. “Who would do this?”

Jane helped her to what was left of the couch. “Radhika. What’s going on?”

It took Radhika a moment, more than a moment. She couldn’t believe the chaos around her.

“When I left this afternoon, everything was as it should be,” she murmured. “Someone must have seen me leave. They must have come here and torn this place apart, looking for Evelyn More’s will.”

“Who is Evelyn More?”

Radhika forced herself to relative calm. She focused on Jane’s face, freckles dotting the other woman’s small, straight nose.

“I said I had important information about Agnes Tomson,” she murmured. “I was at the police station last night, representing the vampire accused of the crime. His name is Evelyn More.”

Jane’s oval features expressed immediate interest. She took a narrow, well-thumbed pad from her trouser pocket. “Evelyn More. I did hear that a vampire was the prime suspect in the killing. Details of the death, I heard, were suggestive.”

Radhika let out a shuddering breath. “I believe it’s no secret that Mr. More came to me the night of Agnes Tomson’s death, wanting me to represent him in case there was trouble with the police. You see, whoever murdered Miss Tomson wanted my client linked beyond a doubt to the crime.”

There was anticipation in Jane’s irrepressible eagerness. She sat beside Radhika on the sofa.

“You believe he was set up, then? That he isn’t the one responsible?”

“Sometimes I think he could be. Mr. More certainly sees that the evidence is not in his favor, as much as I do. That’s why he came to me—he was so certain he would face execution. And now this, my office. What can it mean?”

“What was in the will?” asked Jane.

Radhika paused. She fixed the journalist with a direct eye. “When I wrote you, I wanted you as a journalist. Now may I speak to you as a friend?”

“Of course,” said Jane, licking her lips.

“I assured Mr. More of my discretion,” said Radhika, “and that what was shared between us would be in the greatest confidence. To break that confidence would force my ethics as a lawyer into question.”

“Yes, yes,” said Jane impatiently. “I know how serious you are about your precious law—too serious, if you ask me. Now what was in the will?”

“Nothing of importance.” Radhika tried to remember. “There was a ring, but Mr. More ended up giving that to me as assurance that I would represent him. I think there was something about a keepsake box, too. All of it, he bequeathed to Agnes Tomson—the murdered woman who he denies any significant connection to.” Radhika’s head swayed from side to side as if she were drunk. “I don’t understand. Why would anyone do this?”

“It can’t be because of the will.” Jane tapped her lip thoughtfully with her pencil. “Unless that keepsake box is made of solid gold and one of the family was determined to have it for themselves.”

Radhika cocked an eyebrow at her. “Mr. More said the keepsake box was pewter. But even if it were, as you say, gold—none of the family even knew he dictated his will to me. They only think he came to me to advise him in case of his arrest.”

“Then whoever did this must have been after Evelyn More himself. They were curious about what happened between you,” said Jane, a light in her eyes. “I hear the station was packed with journalists and thrill seekers wanting to see justice done to the vampire who killed the Lark of Winterside. There’s nothing like a vampire execution. It’s a fantastic display. I would have been at the station myself, except I was trapped at the time in an interview with Timothy Soley, the opera manager. I do wonder how that man came to manage an opera house when he’s as void of drama as a hat stand. At any rate, Radhika, someone must have discovered your involvement and traced you to your office. It wouldn’t be difficult. You are, after all, rather a unique personality in Winterside.”

That possibility hadn’t occurred to Radhika.

“But why should it matter? My involvement with Evelyn More was brief, almost routine.”

“You mean you aren’t representing him anymore?”

“Yes …” Radhika’s voice trailed. “The Frosts assured me that Newson & Son’s would be far more effective representation.”

“The Frosts?” Jane’s eyes flashed. “Of Kings’ Street?”

Radhika felt a moment’s glow. “That’s right. Evelyn More is their warden.”

“But it’s incredible,” said Jane.

“I was sorry to lose Mr. More as a client,” murmured Radhika. “Their minds are made up and so, as you can see, there is no reason for anyone to be interested in me. I no longer have any connection to the Frosts or their vampire.”

She stiffened when Jane took her by the shoulders. The journalist was almost stern. “Radhika, I never took you for an idiot,” she said. “Do you think whoever did this really cares about particulars? This kind of behavior isn’t what a logical person would do. This is an act of aggression, perhaps even revenge. It’s meant to hurt you—you or Mr. More. I’m not clear on that yet. Either way, you must see that you could be in serious danger.”

“Danger?” said Radhika, slightly breathless.

“You must tell the police about this,” argued Jane. “What if you had been in your office when the person who did this arrived? What if it was you they came for, and the will was never the intended target?”

“That’s pure imagination,” Radhika said. Her glance brightened suddenly. “Jane, have you been to the crime scene?”

Jane made a face of displeasure. “You mean Miss Tomson’s dressing room? I’m afraid not.”

“But you could see it, couldn’t you, if you wanted? You’re a journalist.”

Jane tapped her nose with her pencil. “Just what are you getting at, Radhika?”

Radhika tried to phrase her argument as persuasively as she could. “Earlier today, I was questioned by a detective who is fairly certain that Evelyn More is responsible for the murder.”

“And you think you can find a clue that a trained detective missed, proving Mr. More’s innocence?” queried Jane, still looking skeptical.

“Come on, Jane,” urged Radhika. “Don’t you want to know what really happened?”

The journalist whistled under her breath. “I have to admit, I am curious. I do know one of the night staff at the opera … I’m sure he’d be willing to let us have a quick look. But Radhika, I don’t understand. You said yourself that you’re not Mr. More’s lawyer anymore. You don’t owe him anything.”

What she said was true. Radhika could see how her desire could be interpreted as eccentric, even unreasonable.

“When Evelyn More came into my office,” she confessed, “I knew there was something seriously wrong. He says he’s being hunted and that could be true—he suggested that the man who turned him into a vampire could be responsible. I don’t think he believed he had any recourse but to come to me for help. Have you ever heard of a vampire being protected by the police?”

Jane shook her head slowly.

“Detective Hitch says I’m an idealist,” pressed Radhika. “Maybe I am. I just want to know if I’m right about Mr. More—if he really is wrongly accused, in spite of everything.”

“What ‘everything’?” asked Jane. “You know something, don’t you, Radhika? Some information you haven’t shared with the police?”

Radhika hesitated. Her delay was enough to make the journalist slap her knee with a mix of satisfaction and despair.

“For goodness’ sake, Radhika,” Jane said. “Why on earth are you protecting a murderer?”

“I’m just not certain he is the murderer,” argued Radhika. “Is it wrong to be absolutely certain? You know what the police would do, Jane.”

“Because the evidence proves he is responsible!”

“Not beyond doubt,” said Radhika firmly. “As long as there is doubt, he shouldn’t be condemned. Not unless the evidence is truly and beyond all argument against him. I know Mr. More is hiding something. But I don’t know if that means he is responsible or has simply lost faith in our system. You have to admit, Jane, that you’ve never heard of a vampire acquitted from a charge against them. They are always found guilty.”

Jane still looked rebellious. She looked around the office skeptically. “But you will tell the police about this?”

“Yes,” said Radhika. “First thing tomorrow morning. One thing we can agree on, I hope, is that whoever did this won’t be coming back. It’s safe to assume they found what they wanted—Evelyn More’s will.”

“Or satisfied themselves with second best,” warned Jane. “I don’t know, Radhika. This is no ordinary thief. This place—it’s a disaster. You don’t seriously intend to stay here?”

Radhika had never considered staying anywhere else. It was strange, the realization that she had the option to choose where she spent the night with her newfound wealth. She was glad she had kept the bills on her person and not in her safe.

“I’ll go the hotel,” she said. “It isn’t far.”

Jane nodded. “If you don’t mind me saying, you’ve landed quite a story. I do have one question, and I hope you won’t take offense in my asking. Why did Evelyn More come to you in particular for help?”

Radhika couldn’t blame her for being curious when even at its cleanest and best, there was no denying her office lacked the imposing dimensions of Newson & Son’s.

“He didn’t come to me in particular,” said Radhika. “He came to me because no one else would accept him as a client. Could you write that down, Jane? That I may not have the most prepossessing establishment, but I don’t turn anyone aside when they are in need of legal advice. I don’t care if they are a vampire. I care that justice is done, and whether my client is innocent or guilty, it is my mission to ensure that the law is never misused.”

The words flowing from her lips were not self-aggrandizement—not deliberately—but a genuine expression of why she had studied law in the first place, when it would have been simpler to maneuver her dowry toward a more peaceful, married life. She was remembering when a rival physician accused her father of malpractice, and Varun Dhingra’s instant arrest in spite of the lack of evidence. Her mother had gone to the police station begging for her father’s release, almost insane in an environment that was still new and frightening, struggling to form words in English. Radhika had never forgotten the horror of that time, and her relief when her father was finally set free at the insistence of one of their few friends, a retired lawyer who saw the affair for what it was and was willing to argue it for them free of charge. That was the first time she had seen the law not as something to be feared like an officer with a bludgeon, but as an impartial, clear-eyed opportunity to protect others who did not even know they had a legal right to defense.

Perhaps Todd Hitch had been right in his assessment of her as an idealist. There was certainly idealism at work in her passion for justice. That idealism could survive at all on Hangman’s Street was in and of itself, a miracle. Radhika did have romantic ideas about the law, and Jane, her pencil moving with incredible speed and precision, took down every word.





CHAPTER 12


The two women went out together, their shoulders bent against a rising wind. It may not have been winter yet, but the texture of the season was everywhere. Radhika felt that it was appropriate that a town called Winterside should never be too far from the cold, and that following summer’s shortness and autumn’s pleasant cool, winter should descend on them like a great snowy owl.

As they neared Soley’s opera, she felt less certain in her request to investigate Agnes Tomson’s dressing room. Radhika had never been able to afford the opera, but she was familiar with its stately exterior. The Grecian design had a certain aloofness that almost seemed to scorn her, and at night it looked all the more foreboding, as if trespassing without permission would release an ancient curse on her head.

“Are you certain there’s anyone inside?” asked Radhika, her voice just above a whisper.

“Reasonably certain,” Jane replied. “There used to be trouble with children sneaking in at night. Someone has to make sure the place is locked and safe.”

The journalist showed no hesitation as she led Radhika beyond the opera’s grand main doors into a side street. She leaned into a narrow door and knocked. There was no immediate answer, and Jane knocked again somewhat louder.

“Terrence!” she called with her mouth near the door jamb. “It’s me, Miss Beverly! Could I step in for a moment?”

Almost at once, Radhika heard locks being thrown back. The door opened, and in the limited light a narrow face peered suspiciously at them.

“Miss Beverly,” said the man. “And who is this?”

“This is my editorial assistant, Radhika Dhingra,” said Jane, ignoring Radhika’s obvious discomfort at the improvised falsehood.

The guard looked between them. “For a minute I thought you were a ghost, knocking like that,” he said. “You might have warned me you were coming.”

“I’m sorry,” Jane apologized. “Perhaps this will make it up to you?”

Radhika watched the journalist count several coins into her palm. The guard followed the journalist’s motion with great attention.

“That’s how much you paid me last time,” he said, not moving. “I don’t know. The police have sectioned off the dressing rooms while they continue their investigation. I shouldn’t let anyone inside who isn’t authorized.”

“But it’s been days since the murder,” said Radhika. “Surely they are finished with the place by now.”

“There’s some talk of letting the cleaners in tomorrow,” agreed the guard. “Why don’t you and Miss Beverly come back then?”

Jane was still counting coins. “What do you say, Terrence?” she murmured. “This is twice what I gave you last time. I think, considering the unusual hour, that this is a more than fair price in exchange for your cooperation.”

The guard was tempted. Radhika thought she detected a trace of awkwardness in his hesitation. “It’s very unusual.”

“Here.” Radhika reached into her purse and placed two dollars firmly in Jane’s palm. “Will this make up for the inconvenience?”

The guard’s unwillingness vanished like smoke. He snatched the money before Jane, who had raised her eyebrows at the ludicrous sum, could take it back.

“Come in, ma’ams,” he said. “Agnes Tomson’s dressing room is second to last on the left side. I’d show you the way myself, except I’ve got to stay here. Be advised that I’m not the only guard on duty at this hour. Howie’s patrolling to make sure everything’s in order, and he takes his job pretty seriously, far more seriously than I do.”

“You’re a swindler, Terrence,” said Jane, still frowning over the two dollars. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

“Ashamed for helping you ladies in your hour of need?” The guard touched his cap respectfully as Radhika passed him. “Don’t linger too long. That detective, Hitch—he comes by at the strangest times. I never know when to expect that little hobgoblin. And if he finds you here, I’m sorry, but I’ve got nothing to do with it.”

“Has he been here today?” asked Radhika, inwardly stung by how the guard referred to the small man.

“Several times,” Terrence assured her. “To be honest, I’m not sure what he’s looking for. It’s a little disturbing. Howie said he looked in on him one time, he was so quiet, and we thought maybe neither of us had seen the little fellow leave. But he was in that dressing room all right, sitting in Agnes Tomson’s chair, not doing anything.”

“He must have been up to something,” suggested Jane.

“No, ma’am. I saw him myself. It was eerie how he sat, looking straight into the mirror as if he weren’t looking for something, but just watching. His eyes were glazed over, and he was kind of hunched like a gargoyle, gaping at the mirror. It wouldn’t surprise me if he saw a ghost. When he saw me looking, he kind of snapped up and grinned, and said it was funny how much easier it is to know a person not by talking to them, but just watching.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Jane, who had taken her pad out again and was writing furiously.

“Now don’t you write anything in your paper about me,” warned Terrence. “I don’t need any trouble. Police business is their business, not yours or mine.”

“There’s no reason to be afraid of the police, Terence,” Jane reassured him. “Unless you were sworn into some kind of official secrecy, you’re not breaking any laws by simply being observant.”

“That’s what you say,” argued the guard, “but you know as well as I do how touchy police can be. Just keep me out of this, that’s all.”

Radhika listened to their exchange. If Hitch was spending this much time in Agnes Tomson’s room, he must have discovered something of interest.

“Did he ever give you a hint about what he learned?” she asked.

“I never asked,” Terrence told her firmly. “I don’t care. My only concern is that the situation is cleared up as soon as possible so we can reopen for business. When the police give us permission, I guarantee there’s going to be profit after a sensational death like this. Most people have perverse dispositions, Miss Dhingra—I’m not thinking of you, of course, you seem all right—but you wouldn’t believe how keen they can be to tell each other, ‘I went to the opera where Agnes Tomson died.’ Believe me, it won’t be long before they’re holding ghost tours. And Mr. Solely, he’s not saying no to an opportunity like that. I wouldn’t be surprised if he even suggests it himself. Anything to sell tickets. It isn’t cheap, keeping a place like this in business.”

It was difficult for Radhika to imagine the appeal of touring the opera at night on a ghost tour. As limited as her encounters were, she had already had her fill of the supernatural. The thought of Agnes Tomson’s disturbed spirit wandering the balconies was almost more than her nerves could handle. One vampire was trouble enough, and she had absolutely no desire to be visited by ghosts.

Jane led the way up a narrow stair. The temperature inside was comfortable, almost mild, and Radhika suspected the walls were heavily insulated.

In contrast to the ornate exterior, the behind-the-scenes setting was stripped down. The wooden floors were bare, not painted or polished, and the doors to the dressing rooms each had the same uniform, utilitarian appearance. On either side, posters of past performances of Verdi’s Rigoletto, Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, and Strauss’s Die Fledermaus showed ambitious illustrations of characters who were almost otherworldly in their proportions and expression.

“This is Agnes Tomson’s dressing room,” said Jane, stopping at one of the plain doors. “I came up here more than once, hoping for an interview. Everyone wanted to know about Winterside’s mysterious songbird. The extras and understudies were all eager for a chance to talk with me, but not Miss Tomson. She always had something else to do, somewhere else to go. I didn’t waste her time. There’s a difference, or there should be, between a journalist and a hound.”

Radhika didn’t hear all her companion said. The dressing room seemed far louder than the journalist’s half-murmured words, its color and vibrancy almost overwhelming. While the hall was far from inspiring, this room had been personalized almost to excess. The walls to the left and right were draped with rich velvet curtains to hide the depressingly bald boards that separated each room. Above the door were mounted stuffed trophies of animal heads, possibly won from hunts on the Frost estate, considering the singer’s association with the family.

There was a hurricane lamp on the vanity, the bowl cracked but still in one piece, and in its glazed light were various powders, brushes, and pencils in scattered disarray. A smashed vase of flowers was on the floor nearby, the petals of the dead blooms paling and curling but left as they must have been found the evening of the murder.

There was a dark stain on the floor near the vanity. Radhika was reminded of the handkerchief she kept, blotted with More’s blood. They would need a rug to cover the evidence of Agnes Tomson’s murder, or else would need to rip up the boards and replace them entirely.

Radhika looked away. She wasn’t squeamish, but she couldn’t help being unsettled by the thought of what had happened in this room. Her eyes were drawn to a framed photograph on the wall.

“That must be Agnes and the Frosts,” said Jane, peering beside her. “I’d recognize old Sarah Frost anywhere. And there’s Agnes.” Jane pointed to the woman smiling with her arm in Mrs. Frost’s.

Radhika looked closer, intrigued. In all the time she had heard about her, she had never known how to picture Agnes Tomson. What she saw was not wholly equivalent with her mind’s image of a fabulous prima donna. The woman in the photograph was young, younger than Radhika herself. She might have been nineteen but certainly no older. Her features were smiling and handsome, but far from conventionally beautiful, her delicate jaw culminating to a pointed chin. Her features, with the exception of her eyes, seemed generally elfin. Her eyes were impressively large.

“By all accounts, she was a cheerful girl, even if she kept to herself,” said Jane. “She never gave me the time of day, but she was always very polite and apologetic about it.”

“She’s not related to the Frosts,” said Radhika, still looking at the picture.

“Not in any way that I’m aware of. She was adopted into the family, I believe, when she was a child. There was some talk about it at the time, and speculation that she was Michael or Henry’s illegitimate child. The gossip was hard on Meredith, Henry’s wife, but for all their faults the Frosts are a stubborn clan. Eventually people stopped wondering and accepted that Agnes Tomson was simply one of them.”

Radhika continued to gaze at the photo. “She never attended school, did she?”

“Not in the usual sense. She was tutored by the Frost’s warden, the vampire. He tutors all the children in various subjects, including the current crop.”

“He isn’t in the picture with the rest of them,” said Radhika, looking closer.

“Vampires don’t photograph well, I’m told,” Jane told her. “In fact, I don’t think they photograph at all. Somehow their composition doesn’t show through a camera lens.”

During her brief visit to the Frost manse, Radhika had not had the opportunity to meet all the family. While she recognized Michael and Sarah, the rest were new. There was a slender, elegant woman who must have been Meredith, wearing an elaborate hat of feathers and lace. She was holding the shoulders of a somewhat mousey little girl, presumably her daughter. Her husband, Henry, a stiff-shouldered gentleman, held the hand of a sullen boy in a sailor’s suit, and their youngest son was sitting on the grass, holding a ball and looking at the camera with a very serious and accusing face.

Radhika followed Agnes Tomson’s angled smile and wondered if Evelyn More had stood there beside her. It seemed strange that even though he was the only one among them who never changed, never aged or died, his memory in history could not be preserved in this way. Even an unthinking, unfeeling mechanism like a camera separated the undead from the living, as if the difference between them were irreconcilable.

“It must be surreal, don’t you think, to see them grow old and die while you look after their children and children’s children?” Jane was musing. “If only I could interview Mr. More. But that isn’t possible without his host’s permission, and no vampire’s host is ever willing to go so far. I imagine their wardens are sensitive to all their dark secrets.”

“Do you know anything about Agnes Tomson?” Radhika asked. “Does she have any relatives?”

Jane considered. “None that I’m aware of. If she did, they certainly never made their presence known. It’s my understanding, apart from the suggestions of scandal, that Agnes Tomson was an orphan. I heard a story that she was too shy to go into church alone, so she sang outside the church window. That’s how the Frosts discovered her.”

“She was very close to Evelyn More,” said Radhika. “Do you know anything about that?”

“No more than anyone else,” said the journalist. “It’s my understanding that he’s close to all the Frosts. The relationship between him and his hosts is, I believe, far from traditional. Like Agnes, there is nothing at all remarkable in his pedigree as far as we know, and some kind of noble distinction is the least of the requirements when a prospective host advertises for a vampire warden. But the Frosts remain devoted to him.”

“Do you know why?”

Jane slightly shrugged. “You mean, do I know how he came to be their warden in the first place? I have no idea. But I’m fairly certain he arrived with the family on a boat from England in the sixteen hundreds. Their alliance goes a long way back.”

Radhika paused to think. “And in all the time he has been with the Frosts, he has never been accused of any crime?”

“Not during my lifetime,” Jane said. “At least, not that I’m aware of.”

Radhika took the picture down. She was careful, as the frame was heavier than she anticipated.

“What are you doing?” asked Jane.

“I want to know when this was taken,” said Radhika. “What’s this?”

The back of the frame was not sealed in the usual way. There was a rectangular section cut into the backing board, secured in place with an extra hinge.

Radhika turned the hinge and the board came loose. Reaching inside, she took out a leather-bound book.

“What in the world?” murmured Jane.

Radhika pulled the securing band free. A date from spring of last year was penned on the first page, and she and Jane leaned forward as one to read the words in an elegant hand:

Dear—

Oh, it feels silly to write to a book that can’t hear or think or talk back. But Evelyn says it helps. It helps for someone to know the truth. Isn’t it enough that Evelyn knows? But I can’t tell him everything. I see how it hurts him whenever he’s reminded how I am. I don’t want to hurt him but how can I help it? He should never have cared about someone like me. He’s so fascinated by life, but I don’t know why. Life isn’t what he thinks it is. Why should he care, when it only hurts?

“I wonder what she means,” murmured Jane.

“Perhaps she was depressed,” said Radhika. She skimmed quickly ahead, aware of Jane’s devouring eyes. She liked the journalist, but Agnes Tomson’s book was private, and it felt wrong to share it with someone who might exploit the text.

“What’s this?” she asked, stopping at one page.

Jane leaned over. A record of dollars and cents was organized in neat rows, occasionally with dates next to the sum. Most were written down cleanly, but some were transcribed with a shaking, nervous hand.

“Loans, perhaps?” wondered Radhika. “But what are these tally marks? And I don’t understand these letters—‘O’ and ‘L’?”

When she raised her eyes to Jane’s face, she saw at once that there was something more to this than ordinary accounting. The journalist was shocked.

“I’ve seen this kind of book before,” Jane said slowly. “I was writing an article on rising cases of the forsaken. This is how certain people track their use of vampire blood. These tally marks? They’re how many times they indulged over the course of a day. It isn’t safe to taste vampire blood even once—these marks here show that on some nights, Agnes must have used it several times.”

“What do these letters mean?” asked Radhika.

“Possibly an initial,” speculated Jane. She made a note in her book. “I could inquire about a vampire with the initials ‘O. L.’”

Radhika turned the page. The rest of the journal was mostly the same neat, precise marks and prices, scattered between brief passages of writing. Did this explain Agnes’s volatile relationship with the Frosts? She was certain that Evelyn More would not approve of using vampire blood as a stimulant. He had said as much in prison, and she was inclined to believe it. A vampire who would rather part with one of their few—and undeniably valuable—material belongings to secure the services of an untried firm, rather than give even a drop of blood to Newson & Son’s, had to have uncompromising views on the subject. Could this explain the girl’s separation from the Frosts?

For now, these questions were beyond her. Radhika suspected Agnes Tomson’s journal had the answers she was looking for, and she tucked the book decisively in her coat.

“Shouldn’t you give that to the police?” asked Jane.

“I will,” said Radhika confidently, “when I’ve finished with it.”

The journalist shook her head. “Sometimes I wonder, Radhika, if you’re not a Pinkerton instead of a lawyer.”

“Detectives aren’t the only ones allowed to investigate,” Radhika told her. “Every good lawyer has to know their case thoroughly before they decide on a line of action.”

“Except this isn’t your case,” Jane reminded her. “That’s what you said—you’re no longer representing Evelyn More.”

Radhika ignored her. She wasn’t sure she had a logical argument for her involvement, beyond the fact that even her brief interaction with the vampire had made her aware of the nuances of his situation, and how simple it would be for the police to turn the evidence against him. They weren’t even aware of what Radhika had learned, that the vampire wasn’t safely in his casket at the time of the murder as Mrs. Frost had claimed.

Radhika understood that Hitch had suspected that she knew more than she was willing to share, but some part of her remained resistant to the idea that More could be responsible for the opera singer’s death. The thought made Radhika terribly uneasy. She recalled Officer Evans’s suggestion that More had hypnotized or influenced her in some way that only vampires could.

But More was the only person, dead or alive, who had ever come to her for help. In all her twenty-odd years, Radhika had never felt what it was to be genuinely needed.

Forcing back her doubts, Radhika crossed the room. She hesitated before sitting in the chair in front of the vanity. Agnes Tomson may have sat here immediately before the struggle that ended with her death. Radhika tried to suppress the creeping unease that death could leave behind, but the bloodstains on the floor made it impossible to calm her imagination.

Radhika focused her gaze forward into the vanity’s oval mirror. “The guard said that Detective Hitch kept looking into the mirror.”

Jane peered over her shoulder. “Maybe he really was seeing a ghost.”

Radhika took off her cocked hat to see more of the room behind her. The door was visible, and some of the wall. The mirror was angled upward, and Radhika looked closer, suddenly alarmed.

“What do you see?” asked Jane eagerly.





CHAPTER 13


“Look!” said Radhika, pointing into the mirror. “There’s nothing there! That must be what Hitch saw.”

Jane quirked her eyebrow. “You mean—nothing?”

Radhika rose from the chair. She took Jane by the shoulders and turned the startled journalist around.

“Look,” she said. “Don’t you see anything—unusual?”

Jane glared ahead. “No.”

“Look up,” suggested Radhika.

The journalist glanced skeptically toward the ceiling, turning her unamused eye to the stuffed heads of animals. “I still don’t see what you’re so excited about. I mean, I wouldn’t decorate my room with decapitated heads, particularly that gorilla’s skull at the center. Or perhaps it’s more orangutan than gorilla or even human, if I didn’t know better, I’d simply say it was human. Whatever it is, it isn’t what I would describe as tasteful.”

“Well then,” said Radhika, “I think you’ll appreciate the view through the mirror much more.”

Jane turned around, impatient. “What are you talking about? I can understand a certain level of dramatism, but really, Radhika, I think you’re overdoing—” Suddenly her teeth snapped together. She stared into the mirror, astonished. “But it isn’t there!”

“Exactly,” said Radhika. “If you look in the mirror, that center skull is invisible. You’re right, Jane—in a manner of speaking, it is human.”

“You mean …” Jane’s voice trailed slightly.

Radhika dragged the chair to the door. She climbed on it, mindful of her heavy skirt, and stretched for the skull. Her fingers managed to find a slight hold on the bony jaw the instant the door opened.

“My God, what—?”

Radhika was so startled she lost her balance. Firm hands steadied her, and her heart hammered as she was set lightly on her feet.

“I beg your pardon,” she said, unable to meet the eyes of the person who had saved her from a fall. It was difficult to be brazen when she knew she had absolutely no business here and could be in serious trouble now that she was discovered. “That was a close call. I wasn’t expecting anyone—”

“Miss—Dhingra?”

Despite her shame, she couldn’t help looking up at the all too familiar voice. She certainly had not expected to see Peter Blacklace looking back at her with gray eyes almost as shocked as her own. She had spoken with him at the café only a few hours past, but since then he had rearranged his costume. Still dressed in his clean, classic style, Radhika couldn’t help noticing that he wore his top hat tipped unusually low on his forehead and his scarf remarkably high, as if he rather wouldn’t be noticed.

“Mr. Blacklace,” she panted, straightening the hem of her jacket. “Why are you here?”

The man looked past her to Jane Beverly, who was holding her notebook extremely close to her face as if she were nearsighted.

“I—I’m here because …” His fumbling was charmingly transparent, and Radhika realized he was as nervous as she was. “I had to see—that is—why on earth are you here?”

Radhika latched onto his momentary insecurity as an exploitable weakness. “You shouldn’t have come,” she said, positioning herself directly in front of him. “I don’t know what idea possessed you, Mr. Blacklace, but this can do you no good. Please, let me see you out. You more than anyone should stay away.”

“I more than anyone have a right to be here.” Blacklace resisted her attempt to guide him. Her remonstrance had wounded his pride, and that hurt showed in his pale, set attention. “What right do you have, Miss Dhingra? And who is this you’ve brought with you? Another lawyer?”

Radhika winced. She had hoped that her energy would be unexpected enough to persuade him to go. Now she was left in the uncomfortable position of explaining herself. But the mock trials at the women’s college, while limited in scope, had helped at least to prepare her for tight situations when she might be forced to back her position with actual facts and logic.

“I am here on behalf of my client,” she said firmly.

“You mean you have come here to see if there is anything the police missed that might suggest a murderer different from your vampire?” said Blacklace, the bite in his query unmistakable. “Or have you come to remove further evidence of his guilt? I didn’t think that lawyers were allowed on crime scenes that are still under investigation. Particularly without police supervision.”

His first shock had passed to increasing hostility. Although she could not blame him, Radhika wished he did not see her as an enemy.

“Mr. Blacklace,” she murmured. “I am sorry, truly sorry, for what you have suffered. But you must see that it is not right for you to be here. How can it help? What do you think you will find that the police have not discovered?”

“I could ask you the same question,” he replied.

Jane glanced up at the taut question, her pencil poised. If she had been an artist instead of a reporter, she might have been tempted to draw the two unexpected combatants—Radhika with her shoulders back and her chin forward but lowered, Mr. Blacklace with angry passion darkening his face. But there was more to Blacklace’s temper than offense. There was a curious, over-eager desire for this unexpected conflict. For her part, Radhika recognized that manic energy from their conversation over dinner, and saw it again not as strength but a vulnerability.

“You may think badly of me if you like,” Radhika said. “If I were in your place, I’d probably be the same. I know what it is to lose someone. I also know that if Agnes Tomson were here now she would not want you to live her loss all over again in this miserable place. Please, Mr. Blacklace. If not for my sake, then hers. She wouldn’t want you to remember her this way.”

The emotion on his face was too obvious, too certain. Radhika thought she saw shame as well as grief. But there was still that irrepressible temper.

“Did he send you here, Evelyn More?” Blacklace said, the vampire’s name gritting between his teeth. “Did he warn you that I know about him and Agnes? How—close—they were?”

Radhika saw the vein in Mr. Blacklace’s temple throb. She spoke softly.

“I know they were very close,” she murmured. “Mr. More was fond of Agnes.”

“Fond?” The man’s laugh was sick. “Is that what they call it?”

“Call what, Mr. Blacklace?” pressed Radhika.

He stared at her, his chest visibly rising and falling with uneven breath. Blacklace reached up suddenly, and did not need the chair to free the skull Radhika had been curious about from its hook.

“You were interested in this, weren’t you?” he asked.

Radhika was intrigued by the skull’s unique proportions. The elongated canines in particular disturbed her. The skull could have been unmistakably human if not for those unusual teeth.

“Yes,” she said. “Is it a vampire skull?”

“It is,” said Blacklace. “My great-great-grandfather was a hunter of their kind, known in England for his particular skill and enthusiasm for destroying the unliving. This is one of his most famous trophies, taken from the shoulders of a vampire whose longevity stretched back to the Middle Ages. The vampire was an aristocrat of some sort, I believe, before the truth of his affliction was discovered and he was forced into hiding. Even knowing the danger he was in, the vampire could never control his appetite for blood.”

“Incredible,” said Radhika. “I would have thought a vampire’s skull would collapse to dust after death, especially one so old.”

“He didn’t die by fire,” said Blacklace. “My grandfather used a silver sword. It was probably a more merciful execution than the circus they perform now. I am sure the creature died at once.”

“Was the execution really necessary?” Radhika was tentative. “Surely the discovery of his—illness—didn’t mean he should be driven from society and killed.”

“It was a dark age,” said Blacklace quietly. “Some know the history better than others. My family is bound by it. Vampirism was a greater threat in the past than it is now, when vampires are tamed for the amusement of the foolish. There was even a movement in the thirteenth century to enslave humans, led by Waermund of Norwich, the first of their vampire warlords. Their armies were made up of mindless souls whose only freedom could be restored by the death of the vampire who enthralled them.

“The war lasted for centuries. It took men like my grandfather to help erase the threat of the unliving entirely. The cost on both sides was terrible, but most have forgotten the horror, the death. Now duchesses and earls play with vampires as one would a tiger in a cage. But there is a reason why vampires are feared.”

There was something suddenly pensive in Blacklace’s tightened features. Radhika wondered what was behind that pinched look.

“I gave this to Agnes as a gift,” said Blacklace after a moment. “I wanted her to know me for all I am, with no subterfuge between us. She pitied vampires, you know, because of Evelyn More. And I suppose that on the surface they are pitiable—beholden to a human’s sufferance for their entire existence and kept only for the amusement of the living. They have no place in society, unable to seek outside employment or rent their own residence. There are families that use them as tutors, housekeepers, cooks, entertainment if they have any artistic gift—since they receive no salary they are wonderfully economical, especially when one considers that they do not die.

“Agnes never hid her sympathies, just as I never hid anything from her. She’d known Mr. More all her life, but never understood him for what he was because he never showed her the truth of it. She never believed me when I tried to warn her. But then, you would not think to look at Mr. More, would you, that he is organically wicked?”

It took Radhika a moment. She watched Blacklace turn the vampire’s skull slowly in his hands.

“How did Agnes like your gift?” she asked.

He stretched and replaced the skull on its hook. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “she was eager to have it. I thought—for his sake—she might be offended. If she had wanted to put it away I wouldn’t have objected. But it was her idea to place the skull there, right above the door. I know it isn’t the usual gift for a woman, and my giving it to her was more an obligation than pleasure. I almost thought she would break off our engagement when she discovered the truth of my heritage—it isn’t something we talk openly about, not even between family—but she was very eager. Perhaps it comforted her to know she was not the only one with a past shrouded in darkness.”

“Why should you be ashamed that your relative was a vampire hunter?” said Radhika. She added hastily, realizing she had once again let her tongue speak before she could consider the propriety of the interrogation, “Forgive my curiosity, Mr. Blacklace. After everything I’ve heard vampires are capable of—I would think there was a certain dignity to having a vampire hunter as a relative.”

Blacklace’s smile was wan. “There is some prestige in it. But my distant grandfather—he was not conventional in his methods. His legacy is well-known in England, our family’s ancestral home. I believe there’s even a statue to him in London Square. But what most people do not know, and what the histories conveniently omit, is that he was addicted to the hunt. I’ve heard that even after the threat of vampires was safely controlled, he was determined that the hunt should never end. He couldn’t live without it.”

To Radhika’s surprise, Blacklace relinquished his position at the door. He went out into the hall and stood, evidently waiting for Radhika to follow. She had no choice but to join him, and Jane shut the door.

“I am often afraid that I share some of my ancestor’s weakness,” said Blacklace in a muted, lowered voice. “He had his reasons for hating vampires, as have I. His wife became one, I believe, following a violent attack. In her blood-starved state, she was insane, dangerous, and beyond help. He was forced to kill her. Ever since the horror of that execution, he swore eternal hatred between our house and all night creatures. His blood is in me, and after Agnes’s loss …” Blacklace raised his chin. “I want whoever did this to pay. I would not mind if they suffered, but I do not require it. And you, Miss Dhingra? What are you looking for? You say that you are working for your client, but we both know that is a lie. You told me yourself that you are no longer representing him.”

Radhika was slightly embarrassed. She let the feeling slip past her.

“I believe we are the same, Mr. Blacklace,” she said. “We are both looking for justice.”

His chin rose higher. He was measuring her as she measured him. “Take care, Miss Dhingra,” he said after a moment. “If there is one thing I have learned, it’s that any attachment to vampires is not without cost. There is a reason, I expect, why they are not represented in court. I don’t believe they are even wholly responsible for what they do—it’s simply their nature to harm others, even those they profess to love. I hope that you understand this, Miss Dhingra, before it is too late.”

Radhika felt her shoulders tighten as he spoke.

“I am grateful for your advice, Mr. Blacklace,” she said with dignity. “I hope that you take care as well.”

His mouth twitched in a slight smile. “Perhaps we will see each other again sooner than we think,” he observed. “This seems to be a night for unexpected meetings.”

Radhika was briefly lost for words. “I look forward to it,” she said.

“Mr. Blacklace,” interjected Jane, looking up from a fresh page in her notebook. “Could you tell me the name of your famous ancestor? I am aware of several prominent European vampire hunters, but I can’t recall any Blacklaces.”

“I would not expect you to know of us,” said Blacklace curtly. “Please, keep my name out of your articles. I would rather not be involved in this any more than I already am.”

“Of course,” said Jane, instantly contrite, even if she was still writing. Radhika would have liked to know how the journalist was able to write in her notebook while her eyes were on the person she spoke to, as if her pencil had a mind of its own. “I would never publish anything without your express permission. But if you ever are interested in contributing to the Winterside Watch, let me know. Here is my card. Folk in Winterside are always eager to know more about their neighbors’ history, particularly if that history is as distinguished as yours. Believe me, our subjects are handled with the utmost respect.”

Outside, they exchanged another series of semi-awkward polite goodbyes—made awkward by the hour, place, and their situation in respect to each other. Radhika knew few people were at ease in the company of a journalist, and Jane’s articles were known for their sensationalism. The three of them were indeed curious companions, and Radhika was surprised when Blacklace called to her once more.

“Miss Dhingra,” he said, “I noticed a gentleman following you from the post office when we met earlier. You were aware of him?”

Radhika glanced at Jane and shook her head. “A gentleman?”

“He struck me at the time. I didn’t get a good look at him, but he was tall and wore cinder goggles under the hood of his cloak.”

“I don’t know who he could be,” said Radhika, flabbergasted. By that description, she was surprised she hadn’t noticed the man herself. “Did he follow us to the café?”

“I believe so. I lost sight of him afterward.”

Radhika thought of her ruined office. “But who—?”

Seeing her confusion, Blacklace stepped forward. “May I escort you home? It’s very late.”

“No—that’s all right—I’m only going to the hotel. It isn’t far.”

“The hotel,” repeated Mr. Blacklace.

“Yes.” Radhika struggled to explain the need for a hotel room when she lived in Winterside. She wasn’t sure enough of Blacklace to risk sharing the truth. “My apartment is undergoing cleanup and repairs, and it’s far too messy to stay in. I’ve been assured the work will be completed soon.”

She looked back several times to see if she was being followed, but both Jane and Blacklace had taken a different road, and the street was empty. Checking to make sure Agnes Tomson’s diary was still in her jacket, Radhika’s unease was forgotten in her eagerness to read and understand more of the deceased opera singer. She was determined to know everything as soon as she was in her room at the hotel.





CHAPTER 14


Philemon Carper was the proprietor of the hotel, a man whose wife’s skill at baking doughnuts had made his cheeks as round as his nose. His establishment was more than a place of rest for travelers from Massachusetts or Maine, eager to enjoy the seasonal splendors of Winterside’s northern neighborhoods—and Winterside could certainly boast a colorful diorama of reddening maples and golden oaks, and covered bridges over sparkling brown streams. As autumn passed to winter, the cold weather festivities, enjoyed with steaming coffee always on hand, were equally attractive. But most of the hotel’s patrons were Winterside’s own, socializing at day’s end over beer and a hot meal.

As a child, Radhika had envied the children with their sleds who would slide down Pumpernickel Hill when the snow was fresh and deep. But her father had never allowed her to join them, not because of how the children with their frost-pinkened faces wondered at her, being naturally curious, but because he considered it wasn’t right for a girl to be rough and rolling without any thought for personal dignity. Varun Dhingra had always been conscious of his family’s dignity. There was no room for foolishness when society made such high demands of strangers.

Radhika could understand her father’s reserve even if she did not agree it was required. Perhaps a little foolishness, a little willingness to unbend, might have softened their neighbors toward them so that when Varun Dhingra passed, they might have taken an interest in the welfare of his daughter. On the other hand, it might have made no difference at all. Winterside was full of complexities and illogicalities, as Radhika suspected most of New York and the greater world beyond was.

She was home here, and whether or not its citizens were always agreeable, Radhika took comfort in the familiar. Her memories of her parents’ rented house, not far from the fashionable town houses and public garden where most of the upper crust lived, were not unpleasant. She remembered wearing warm wool mittens to help several girls build snowmen with chipped pebble eyes and long carrot noses, and swaddling baby dolls made out of corncobs in pretty napkins. But she did feel sometimes as if she were always standing outside a door that she was not quite ready to open.

Radhika was so eager to examine Agnes Tomson’s diary that she barely noticed that the hotel proprietor charged her twice what he would have asked of his usual patrons, or that the accommodation he offered was an attic room that had not been properly swept. The bed was narrow and there was no fire, but Radhika was happy to be lying on a bed at all with hot food in her belly. She took off her shoes and stockings and slipped under the coarse sheets, shivering with anticipation as she took out Agnes’s book.

Agnes’s handwriting was, while undoubtedly graceful, very small. Radhika wondered if the secret nature of what she was writing contributed at all to her cramped composition. She picked up where she had stopped earlier, beginning with the first page.


I don’t know how long I have. Evelyn might know, but I can’t ask him. Sometimes I think it will be very soon. I feel better today than I have for some time. Doctor Mariette says the cancer is spreading and there is nothing he can do, but at least there are still days when it is bearable. I feel so horribly weak, but I want to be strong.

Sometimes I wish Evelyn had never saved me. There. I said it. This is a book of secrets, and that’s one of my worst. I hate the way the Frosts look at me sometimes, especially Mrs. Frost. She scares me. I think she wants Evelyn all for herself. Whenever she’s with him, it’s like she regresses to infancy. She thinks of him like a father, or an eternal guardian, I suppose. For Evelyn’s sake she tolerates me, and maybe that’s a point in her favor. If she wanted, she could send me away. But she never wants to displease Evelyn.

When I was younger, it was almost unbearable. I have my own place now, and that’s better. I like singing. I wish Evelyn could come listen to me at the opera—music sounds far more alive there, more vibrant, than it does in the Frost parlor. But people look at him strangely, even the other girls in the chorus who are usually so kind. They’re afraid of him. They shouldn’t be. Would they be afraid of me, too, if they knew what’s happening to me—that I’m already dead?



Radhika sat up in bed, hunching over the book. No one had said anything about Agnes being terminally ill. How was it possible for her to be so successful if she was this sick?


There is a way around it, of course. I could be like Evelyn—a vampire. I suggested it to him once, and he was upset in a way I’d never seen before, as if I were proposing murder. He told me I must never ask again, that it’s a shameful, abominable thing.

Is that how he sees himself? As shameful and repulsive? I suppose I was scared of him at first, like everyone else. He seemed so pale, like a spirit. All vampires are like that, half in and out of the world. But I still remember the day he found me outside the church as clearly as if it were yesterday, when I was turned out of the orphanage because they didn’t want to waste food on a child that was already nearly dead.

He wrapped me in his cloak and carried me because I couldn’t feel my feet, and brought me to the Frosts. I thought at first I’d died and was in Heaven. It is such a grand house, but awful too, like something dark and alive out of a fantasy.

Mr. Graham made me soup and it was the best thing I’d ever tasted. I remember listening to their voices, the Frosts and Evelyn, talking about what to do with me. I didn’t care. It was the first time in so long that I’d been warm. They let me stay in one of the guest rooms and I felt like a princess in a palace. I think—looking back—that this was one of my happiest moments. I want to remember that warmth always, that feeling of safeness and belonging.

Evelyn must feel that too, doesn’t he? He belongs in that house as much as anyone. Perhaps more. I don’t understand his attachment to that family, but I suppose he loves them, I don’t know why. I can try to love them, too.

I wish he would tell me how it happened—his being a vampire. But he never speaks of it and whenever I try to ask, he is very brief. I did manage to coax from him how old he is. He was born in 1643 and is two-hundred-and-twenty-eight this April the eighteenth. I wonder what it was like, being alive in the sixteen hundreds. It’s hard to believe how much the world has changed in only a few centuries. I imagine Evelyn feels peculiar sometimes, looking back. There is something distant about him that I think goes beyond simply being a “creature of the night.” He often seems sad, withdrawn in himself, and sometimes simply lost.

Perhaps I could help if I knew how he became what he is. Then I could tell him it’s not his fault, that he isn’t alone, and I don’t mind his being what he is. If he sees life in me, I see life in him, too. He tells me that life is the most precious thing in the world. Why is it so impossible for him to see it in himself?



The next entry was dated the current year, months after the last.


It’s getting [blot]. I can’t bear it. I went to the apothecary for laudanum, but my mind must be sharp and clear if I’m going to perform. I’ve worked so hard for this. It can’t end so soon. One of the girls told me that she uses—[blot]—and that it’s expensive but very effective. She takes a little twice a week, she says. She knows where to find a source if I’m interested.

I think I will ask. I have to if I’m going to sing, to live. Sometimes I can barely stand. I should ask Evelyn—but I can’t …

It isn’t that he wouldn’t understand. I know [blot] would. But I can’t [blot]—I know how he feels, and I can’t, not even if he wanted to. I don’t want him to ever know. I hate to disappoint him when he sees me as someone I’m not. He can’t know that I’m weak like this. But I don’t have a choice. I don’t want to die.



Radhika brought her candle closer.


I asked Evelyn once what it’s like—death. He didn’t want to tell me, but I was [blot], and he can never bear it when I’m frightened. Whenever the sun rises, he tells me, he dies. It isn’t sleep, not like people assume. It’s death. It hurts, he tells me, but only a little, and afterward there is a great deepness and peace. He believes, since I am not like him and doomed to wake as soon as darkness falls, that there will be something far more interesting than eternal rest for me. There is no reason, he says, to be afraid.

I made an appointment with O. L. Not an appointment—they call it an “exchange.” The room was very dark. Cold. Perhaps it was the vampire who made it so cold. Evelyn’s presence always brings a chill, even in summer.

O. L. appeared suddenly. I admit I was startled—I was sure I was alone, and then there he was, veiled in black. It was impossible to see his face through his covering.

I placed the money on the table and he took it at once. I heard a strange, slow laugh under that long black veil.

“You are new to this, aren’t you, child?” the vampire said. “Most of your kind are so eager for blood that I have to remind them to give me my due. But you are afraid—and ashamed. I see it in your face. Tell me, mortal child. Are you ashamed of me or yourself?”

I couldn’t answer.

He rolled his sleeve to his elbow. The whiteness of his bare skin shocked me, it was so stark between folds of black. I saw the gleam of a knife and knew he meant to cut himself.

“Wait!” I said. “Don’t. I—I only want a little.”

O. L. seemed to consider me. Slowly, he rolled his sleeve back down his arm and removed his glove instead.

“Only a little,” he said, echoing me. “Very well. Come here.”

“Why?”

O. L. laughed again, and I saw the veil slightly move with his sound. “Why are you here, mortal, when you are so repulsed and afraid? Is it a dare, perhaps? Some childish test between friends? You do know the risk, I hope, and that there is a chance you could die from taking the blood of an undead?”

His phrasing roused me. I could bear to be called a child, but not foolish.

“I am already dead,” I said. “I’m dying.”

“Dying?” he repeated. From the change in his tone I sensed new emotion. It wasn’t pity or surprise, not what I would expect from a stranger. It was hunger.

He rose from the chair and came toward me. He was much taller standing, an almost daunting figure. I shrank back.

“Don’t be frightened,” he murmured, his voice softer. “I will not harm you. You cannot know, mortal, what respect I have for death. For my kind, to die by nature’s hand is a great wonder, even a blessing. May I touch you?”

His eagerness was both unnerving and coaxing. I gave him my hand and was surprised to find him warm, as if he had lately fed. He brought my fingers under his veil and I felt the dry press of lips on my open palm. I pulled back at once, shocked, and he did not reach for me again.

“It’s true,” he murmured. “I sense the death in you. It is beautiful.”

“Why?” I asked.

There was no offense in my question. I was intrigued. It was the first time anyone had learned of my disease and not instinctively recoiled.

“Because we do not know death as mortals do,” said the vampire. “It is a great mystery.”

“But you die every day,” I said. “Isn’t that true?”

He weighed the question in his mind. “You know more of us than I would expect,” he said. “But what we experience is not true death. It is nothing but an inconvenience. You, mortal—I envy you. Why should you fight what is precious?”

I had not come to that dirty place on Corden’s View to be argued out of using vampire blood. I did not like the guilt O. L.’s words made me feel, as if I were committing a crime.

“I was told that life is precious,” I said at last, raising my eyes to his grim veil. “I believe it. I believe life is more valuable than death.”

There was his dry chuckle. “What fool told you that?”

“One of your own kind,” I said without thinking. “Evelyn More.”

I heard his low hiss. I could not tell if there was surprise or contempt in that reaction.

“Evelyn More?” said O. L. “You are one of his wards?”

I was weak again, ashamed. “Yes.”

The vampire reached into his coat. He took my purse from inside.

“In that case,” he said, “I will give you blood for free. Anything for the ward of one of my closest friends. On one condition, of course.”

Unease made my voice falter. “What condition?”

“You give Evelyn More this,” said O. L. “Every last penny.”

I confess I was tempted. I made very little income at the opera, even in leading roles. Most of my support came from the Frosts’ allowance. But I knew it was not friendship that guided O. L.’s actions, whatever he said, and from the beginning I had determined that Evelyn should have no part in this. I knew he would not approve, and although I would not turn back for myself, he must never have a suspicion of what I had done.

“No,” I said. “Let us finish what we came for.”

O. L. replaced the purse in his coat. He pricked his finger and I held my open palm under the slight wound, catching several drops as they fell. I felt a sudden sickness at the thought of what I was doing, but I could not allow myself to think.

I remember, after taking the blood, how my heart throbbed in my breast. I remember gazing at the ceiling and wondering that I had ever thought the room dark, when I saw variances in shadow and light I had not seen before, and life in unexpected corners, like the spider threading her web on the curtain rail over the window.

When I sat up, I felt no weakness. I was trembling, but strong. It was almost as if I had never known what it was to live before that moment, and I cried, it was so wonderful.

O. L. had not waited to see if I lived or died. His absence did not trouble me. I was grateful to him, for this moment, and even now as I write I am looking forward to tomorrow’s rehearsal. I know Mr. Solely is worried about me, thinking that my health might make it impossible for me to perform.

I cannot wait to surprise them all.



The pages that followed were carefully lined tables, organized with dates and tallies. Radhika noticed that as time passed, the dates were spaced apart less routinely than before. Agnes must have begun ingesting vampire blood on a regular basis. Radhika wondered who the vampire “O. L.” could be. They were curious initials, consistently punctuating every date.

The next written entry was exuberant, dated months later.


I’ve done it!! They are so pleased. Even sour old Mrs. Samuels praised my voice, and they are inviting me to sing at the Music Hall in Manhattan. Every night feels like a new beginning, and Peter is so wonderful. He has asked me to marry him, and there was no question in my mind about accepting him.

Only a short time ago, I felt like I had no future. Now I feel as if I could live forever.

I’d be in heaven if it weren’t for Evelyn. I never thought of him as selfish before, but perhaps I was too young to realize? Or there was no opportunity for him to show it? I always tried to listen to him, to please him, because he did so much for me in the early days. But perhaps I was wrong to be so pliable. I was only a girl before, an orphan with no family, no prospects. I am independent now and I’m beginning to learn.

Peter is a lovely man, polite and gracious to everyone, with an income adequate to support us in our own household. He is vice-president in his father’s forestry business here in Winterside, and I had hopes that I could remain close to the Frosts, at least for Evelyn’s sake. But after we announced our engagement, Evelyn was openly cold. I’d never seen him look like that, as if the fact of our coming marriage were not just a tragedy but a blow against himself. He excused himself almost immediately from the celebration.

I never expected that level of pettiness from Evelyn, and I cannot help being hurt. Later, I looked for him in the kitchen where I suspected he would be washing up after our meal. Mrs. James is perfectly capable, but Evelyn likes to be useful and I know the housekeeper appreciates being able to retire early.

“You didn’t stay for dessert,” I said to him.

“You must excuse me,” Evelyn replied, and I detected a certain evasiveness in his apology. “It’s Doctor Mariette’s infusions. Sometimes the dose is too high, too fast, and it’s a shock to me. I am not quite myself tonight.”

I placed my hand on his arm and was surprised to find him trembling. “If you’re not well,” I said, “you should tell Dr. Mariette. I can send for him—”

“No, Agnes,” he said. “There’s nothing he, or indeed anyone here, can do for me. I need time, that’s all. I need a moment.”

I helped him with the dishes, and he didn’t ask me to go. It felt almost like the early years, when I had followed him so closely as a child that I had been in danger of becoming nocturnal. I missed those quiet nights when he would light a lantern so I could see, and go into the garden to trim the roses that bloomed through the year, grooming the dead leaves from the hedges. I missed the nights when, frightened by the great house’s long empty halls and silent rooms, he let me stay with him while he sat up in the library, and I drifted to sleep to the half-hummed poetry of Coleridge or Poe.

It seemed as if my life had been divided in two—the age before I had found a solution to my illness, and the period after, when I was no longer as afraid.

After a moment, I raised the question that I had intended to ask from the beginning.

“It isn’t the infusion that’s troubling you,” I said. “Is it Peter?”

He couldn’t hide his discomfort. I knew him too well. Evelyn paused in drying a wine glass and set his cloth aside on the counter.

“You have not known him long, have you?” he said. “I did not know the two of you were at all attached.”

“He comes to the opera for every performance,” I said. “I am sorry that I didn’t tell you about him sooner—there has been so much happening, it slipped my mind that you didn’t know. Is that what displeased you? I promise to keep you up-to-date on all our arrangements in the future.”

“His face,” murmured Evelyn. “Do you not think there is something—disquiet—in it?”

“I think there is something mysterious about him,” I said, countering with playfulness. “But he is a gentleman. If you knew him, you would see him as I do.”

I watched the line on Evelyn’s forehead deepen.

“Perhaps Peter Blacklace is a good man,” said Evelyn. “In this world, even good men are far from perfect. Agnes, please. You care for him, but you are very young. I do not believe that Blacklace is worthy of you, and advise you to call off this engagement.”

For a moment I could only stare at him. “I don’t understand.”

“Is that necessary?” The hardness in his direct glance was unyielding.

“Yes,” I said. “I need to know why you don’t approve of the man I love, who I am going to marry. And I will marry him, Evelyn, even without your blessing—unless you give me a better reason to leave him.”

His resistance quieted to a somber reflection.

“It is difficult for me to see you without remembering the child you were once were,” he murmured. “I wish that you could look on me with the eyes of that child once more. We have grown more distant in recent months, but my love for you has not changed. I learned to think of you as a daughter, and I hope that in some sense, even as I am, I am a father to you. You know that you can trust me?”

I nodded, though I was unwilling. It was true that since my engagements at the opera had increased, I had confided in him less.

“There is something different about you,” said Evelyn quietly. “I cannot place the difference, but it is there. Agnes—are you all right?”

“Of course,” I said, perhaps too fast. I added a note of bitterness into my denial. “You’re just not used to seeing me so improved. I seem like a new person. That’s all.”

I saw the slight wince in his mouth and knew it wasn’t fair, not when he had no idea about my vice. I was tempted to tell him, when his next words silenced me.

“You must not see Peter Blacklace again,” he said. “That is my final word on the matter.”

My fists clenched. “You have no right to tell me what to do.”

“I have never given you any reason to doubt me,” said Evelyn. “It is your best interest, not mine, that makes me seem cruel. Agnes, please.”

“Why?” I cried. “Just tell me why.”

His white lips pressed together. “I cannot.”

“Then I won’t listen,” I said. “This is unkind of you. You want me trapped in this place forever, for your own amusement. Well I can’t bear it. I want my own life. I won’t let you keep me in this mausoleum as if I’m already a living corpse, like you!”

I spoke without thinking. I regret my words, and cannot forget them. Nor can I forget how Evelyn looked at me, a combination of shock and pain, so unusual on his generally composed face. The expression passed swiftly. In its place was cool numbness.

“Evelyn,” I said, stepping toward him. “I didn’t mean—”

He interrupted me. “It is all right,” he said. “You are correct, of course, when you say I am dead. I have been dead for some time, so many years, and the past weighs on me as heavily as the present. You must do as you think best. I am speaking to you from the shadows.”

I do not like to have hurt him. Why did he make me? Is it only Peter’s face that he doesn’t like? I don’t believe it. There has to be a reason for his behavior, but it isn’t right that he shouldn’t tell me. Why can’t he tell me?

I should not have spoken as I did. That was wrong of me, even if I was hurt. I know how Evelyn suffers because of what he is, how he would give anything to be even as I am. But I was thrilling with passions I had never known before and eager for a future I had not yet achieved.

It must be O. L.’s blood. It’s marvelous, that incredible power, though the effects begin to thin after a few days. Thankfully I am seeing O. L. tonight. I should be myself soon.







CHAPTER 15


Radhika rose to find a fresh candle. It took her a moment to light the wick and place the holder on the dresser near the bed, and she climbed into bed once more, taking up Agnes’s journal.

There were more tallies past the entry she had read previously. The mysterious O. L. was an invisible yet certain presence throughout. The dates between “exchanges” with the vampire grew shorter, and sometimes there were several meetings on a single day. The record became more careless, the writing more hurried and less clear. The next written entry Radhika found was nearly illegible.


I thought it would help. I only traded one hell for another. I am hungry, constantly hungry. It’s not like anything I felt before. I have no desire for food, and when I try to eat with the others it makes me sick to my stomach. But the thought of blood—it’s maddening. I can’t stop thinking about it, wanting it.

When I visited O. L. last night, he told me he would not see me again.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you have nothing more to offer me, mortal,” he said. “For some time now, what I have given you is only out of kindness. You have not paid me at all what I am worth.”

I had hoped he wouldn’t notice. I thought perhaps he wouldn’t mind. My performances at the opera have declined with my health, and I can’t ask Peter for money, not without explaining. I don’t want him to discover my habit, but how can I live without it?

“Please,” I said. “I have to see you. No one else—”

“This is not friendship,” said O. L., and I heard his impatience even if I could not see it through his veil. “There is nothing between us but the coin you offer me, and now you do not even have that. You must learn to embrace the death you have tried to escape.”

“This is your fault!” I said, furious in my despair.

“You blame me for your own actions?” said O. L. “How perfectly human. But I admit that I am disposed to pity you. If you are so desperate for blood, mortal, why do you not go to a source that will never deny you?”

I felt the tears gathering in my eyes and dashed them angrily aside. “What are you talking about?”

“Evelyn More,” said O. L. “You told me you are his ward. There is no one in the world who can help you except him.”

“I can’t ask him,” I said, breathless. “He won’t understand.”

“Of course he will.” There was that dark smile in O. L.’s voice. “All our kind know what it is to hunger. You are his responsibility, and if he loves you he will not let you suffer.”

I was trembling. “You wanted this,” I whispered. “From the beginning, when I first spoke Evelyn More’s name, you wanted to humiliate him. Who are you?”

O. L. turned away from me. His dismissiveness made me desperate. I followed him, reaching for his veil.

He turned with the swiftness of a snake and struck my hand. His force staggered me in my weakened state.

“Do you think you have the right to see me? Be thankful that I have spared you any of my time.” He took the purse I had given him and flung it at my feet. “Do you remember my first request? Give this to Mr. More, and I will spare you one last drop of blood.”

“Why?” This time, I didn’t try to disguise my pain. “Why do you hate him?”

“Hate him?” O. L. stooped beside me, and I was surprised by his hand under my chin. I could not see his eyes, but I felt them on me, admiring my grief. “I am only trying to instruct him, as I am instructing you. Do you still believe that life is more wonderful than death? Do you not wish you were at peace?”

He vanished before I could reply. I was left staring at the place where he had been, my hungered awareness only partly sated by his blood.

I cannot tell Peter. It is too shameful. When the hunger is at its worst, it’s like madness. Sometimes I am so desperate, even the blood of humans and animals is tempting to me. I have tried animal blood, but it isn’t enough.

Evelyn—I can’t go to him. I can’t ask him for this. Yet I have no choice. No one else can help me.

I’ll tell him how it is. I’ll tell him that I will not marry Peter, that I will be with the Frosts forever, that we can live like this if he will only help me. I’ll tell him I’m sorry, so very sorry … that I was wrong … it’s all wrong … but it can be right again if he will only help me.



There were no more tallies past that entry date. There was a note tucked between the rest of the unmarked pages, and Radhika unfolded it carefully.

Evelyn—


I imagine they’ve told you, all of them, what happened. The truth is I could not tell you myself. I couldn’t face you. I tried, but even bringing up the forsaken—I could see how it affected you. I don’t know what happened that made you who you are, but I know it must have been horrible, and that that horror is still with you.

Yes, I took your blood. I hoped I could do it without being seen, while you were dead to the world and free of its pain. I thought you would never know. But Mrs. James came in, and as soon as she screamed the whole family descended like hawks. I still don’t like them, but they care about you, Evelyn, and I dislike them less now that I see how real that devotion to you really is. They need you, and I think they always will. So for their sake—and mine—whatever you may think of me, don’t believe for an instant that you are to blame.

I’ll go to the police. They’re working with doctors, I hear, who are studying my condition. I hope they will take me.

I wish that I had stayed with you. I wish I could have a normal death with you beside me, and that you would hold my hand and read to me like you used to and maybe pray. I’d like it if you prayed.

Goodbye, Evelyn. You are the dearest friend I’ve known. I am ashamed to have ever thought otherwise.

With love,

Agnes



For some moments, Radhika sat with the open note in front of her.

She wasn’t sure what she had expected to find in Agnes Tomson’s journal. Certainly she had looked for answers, but she had not expected this. But she recalled More’s first visit to her, the tears he couldn’t hold back, and she felt the heaviness of that young, lost life as if she had really known the troubled singer.

But who could have wanted to kill her? Radhika might have suspected suicide from that separate letter to More, except the way she had died could not have been self-inflicted. Who was this vampire, O. L., who desired to hurt More through Agnes?

Radhika understood now why the Frosts had separated themselves from Agnes. Mrs. Frost was fiercely protective of her vampire warden, and she could not imagine that the matriarch would easily forgive any injury against him. The young woman’s killer had made any hope of reconciliation impossible.

Radhika folded the note and was about to return it to the journal, when she placed it in her coat instead.

As far as she could tell, only three people were intimately close to Agnes. The first was indisputably Evelyn More. The second, Radhika decided, was O. L. Whoever this vampire was, their arrangement was secret and more importantly, illegal. If the identity of O. L. were known, he would certainly be executed.

And finally, Peter Blacklace, the woman’s fiancé. Had he really never discovered Agnes’s vice? And if he had, knowing his heritage as the descendant of a vampire hunter, could the shame of that discovery have pushed him to murder?

Radhika knew more about Agnes than she would have if she had been able to talk to her in person, and she was still mystified. The young woman’s journal suggested an immature, imaginative nature, but not the kind of person Radhika would have thought high on anyone’s list of enemies.

O. L.—he knew Evelyn More enough to wish to taunt him through his ward, and More’s words in her office came back to her, hoarse and difficult:


“Someone desires to prove beyond all reason, beyond all sanity, that I am a monster.”



But More was wrong. Radhika felt that whoever had killed Agnes must have known what the young woman meant to the vampire, and in killing her did not simply want the people around him to look at him as if he were a horror. They wanted him to think of himself in the same despised light, to see the ruin of someone close to him and know that he had been helpless to stop it, and it had only come to be because he, against nature itself, dared to think that he had any part in the world of the living.

Radhika placed the journal under her pillow. There was certainly nothing more she could learn this night. But it was difficult to rest after she what she had discovered. It was hard to forget the depths of pain in that one small book, the fears and weakness of a woman who had been sick all her life. It was not the existence she would imagine for the songbird of Winterside.

Radhika closed her eyes. When she dreamed, her dreams were full of the nearness of death, and blood.





CHAPTER 16


Radhika had a hasty breakfast of dry biscuit and lightly creamed tea before leaving for the police station. She barely noticed the sidelong looks of the hotel patrons as she pulled on her gloves, paid her fee without thinking twice about the extraordinary, overnight inflation in prices for room and board, and stepped outside.

The morning was crisp. Hazed sunlight trimmed the edges of the low clouds in pale cream and lilac. Radhika was very conscious of Agnes Tomson’s journal tucked in her breast, and the importance of her discovery made her pace brisk.

The Winterside station was not far from the jailhouse, but separate. It was not confined behind the iron fence that had daunted Radhika before. A low, red brick building, the station was far more inviting, and she had no qualms about letting herself inside and introducing herself at the secretary’s desk.

“Good morning. Is Detective Hitch available?”

The secretary looked twice at Radhika over his spectacles. “Who is asking for him?”

“Radhika Dhingra.”

The secretary hesitated. He seemed flustered. “Rad-ick-er … Ding-a, you said? This is very unusual. Can I ask the nature of the crime you wish to report?”

“No crime,” said Radhika. “I have information regarding the Agnes Tomson case.”

The secretary’s eyebrows shot up. Radhika noticed several young officers lounging nearby, especially when one approached the desk.

“If you have information, why don’t you just tell us?” he asked. “I’ll be sure the detective is informed.”

“That’s not possible,” said Radhika. “I need to speak with him directly. It’s very important.”

“I’m sure it is,” said the officer, smiling over his shoulder. “And who gave you this ‘important’ information? Did you find a clue in the local paper, perhaps?”

Radhika felt her confidence slip. “I don’t like your tone, Officer,” she said.

“And I don’t like you and the rest of the penny-pinching beggars who come in here with shocking, inside information on Agnes Tomson,” returned the officer. The secretary slightly winced when the officer placed his hands flat on the desk, but Radhika couldn’t tell if it was nervousness or distaste that made him cringe. “Do you know how many people like you—launderers, butcher’s boys, chorus girls—come here selling information just like yours?” His eyes traveled over her face. “Then again, I don’t suppose I have seen many people like you, after all.”

“Benson!”

The young officer snapped upright at that direct, cutting voice. He turned to the open office behind him.

“Detective—it’s another one of those—”

“The attorney, Radhika Dhingra, of course,” said Hitch, limping slightly. Radhika noticed that he was using a cane to maneuver himself forward. “I’ve been expecting you, Miss Dhingra. Please, come in.”

Radhika stepped around the desk. She followed Hitch, not raising her eyes from the back of the small man’s carefully combed head.

“Shut the door, will you, Miss Dhingra?” asked Hitch. “We will want the utmost privacy between us. Please, have a seat.”

Radhika did as he asked. The detective’s cane was suited to his size, but his chair, padded with several stacked cushions, was not. As he struggled to mount the seat, she spoke without thinking.

“May I help you?” she asked, and was immediately embarrassed, as if it were inappropriate to notice his difficulty.

“Could you?” The almost instant acceptance took her off guard. Radhika raised her head and saw the little detective facing her, his narrow face perspiring with effort.

Radhika crossed to him. She felt at once awkward and determined, placing her hands under his arms. He certainly was small, but Radhika doubted if he weighed less than sixty pounds. As soon as he was safely in his chair, she stepped back, giving him space.

“Thank you,” panted Hitch, mopping his face with a kerchief. “It’s one of those mornings, I’m afraid. I can never predict when the pain gets into my bones. It may have something to do with the weather. I appreciate your help, Miss Dhingra.”

“Not at all,” said Radhika. “May I ask what pains you?”

“My physician says it’s the condition that caused my dwarfism,” said Hitch, smiling now that he was nearly comfortable. “Would you like some tea, Miss Dhingra?”

“No—thank you,” said Radhika. “Unless you would?”

“You’re very accommodating,” said the detective, blinking cheerfully at her. “Just like I remember you. You’re a kind woman, Miss Dhingra—I do believe that. And I’m sorry you’re in this business.”

“What do you mean?”

Hitch nodded toward the chair across from his desk. “Sit down, please.”

Radhika took the chair. She folded her hands tightly in her lap.

“You said you had information,” said Hitch. “About Agnes Tomson?”

“Oh. Yes!” Radhika reached into her coat and took out the journal. “This was given to me by one of the chorus girls at the opera where Miss Tomson worked. I believe it’s her journal.”

The detective raised one eyebrow. “Given to you?”

Radhika avoided his keen gaze. She placed the journal on his side of the desk. “I thought it might be helpful in your investigation.”

In the silence that followed, Radhika raised her eyes. The little detective was watching her raptly, his large eyes unblinking.

“What?” she asked, aware of a prickle of sweat on her neck.

“Why don’t you tell me in your own words what you discovered,” said Hitch mildly. “I trust it was useful to your investigation as well.”

Radhika was momentarily breathless, but there was nothing in Hitch’s manner to suggest she was in any kind of trouble. Her mouth dry, she ventured,

“I know that Agnes Tomson was in a great deal of trouble. She—she was taking vampire blood regularly.”

The dwarf’s eyes narrowed. “Was she?”

“Yes. She arranged meetings with a particular vampire, but never knew his name. Do you know any vampire wardens registered with the initials ‘O. L.’?”

“O. L.,” murmured Hitch, intrigued. “I can’t say that I do.”

“I am certain the vampire was male,” said Radhika. “Agnes referred to him consistently as a ‘he.’”

“Did you find anything else suggestive, Miss Dhingra?” he pressed.

Radhika gathered her thoughts. “Miss Tomson and Mr. More were very close,” she said at last. “They were more like parent and child than vampire and ward. She was an orphan before Mr. More found her and brought her to the Frosts. She had been forced out of the orphanage because she was suffering from a terminal illness. Cancer.” Radhika paused, meeting the detective’s attentive gaze. “The illness was what drove her to take vampire blood. For a time, it stalled the weakness and pain she was experiencing.”

Hitch was silent, waiting.

“She ran out of money,” murmured Radhika. “Vampire blood is expensive, and she was taking more and more to compensate for her increasing pain. By the time the vampire refused to supply her with blood because she could no longer pay—she was already one of the forsaken.”

“And Mr. More,” prompted Hitch quietly. “He knew of this?”

Radhika shook her head. “She knew he wouldn’t approve. She—she took some of his blood without his permission. That was what caused a rift between her and the Frosts. It was too great a shock.”

“I imagine it would be,” said the little detective.

Radhika took a deep breath. “When Mr. More came to me,” she said, “I assured him there would be absolute trust between us. I am no longer his lawyer, but I do not intend to ever break that confidence. However, I believe it is in his best interests to share this information with you.”

“You are very conscientious, Miss Dhingra,” said Hitch, nodding pleasantly. “Please continue.”

Radhika looked down at her clasped hands. “When Mr. More arrived at my office, he did not intend to hire me as a defense attorney. He only wanted assistance with his will. You see, Mr. More was as conscious as you or I that the cards are stacked against him. So he wanted to make sure that if he was executed, he would at least have made preparations for his death. But yesterday, someone broke into my office while I was away. They tore the place apart. They took nothing except Mr. More’s will.”

“Your office was robbed?” questioned the detective.

“It was ransacked,” replied Radhika, unflinching.

“And Mr. More’s will was missing?”

“Yes. Someone found out he had come to me. If they wanted to discover why, they have their answer now.”

“What was in the will, Miss Dhingra?”

By this time, Radhika was more than familiar with the items listed. “He didn’t have much. A ring, a keepsake box. That’s all.”

“And to whom did he bequeath these items?”

“Agnes Tomson,” said Radhika firmly.

“That is most interesting,” said Hitch. “Miss Dhingra, do you have any reason to suspect that Mr. More could be using you?”

Radhika blinked. “I beg pardon?”

The man’s long mouth twisted at one corner. It was a rueful, somewhat delicate expression.

“I understand that vampires possess a certain gift of persuasion,” he said. “I believe it’s referred to as ‘enthrallment,’ a magnetism that the human mind is not even conscious of yet unable to resist. Generally, I believe the victims are—shall we say—on intimate terms with the vampire before this enthrallment can be achieved. But I suspect it is possible even without it.”

The heat in Radhika’s face was indignant. “I am not enthralled, Detective Hitch,” she said stiffly. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Of course, I was certain you should. If I doubted you, I would ask to examine your neck. But I believe you.” The detective continued to watch Radhika with that increasingly upsetting interest. “Vampires have a great deal of experience in the ways of the world. They see its comings and goings in a way you and I can only fantasize about, and I expect that several hundred years would give their kind some insight into human nature.

“He must have recognized that you know what it is to be alone, and that you would pity someone in similar circumstances to yours. He must have observed, sitting in your office as I did, that you are without the usual resources. No relatives, no associates—you are undeniably different—from the rest.”

Radhika rose from her seat. “Are you saying that Mr. More is responsible for Agnes Tomson’s death? That coming to me was nothing more than a performance?”

“I can’t presume to know that,” said the detective, following her movement with ease. “I wasn’t there. But tell me, Miss Dhingra. Do you not think it possible that the Frosts broke off their association with Miss Tomson for reasons other than her taking advantage of Mr. More?”

“I don’t understand you,” said Radhika.

“You say that Agnes Tomson had become one of the forsaken,” suggested the detective. “There is a great deal of shame associated with that condition. And the Frosts, I am certain, have no love of scandal. Mr. More is their warden. Would you say he is attached to them?”

Radhika nodded.

“Deeply attached?” pressed Hitch, not letting her escape. “He might even consider them family, just as he did Agnes?”

“You’ve been talking to Mr. Graham,” said Radhika.

“The groundskeeper? Ah, yes. He is refreshingly forthright. And loyal to Mr. More in his own way. His son, you see—Mr. More was kind to the boy.”

Radhika was silent.

“Nothing could be done for Agnes Tomson if she was forsaken,” said Hitch firmly. “She was beyond help. Let us say there were two reasons Mr. More might have killed her—first, because of the disgrace that might come to the family he has served for centuries. Second, and perhaps most importantly, to spare Agnes the horror and prolonged suffering that she would certainly endure. Perhaps he saw it not as murder, but mercy.”

“And my office,” said Radhika, incredulous. “You think he was responsible for that, as well? What reason would he have to steal his own will?”

“Miss Dhingra,” said the detective, “did you ever hear from Mr. More’s own lips that he was even attached to Agnes Tomson?”

Radhika was bewildered. “No.”

“I believe it is safe to assume, then, that Mr. More is a person who likes his secrets. I also think that, in his situation, he saw the necessity of an ally. The will was his way of winning your confidence. As for its destruction—there may have been something particular about one of the items he listed, something he no longer wanted to risk. Something, perhaps, he thought you might discover.”

“He gave me the ring,” said Radhika. “It was gold with an emerald stone. There was writing on the inside. Onus Lucis.”

“Could you spell that for me, Miss Dhingra?” Hitch slid a note toward her over the desk.

Radhika wrote, her hand stiff with nerves. As she wrote she said, “It’s Latin, I think, for ‘The burden of light.’ I remember being struck …”

Suddenly, she stared at the note.

Hitch nudged her gently. “What strikes you?”

“O. L.,” murmured Radhika, hesitating. “It’s …”

“The initials of the vampire who poisoned Agnes Tomson?” finished the dwarf.

Radhika stared at him in alarm. “But what does it mean?”

Hitch picked up the journal. He leafed through the pages.

“Mr. More is in all of this, isn’t he,” he murmured. “I’m not suggesting that he is our mysterious vampire, and arranged these ‘exchanges’ with Miss Tomson himself. She would certainly have recognized him. But everything is connected in the most suggestive way, and the point of connection is consistently Evelyn More.” The little detective tipped his head to Radhika. “You are acquainted with Mr. More and his habits. Does anything in particular stand out to you?”

“There was—one thing,” Radhika allowed. “When Agnes announced her intended marriage to Peter Blacklace, Mr. More was upset. He asked that she break off the engagement. It seemed odd—when he cared for her so deeply—that he wouldn’t be happy for her. She asked him why, but he never answered.”

“Can you think of any reason yourself?” murmured Hitch with the same alert interest.

Radhika frowned. She thought of Mr. Blacklace, his proud, quiet manner, and of Mr. More’s own restrained, somewhat nervous habits. That night she had met Mr. Blacklace in Agnes’s dressing room, he had taken down the vampire’s skull for her to examine and spoken in detail of his heritage. Her hands clenched into excited fists.

“Peter Blacklace told me himself he is the descendant of a vampire hunter,” she remembered, meeting the detective’s alert, interested gaze. “He suspected that was the reason Mr. More distrusted him. When he first came to my office, Mr. More mentioned one hunter in particular—what was his name? I can’t remember …”

“Simon Fairchild?” asked Hitch.

Radhika’s eyes flashed to him.

“Lord Simon Fairchild,” clarified the detective. “He was a seventeenth century vampire hunter of some repute in England. When George Frost, whose memorial is in our square, immigrated from England to our newer world, it is common knowledge that he served beside Lord Fairchild in the wars against the undead.”

“You think Mr. Blacklace could be related to Fairchild?”

Hitch drummed his fingers lightly on the closed journal. “As a matter of fact,” he murmured, “I know it. When I examined Miss Tomson’s dressing room, I noticed the skull of a most impressive vampire. Perhaps you noticed it yourself. I thought it peculiar Miss Tomson would keep such a decoration when she was for a time, beloved by the Frosts. I think now that she didn’t keep it for itself—but for More. He never told her, you say, why he objected to Blacklace. I doubt if he told her anything about his past.”

“He didn’t,” whispered Radhika. “Agnes said herself he never spoke of it.”

“Then he would certainly not admit that her fiancé was a descendent of this hunter he despises—a hunter he has begrudged through the centuries, perhaps?”

Radhika was staring, shocked.

“I believe,” said Hitch, “that Mr. More did care for Agnes. In his way, he idolized her. But how could he stand it? Agnes was dying, and the death of a loved one is almost unbearable for the sanest of men. What could it be like for a vampire to watch those he cares for succumb to disease and age?

“And to learn that Agnes Tomson intends to marry the offspring of a hated enemy—and, on top of this, that she has abused vampire blood in an effort to stay alive? It is no secret that Mr. More has an extraordinary resistance to the giving and taking of blood. Do you think he could endure this betrayal? Being what and who he is, and knowing who Agnes Tomson was to him?”

Radhika didn’t know how to answer. She didn’t realize her hands were shaking until she looked down at them still pressed in her lap.

“Mr. More is exactly as connected to this case as our early evidence suggested,” concluded the detective. He didn’t seem satisfied or pleased, but an expression almost like weariness had sobered his narrow features. “I’m sorry, Miss Dhingra. I really am.”

She didn’t trust herself to speak.

“I will issue a warrant for Mr. More’s arrest,” said Hitch. “Is there anything else you wish to tell me?”

Radhika doubted if mentioning the uncertainty of where Mr. More had been during the time of Agnes’s murder would make any difference now, except to cement the vampire’s guilt. She glanced up at a firm hand on her arm. Hitch had slid from his chair and limped to her side, and was looking up into her face.

“I truly am impressed by your work in this,” he said. “If you ever tire of becoming a lawyer, I may have a place for you here with my staff. I could use an assistant like you, someone who is able to think on her feet. You saw a clue and followed it. The conclusion may not be what you were hoping for, but nonetheless, you helped bring a murderer to justice. This must be some comfort.”

Radhika nodded mutely.

He was right. She should have taken pride in the knowledge that she had helped find justice for Agnes Tomson. But it was a blow to her, that Evelyn More could be Agnes’s killer after all.

From the beginning, Radhika had never seen the vampire clearly. At first she had been frightened, but that fear had passed to wonder. She could blame his soft eyes, the deep blackness in them that, under More’s unusually long lashes, seemed to covet a hidden light. She might have traced her resistance to considering his guilt to his infuriating instinct to believe he was doomed.

Yet, after everything, she was still confused. Could More have killed his ward and concocted the whole story of the bloodied glove delivered to him? Would he really have been foolish enough to have left a glove behind that clearly belonged to him?

Radhika could blame herself for wanting to defend a vampire against a system that was too ready to condemn, despite the apparent conclusiveness of the police’s reasoning. But hers was a lawyer’s mind, and she knew that nothing presented so far was cold evidence of More’s guilt.





CHAPTER 17


If Radhika thought for a moment that her day couldn’t get worse, she was quite mistaken. The Frosts’ sepulchral carriage was waiting in the street outside her office.

The horses stood patiently, undisturbed by passersby or the clattering, clop-and-roll of a wagon loaded with barrels of salted fish. The driver’s seat was deserted, and Radhika quickened her steps.

“Miss Dhingra!”

The imperious voice of Mrs. Frost called to her from the carriage’s open window. Radhika saw the Frost matriarch’s pinched white face looking out, and she approached with a wary greeting.

“Mrs. Frost? Good morning, I didn’t expect—”

“Get in,” said Mrs. Frost, opening the carriage door. “I must speak with you at once.”

Radhika hesitated. Reasoning there could surely be no harm in it, she stepped inside the carriage and took the cushion opposite Mrs. Frost.

The woman was swathed in her traveling blanket. As soon as Radhika was inside, she shut the carriage door and pulled the curtains over the window. In the gloom, she seemed huddled and cold. Radhika was reminded of a gaunt, gray wolf taking refuge from the light.

“Well,” said the old woman. “I expect you have an explanation for your impertinence.”

Radhika fumbled for a reply. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said at last. “As much as I regret it, you yourself are aware that I am no longer involved in your family’s affairs.”

“Yes,” said Mrs. Frost, a grim smile twitching her mouth. “Yet you have made it quite clear that you are more than willing to involve yourself whether we want you or not.”

The Frost matriarch reached for the daily paper spread on the seat beside her. She read the front-page headline in her dry, unamused voice.

“‘Radical Radhika—Winterside’s Last Stand for Justice.’ That’s the headline. Shall I go on? The article itself begins, ‘When she set up practice in a modest establishment on Hangman’s Corner, Miss Dhingra did not anticipate instant success. She wanted only a chance. What she certainly did not expect in the pursuit of justice, was an attack on her home that could have resulted in personal harm, simply because she was willing to stand up for those who cannot defend themselves in today’s court.’

“Let me skip a few useless paragraphs. Ah, here we are. ‘Radhika Dhingra was willing to do what few lawyers, even employed by the respected firm of Newson & Son’s, would risk. She did not see Evelyn More, warden to the Frosts, as only a vampire—a creature tolerated, feared, but never afforded the freedoms our mortal citizens enjoy. She was willing to accept him as a client because she saw that if our system of law is not equal for someone with his physical condition, it is not equal for any of us. No one should struggle to find defense, especially from the law that is designed to protect us.’”

Mrs. Frost raised her eyes briefly as she continued reading. “‘How has society rewarded Miss Dhingra’s willingness to represent the oppressed? Yesterday, her office was invaded, destroyed, apparently to no purpose. But there was purpose—the perpetrators of this malicious act meant to remind her that her livelihood is not dependent on her clients but on the greater whim of society. If Miss Dhingra is not safe, how safe we? How much do our livelihoods depend on the acceptance of our friends and neighbors?’”

The old woman placed the paper firmly down beside her. “There’s more, but I won’t bother reading it. I assume this is some hoax you and this—journalist—have devised together.”

While she had been reading, Radhika sat in tortured agitation. It was true she had given Jane permission to write, but she had never expected the article to be on the front page.

“It’s no hoax, Mrs. Frost. My office—”

“Yes, yes, I saw the photograph,” said the old matriarch shortly. “You were both very thorough, I’ll give you that. But how do you think it helps you to shame us in such an extraordinary way? You may be willing to be the conversation of every streetside sweep, but Mr. More never consented to having his name flung to the four winds. I am surprised by you, Miss Dhingra. I thought you had more respect and class than that.”

“And why should you think that?” Radhika couldn’t hold back. It was too much, what she had endured over the last few days. “You took my client from me, the only client who ever crossed my threshold. My business is failing. This is survival, Mrs. Frost, not exploitation. Now, as you put it, every street sweep knows my name. I can’t think of better publicity, nor of a better beginning, than to say that I am willing to defend the rights of anyone who comes to me, whatever their position in society.”

The old woman’s face whitened. Radhika saw the gleam of her open eyes. “You’re serious,” she said. “You actually believe that.”

Radhika wanted to respond with fresh fire. But she couldn’t think of what else to say, besides “Yes.”

“Then you are a fool,” said Mrs. Frost coldly. “The world has never been fair, and you are certainly not the one to change it. Not with your—” She stopped suddenly and Radhika was tightly aware of the old woman’s attention.

“My what?” murmured Radhika.

“Your face,” finished the old woman in a breathless rush. “If there is anyone who will stand up for people like Evelyn, it will be someone as—unremarkable as you are impossible to ignore. Or have you not noticed how people wonder at you? I cannot even imagine you in court. I am not sure, even licensed, that you would be allowed to represent anyone.”

Radhika was conscious of her own breathing, slow yet rhythmic. Her eyes didn’t leave Mrs. Frost’s face.

“I don’t say this because I disrespect you,” said Mrs. Frost, giving her old head a little, impatient shake. “Don’t be childish. I say this because it’s the truth, and sooner or later you must wake up to it. You’ve gotten this ridiculous article published for attention. But the attention you will get, Miss Dhingra, is not what you are looking for. I certainly will not reconsider my decision to decline your services. If this is some desperate plea for help, no one in their right mind would answer.”

The old woman knocked suddenly on the carriage ceiling. “Mr. Graham? Are you there?”

The driver’s muffled voice came back to them. “Ma’am!”

“Miss Dhingra is leaving now. Please get the door for her.”

Radhika let herself out. She was glad for the fresh afternoon light streaming in, as if she were escaping a tomb.

“Mrs. Frost,” she said, her hand on the door. “I appreciate your candor. I did not think, having met you once before, that you would ever reconsider. But let me speak once more. You are as much to blame for Evelyn More’s situation as anyone else. You are not like me, not even in so far as you notice the shame he must feel, that I would feel, in having to depend on you to be represented at all.

“When you fired me, you didn’t consult Mr. More. You never asked what he thought about retaining me. You made the choice on your own, for him, and expected him to obey your decision only because it is yours. How are you any different from the people who want his blood? I think you’re worse. You don’t ask for blood, no, nothing as vulgar as that. You want his life, his absolute, unquestioning loyalty. You want a slave to love and adore you, for you to possess, not honor as his age and condition deserves. How many years has he served your family? I don’t know how he tolerates you, any of you, except from necessity. I think I’d rather die.”

Mrs. Frost’s face was stark. She looked at Radhika with a sort of horrified astonishment. Her thin lips worked but no sound came, and her hand on the blanket was visibly trembling.

Radhika did not wait for her to speak. She nodded to Mr. Graham and walked toward her office.

She knew she should not have spoken as she did. As satisfying as it was to see the shock on Mrs. Frost’s face, she regretted that she had caused it, knowing what was to come. Every word she had said she was willing to stand behind. But now was perhaps not the best time to argue the point, when Hitch had issued a warrant for More’s arrest.

Mrs. Frost was far from empathetic, but Radhika didn’t doubt that her love for the vampire, though flawed, was genuine. To lose him like this would be a blow, and his certain execution a devastating loss. Radhika doubted that the old woman would ever believe that More was responsible for Agnes Tomson’s murder.

Radhika pulled the curtains back to let the sun inside. Her office was as ruined as she remembered. In the stark light, the broken chair and shoved-aside desk, the scattered ashes and torn paper, seemed in worse disarray than before. Radhika picked up papers, separating the pages blotted with spilled ink. She swept the ash back into the fireplace and washed the soot stains from her hands in a basin. She tried to move the desk to its correct place, but had never realized before how heavy it was.

Seeing the door to her closet partly open, Radhika braced herself for the catastrophe inside. Would More really have done this simply to destroy his own will? The thought seemed far-fetched to Radhika, but she had no reason to believe otherwise.

As soon as she went in the closet, she reeled backward. It wasn’t the destruction she already anticipated that made her stagger. It was the coffin leaned at an angle against the wall, safely out of the light flooding the main room.

Radhika could tell that the coffin was the finest quality, the outside clean red mahogany. Her first instinct was to leave her office and send immediately for the police. But Radhika was never good at following her instincts. Here was a coffin—and she was certain, absolutely confident, who was inside.

Warily approaching, Radhika opened the coffin lid in the dark room. It was her understanding that vampires were helpless in the day and there could be no harm in looking inside. Even so, as the hinges on the coffin stiffly creaked, she felt a shiver of dread up her spine.

The coffin was lined with satin. Inside, leaning into its slant, was Evelyn More.

He might have only been asleep, except the vampire’s position was too lax, too boneless. His head was turned at an awkward angle, and his long, slim arms hung limp and heavily at his side. It was not a comfortable posture, and Radhika realized the coffin was meant to be set at full length, not leaned on its base. Somehow, even disadvantaged, More’s posture managed to look negligently graceful, like a ceramic doll slumped and abandoned between other lost things. Radhika felt her previous softening toward him and reacted at once.

“The police,” she murmured. “They need to know he’s here. I’ll go at once.”

The police might be at the Frosts’ now, she reasoned, questioning the family. They probably would not wait for evening to arrest him, not this time. What would they do when they found his coffin missing? Radhika could imagine the upset, not just among the police.

Were the Frosts involved? She refused to believe that Mrs. Frost would ever allow More to hide his coffin in a bottom-rate lawyer’s office, even in the direst circumstance.

It must have been More’s idea. Someone had helped him, possibly Mr. Graham, the groundskeeper. He had been nowhere in sight when Radhika first met Mrs. Frost at the carriage. Perhaps he had brought the coffin earlier, when she was at the hotel, and had taken the opportunity of checking on More during Mrs. Frost’s visit.

“Why in the world would you come to me?” whispered Radhika, staring into the coffin.

More was peaceful, dead, wrapped in his cloak. Remembering what Captain Fitzgerald had said about vampires storing all their belongings in their coffin, Radhika seized the opportunity to search for hidden pockets in the lining. Sure enough, there was a loose pouch in the satin, and she took out what must have been the keepsake box More had mentioned in his will.

The box’s design was antique. Radhika admired the pattern of budding flowers and leaves. The latch was easily opened, and inside was a miniature portrait in a plain frame, of a young, solemn-faced woman. Her dark eyes looked back at Radhika with a trace of warmth, and there was mischief in her tiny, sideways mouth. On the back of the frame, “Agnes” was written in More’s own careful, flowing hand.

“Agnes,” repeated Radhika, turning the portrait over once more. She felt a fresh sympathy and pain for that round, almost childlike face.

There was more besides the portrait. Soft silk packets were tied with ribbon, and Radhika picked one up, pulling the tie gently free. Inside, she was startled to find a lock of curling brown hair.

Radhika refolded the packet quickly. She knew at once that these locks of hair belonged to the dead. The hair itself was carefully kept, but the ribbons were worn, as if they had been pulled and retied often. Radhika imagined the vampire late at night when the rest of the house was asleep, fondling these keepsakes of deceased friends.

She shut the box quickly with a twinge of pain.

“I must tell Detective Hitch,” she murmured. “Why is he here?”

She did genuinely want to know. Would More come to her if he had destroyed her office? Would he, if he was responsible for Agnes’s death? How could he possibly think that she would be able to help him now even if she wanted to?

Only one person had answers to those questions, and he was dead to the world. And just as she had when she discovered Agnes’s hidden journal in her dressing room, Radhika felt that irrepressible desire to learn the truth for herself, not through Hitch. She knew how fallible impressions and opinions could be, and was more willing to rely on her own. Her experience of life had taught her not to depend on others, and that more often than not, perception was guided not by reality but custom or desire to believe one thing or another.

Radhika shut the coffin lid. She exited her office, taking care to lock the door behind her.



Captain Fitzgerald’s pawnshop did not open until early evening, but Radhika was confident the pawnbroker would be inside. She knocked on the front door in spite of the sign that read “Closed,” and receiving no answer, circled to the back of the shop. This time, her firm knock was acknowledged with a partially opened window and growling protest.

“For Heaven’s sake, what is it? Don’t you know what time it is?”

“Captain Fitzgerald,” said Radhika eagerly. “I must speak with you immediately.”

There was a moment of silence. Then the window slammed firmly down once more, and Radhika waited, hoping this was an encouraging sign.

The door opened and Fitzgerald looked blearily out at her, wincing from the sun. “Miss Dhingra? It’s not your usual hour for calling.”

“It’s very important,” said Radhika. “Please, may I come in?”

He stood aside for her. His hair was disheveled, the cravat around his collar loose and his waistcoat haphazardly buttoned, as if he hadn’t been fully awake when he dressed.

“What’s this about?” asked the pawnbroker. “If you’ve got something else for me, you could have waited until business hours.”

“Captain,” Radhika said, “I need your advice. Several of your customers are vampires, correct?”

Fitzgerald nodded slightly. “That’s right.”

“Do you know how to kill them?”

He gaped at her. “Miss Dhingra, what—”

“I am sure you take some kind of precaution against them,” Radhika insisted. “Please, Captain. I need to know.”

“Well.” The pawnbroker scratched the back of his neck. “There’s the traditional way, of course. A wooden stake through the heart is one way to finish them. Silver is dangerous. They’re repulsed by garlic, I’ve heard, too.”

“What do you do?” asked Radhika.

He glanced at her sideways. Finally, he shrugged. “Come with me.”

Radhika followed him. Fitzgerald turned up the lamp and reached under the counter, and her eyes widened at the crude little crossbow he placed between them.

“I’ve never had to use it,” he said, “but theoretically, it works. The shaft is wood, and if your aim is good, you can get it cleanly through a person’s heart. I’ve tested the projection myself.”

Radhika’s hesitation was brief. “What do you want for it?”

The pawnbroker gaped at her. “Want? Miss Dhingra, this isn’t for sale. It’s the only one I’ve got!”

“May I borrow it then?” asked Radhika. “I have reason to think I’m in danger. I could pay rent for it, if you like, instead of a flat fee.”

She could see he was tempted by the proposition of rent. “Say … a dollar a day?”

“Done,” said Radhika at once. She slapped the bill on the counter.

Fitzgerald pocketed the money, shaking his head. “You’re an odd one, Miss Dhingra, if you don’t mind me saying. If I thought a vampire was after me, I’d be telling the police. They’re trained for this kind of thing.”

Radhika took the crossbow in her arm. The weapon was heavier than she expected, but the solidness of its weight made her more sure of herself.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

“It isn’t Baron Von Hale who’s giving you trouble, is it?” said Fitzgerald. “He can be disturbing, I grant you. I think it’s the veil. He won’t go anywhere without it.”

Instantly, Radhika was alert. She thought of Agnes’s description of O. L. and his veil. “He wears a veil? A black one?”

“Yes,” said Fitzgerald. “So it is Von Hale? If you really want to know how to handle him, don’t let him know you’re scared. All he wants is to see the whites of your eyes. As long as you treat him like anyone else, you’ll upset his flow, believe me. Behind the veil, he’s not really that bad.”

“Have you ever taken blood, Captain Fitzgerald? Vampire blood?”

The question was abrupt, and the pawnbroker instantly offended. “What do you take me for? I like my head clear. I don’t even touch drink most nights. I certainly don’t go near anything as unsanitary as blood. Why?”

Radhika dodged his growing suspicion. “Thank you, Captain, for the bow—I promise I’ll have it back to you soon!”

“Keep it as long as you want, at that price,” she heard the pawnbroker say as she slipped out the door.





CHAPTER 18


Radhika made a seat for herself opposite the closet, out of what was left of the sofa cushions. The hours had never felt as long as they did waiting with Fitzgerald’s crossbow in her lap. She had opened the closet—and casket—once more, and had a full view of the vampire at rest in his coffin.

As the clock circled close to fifteen past four and the setting sun’s gold light dimmed to a dull, muddy red, Evelyn More began to show signs of life. The fingers in his left hand began to slightly spasm. Radhika raised the bow at the first sign of movement, the weapon braced on her knee and her hand on the release.

It took perhaps a full ten minutes for the vampire to regain consciousness. In that time, Radhika’s tension heightened. It alarmed her, the way his long hands (and they were remarkably long) tightened so suddenly, only to go back to absolute limpness. She might have thought he was having a nightmare, for there was nothing leisurely in the sudden, almost cramping motion.

When his eyes opened, they opened suddenly and fully, just as if he had always been awake. Almost as immediately, he collapsed forward on his hands and knees, and his startled alarm brought Radhika to her own feet.

“Are you all right?” she gasped from a safe distance. “Are you hurt?”

The vampire was bent over the floor with his loose hair over his eyes. At her voice, he squinted up. He rose so quickly that he stumbled back into the coffin behind him.

“Miss Dhingra!” he said.

“Mr. More,” she acknowledged, raising the bow.

“Forgive me,” he said, “I’m used to my coffin being horizontal, not vertical. I don’t know why—” He took in her posture, her aim, in a moment. At once his hands flew up in the traditional attitude of surrender.

“Don’t!” he cried. “Please don’t. Why have you brought me here? What do you want with me?”

Radhika was appalled. “What do you mean?” she said. “What in the world are you doing in my closet?”

“I’m here through none of my choosing,” exclaimed the vampire. “How could I impose on you like this with no notice, no warning? It’s one thing to be invited, but I never abuse my invitations. This is not my doing, Miss Dhingra, I assure you. I don’t understand …”

A light knock on the office door made them both immediately silent. Radhika glanced between the door and the vampire.

“Do you know anything about this?” she whispered, lowering her voice to prevent any chance of them being heard.

More shook his head. “I am as lost as you are.”

“In that case,” said Radhika, making a snap decision, “stay there. It’s probably only my landlord, though I paid him through the month.”

She wasn’t sure if he was about to protest. His mouth opened, but she shut the closet before he had a chance to speak, set her crossbow out of sight behind the desk, and went to the door.

Not seeing their visitor at eye level, Radhika’s first instinct was that Hitch had called again at the worst possible time. But when she lowered her eyes, the person looking up at her was a child. He had limp blond hair and solemn eyes, and was dressed as neatly as if he were going to church.

“Good evening,” said the boy somewhat stiffly. He might have been eight years old, and Radhika had the immediate impression that he was not used to speaking to strangers. “Is Evelyn awake?”

Radhika blinked, uncertain how to answer.

“I’m Edward Frost,” said the boy with a sudden, forceful impulse, as if he should have said that from the beginning and expected to be chastised for neglect. “You’re Miss—Dhingra—aren’t you?”

Radhika was used to that slight, insecure pause before the locals attempted to pronounce her name. She took no offense, but her glance wandered up the street, looking for any sign of the grand Frost carriage. A mist was gathering in the shadowed street and it was difficult to see.

“Please come in, Mr. Frost,” she said with a small but real smile. “I believe you have some explaining to do.”

The boy followed gingerly, looking around the room with mingled fright and expectation.

“Mr. More,” called Radhika, “here is a visitor for you.”

As soon as the closet opened and the vampire stepped out, the boy’s face relaxed. He ran eagerly forward.

“Evelyn! I was so afraid, I didn’t know what to do. I heard them talking, and I thought you might be safe here, that no one could take you away—”

More knelt to the child’s level. “What’s this? Edward? Who would take me away?”

“Mother and Father,” said Edward, his lip shaking. “They say it’s for the best after everything that’s happened. I heard them fighting with Uncle, and Grandma was crying. I wanted them to stop—I don’t want them to send you away! Evelyn, they can’t send you to France. I’d never see you again!”

The child put his arms around More’s neck, clinging to him. More rested his hand on the boy’s back.

“Sh-h, Edward, it’s all right. So it was you who had me brought all this way? How did you manage that?”

“I asked Uncle to help. He doesn’t want you to go either. But Mother found someone in France who’s offered to host you, and they’ve been planning it all. Evelyn, they can’t do that, can they? They can’t make you go if you don’t want to!”

More’s face changed as the child spoke. The whiteness in his face deepened as the line in his brow relaxed, leaving him withdrawn but far from calm. When Edward pulled back, the vampire met the boy’s frightened gaze with firmness.

“No,” he said. “My home is here, and nothing will ever change that.” The vampire wiped the tears from the boy’s cheek. “You must not be so upset. There is more to the world than all their planning, and all they devise is only mortal vanity. They have no power over me. But I am sorry, very sorry, to hear that your parents disrespect me so.”

“What are you going to do?” asked the boy tremulously.

“First,” said More, “I will see you home. Regardless of their feeling toward me, I can only imagine their terror at finding you gone. You should not have come here, Edward, at this hour. It isn’t safe.”

“I didn’t come alone,” said the boy. “Uncle brought me. He’s waiting down the street.”

More blinked. “Then I must have a word with Michael,” he said.

Edward caught the vampire’s hand. “Don’t be angry with him. He was worried about you too. We didn’t sleep at all—we had to wait until you were resting in your coffin before we could do anything. Uncle knew you wouldn’t agree to come.” The boy twisted anxiously on his heel. “You will stay here, won’t you? I saw the article in the papers. Miss Dhingra will help you, not like the man from Newson’s. He says it’s hopeless, that you’ll have to be punished. But that isn’t fair, not when you didn’t do anything!”

“Of course,” said More soothingly, never once looking at Radhika. “I will speak with Miss Dhingra, and we will decide what must be done.”

“The police came by this morning. They were asking a lot of questions about you—I’m sure they want to arrest you!”

“Again?” said More. “So much has happened in one day. But the police are nothing for you to worry about. Now let me make sure Michael has you safe. I really am most displeased that you came here at this hour.”

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” said Edward eagerly, holding on to the vampire’s sleeve. “I have one of Dr. Mariette’s tins. I can bring more.”

Radhika saw More’s features tighten when the boy lifted a tin not unlike the ones used to store cocoa powder from his satchel. The vampire took it at once.

“You are most meticulous,” he said, before his glance went to Radhika. “I’ll be back, if you’ll excuse me. May I?”

“I don’t think either of us have much choice in that,” said Radhika, and More took Edward gently by the shoulders, guiding him out the door.

She built the fire in the vampire’s absence. It relieved her slightly to know that Michael Frost was involved in this mess. In their brief meeting, he had seemed friendly and honest. If anything untoward happened to her, she felt somewhat confident that he would not hold back from informing the police.

The flames in the hearth leapt to life, and she glanced up at More’s soft approach.

“Did you lock the door behind you?” she asked.

“I was not sure you wanted me to.”

“I think you should. No one else knows you’re here?”

He frowned slightly. “Why?”

“You said it yourself. We need to talk. This time, I don’t want to be interrupted.” She motioned him toward what was left of the sofa.

More shunned the couch, acutely aware of the general devastation in the office. “What in Heaven’s name happened here?”

“It’s the police’s opinion,” said Radhika, “that you happened.”

The vampire was motionless. He still wore that tight, indrawn look, as he were trying to suppress a flurry of emotion.

“They think I did this?” he said at last.

“Why don’t you tell me about Agnes Tomson?” asked Radhika.

His eyes snapped to her. “What do you mean?”

“You told me you were nothing to each other. That was a lie.”

“It could be I didn’t think you would help me otherwise, if you knew everything between us.”

“Could be?” Radhika saw the slight discomfort in his expression. “Are you lying again? It’s your life that’s at risk here—all the facts point to you as the murderer, the only one with the motive, the temperament—”

“I would rather know true death than see her memory ruined!” More lit up all at once, the storm in his eyes hot and irrepressible. “I would rather stand and bear all the condemnation and hatred they think I deserve, than let them know that Agnes was—she was—”

“Forsaken,” murmured Radhika more gently.

“No!” More’s fury was anguished, lashing out at the word as if it stung him. “I would never have forsaken her. Never. But it was too late—she had taken too much—and the madness had set in. And as much as I pitied her, as I longed to help, the only cure would have been to make her as I am. I loved her too much to condemn her to this living death.”

“I understand,” said Radhika quietly. “You killed her to spare her further suffering.”

His eyes went to the dancing, restless flames in the hearth. “I considered it,” he said quietly. “Does that shock you?”

Radhika did not answer.

“When I learned that she had taken my blood as I slept, I could not believe it. I did not want to believe. I was furious and grieved, and I spoke words I regret now—words I would take back if I could. But I never knew how she suffered. I did not understand how frightened she was, because death is nothing new to me. I endure it every day and expect it every night—I have known more than a hundred thousand deaths. Oh, Agnes …” He hissed softly between his teeth before turning to Radhika. “I expected more of her than anyone could bear. I saw her as pure light, when I should have understood that we have all been touched by darkness, and we are all in need of the sun. If I had understood how desperate and lost she was, she would not have been afraid to come to me, even from the beginning. But I was cold, so cold—I am horribly cold.”

The vampire’s shoulders bent inward, his long arms folded together.

“I did not kill Agnes,” he went on after a moment. “I waited outside the opera for her as soon as I was able, the same evening she died, even against Sarah’s wishes. When we spoke, Agnes was sensible and coherent. She never asked me once for blood, and I never offered. I felt then, as I feel now, how precious every moment of her life was. I did not ask her to forgive me, but I should have—I should have begged her to come back to us. Her weakness, even the company she chose to keep, should have never mattered. I missed her desperately.”

“You met Agnes before she died,” said Radhika. “What time was this? You didn’t wake at seven thirty after all, like Mrs. Frost said?”

“Sarah—you must understand, she meant to protect me. But I was outside the opera not long after four, hoping to meet Agnes on her way to rehearsals.” His face darkened. “Peter Blacklace was with her. Thankfully, he left us to ourselves. I believe he thinks as little of me as I think of him.”

“You wanted Agnes to break off her engagement to Mr. Blacklace,” suggested Radhika.

More’s attention narrowed. “How do you know this?”

Radhika realized she had overstepped herself. She couldn’t tell him about the diary—not yet. If More was Agnes’s murderer as Hitch suggested—although she still doubted it—she wanted this ace up her sleeve.

“I went to the opera for information on Agnes,” she said. “It was all the singers’ gossip. Agnes was very upset.”

“We were—not as close as we had been, even leading up to her engagement,” said More hesitantly. “It must have been the effects of the blood she was taking that made her less cautious, more ready to know all the world at once and dismiss my advice. I wanted her to be careful, that’s all. She hadn’t known Mr. Blacklace as long as some would consider proper before committing to him—and I didn’t like his look.”

“There has to be more to it than that,” said Radhika.

“Perhaps I’m not as nuanced as you think I am,” he said diffidently.

“I believe Agnes thought you were.”

“What do you mean?”

Radhika sidestepped his curiosity. “You discovered her body, didn’t you, not long after the murder? Mr. Graham thought you had cut yourself helping in the kitchen. But it was Agnes’s blood that he saw on you, wasn’t it?”

More’s mouth opened and closed. “What are you suggesting?” he said hoarsely. “That I—”

“I’m not suggesting anything, Mr. More. I only want the truth, for once! The police are convinced you’re responsible for Agnes’s death, and I myself see no reason to doubt that conclusion, except that even in the short time I’ve known you there is something about you, and this case itself, that doesn’t fit together. Why did you go back? You did go back, didn’t you, and found her dead?”

He regarded her intently, his head angled, fingers steepled together.

“You are determined, aren’t you, to discover my part in this? I find your interest unsettling, Miss Dhingra, because just as you fail to understand me, I don’t understand you. You are no longer under my employ, according to Sarah. Now I find myself once again asking, how do you yourself fit into this puzzle? I have been thrown on your mercy in a most unusual way. What do you intend to do when you learn the truth—supposing you even believe it?”

Radhika struggled to answer. It was true that she had no legitimate reason for wanting to discover Agnes Tomson’s killer. Originally, she had only wanted to determine More’s innocence. Then, the more she learned about Agnes, her motive had shifted to wanting to discover the young woman’s killer.

“Depending on what I say,” said More, “will you judge me? You will send for the police or let me stay here as a fugitive from the law? Anyone else would not have the patience or nerve. Do you trust yourself enough to be certain that I am innocent, even if I should say everything to prove it? Agnes died horribly. If you think I am at all capable of that, I would ask you, Miss Dhingra, not to tolerate me. I am not afraid of death, and I would not have you afraid of me.”

“I can’t help being afraid,” said Radhika. Her voice was as quiet as his. “But I am aware that if I were to turn you over to the police, you would be sentenced without trial, and your sentencing would certainly be nothing less than death.” She reached into her breast pocket and took out the handkerchief there. The blotted stain on the cloth was impossible to ignore, and she noticed the flicker of surprise in More’s attention as she placed it on the desk.

“Much of the law related to vampires is purely theoretical,” Radhika continued. “There has never been a case like this that I am aware of, where there was any doubt that the accused vampire was responsible. It has certainly never been documented. But it isn’t my business if you are guilty or innocent. It’s my business to make sure that whether guilty or innocent, it is justice and not convenience that either condemns or sets you free. During our first visit, I believe you understood that. Otherwise you would never have spoken to me of murder at all.”

More reached for the handkerchief, and Radhika let him take it. She knew he recognized the stain.

“You are mad,” he said softly. “Miss Dhingra …”

“If you are dissatisfied with my service,” said Radhika, “you are free to fire me. I want to hear from you, not Mrs. Frost, that I am no longer required. I think that now more than ever, you are in need of help. But if you are willing to be represented by me, you must be wholly honest. I know you lied to me in the past. Now you see that your innocence is not my aim, I trust you will be open with me.”

“I don’t believe that,” said More in the same soft, altered voice. He returned the handkerchief to the table. “You cannot say that if I am guilty, it will make no difference to you. If I am to be honest, then tell me the truth as well. Will it really make no difference?”

Radhika was uncomfortable. “As your lawyer, it will make no difference,” she said. “As—as myself, it would please me to believe that you are innocent.”

“Then believe it,” said the vampire earnestly, taking a step toward her. “I accept your service and will obey its terms. Agnes never invited me to the opera—she knew it would upset the performers. I am helpless to go in any house without an invitation, and could never have gone into her dressing room for that reason alone. When Mr. Graham saw me earlier that day, he saw me almost immediately after I opened the package I described to you that had my glove inside.”

“This was before Agnes died,” said Radhika.

“Yes—but I swear to you, the blood on the glove was human,” said More. “It was a warning. I didn’t know if the warning was a threat to me or someone else. After everything that had already happened—Agnes’s engagement, the discovery of her vice—I was willing to believe any horror was possible. I was not sane when I went to Agnes, but I had to go to her because with that presentiment of doom before me, I finally understood how much greater, how much dearer the love between us had always been.”

“But the police detective told me that someone wearing a cloak was seen exiting Agnes’s dressing room not long after her murder,” murmured Radhika.

“It wasn’t me,” More said. “I couldn’t go in. If this person wore a cloak, it was to hide their identity or direct suspicion toward me. It is not the fashion in this age to wear a cloak as I do.”

Radhika’s eyes brightened for an instant, then passed to confusion. “There must be many visitors backstage after a performance.”

“Only one that I would suggest,” said More. “Agnes told me that she and Peter Blacklace went out together nightly, and he was already there when I arrived.”

Radhika frowned at him. “Mr. Blacklace? But—he’s her fiancé.”

“Don’t be naïve, Miss Dhingra,” said the vampire, not unkindly. “He had as much motive as I to be displeased with Agnes if he discovered her addiction.”

“But this isn’t just about Agnes,” suggested Radhika, her face carefully schooled to indifference. “It’s about you as well. Someone wanted you to know that something terrible was about to happen and left evidence at the scene so you would be accused. Why should Peter Blacklace care about you?” Her mind raced as she asked the question, wondering what he would reply, if he would tell her the truth.

More’s reply was low but clear.

“I know him,” he said. “We know each other. His ancestor was a celebrated vampire hunter, and Peter Blacklace is a descendant of Lord Simon Fairchild, the man who made me a monster.”





CHAPTER 19


“What do you mean?” breathed Radhika. “Even if Peter Blacklace is his descendant—wasn’t Simon Fairchild a vampire hunter, not a vampire himself? How could he make anyone a vampire if he was human as I am?”

More stood before the fire. He took comfort in the nearness of its warmth. “What I am about to tell you,” he said, “I have not spoken for a little less than two hundred years. I had hoped never to speak of it again.” He turned, seeking Radhika’s face, her expression. “You said you would share nothing without my permission. I have your word on it?”

“Yes,” said Radhika at once. “Of course.”

The vampire was restless. He left the fire and went to the couch as if he might sit, before he was reminded of the state of the cushions. A slight laugh tricked from him.

“You’ll need new furniture,” he said. “Whoever came here was certainly thorough in destroying the place. Do you have any idea why?”

“Your will is missing,” Radhika answered, watching him carefully.

More’s face twisted. “If Fairchild is involved, it is no more than I would expect. It isn’t killing that excites him, Miss Dhingra. It was always the hunt. When I knew him, he was more blood hungry than any new-made vampire—a man who had endured and overcome much horror. But the horror had gotten into him, Miss Dhingra, into his soul—it had possessed him.”

Radhika took the seat she had made for herself in the corner, and listened to his story.


The Narrative of Evelyn More



There was a time when vampires were more common than they are now. Their presence was a very real danger to villages and towns, and hunters were needed to protect the helpless, banding together in armies against the unliving. I have heard legends of the courage and kindness of these knights, and I believe that some of them, if not most, are even true. But in my time, when I was alive, there was no longer any need for vampire hunters. The final threat had been suppressed at least twenty years before I was born.

Lord Fairchild was a vigorous man when I met him, keen as an old hawk. They were celebrating his fifty-seventh birthday when I was invited to his estate by Catherine Egerton, the Countess of Bridgewater. I was not used to the pomp and expectation of the wealthy; I was born to poor parents, and my chosen occupation had left me starving in the streets when the countess found me.

She thought my paintings amusing, as I remember; she called them “unromantic,” “disturbed,” and even “crude,” but I told her that these were the subjects that interested me—the suffering I had seen everyday growing up in London’s streets where the old, the sick, and orphans alike are left to die, and their corpses dragged out at dawn to be burned.

She was very amused by me.

“And you intend to follow these unfortunates, I presume?” she said. “Look at you—more bones than skin, and eyes as large as the moon. Come, I will feed you, and in exchange you will show me more of your depressing art.”

She did feed me, and treated me kindly, and I was surprised when she offered to introduce me to Lord Fairchild.

“I believe you will find Fairchild most interesting,” she said. “Perhaps you will even consent to do a portrait of him?”

I was willing to do almost anything they asked. It was as if I had been brought out of Hell into Heaven, dressed in clean, fresh clothes and satisfied on rich meat and spices I could never have afforded. I accompanied the countess and her husband to Fairchild’s birthday celebration, carrying a sample of my art as she had instructed me, and watched and listened more than I moved or spoke.

For the first time I was ashamed of my work, when the countess shared my portfolio with that gentle company and I felt their disapproving, horrified attention. It was as if I had brought something impure into a place of beauty and light. I turned to go, unable to bear their criticism, when a firm hand on my shoulder held me back and I found myself looking into the face of a tall, long-boned man. His gray hair was combed back from his temples and curled at the nape, but his face was almost youthful, and his eyes intensely sharp.

“You are Evelyn More,” he said. “You are the artist?”

I said that yes, I was.

He held out my portfolio to me. “And what is your own estimation of your work, Mr. More?”

The crowd was suddenly silent. I was aware of the space they had set between themselves, this man, and myself, as if no one wanted to be too near. There was some danger in this that I did not understand, and the suddenness of it, as well as its certainty, angered me. It gave me the heart to speak.

“I believe it captures a worthy subject,” I said. “What I have painted is not from imagination. It is truth. Is art only meant to show the beautiful, the perfect? Is there no place for the suffering and wronged? Are they to be forgotten in death as they were in life?” I took my case from him. “I will not forget. I will never forget. And as long as I have hands to paint and eyes to see, I will honor them.”

The man before me did not smile. He listened with that same acute interest, his lids half-closed, and his focus concentrated entirely on me.

“You surprise me, Mr. More,” he said. “I thought I was the only one in all England who believed that there was value in facing the dark. Now I find a kindred spirit in a poor beggar with a brush.” His laugh was loud and ringing, and the company around us joined him. He clapped his hand again on my arm. “There is something I would like to show you. I think you will find it another—worthy—subject.”

“Ah, Simon,” called the Countess of Bridgewater. “He is surely too young for your amusements.”

“Nonsense,” replied Lord Fairchild. “I was much younger when I saw sights that would make his hair white.”

I followed him, uncertain whether to be flattered or alarmed by his special attention. I was certainly afraid as he brought me downstairs onto a torchlit floor free of guests and music. There was something in his manner, at once eager and resolute, that warned me.

“My lord,” I said, “surely it isn’t right to leave at the height of your celebration—”

“What do you make of this?” he interrupted me.

In his hands was the skull of what might have been a man or an ape, curiously narrow with an elongated jaw. The canines on either side were long and sharp, suggesting a predator nature.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The skull of Claude du Vore,” said Lord Fairchild, smiling. “The last true vampire, Mr. More. I killed him and his acolytes when I was around your age.”

I expressed admiration. “He must have been a fearsome creature.”

“I have never faced anyone to match him,” murmured Fairchild wistfully. “They do not have spirit, these modern vampires. They are fearful, cringing, more like rats than true heirs of the night.”

“I imagine they are afraid of you, my lord, and your legacy,” I said.

I only meant to be polite, but he turned to me with new coldness. “Are you afraid of me?” he said, arching his brow. “You did not seem afraid before. You were, in fact, rather too bold.”

“Forgive me,” I said. “I was—deeply hurt by the others’ remarks. My art is all I have.”

He softened. “There is no need to apologize. It is your boldness that pleases me. You will need all your courage, Master More, when you join me on tonight’s hunt.”

I was intrigued, somewhat disturbed. “A hunt?”

He gave me a sword. I was startled by the weight of the medieval weapon.

“Here,” he said, “hold it like this. Straighten your shoulders. Now face me.”

I faced him, feeling somewhat foolish. “What’s this about?”

“That steel in that sword is mixed with silver,” said Lord Fairchild. “It’s a fine blade, Master More, and I daresay worth more than all your drawings together. Follow me.”

I followed him. As we walked through seemingly endless stone corridors, I became aware of a strange smell, pungent and foul.

“What is that?” I gasped.

“This is where we discard spoiled meat,” Lord Fairchild told me. “Come, we’re almost there.”

It was a blessed relief when he brought me through a gate into fresh air, and I stood breathing the cool evening. My anxieties returned when I saw a strange company waiting for us. By the light of the torches they carried, I saw they were wearing masks and richly decorated costumes that brought to my mind fantastic ideas of devil horsemen cursed to ride on starless nights.

“Can you ride, Master More?” asked Fairchild jovially. “Here is a horse for you.”

“I’d rather not,” I said, standing back. “I’ve never—”

“Then you will follow and learn,” he snapped, and there was no mistaking his command. “Dirk, help him up.”

I was helped onto my horse, the sword awkwardly at my side. The animal under me sensed my nervousness and was restless, but I held the reins firmly.

“Is it safe to ride at night?” I asked.

Fairchild and his company laughed. When they began to ride, the man who had helped me slapped my horse, and she sprang after them.

I didn’t know at first what it was we were chasing over the low hills and through the briars. The silver sword had brought the question of vampires into my mind, yet it seemed incredible that Fairchild would keep them on his grounds simply for the purpose of hunting them. But I gradually realized the figures we were chasing, elusive in torchlight, were human. And the cries of their agony as they were cut down were all too human as well.

“Here is one for you, Master More,” said Fairchild, holding the rest of the company back. They had surrounded one of the creatures, and I saw her clearly, her face livid white and streaked with bloody tears. Her clothes were rags except for the silver manacle she wore on her wrist, which I suspect was placed there to keep her from escaping the hunt in another form. Silver is a vampire’s greatest weakness—under its power, we are bound in our flesh without any chance for escape.

“You cannot be serious,” I said, appalled.

“Don’t you see what she is?” Fairchild’s face twisted. “She is a monster. She would kill you, given half the chance. Destroying her is a mercy. Almost as much a mercy as taking her from that hovel she lived in and allowing her the excitement of our hunt.”

“This woman,” I cried, rounding on him. “You made her this way?”

“A vampire made her this way,” Fairchild said, looking at me with mingled humor and scorn. “Don’t be so shocked, Master More. It’s not like she is one of your pitiful victims. This woman was a murderer in life, and this is her just punishment. It was this or hanging. Which would you prefer in her place?”

“And the others,” I said, “were they your victims, too?”

He brought his horse close to mine, his sword half-raised. “I have indulged you so far this night,” he said, “but do not test me. These people are the scum of society. They are no better off in prison, where they could die from any number of diseases. Some would consider me merciful.” He nudged his mount forward and in one stroke, cut the vampire’s head from her shoulders.

“The next one is yours,” he said.

“No.” I was deeply shaken by the woman’s twitching corpse. “I cannot.”

“Are you frightened, Master More?” mocked Fairchild. “I didn’t think you were a coward.”

“Nor am I, my lord,” I said. “But I have never taken life, and I will not begin this night.”

He didn’t force me. I was allowed to go, and I tried to forget the horror of that night. But my dreams were full of the madness of that hunt. I saw that woman die again and again, and as much as I tried to stop, I could draw only her—only her surrounded by those masked and terrible riders, their shadows distorted by firelight. And there was no mistaking Lord Fairchild as the crowning subject of each painting, his gray hair and imperious posture. He was like a barbarian king overseeing some terrible, satanic rite.

If my art was disliked before, it was dangerous now. Perhaps it was no surprise when I was brought back to Lord Simon Fairchild’s manor, this time by force. When he saw me, Fairchild struck me in the face.

“Are you mad?” he cried. “I would have spared you, but you force my hand. Does it please you to turn the people against me? They whisper that I am a monster, a murderer. Have they all forgotten what it is to be hunted in the night?”

“They have not forgotten,” I said. “They are beginning to understand it is not vampires they must fear, but you.”

He raised his hand to strike me again, when he suddenly stopped. He ground his teeth together.

“You know what to do,” he said dismissively to the soldiers who held me. “Get him out of my sight.”

They locked me in the dark. I could not see, but knew I was not alone. I could barely breathe, the stench was so foul, and there was the movement of bodies jostling me in the close space. I felt ice cold hands on me and could not escape. But strangely, I remember no pain as their teeth found my throat. I remember a deadly sickness afterward, and moments of consciousness between the swooning apathy.

Gradually, the darkness became less dark. After several days, I was able to recognize differences in shadow I had not noticed before. I saw the faces of strangers on all sides, their eyes gleaming at me. And I felt a new sensation in the pit of my stomach, a deep and devastating hunger.

At some point, they brought food for us. I don’t know who he was, but I fed with the rest of them. I was starved. Perhaps he would live again as one of us. I didn’t know. I saw only his dead eyes and felt the warmth of his blood in my lifeless veins, and I could not bear what I had become. The taste of him was like a curse in my mouth, filling me with poison.

The next time they brought someone for us, I did not give in to that terrible hunger, but drove my teeth into my own flesh. It did not satisfy me, but the pain was more agonizing than the famine within.

When we were brought outside at last, I was so weak I could barely stand. I was nearly insane with hunger, but my resolution held firm. I know that I must have looked like a living horror, for even Lord Fairchild started back when he saw me.

“What’s this?” he said. “Didn’t you feed them yesterday?”

“This one refuses everything,” said one of the guards. “He will not eat with the rest.”

Lord Fairchild approached me. He pushed the hair back from my forehead, staring into my face.

“You,” he whispered. “Evelyn More. I knew that you were worthy of me.”

I could have killed him. My appetite burned at his closeness, the warmth of his hand. But the memory of the blood I had tasted still tormented me. I collapsed on my knees, sick almost to faintness. And I prayed for death from the depths of my soul, for freedom from the body that had become a hell to me.

“Good God, Simon!”

The voice that spoke was openly amazed. Fairchild turned at once, and I saw a stout clergyman in a wig and silk stockings staring at us. He walked toward us without hesitation and bent beside me in spite of the guards’ warning.

“I thought that you had given up these hunts, Simon,” said the minister. “We spoke of this.”

“Why are you here, George?” Fairchild was impatient. “I thought you left after dinner.”

“I am glad I did not,” answered the minister, fixing him with a stern eye. “Do you truly take pleasure in this? Look at this poor soul. What has he done to deserve this torture in your eyes?”

“He will not endure it much longer,” said Fairchild. “There will be a hunt tonight. You are welcome to join us.”

I listened to their voices. I was sinking, barely aware, but I understood what was said and felt the support of the man beside me. I had almost forgotten what it was to receive human sympathy, and despite what I had become, this gentleman’s concern moved me. I struggled to form words, to speak to him. My mouth was dry and my tongue thick.

“I suppose he will prove quite a challenge for you in the hunt,” said the minister ironically. “It will surely take all your skill to overpower him.” He paid no attention to Fairchild’s livid color, but continued to speak as he chaffed my wrists, aware of how loose the skin was. “You know you still owe me after tonight’s cards, Simon. I’ve a mind to forgive your debt, if you will give me this creature.”

“‘Give’ him to you?” repeated Fairchild incredulously.

“Yes. I see he wears a silver manacle. He is no danger to me or anyone.”

“Are you insane?” said Fairchild. “You know as well as I do that vampires are never safe. He could kill you now if he desired.”

“But he doesn’t, does he?” retorted the clergyman. “Give him to me, Simon. He is no threat to an old campaigner like me.”

“You will learn to regret it,” warned Fairchild. “Vampires can’t be trusted. They are appetite. Nothing more.”

“I’ll take that chance,” said the minister. “May I?”

Fairchild laughed, mocked him, and grudgingly acquiesced. I was half-dragged into a new chamber. This room was fit for royalty, and as I lay on the bed I felt I must be dreaming. But there was the stout minister beside me, and as soon as the guards left us he took a dagger from the belt around his waist. He cut himself, and I heard his blood falling into the bowl of a wine goblet.

When he sat beside me I turned my head aside.

“You must drink,” said the clergyman. “If you won’t do it the usual way, perhaps a cup is more palatable. You see I am not really hurt. There’s no harm in it.”

I refused. I could not tell him the true source of my difficulty, that the taste was sickening.

The minister set the cup aside. When he came to me next, I was surprised that he did not bring blood, but wine.

“Drink,” he said. “I see you are willing to starve, but if you do not have blood you will do greater harm to others and not just yourself. How you have remained strong for so long is a miracle. Now this is old wine, good wine. It may help you to do as you must.”

My fingers curled on the goblet. I drank, and the drink burned through me like fire. The taste of blood was not so thick mixed with wine, but there was no mistaking the new energy I felt almost at once, the relief in limbs that had grown stiff and withered.

“That’s fine, isn’t it?” coaxed the minister. “You look better already. Come, it’s much better, isn’t it, with the wine? Do you think you can bear more?”

“Sir,” I rasped, “I had rather you killed me. Please. You do not know how I long to rest.”

He filled a glass for himself from the wine bottle. “We’ll drink together,” he said, as if I had not spoken.

We did drink, both of us, and the new strength and wine together left me lax. I felt as if I were half-asleep as the clergyman moved the pillows around me, seeking to make me comfortable. He brought a basin and began to wash the filthiness of my imprisonment from me, the crusted stain of bloody tears that streaked from under my eyes into my neck.

“I lost my son in war,” he said. “Ben, his name was. A handsome, fine man, not much younger than you. He had fight, and a gentle heart. He knew what life is worth.” The minister drank a little more. “What is your name?”

I told him, though I still felt as if I were dreaming.

“I am George Frost,” said the minister, sitting a little straighter. “I like you, Mr. More. I never saw anyone shock Simon as you did. Ha, his face! I swear you terrified him for an instant or more. And it’s what he deserves. But I do pity him. We hunted together in those evil days when vampires really were the stuff of nightmare. Most of us learn to live with the ghosts of our past. But Simon—he drags the past to the present and forces us to endure it with him. One day, he will pay the price.” He turned my face to himself and looked directly in my eyes. “You must not pay it with him.”

“But you know what I’ve become, what I am,” I said, and my voice was distant to my ears, as if it came from somewhere above and beyond me. “I am not worthy of life. I am not even truly alive.”

“You are not human,” argued the minister. “But can you doubt that you are alive? You feel pain and hunger. You are capable of reason. Is it so terrible a thing that you must live on blood?”

“Yes,” I said. “I am vile—a demon.”

The clergyman’s face changed at once. “If you were a demon,” he said, “would I be here, drinking with you as if you were a friend? If you were a demon, wouldn’t you rather kill me and take the blood you need straight from the source?”

I didn’t answer.

“We must all fight against the dark,” George Frost said. “Perhaps I am a selfish fool, but I will not kill you. Not while I see life in you. And I see life, Mr. More, not death. Life is not easy for any of us. It will not be easy for you. But I encourage you to suffer it, at least for the sake of those around you, when you cannot feel its value in yourself. You don’t see now, not when the pain is so close—but one day the mist will clear, if you are patient, and you will understand what a gift it is that even as you are, you are here.” The tears in the man’s eyes were bright. “You cannot know how it encourages me to remember my Ben in you, and to know that you cannot be lost, not like he was. Please, Mr. More. Let me do this for you. For him.”

I saw that in spite of his cheerfulness, the minister was not well. I touched his shaking hand.

“For your kindness,” I said, “I will live as long as you command. But I believe that Fairchild is right. I am afraid that you will learn to despise me.”

“I only despise that kind of senseless talk. It is self-indulgent,” said the minister shortly. He pressed my hand hard, as if forcing his own strength of will into my palm, before letting go. “You will be all that I expect you to be, and perhaps more, with time. For now, you will drink.”





CHAPTER 20


More paused, then continued.



George Frost brought me to his home. The minister’s situation was more modest than Fairchild’s, but still comfortable beyond what I had known. His wife and daughter were waiting for him, and I remember their fear at my appearance.

“Have you lost your mind, George?” The minister’s wife exclaimed. “He will kill us in our beds. He is a vampire!”

“He is a soul in need of acceptance,” said George firmly. “Since I’ve been with him these last few hours, he has been perfectly human. He is in shock—but that is to be expected, considering what he endured. Fairchild’s up to his old games again, Ruth. There will never be enough death to satisfy him.”

The woman blanched, and I could not blame her for her doubts. From an inner room I heard the cry of an infant, and she seemed divided about whether to go to him and turn her back on me, or stay.

“You can’t be serious,” she said. “George—it isn’t safe. I insist that you send this creature back to Fairchild. You better than anyone know what vampires are!”

The minister went to his wife and took her hands earnestly in his. “Ruth, please. I have thought of the risks. This one—he is not like the others, I’d lay my life on it. Look at him. He is so young.”

“He is a vampire,” whispered the daughter, awed. She was only a girl and did not know enough to be as frightened as her mother, but neither was she wholly unafraid.

“Alicet,” said her mother sharply. “Go look after your brother at once.”

I still could not raise my eyes. “It’s true, I am a monster,” I said. “But I swear to you that I will not harm you. Perhaps I can even be of service.”

Ruth was openly astonished. I cannot say what amazed her more, the words I said or that I was even capable of reasonable speech. “How can you be of service to us?”

“I was born a cobbler’s son,” I told her. “I know how to use my hands. I often helped my mother with chores about the house, and I was even a parent to my younger brothers and sisters, for a time. Tell me how I can serve you.”

The poor woman could not have looked more astonished if I had said I was a juggler. She appealed to her husband once more.

“And how will we take care of him? How will we feed him? He needs blood, George! Human blood!”

“I will speak with Marlow,” said the minister. “Evelyn only needs a cup nightly, if even that much, and I think the good doctor can spare the excess from his bloodlettings.”

Ruth shook her head. But she left us to see what had become of her daughter, and George released a heavy sigh.

“In truth, she and Alicet took to you more kindly than I thought they might,” he murmured. “Come. Your place will be in the cellar. I’ll leave the servants instruction, and you will have the utmost privacy.”

At first I was frightened. I remembered the darkness I had just come from and recoiled at the thought of returning to it. But George led the way, and I shadowed his steps.

The cellar was not at all like Fairchild’s prison. The air was calm, fresh, and cool.

“Tomorrow I will have a proper grave dug for you,” said the minister. “Here is an open space. I’ll have the flagstones moved and we will lay you here, where no one will disturb you.”

“No!” I gripped his arm suddenly. I would not have been so loud, except I was terrified. “For God’s sake, don’t—don’t bury me.”

The thought of them covering me under the earth was enough to make me tremble. I could already taste the dirt in my mouth and imagine it filling my nostrils, crushing my limbs with insufferable weight. I could imagine waking in complete, crushing silence. It didn’t matter to me that even as I was, conscious, I did not breathe; it was all new to me, and the thought of waking as a corpse underground was horrible. Fairchild had never buried any of us, but in his prison we each died where we rested, in our collective grave, and woke anew to the stench of that narrow cell.

George saw the agony on my face. He didn’t shun me, but let me stand close to him.

“Of course,” he said. “Forgive me, Evelyn, I didn’t think. I will arrange for a bed to be made here. Do you think that will be safe?”

“Yes,” I said. “As long as I am away from the sun—I think I could rest.”

A wooden cot with a thin mattress was brought in for me. It was better than what I was used to even in life, and I remember sitting as the hours before dawn passed, simply wondering. As day approached, I felt the familiar heaviness in sinew and bone. I had asked that a candle be left for me, and by its light I drifted into not the first death I had known, but certainly the quietest. When I woke, I was surprised not to find other bodies crushed and collapsed beside me, restless with returning life. A fresh candle had been left burning for me.

Those were not happy days, but they were instructive. I learned my place in the house, keeping out of sight until the family and servants had retired, when I would dedicate myself to any needed tasks around the home. The minister did not require me to hide myself in this way, and indeed encouraged me to join the family after dinner for conversation, but I preferred that there should be a line between us and sensed that the rest of the family appreciated my distance as well. I spent my free time in the garden, where the ivy and privet, mostly growing wild, seemed to me a comforting presence.

When a plague spread through certain areas in England, many died, and the Frosts themselves did not escape. Their daughter, Alicet, became dangerously ill. The illness was both deadly and contagious to the living, but to someone with my condition it was no threat. Ruth consented to let me look after her daughter during the nights when her fever was worst, and I spent the long hours at the girl’s bedside, bathing her brow when she burned and building the fire when she was cold. As she gained consciousness, she was frightened at first and refused to see me. But when she relapsed, I returned as her nurse once more.

During that time, she lost her apprehension of me. Her mother, too, looked on me in a different light. Alicet recovered, and from then on it was not only George who asked for me to share their table, and made me stay even when company was present.

For a time there was peace in the household. I still loathed drinking blood, but it was a necessary pain, and George always mixed what the bloodletters gave him with strong wine to make it more palatable. As unusual as our arrangement was, it began to feel almost right.

I began to indulge in pastimes I had thought were barred to me, even returning to my art. I illustrated Fairchild’s hunts, the images more outlandish, more disturbing, than before my conversion to vampirism. George complimented my technique, though I am certain he was only being kind. He advised me to be cautious in the subject itself.

“You are safe now,” he said to me. “Fairchild will not touch you. There is no need to provoke him.”

“And the rest of his victims?” I said. “Who will save them?”

“You must be wise in this,” warned the minister. “I have seen many skirmishes in my day, and no victory was ever gained without due thought. If Fairchild sees you as a threat, he will destroy you. That was how he survived during the dark years, the years of blood and terror. If you face him, you must have more behind you than passion.”

“You are behind me,” I said. “You believe me, don’t you, that he must be stopped?”

“There is no question of that,” George allowed. “But these things cannot be done on a landslide, not if you are to succeed. Trust me in this, Evelyn. If you are to overcome him, your best proof of his error is nothing and no one but yourself. Let others see the goodness and grace that are yours. Let them learn to look on you not as a monster, but a creature not unlike themselves. Give them the chance to learn who you are.”

I did not like to be patient, but there was cleverness in what the minister said. It took time before I could turn my thoughts away from what I had suffered, but I began to paint the garden at night, its mystery and peacefulness under the moon. The darkness livened my imagination, and my physical condition—my curse—heightened people’s fascination for these gentler, more whimsical images. Several persons even offered to buy paintings, and I was glad to give them away. I painted a portrait of Alicet and Ruth, bordered by pale primrose, and the Frosts framed the painting for display in the drawing room.

He was right, the minister. My artwork did gain admirers, and even I took pride in it as I had in my earlier pieces. But not all the attention I received was favorable. I remember that when the invitation from Fairchild arrived to attend a winter ball, George did not want to tell me. The letter came with a direct request that “his resident vampire” join him.

“He can’t be serious,” said George. “Simon wants nothing to do with vampires. This is only his way of being humorous.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said. “There must not be any reason for him to doubt your friendship.”

George was anxious, disturbed. “Evelyn—really, I don’t mind making excuses for you. After what you suffered—”

“It will only be for a few hours,” I said. “Come, didn’t you say I should give everyone a chance to know me as I am? I’m not afraid of Fairchild. I must not be afraid, not if I am to overcome—and I want him to see with his own eyes that I haven’t changed in spite of the evil he has done to me.” George shook his head, doubtful, and I spoke to him with a milder, fonder assurance. “If you are with me, what can he possibly do?”

“You don’t know him as I do,” murmured the minister. “He is cunning as an old fox.”

I should have listened. But I did not know then, as I was to know, how deep a hatred Fairchild bore for me. He knew somehow that I had been making my move against him, and as harmless as my effort seemed, he reacted as one would to calculated opposition. He had determined that night, to break me.

What happened, I will not describe. It is enough that it did happen, and I was broken. Mocked and degraded for a shameful nature I could not control, unable to bear the humiliation and horror, I resolved to take my own life. George tried to reason with me but I would not listen. In the garden where I had known peace, I awaited dawn and with it, the sun’s fierce light that would cleanse my affliction once and for all.

Alicet came and sat beside me. She asked if I would sing to her as I had when she was sick, and though I resisted, she sang to me. Her simple tune, her childishness, ruined me. I wept, and she put her arms around me. Her refusal to leave as morning neared moved me deeply, and I submitted to be led inside as the sky paled with morning, where the minister and his wife tended me. George’s hand was still in mine as I slipped into death, and Ruth put a blanket over me as if I might get cold.

The horror of that event encouraged the Frosts to leave England for America, a distant, wild land of new rules and ways. I could not believe that they would do such a reckless thing for me, especially since Ruth was attached to the comforts of the home she had known all her life. But she was as determined to go as the rest, perhaps more so. I had become in some undefinable way, in a moment I doubt any of us could name, family.

They made a coffin to ensure that I was comfortable during our voyage with no risk of being exposed to the crew for what I was, and after weeks at sea, it was in the then-province of New York that we set down permanent roots. I recall my first sight of that strange, unfamiliar land, the stars above us that seemed so unrestrained, unblinking, and bright. I did not believe even then that we had truly escaped Fairchild’s reach.

All the faces that became familiar to us with time were strange. Until it was safe for the truth to be known, my nature remained secret, and I dared to think that it could be true—that here I could not only be safe but content.

Yet the memory of that first age is always with me, and I am haunted by the expectation that one day, quite suddenly, Fairchild will find me again. For it is not claiming the prize that thrills him, but the pursuit—and the knowledge that the one he pursues is aware of death’s teeth at his heels.





CHAPTER 21


More turned from the fireplace. His face was strained but calm.

“When Fairchild confronts me next,” said the vampire, “I know it will be the last time, and that he will fulfill his purpose. The hunt must come to an end. It cannot go on forever. And knowing the grief that has come to so many—even Agnes—because of me, I could even think of that end as a blessing.”

Radhika, sitting in the corner, did not answer at once. She was lost somewhere between the past and the present. The history he had related to her was violent and cruel, and even with so much time passed, she could tell that the memory of the horror had not faded for Evelyn More.

It could have been a consequence of his affliction that made those long-ago events as near to him as yesterday. Radhika sensed the clarity of his recollection as he spoke, his words at times too breathless, too bitten, as if every action, every face, had just been seen with no distance between them. He wanted that distance; she could tell in the way he held himself, his head too high, his shoulders too straight. But the wind was against him, and he was bending.

“Fairchild,” whispered Radhika. “But you must mean Peter Blacklace? Fairchild is long dead, surely.”

More’s glance flickered. It took him a moment. “Of course. Blacklace.”

He wasn’t quite free of the shadows. Radhika rose and went into the closet. After a moment’s rummaging, she called,

“You wouldn’t happen to have a shot or two of whiskey hidden in your coffin, would you?”

“Whiskey?” He was pleasantly startled.

“I’ll settle for beer,” said Dhingra. “Oh, here we are. Thank God whoever wrecked my place wasn’t quite as thorough as they thought. I keep this for emergencies—usually the longest nights this time of year. Helps warm the blood.”

“Ah.” The vampire responded in a stiffly hesitant way that was at once knowing and somehow uncomfortable. There was cautious amusement quirked in his mouth. “May I join you?”

She let him use her glass. She turned her head aside so he wouldn’t see her drink directly from the bottle.

“I didn’t know vampires could drink,” Radhika gasped, wiping her mouth appreciatively. More’s cocked eyebrow made her laugh. “That is—I mean—”

“Drinking,” said the vampire, dipping his chin, “is very nearly all we do for pleasure. Your health, Miss Dhingra.”

She laughed at his graceful salute. “And yours, Mr. More.”

More reached for the tin Edward had brought him. Radhika watched as he shook rust-colored powder into his glass.

“What is that?”

“My—medicine,” said the vampire. “Distilled and powdered, for transportation and storage purposes. Not quite as satisfying as its purest form, but it takes the edge off.”

“Let me refill your glass.”

“You are most kind.”

After a moment’s quiet reflection, Radhika’s thoughts turned once more to Agnes and the mystery surrounding her death. It was truly mysterious, how she had died and why. After all she had learned, Radhika felt certain that More must be innocent, but was still at a loss to decide who else could be responsible.

“Mr. More,” she said at last, “there is something I’ve been meaning to ask you. The ring you gave me when we first met. There was engraving inside the band.”

“Onus Lucis,” said More. “It was given to me by Ruth Frost. It belonged to her husband, the minister. After his death, she felt that he would want me to have it.”

“Did anyone else know about the ring’s inscription? Besides the Frosts?”

More shook his head. “It was very dear to me. I shared it with no one.”

Radhika felt a pang of guilt, thinking of the ring in Fitzgerald’s pawnshop. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He finished his drink. “I see you found my box. That is far more precious to me than any ring.”

Radhika raised the bottle to her lips so she wouldn’t have to talk at once.

“I am curious about you,” she admitted slowly. “I thought—”

“I might be hiding evidence of my guilt there? I don’t blame you, Miss Dhingra. I only hope what you found did not disturb you too greatly.”

“I saw the portrait of Agnes,” said Radhika. “The rest—I wasn’t sure what they meant. It looked like hair wrapped in napkins.”

“Locks of hair from all the family I have seen laid to rest,” said the vampire. “George, Ruth, Alicet, her younger brother James—Carlotta, Jasper, Olivia, and her twin sister Emily. Augustine was lost at sea, so I kept a button from one of his spare uniforms. So many names. So many lives.” More turned the glass in his hands.

“I’m sorry,” said Radhika again. She didn’t know what else to say.

“But you wanted to know about the ring.” More turned the conversation back. “Why?”

Radhika decided now was the time to introduce her ace. “I searched Agnes’s dressing room at the opera. I found a journal she kept hidden. She documented the times she used vampire blood. The vampire she paid, she referred to as ‘O. L.’ I thought there could be a connection.”

More turned to her at once. “O. L.? Are you certain?”

Radhika nodded, uncertain how to take his excited response.

“There is no vampire in Winterside with those initials,” said More. “What else did this journal say? May I see it?”

“I gave it to the police,” Radhika told him. “But I believe the vampire is male. During their visits, he never showed his face. He wore a black veil. It seemed, according to Agnes, that he had a special interest in you. When he found out she was your ward, he offered to serve her for free, as long as the money she had brought for him was delivered to you.”

More’s fingers curled, nails pressing into skin. He set the glass sharply down and started for the door.

“Mr. More! Where are you going?”

“I believe I know who ‘O. L.’ is,” said the vampire. “I am going to kill him.”

“Wait!” Radhika forced herself between him and the door. “He may be responsible for Agnes’s murder.”

“And I shall be responsible for his,” said Evelyn. She had never seen him like this, his eyes gleaming, furious. “Move aside, Miss Dhingra. You cannot stop me.”

“I also know that if you are seen, you’ll be arrested on sight,” said Radhika. “This time, I will not be able to save you, not without real proof of your innocence. The police have made up their minds.”

More did not yield an inch. “I must go.”

“No!” Radhika was firm. “We’ll meet this ‘O. L.’ on our terms, not his. We’ll arrange a meeting just like Agnes did, so we can be certain we have the right person. And when it’s time, you and I will go together.”

More seemed to listen. He made no attempt to get around her, or simply disappear as she knew he and others of his kind could.

“I won’t stand between you when the moment comes,” argued Radhika earnestly. “But if you do mean to kill him, don’t you want to be sure you’re killing the right person?”

More’s light hiss was surrender. Radhika knew he was deeply upset.

“You said you know who O. L. is,” she murmured as he turned aside. “Who is he?”

“Rupert Von Hale,” said the vampire. Radhika felt a thrill of recognition, remembering that Captain Fitzgerald had mentioned the name Von Hale during her last visit, and the veil the vampire habitually wore. Baron Von Hale, the pawnbroker had called him.

“He is evil, perverse,” continued More. “Warden to the equally perverse Humphreys. Von Hale became a vampire not by force but by choice, and speaks of mortals as if they are lesser creatures. He has never lost an opportunity to mock me for my attachments. But that is nothing. I can endure his insults. This—this, I will not suffer.” His glance was swift. “You will arrange this meeting as soon as possible.”

“Yes, of course,” said Radhika.

“My God,” said the vampire, trembling. “I will tear his limbs apart.”

“We can inform the police,” urged Radhika. “If he is responsible for Agnes’s addiction, that’s against the law.”

“A lesser law in the eyes of the world,” murmured More. “You can bring the charge against him, certainly. But it will not be the first time. And just as before, the Humphreys will be willing to pay any sum to quiet the scandal and escape the punishment their warden deserves. Most addicts are not among Winterside’s respectable society, Miss Dhingra. It is the poor who truly suffer.” The vampire’s words were slow, each syllable pronounced. “I have warned him before. Now he will pay the price in full for what he has done.”

“But why would he do it? You’re both vampires. Why should he dislike you?”

“I would think you understood,” said More. “Certainly being human doesn’t necessarily mean that any two men should like each other regardless of their shared humanity, and there are all kinds of arbitrary reasons for dislike, rarely founded in reason. So vampires can be equally capricious. Von Hale dislikes me because he knows I do not approve of certain of his activities. The foremost of these is the giving of our blood to mortals.”

“And he would hurt Agnes because of that?” Radhika had hoped there would be something more between the two, perhaps a historical feud not unlike More’s conflict with Fairchild. This seemed almost banal in comparison.

“You would be surprised how cruel we can be,” said More. “Von Hale is perhaps more so than most.”





CHAPTER 22


Radhika doubted that the performers at the opera would be as forthright with her as they had been with Agnes. They would certainly look on her as an outsider and believe that her interest in their habit of using vampire blood might be brought against them as a fineable crime.

But Jane Beverly was familiar with almost everyone, and it was to Jane that Radhika sent an urgent telegram as soon as the post office was open, requesting her help again. She didn’t doubt that the journalist would be prompt to respond. Jane was as invested as Radhika in discovering the cause of Agnes Tomson’s death, and would be as eager to learn the identity of the vampire described in the singer’s journal.

While she waited for a reply, Radhika kept the curtains in her office window drawn and the door locked. She had helped Evelyn More move his coffin next to the sofa where they could lay it flat without its being immediately visible across the room. He had retired not long after three-quarters past five in the morning, and Radhika wondered how long he lay there looking up at the coffin lid before death glazed his eyes, and he was gone. The sun’s first rays were visible almost two hours later.

Radhika could have envied the vampire’s compulsory rest. She herself hadn’t had a wink of sleep. As soon as she heard the knock on her door she was on her feet again, throwing a blanket over the coffin in a clumsy attempt at disguise. She decided that, under dyed wool, it could pass for a somewhat unconventional table.

“We’re closed for business! Who is it?”

“I got your telegram and came at once. Brr, it’s cold!” Radhika recognized the voice as soon as the caller spoke—Jane.

Radhika let her friend in, shutting the door behind her. It was a cold morning; she felt the chill of it and was gladder than ever for the fire she had kept burning through the night.

“Why is it so dark in here?” complained Jane, reaching for the curtain.

“Jane!” Radhika knew she sounded desperate, and the journalist turned back to her, startled. “I’m not open for business, remember?” she finished weakly, trying to force a smile. “The last thing I want is someone knocking on my door.”

“Ah yes,” said the journalist. She sounded far from convinced. Radhika’s spine was uncomfortably straight as Jane walked farther into the room and came close to the covered coffin. “Radhika—you never said in your message what you needed from me. I remember ‘New information—come at once.’ I assumed, of course, that that new information had to do with the Tomson case. But I didn’t expect you to introduce me to the fount of all illumination, Evelyn More himself.”

“Jane!”

The journalist ignored her exclamation, whisking the blanket aside to reveal the coffin with its splendid finish, the rich oak entirely out of place in Radhika’s office, where it was without question the grandest accessory.

“Don’t—” began Radhika, but the journalist had already raised the coffin lid and was looking down at the occupant.

“What is it?” She saw the quick, startled emotion on Jane’s forehead and went to her side.

More was resting inside, his arms limp at his sides, not folded across his breast in the usual funereal attitude that Radhika would have imagined. He was of course, stone dead to the world and the women standing over him, but Radhika was again impressed by how very alive he looked in that death, as if he might be sleeping.

“I didn’t expect him to be quite so young,” said Jane. She raised her glance to Radhika’s face, and Radhika did not at all appreciate the slyness in the journalist’s expression. “He is rather beautiful, isn’t he?”

“He’s asleep,” returned Radhika briskly, shutting the coffin once more. “And I question your use of the word ‘young.’ He is over two hundred years old.”

“Radhika …”

“I wondered if you could have a word with some of the opera’s regulars? Mr. More and I discussed Agnes’s journal last night, and he’s convinced the vampire she took blood from is Baron Rupert Von Hale. Do you know him?”

“Not personally,” said the journalist. “I’ve heard of him. He is, as you may already have guessed, one of the more prestigious vampires in Winterside. They say he is from a noble family somewhere in eastern Europe and speaks fluent French, German, and Italian.”

“Mr. More believes he is responsible for Agnes Tomson’s death,” said Radhika.

“Interesting, but not surprising. Mr. More may be responsible himself and eager to place the blame on anyone else. I hear the police are looking for him,” said the journalist, not giving Radhika a moment to interrupt. “I also hear that his disappearance and pending arrest have placed a severe strain on Mrs. Frost, and that she has taken to her bed. There is some rumor that she may not survive the shock.”

Radhika’s mind went briefly blank. She remembered the absolute, hurt astonishment on Sarah Frost’s face when they had spoken last, and felt a fresh spasm of regret. The words had needed to be said, but she wished the circumstances around their conversation had not been stacked against the old woman in a way that would inevitably heighten her distress. She did not want to believe that she could contribute in any way to the woman’s sickness, frail as she was.

“Michael Frost brought Mr. More here yesterday while I was still at the hotel,” said Radhika. “He didn’t know at the time that the police would issue a warrant for the vampire’s arrest. They were reacting to the possibility of More’s being sent away, without his consent, to France.”

“Who is ‘they’?” asked Jane.

“I have your word this isn’t going into your paper?” said Radhika, looking at her.

“Yes, of course!”

“The Frost children overheard their parents speaking. Apparently there was an argument between old Mrs. Frost, her son Henry and his wife, Meredith—Henry and Meredith are arranging for Mr. More to be hosted elsewhere, and Sarah Frost doesn’t approve the arrangement.”

Jane’s glance went to the coffin once more. “There is a great deal of controversy around him, isn’t there?”

“Jane,” said Radhika earnestly, “Agnes Tomson was addicted to vampire blood. She died in that condition. Perhaps she found out the identity of the vampire responsible and that’s why he killed her. Perhaps—”

“If that’s true,” interjected Jane, “may I ask why you aren’t telling this to the police?”

“Because the evidence against Mr. More is convenient,” said Radhika. “Besides the fact that one of his gloves was at the scene of the murder, he is passionately against the use of vampire blood, and his attachment to Agnes would have made her weakness all the more unbearable. Add to that the fact that she was engaged to Peter Blacklace, the descendent of a celebrated vampire hunter who caused Mr. More’s death and transformation into vampirism. All of it—the shame, the shock—give the ideal motive for wanting Agnes dead.”

“That seems like more than convenient evidence to me,” said Jane in a slow murmur. “Radhika, you’ll excuse me, I’m sure, but may I see your neck?”

Radhika was startled speechless. “Beg pardon?”

“I want to see your throat,” repeated the journalist. “Believe me, I am as curious about this as you are. But I am worried about you. That More should come here—that you’re letting him hide in your office—I’ve never heard anything like it. If you were in your right mind, I don’t believe—”

Radhika opened her collar. She knew what Jane was looking for, and the knowledge made her impatient and undeniably embarrassed. It was not the first time someone had suggested that Evelyn More had exerted some kind of influence over her, and although she couldn’t blame them for their suspicion, she couldn’t suppress its sting.

“I am not in thrall,” said Radhika, very clearly. “Mr. More has never touched me, I assure you. I am in complete control of my choices. I choose to believe that Mr. More is innocent and has been set up, and I want to save him if I can. Are you willing to help me?”

Jane met her friend’s unwavering glance. Her nod was slight. “Yes, of course. But Radhika—if I may?”

Radhika rebuttoned her collar stiffly. “What?”

“What did Mr. More say to convince you that he is not the murderer? No one else could even be traced to the crime scene.”

“He told me his history,” said Radhika. “He told me about Agnes. He found her on the streets when she was a child and raised her as if she were his daughter. I do not believe that he could have killed her.”

For a long pause, Jane studied her friend. There was speculation as well as slight concern in her attention. Radhika was reminded somehow of More on the previous night, challenging her motives as well.

“Is it really so hard to believe that I want to help him?” asked Radhika quietly. “Must there be a ‘better’ reason?”

“Not necessarily,” said Jane. “But I can’t imagine you risking so much without one. Or have you forgotten that you could be arrested for sheltering a criminal? This is incredibly serious, Radhika.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” said Radhika. “If I were certain I were protecting a criminal, I would of course advise my client to go to the police. There would be no hope of escape. But I am not convinced.”

Jane shook her head. “When I wrote that article, I had no idea how true it really was. ‘Radical Radhika’ indeed.”

“Will you help me?” pressed Radhika. “Do you know how to arrange a meeting with a vampire named ‘O. L.’? They call them ‘exchanges,’ don’t they, these appointments with vampires to pay for the use of their blood?”

“I’ll ask,” said Jane. She still seemed uncertain. “I hope you know what you’re up to. I hate to think that …” Her voice slightly trailed. “I know you are very alone.”

“Jane,” replied Radhika, “please, go. I want to meet that vampire tonight, if possible.”

In the new hush that followed the journalist’s exit, Radhika picked up the battered cushions from the corner and replaced them on the couch. She sat down, slightly apprehensive at the closeness of More’s coffin. She stretched her hand carefully and raised the lid. The hinge was stiff and took more effort than she expected to open.

The vampire was just as he had been when Jane looked inside. He was peaceful, composed, as if he were in the depths of some deep, silent dream. His hand was clay cold as she checked his wrist for a pulse, but despite the suggestion of vitality in his palely colored mouth, there was no pulse or breath in him. His skin was so smoothly pale against her darker complexion, and the difference intrigued her, as if he might melt away like snow in summer.

So many times she had been asked if she knew what she was doing. Did she? Her actions were impossibly rash for someone in her position. If More were discovered in her office, who would believe that she only wanted to prove his innocence? Very probably, she would be arrested as a coconspirator. Possibly she would be hanged.

Yet it was no simple thing. This case appealed to everything she was passionate about in law—the limits of modern justice, the right of every person to fair representation. Perhaps Hitch was right, and her idealism was blinding her to the danger surrounding her client.

Radhika shut the coffin carefully. This weakness toward Mr. More—she had never felt anything like it. Why should she care when he grieved or be at all pleased when he seemed to soften toward her, or wondered at her, as she wondered about him?

But nothing had happened that she felt had been beyond her control. She remembered the first time she had mentioned hypnotism to More, alarmed by her willingness to share specifics of her life with him that she had never spoken of with others—and the vampire’s dry, assured response.

“If I were hypnotizing you, you would not be so afraid.”

She was afraid—very afraid. Looking at that coffin, Radhika doubted if she had ever known fear like this. It was at once enlivening and weakening, the discovery of her own weakness. And just as she had promised herself before that Evelyn More would never have any reason to be disappointed in her, she decided he would also never know this fear, this feeling, that she seemed to have for him.

After all that he had said to her, all that she herself had seen, the last thing she wanted was to be numbered with all the others who had possessed or wanted to possess Mr. More through his life, even the benevolent tyranny of Sarah Frost. She couldn’t bear if he numbered her with the mortals who were intrigued by vampires because of their difference in nature—not unlike Simon Fairchild himself, if less sadistic.

Deliberately, Radhika spread the blanket over the coffin. Evelyn More had described her as mad. Radhika was willing to be mad, if that was what it took to keep his trust. She was resolved that he should finally, above all things, look on her as a friend—despite what she had once stressed, that she supported him only as a lawyer with a duty to her client. But she could no longer claim to be wholly disinterested, nor did she want to be. Stretching on the couch with his coffin in protective reach seemed a step in the right direction.



The telegram arrived before evening. Its message was brief.


Corden’s View #9 6:00 p.m. sharp. Take care. — Jane



Radhika folded the note. She remembered Agnes Tomson mentioning Corden’s View in her journal. That she could actually meet the vampire responsible for the young woman’s addiction was not a little troubling. O. L. had seemed so removed, almost mocking as Agnes described him. Could he truly be responsible for the horrific killing at the opera?

Radhika unpinned her thick hair, brushing vigorously. The dress she chose was a deep, unabashed black, the buttons at the cuffs brass. This time, she didn’t reach for her cocked cap. Earlier that morning, returning from the post office, she had made the practical if somewhat melancholy purchase of a mourning veil.

Radhika had not worn any veil since her father’s death, but she remembered how to fasten it. She sat considering her reflection, framed by sheer, black chiffon, and remembered the brightness of the sun while the minister spoke over Varun Dhingra’s grave. It had been a bright day in early summer, unseasonably hot.

Opening her purse, she checked to make sure the derringer was loaded.

“That will not stop Von Hale,” said Evelyn More. “You would be wiser to take your crossbow.”

Radhika looked up. He wasn’t visible in the mirror, but that did not surprise her, knowing what he was. She turned around and found him, his narrow fingers steepled together. He was animated, alert, and she would never have imagined that he spent all day in a closed casket.

“Our appointment is at six,” she said. “Will you sit here a moment?”

He took her place in front of the vanity. “Why?”

“Like I said, the police are watching for you,” Radhika told him briskly. “It’s imperative that they don’t know you or me. I believe on Corden’s View, it’s not unusual to see vampires veiled as I am.”

He stiffened when he saw what she held for him. “Is this really necessary? And for you as well?”

“I wouldn’t ask if it were not. As recognizable as you are, I wouldn’t be hard to spot in a crowd either. We have to be careful.”

“You needn’t come,” murmured the vampire. “I would prefer to go alone.”

“If O. L. is the murderer, you’ll want a witness.”

More took the veil from her. He was distracted. “You think of everything, don’t you, Miss Dhingra?”

She wasn’t sure how to answer. She helped him with the veil and when he rose, nothing of him visible except for his long pale hands, she couldn’t hide an instinctive shiver.

“What?”

“Now I wish I could see your face.” Radhika’s laugh was embarrassed. “I’m sorry.”

“You are rather morbid yourself,” said More. He freed himself from the veil and to her surprise, gently lifted the covering from her own face. “It isn’t six o’ clock yet. We can be ourselves a little longer.”

There was something in raising that veil. Radhika saw More’s unusual attention as he set the delicate folds of fabric back. He did not meet her eyes at once, and when their eyes did meet, he could not look aside so easily as before. Radhika would have liked to know the thoughts that passed through his mind, that rested in his straight brows. His hand brushed her cheek, and she couldn’t suppress an instinctive start at his absolute coldness.

He stood back at once, grieved.

“Forgive me,” said the vampire, “Miss Dhingra, I—”

“Mr. More,” she whispered with a similar, terrified faintness.

He puzzled over her—there was no way else to put it. That puzzlement passed to stillness.

“We should go,” said the vampire almost gently.

“Yes—yes, of course.” She fumbled her veil, her hands shaking. She was genuinely grateful for the covering that hid her darkening face, and ashamed of the disappointment she refused to acknowledge.

“Will you take my arm?” asked the vampire.

She was hesitant. She saw the arm he offered and accepted it, and felt a fresh surprise when his direction brought her close. He placed his other hand on her sleeve, a careful yet certain pressure, as if she must stay there. Radhika’s own fingers tightened on his arm, and when they walked into the street, she was beside him.





CHAPTER 23


Although she had been forewarned about Corden’s View, Radhika was not prepared for that scraped back road. The lane between the tall, standing houses was not even cobbled, and Radhika suspected more than one family occupied each building. Most of the windows were lit, winking in candlelight. People loitered in open doors, some sitting at the roadside, and Radhika felt their sleepless, bloodshot eyes follow them. She had the peculiar feeling that the street was only just waking up—that, like the vampires themselves, these people waited for darkness.

Several figures, their faces obscure in shadow, staggered toward them.

“We must hurry,” said More. “They see our veils and believe we are both vampires. I should never have let you come.”

“Wait—wait!” One of the men behind them was sobbing. “I have money—please, a little blood—”

Radhika noticed the uneven line forming ahead of them as well as behind. Their movement was uneven, almost drunken, but their purpose was unified.

“Stay back,” warned More, slowing his steps.

“I have gold!” shouted another. “Give me the first taste!”

“I will give you nothing,” hissed More, the snarl in his voice unmistakable.

Radhika doubted that the people coming toward them understood or even cared that their wretchedness would be seen and scorned. There was a vague dreariness in their drawn, thinned faces, as if they were only half awake. What frightened her most was when she saw the gleam of a knife in one white-knuckled hand.

More flinched backward, closer to the group behind them. He was quivering with animal desperation.

“Go!” Radhika urged him, holding his shoulder from behind. “You’re able to disappear, aren’t you? Turn into smoke—”

“And leave you here?” More was enraged. “Do you not hear them? I doubt they would even notice the difference between your blood and mine, not at first. But if it’s blood they want, I will give it to them. This night, let them drink their own!”

Trapped by the gathering crowd, the vampire ripped the veil from himself, his lip pulled back over the sharp teeth he only rarely exposed.

The crowd was startled. Perhaps no vampire had ever revealed themselves before, and the sight of his uncovered face amazed them, as if they never truly expected to see any person under that conforming, featureless veil. There was no denying that, apart from the unusual whiteness in his complexion and his bared teeth, More might have been human—terrified, fierce, but human. Some of the nearest stepped back, looking around as if there was a mistake. For the rest, their appetite was too great.

It was the shot from Radhika’s derringer, fired into the ground, that scattered them. In the confusion that followed, she seized More’s arm and brought him to the battered porch of one of the houses. She knocked firmly on the door.

“Let us in! For God’s sake—”

The door opened and Radhika was half-dragged inside. As soon as they were safe, the vice-like grip on her released. Radhika found herself at the center of an unusual gathering.

Two persons sat at a table, both dressed for mourning with covered faces. The third remained standing near Radhika and Evelyn, and from under her covering Radhika heard a woman speak.

“Evelyn. We were expecting you. Although, I confess, none of us anticipated quite so—desperate—an entrance. Do not be alarmed. The mortals beyond the door would not dare enter, not while we are present.”

More remained at the bolted door. He was visibly excited.

“What’s this?” he said. “Why are you here? This is between me and Von Hale, no one else.”

One of the persons at the table stood abruptly. Radhika was struck by his strident, European timbre.

“And who is this, Evelyn, that you have brought with you? If this is between the two of us, why is it allowed for you to bring a guest?”

“For her to witness what I am here to accuse you of,” said More, his eyes fixed. “Do you not think I see you, Rupert, through that veil you hide behind? Do you think I’m ignorant of the thousand and one times you have insulted me? But I am not here for any satisfaction on my own account. I am here because you are a murderer, a brute, and before this night is through I will destroy you.”

He started forward and was intercepted by the vampire who had first spoken.

“If you are accusing Rupert of something worthy of destruction, Evelyn, you know it must be agreed on by each of us. Otherwise you yourself will be at risk.”

“You are threatening me?” said More, his head up.

The vampire removed her veil with the ease of practice, revealing a gray-tinged African face. The crimson shine in her eyes was almost as dark as the livid color in her blood-red lips.

“I am asking you to be reasonable,” she replied with faint exasperation. “There are too few of our kind for us to turn on each other like animals. You and Rupert are both so mysterious—one of you must explain what’s going on.” She turned to the last person at the table, a lumpish figure under his cloth who gave a somewhat toadlike impression. “Tell him, Bartholomew!”

“If he will not listen to you, Cleopatra, he will listen to no one,” said the third vampire in a whispered yet distinct voice. “Evelyn—I have known you for many years, and you have always shown yourself to be temperate. I am curious to know what has caused this—shall we say—unseasonable heat. It must be something besides the blood we share with willing mortals. Most of us are guilty of that—in moderation, of course.”

More did not take his gaze from Von Hale. “Your blood is none of my concern,” he said to the third vampire. “He killed Agnes Tomson.”

“Little Agnes?” The one called Cleopatra was visibly surprised. “It cannot be true. I heard that she died, but the murderer—”

“The mortals believe he is the murderer, Cleo,” interrupted Von Hale. “They believe a vampire must be responsible because of how horrific her death was. Apparently there is evidence that suggests Evelyn himself.”

“My God,” murmured Cleopatra.

“Does it please you, Von Hale?” More’s voice was dangerously soft. “Is this your idea of power, the destruction of innocent life?”

Deliberately, the baron put aside his veil. Radhika had imagined mature, classically Roman features. Instead, the vampire was youthful in appearance, his reddish, chestnut hair curling and his brows sharply drawn on a handsome if arrogant face.

“Do you know why I agreed to meet with you tonight, Evelyn?” he asked. “When I received word that someone was looking for an ‘exchange,’ as the mortals call it, with a vampire named ‘O. L.,’ I knew someone had found Agnes’s journal. She was rather careless with it, and I saw the tallies myself on more than one visit. But only one person would have noticed those initials and thought to blame me, because he recognized them as his own. It is a reference to you, is it not, Evelyn? O—and—L?”

He stretched the letters deliberately, emphasizing each. In contrast to the baron’s open amusement, More’s own energy seemed to sap away as he spoke, and left him cold. He remained where he was but there was no longer any need for Cleopatra to restrain him.

“Yes,” More said. “I let Agnes wear my ring several times. She liked the inscription, its meaning. Perhaps she told you about it, and as you wouldn’t give her your real name you took ‘O. L.’ for yourself.”

“Or perhaps because I would not give her my name, she named me through her own childish conceit,” hinted Von Hale. He, too, never looked aside. “Yes, I knew that Agnes was your ward. It did amuse me, knowing your views on the matter, that she should disappoint you in this way. I wanted you to know, but she was determined to the last that you would never be aware of our arrangement, and it was not my place to betray her. But I never gave her an initial or any other name. If she called me ‘O. L.,’ she was thinking of you, Evelyn.”

“You are lying!” More’s accusation was a cry of pain. This time, his movement was too swift, too ragged, as he gripped the baron’s arms. “Why, why would you do it? She never wronged you. Tell me! Why did you poison her and kill her?”

The baron reacted with fury of his own. He pushed More violently, his face twisting as he forced him against the wall, his hand on the other vampire’s throat.

“You are a fool, Evelyn,” he said. “I never killed Agnes. She came to me because she was already sick. You knew her condition and yet you poisoned her yourself with the absurd expectation of life you coveted in her. Couldn’t you see she was never fully alive? She was dying the day she was born. And because of how you treasured this ‘life’ in her, how you adored its illusion, she could never tell you about the nights she lay weeping with pain, the days she was weak from vomiting. Did she ever tell you, Evelyn, what it was like to live?”

More stared at him. His face was empty, but his open eyes seemed to drink in every word. He did not resist the baron’s pressure on his neck even when that savage grip loosened.

“When Agnes came to me,” said the baron quietly, “she could barely stand. She was helped by a friend. What I did for her was a mercy, Evelyn. She should have gone to you. But she knew how you are—your romantic ideals that have no place in the world we survive in. She did not want to hurt you. And she was the one who was hurting, Evelyn. She was the one who truly suffered.”

More was utterly silent.

Something in his whiteness, his gleaming eyes, seemed to shame Von Hale. He lowered his hand to More’s shoulder, and the touch was gentle.

“I did not murder Agnes,” he murmured. “I know, too, that you could not have harmed her. Evelyn …”

Cleopatra drew to them once more, her movement graceful and sure as she warned Von Hale back. She spoke softly to More.

“No one here was responsible for Miss Tomson’s death,” she said. “I am so sorry, Evelyn, and sorry that you should be the one to suffer for it. Mortals are quick to blame us, but if they are right and a vampire has done this evil thing, we will discover them. Perhaps this will give you peace.”

The third vampire, who had spent most of the time listening from the table, was much shorter than the others. Yet he impressed Radhika with a greater sense of danger. He moved with a rolling, certain step, and stopped in front of More.

“It is difficult,” said that whispering, not weak voice. “Very difficult. That you should be accused of Agnes’s death—this is a great injustice. Your love for mortal man I have often admired. Though they are often like children, being so young, they have great power over us, do they not?”

More did not answer. If he heard, his face never changed, but there was a fullness in his eyes that had not been there before.

“Come,” said the third vampire, turning to the others. “There is nothing more to be done here.” Radhika felt his gaze on her even if it was invisible. “You are with him, young one?”

“Yes,” said Radhika.

“Good.” There was genuine satisfaction as well as interest in that hollow tone. Radhika felt an instinctive unease as he approached her. She longed to see the face under that veil, but there was only the indistinct suggestion of a nose and a slant where the eyes might have been. “Good,” murmured the vampire once more. “What do you call yourself, child?”

“Radhika Dhingra,” she said at once. “You are not—Alexander the Great or Emperor Constantine, are you?”

She did not mean to be humorous, but the vampire laughed aloud. As much as he had called her a child, his laugh was itself very childlike.

“You amuse me, Miss Dhingra,” he said. “I am afraid you would not know my name. I am no emperor, no mighty general, no one of consequence. I am only very old.” He turned to the others. “Goodnight, Your Majesty—and you, Baron. Goodnight, Mr. More. I would advise you, for the sake of Miss Dhingra, to wait as nearly to dawn as possible before leaving the house. The mortals are much more manageable as daylight nears. You will be safe then.”

Radhika found it jarring, how they vanished so suddenly before her eyes. There was no sign to show that the three vampires had ever been there, except for More still standing as they had left him, and the nervous beating in Radhika’s own heart.

“Mr. More,” she said.

He covered his face with his hands. He collapsed, his shoulders heaving over his knees as he wept. His sound was animal in its anguish, keening and torn. It was a terrible grief, straining from the soul, a sound so utterly desolate that it touched Radhika with terror. She knelt beside him and raised him up, and took him in her arms. She saw the horror of his blood and did not care, bringing his stricken head to her breast and cradling him as he cried, his fingers wrapped on her arm.

He softened gradually. The storm passed and in its wake he lay in her arms. The tears were damp on her own cheek as Radhika held him. He raised himself, and she was half-afraid, her weak eyes meeting his. He tried to cover his face once more and she wouldn’t let him.

“You must never hide yourself from me,” she said, her voice trembling.

“I am not fit to be seen,” the vampire answered.

She placed her hands on his face, smearing the red stain of his tears between her palms. “Is love not fit to be seen?” she replied in a fierce whisper. “She loved you, Evelyn. Whatever your failings or hers, she loved you.” He tried to turn his head but she wouldn’t let him. “There was a note in Agnes’s journal, a letter she wrote for you. It didn’t feel right to share it with the police.” Radhika reached into the breast of her coat and found the paper.

He took it from her and opened it. As he read, Radhika felt his emotion, and when his blood fell hot on the page she took the note from him and put it aside. This fresh grief was no less difficult, but it was not so dangerously raw. Radhika thought of the young woman who had written those few lines in the height of her own fear and regret, and in her mind was a blessing for that departed soul. Agnes Tomson was dead, but her presence remained, a curious truth as untraceable as light. Aware of More’s deep sorrow, born of deeper love, she did not think Agnes’s legacy was one to be ashamed of.





CHAPTER 24


More had a sense about dawn, and they made it to Radhika’s office with a little time to spare. She wondered how he was able to recognize the approach of a new day—if he felt especially tired or weak. He never complained and she was unwilling to ask.

When they arrived, the vampire washed his face carefully. His white collar and neckcloth were ruined. Radhika gave him privacy as he tried to clean himself, and changed quickly in the hope he would not discover the mess he had made of her dress. She had been genuinely grateful for their veils in case anyone passed them on their return. She didn’t doubt that between the two of them, they looked as if they’d committed double murder.

“Will you be all right?” asked Radhika. “You lost blood …”

More stood by the coffin, his face lowered, pensive. He gently folded the blanket aside. “I am grateful for your company tonight, Miss Dhingra. I am only sorry we are no closer to discovering our murderer.”

“We will find him. There must be something we’re missing—some clue—”

“No!”

Radhika was indignant until she saw his expression. More had opened his coffin and at his recoiling dismay, she crossed to see.

At the center of the coffin, stark against the satin lining, was a single glove. Radhika recognized the lurid stain on the wool at once.

“This is Sarah’s glove,” said More.

“And the blood?” Radhika’s voice was thin.

“I don’t know.” He faced her sharply. “A glove was left for me the evening Agnes died. They will hurt Sarah next—whoever is responsible. It’s nearly daybreak—oh God, that I were not so helpless! Sarah—the Frosts—they must be warned. It may not be too late. If there is any chance of saving her—”

Radhika was already pulling on an overcoat. “I’ll go.”

His hands caught hers. “You know the way?”

“I’ll hire a carriage,” Radhika assured him. Seeing his distress, she had a dreadful idea he was on the brink of doing something rash. She returned his grip with firmness. “Stay here. What do you have? Minutes? Seconds? I promise, when you wake all will be well. Pray and believe that this is so.”

“I will try to believe it.” He continued to hold her. “Whoever is behind this, they are clever, and more ruthless. If Fairchild is in any way responsible, somehow from beyond the grave—I promise you will find a devil, not a man.”

As she went out the door, the first aura of gold sun warmed the deep sky. When she glanced over her shoulder More was already gone.

She hailed the first carriage that passed her, a post chaise drawn by a pair of horses. In this, she felt that she was fighting for more than one life. Whoever was behind these murders was sadistic in their design, and if Sarah Frost were killed so soon after Agnes, she felt certain that More would not survive. Perhaps he would even want the police to take him in order to ensure the safety of the rest of the family.

When the carriage slowed, she was desperate with anxiety.

“Please,” she said, “I must see the Frosts immediately. Their address is on Kings—”

The words died in her mouth as Peter Blacklace opened the door for her.

“I was on my way to Albany,” he said, “but we can spare a moment. Driver, did you hear? Kings Street, please.”

With no other choice, Radhika joined Blacklace. The post chaise was not so roomy as the Frosts’ carriage, with space enough for only two passengers. Radhika sat stiffly, holding her purse tight.

“I am glad to have met you this morning,” said Blacklace after a moment. “I wanted to the chance to speak with you—to apologize. I am afraid that at our last meeting I was rather short, when you were only concerned for me.”

“Don’t apologize.” Radhika wished they were facing each other so she could see him, her fingers twisting in her purse. “I believe you were concerned for me as well.”

“The truth of the matter is,” murmured Blacklace, “I have been ashamed of myself, bitterly ashamed of my conduct—and when we met at the opera, I was not there to find any truth about Agnes’s death. I was there to justify myself for what I had done.”

Radhika felt the blood tingling in her lips, her fingers. She saw him looking out the window by his arm.

“Not long before she died, I discovered what she had been doing,” he said. “I learned she had been taking blood from a vampire. I was shocked—humiliated. I believed it was Mr. More who had done this to her, though she denied it. Agnes said it was for her health, but she always seemed so alive, so vibrant.”

Radhika spoke in a clear, crisp voice. “Your fiancée was terribly ill, Mr. Blacklace. She was dying.”

He still refused to face her.

“The last words I spoke to her were cruel,” he whispered. “I thought she had used me, that she wanted nothing from me but my name and fortune. I thought perhaps Evelyn More had even guided her in this as some sort of revenge for what my family had done to his kind. There was never any friendliness between us—he was cold to me, I might even think afraid. Perhaps he knows something about the Fairchilds—he may even have met them in the days of hunting. I don’t know. But I couldn’t trust him.”

Radhika was quiet, listening. She did not think it worth mentioning that More had been made a vampire by Simon Fairchild himself.

“I should have trusted her,” Blacklace went on. “But it was too much at once. Too much, to think that she was dying and addicted to blood as well. If I married her, the disgrace would have been unmentionable. But I have disgraced myself in turning her aside.”

“Others might think you justified in calling off such a union,” said Radhika.

He turned finally to see her. His attention was cool, unusually composed. “I am not like others,” he said. “I know a fault when it is someone else’s, and I know when it is mine. I saw how she looked at me when I said our engagement was at an end. I saw how I hurt her. I left her that very evening in tears, calling my name—and I never looked back. That was the same evening she died.

“If I had not gone—if I had stayed as she begged me—she would not have been alone that night. She would not have died. All this time the police have spent looking for the killer, when I am just as responsible.”

“No,” murmured Radhika. “The killer alone is to blame.”

His eyes flashed. “I do not want you to defend me, Miss Dhingra. You may save your assurances for your clients. I am willing to accept the guilt and acknowledge my wrongs. It has even come to my mind that …” He turned his head with a sudden, hot impatience. “If Evelyn More is responsible for giving blood to Agnes, I am grateful to him. I am grateful that I was able to know her at all. I spoke with the police, and they told me that the coroner found the cancer so advanced it was incredible that she lived as long as she did. I believe the vampire blood was responsible for strengthening her, even if it couldn’t save her.”

After a stilted pause, Blacklace spoke again. “If there is anything I can do to help your investigation, Miss Dhingra—I hope you will not hesitate to ask. I wronged Agnes once. I will not do it again.”

“The police are convinced that Evelyn More is responsible,” said Radhika.

“And what do you believe?”

Radhika weighed her answer. She wasn’t certain if Blacklace was sincere. He seemed to be, and she would have liked to believe that his confession was genuine. Whenever they crossed paths, she had the instinct to say something that would reassure him, please him. She recalled their conversation at the café, his peculiar emotion when he learned the Frosts had terminated her employment, It had seemed curious at the time that he would wish to speak with her at all, just as it did now. Afterward, she had discovered her office in ruins.

Blacklace had said someone was following her that night, an outlandish figure in cinder goggles. But what if he and that mysterious person were working together? Perhaps he had meant to delay her return as long as he could while his accomplice searched her office for More’s will. The destruction they had caused was as much a warning to Radhika herself as it was to her client.

Even now, it was Blacklace who accompanied Radhika from her office. Only this time, it was more than a will that she was keeping there. Sarah’s glove had been placed in More’s coffin so close to dawn for one reason only—to see that she was out of her office while the murderer found his next victim, Evelyn More himself.

Blacklace had already confessed that he shared his ancestor’s desire for revenge. Was it possible that he knew as Radhika and the police did, the centuries-old link between his family and Evelyn More? His ignorance could be a pretense, and this whole affair not unlike Simon Fairchild’s own cruel game, tormenting his victim until the moment of death. Evelyn More had escaped his ancestor once—perhaps Blacklace was determined that this time, the hunt should conclude once and for all.

“Stop the carriage,” Radhika gasped, already fumbling for the door.

“Miss Dhingra?” Blacklace was startled. He shouted for the driver to slow the horses and exited the post-chaise with her, catching her arm. “What’s the matter?”

“I must go,” she said, pulling away from him.

“Then take one of the horses.” She was surprised when he began unhitching the nearest animal himself. “Can you ride without a saddle?”

Her nod was slight, unwilling to trust him.

“Let me help,” said Blacklace. “May I?”

She allowed him to boost her onto the horse’s back, gripping the reins. In her dress, she felt uncomfortably constrained but still able to control the horse.

“Where are you going?” cried Blacklace.

Radhika did not spare him an answer. The cold lashed her cheeks and she bent her head, gripping the horse’s sides with her knees. Her experience riding was limited, and she felt the air ripping from her lungs as she fought to manage both the animal’s speed and her own balance. But the horse was well-suited to an inexperienced rider and responded to her shortcomings with a measured but brisk pace.

When they reached Hangman’s Corner, Radhika tied the reins hastily. Her legs felt weak as water as she made it to her office and, panting, threw open the door.

What she expected to see, she wasn’t sure. Perhaps the outrageous character Peter Blacklace described that had frightened her, a hooded man in cinder goggles. It was certainly an image that appealed to the imagination. But as prepared as Radhika was for terror personified, perhaps even the ghost of Simon Fairchild himself, she did not expect to see Michael Frost standing over Evelyn More’s coffin.

He wore no goggles or hood. His expression of alarm was brief at her entrance, and Radhika noticed immediately the crossbow he held that he must have taken from her desk, aimed for her.

“Miss Dhingra,” said Michael. “What a shame. I didn’t expect you so early.”

“Mr. Frost,” she replied, breathless. “What are you doing?”

“I think that is obvious,” he said. “I’m here for Evelyn.”

He raised the coffin lid with one hand, keeping the crude weapon on her.

“What do you think, Miss Dhingra?” he asked. “Is it a blessing or a curse, to be immortal as he is? To be bound forever by bonds no one but him can remember, to a family like ours?”

“I think that that depends on who you ask,” Radhika said, still struggling to catch her breath. It took more than a moment to process the enigma before her eyes, and even though she couldn’t deny that it truly was Michael Frost who confronted her, his presence felt unbelievable, as if she must be in a nightmare. “For Mr. More himself, I don’t believe there is a duty or bond. He is attached to all of you—as I am sure you’re aware. You left Sarah’s glove for him, didn’t you? You knew how he would react, that he would want me to make certain she was safe.”

Michael’s smile was grim. “Mother is, unfortunately, alive and well. The human blood I stole from Dr. Mariette’s kit, the physician who administers Evelyn’s nightly infusions because Evelyn prefers not to drink like the rest of his kind. He is terribly precious, isn’t he? Frankly, I had no idea he would trust you enough to go in his place to warn Mother. I hoped he would return at daybreak and be destroyed by nature. However, this will be a more appropriate death, considering what he’s accused of.”

To her surprise, Michael motioned for her to join him. “Help me, will you? I can’t get him out of the coffin with one arm.”

“I won’t—”

“If you think I won’t shoot, you’re mistaken,” said Michael. “I trust you haven’t forgotten Agnes? She was a gentler soul than you. Foolish, but far more refined. She was, in her own way, one of us. I suppose you can thank Evelyn for that. He never saw a stray he was willing to turn aside. His interest in her—I found it morbid. She was desperately ill, and he prized her more than the rest of us, as if somehow her life was all the more precious because it was doomed. I thought it fitting that he should be accused of her death when he coveted her life so. What do you think, Miss Dhingra? Was it the nearness of death that made her more alive to him?”

Radhika was shaking. “Why would you do such a monstrous thing?”

“When I was a boy, Evelyn taught me how to shoot.” Michael backed away as she approached the coffin. “He tried to teach Agnes, but the noise frightened her. That was how she was. Delicate, demanding. If she saw a dead animal in the road, she cried. Evelyn never approved of our hunting or most amusements a man might enjoy. But Agnes? You should have seen how she used to huddle under his legs when she was a little thing, peeking around at us, and how he hovered over her as if she were a pet. She was everything to him that I certainly was not.” His face hardened. “He expects too much of us, all of us. I can’t for the life of me see why. Move him there, will you, against the wall?”

Radhika hesitated.

“In the old days, people didn’t use crossbows to slay vampires,” observed Michael. “They didn’t usually wait for the sun to do their dirty work either, not like the modern police. Any sharp instrument will take off a vampire’s head, and it only took a wooden stake through their hearts to finish the job. I hear they were terribly bloody displays, and the vampire was always aware, conscious of everything they suffered. The screaming, the blood, the struggle—it must have been horrific.”

He eased the crossbow under his arm and reached inside his jacket. “I think my hunting knife will do the trick just as well.”

Radhika cried out when he began to set the knife at More’s throat. “Stop—please!”

“Then help me,” snapped Michael. “A quick death or a slow one. Which do you choose for your client?”

Radhika slid her arms under More’s and struggled to lift him free of the casket. She half-dragged him, stumbling under the vampire’s dead weight. More was limp, his head against her shoulder.

“You needn’t be so careful,” advised Michael, amused. “He won’t feel a thing until the end. Can you position him so he’s sitting? When I inform the police, I want it to be very clear that I was only defending myself against an insane, blood-starved vampire. A vampire so incredibly mad that he even murdered the lawyer who was trying to protect him.”

Radhika turned fiercely. “Why? Why do you hate him so?”

“Because he won’t die!” Michael’s answer burst from him. The blood rose in his face and Radhika was frightened by the wild look in his eyes. “All these years he’s been with us, watching, judging. He’s a vampire—haunting us through generation after generation, never going anywhere. It isn’t his fault. It’s not supposed to matter. But Mother’s insane—she doesn’t see it like everyone else. She says he ought not to be dependent in the usual way. So she’s given him everything—everything!—in her will.”

Radhika was frozen, astonished. She wasn’t sure which was more incredible, Michael’s explanation or the passion behind it.

“What is she thinking?” raged Michael. He forced More roughly into a semi-upright posture. “No one has ever, ever given a vampire control of their estate. It isn’t right. We can’t be dependent on him.”

“But you’re wrong,” said Radhika, trying to speak to the man’s swelling emotion. “He’s dependent on you more than you think. You know this, Michael. You know how he needs you. When he heard that Henry and Meredith wanted to send him away—I could see how it hurt him to think that they wanted him gone—”

Michael’s face twisted. “Oh, yes. The children and Mr. Graham were most upset because they didn’t understand. All the fighting they overheard—it wasn’t about sending Evelyn away. Sarah was on the brink of relenting about the will because I felt so strongly about it, and that certain lines must never be crossed because of the obvious difference between us humans and Evelyn, a difference that can never be reconciled. But Henry and Meredith persuaded her to be ‘strong’ and ‘stay firm.’ All this talk of change, of something needing to be done—the only change they wanted is to raise Evelyn above the status of a servant. They see it as a pledge of confidence that will make him secure forever. Can you believe that, Miss Dhingra? Forever?”

“But I heard that they wanted him sent to France—that was why—”

“Because of Agnes,” snapped Michael. “Evelyn wasn’t the same after her death. We could all see it. I had hoped they might be as suspicious of him as the police. But they were certain he was only grieving and thought that a change of scenery would help. They meant to surprise him with the trip and intended for Meredith, Henry, and the children to accompany him. That’s all.”

Radhika moistened her dry lips. “If you wanted Mr. More gone—wouldn’t it have been much easier to kill him while he was still in your house? Why did you want him moved to my office?”

“I couldn’t have anyone in the family suspecting me,” said Michael. “It’s far safer to finish this business here.” He glanced around the shadowed room. “Sorry about your office, by the way. I never imagined Evelyn would actually have the nerve to go to a lawyer for help. I wanted to know what you both were up to. Imagine my surprise when I found he had made a will of his own. Poor, stupid fool.”

“Does he know about your mother’s decision?” whispered Radhika.

Michael shook his head. “I wonder how he would take it—knowing the responsibility they intend to force on him.”

“Not responsibility.” Radhika’s eyes did not waiver from his. “It’s trust. And if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Frost, I believe I see why they would choose to trust him in this way. You don’t deserve what they intend to give, not when this is how you treat your own family. And Evelyn is family, whether you are willing to acknowledge him or not.”

He leveled the bow, lowering his aim for More’s heart. “You know nothing about it. What does someone like you, alone and on Hangman’s Corner, know about family?”

Radhika placed herself in front of the vampire. Her heart beat so fast she could hear it, but she wouldn’t move aside.

“I had family,” she said. “I know what it is to miss them, dream about them, and feel there’s almost nothing you wouldn’t do if you could only have them back. You wish you were a child all over again, just to hear their voices.” Her emotion made her voice strong, precise. “If Evelyn were awake, he would tell you that he wants nothing to do with your inheritance. He would do whatever he could to please you, not because he feared for his life. I doubt you could make him admit he has one. But after everything you’ve done—he would want you to come home. That’s all. Because you’re family.”

Michael’s arm was trembling. He adjusted his aim. “You’re wrong,” he whispered. “You saw what I did to Agnes. Not even Evelyn would forgive me that. But it was necessary to make her death look like the madness of a blood-starved vampire. I was counting on the police finding her with Evelyn’s glove and believing that no human could be capable of such a thing.” For an instant, his features twisted. “I mutilated her body. I can still taste her blood. It was all necessary to make the horror believable. But I couldn’t help being sick afterward. I never expected—I’d imagined a thousand times, but I never thought anyone sounded like that when they were dying, or that they live even a little while after—.”

His lips quivered, his eyes fixed on some terrible memory. Radhika was lightheaded at his intimation but forced herself to not look aside.

“I had to kill her,” Michael explained in a softer, more reasonable tone. “There was no choice. It’s true I wanted the police to arrest Evelyn, but I wanted Mother to see as well what he was capable of. I know she and Agnes were not on the best of terms, but she never wished the girl dead. If Evelyn became a monster in her eyes—not only would she give up this ridiculous idea of making him heir to our estate, but she would never again consider that vampires might be on equal terms with us.” He looked up once more and his eyes were stone. “Move aside, Miss Dhingra. I’ll kill you together if I have to, but I was hoping for a clean shot.”

Radhika’s breath was tight in her lungs. “And how will you explain my death?”

“That’s simple,” Michael mused. “You’re just another victim, Miss Dhingra, caught in the crossfire.”

Just before he fired, Radhika yanked More sharply aside. The arrow shaft hit the wall behind him at the same instant that the office door burst open.

Radhika did not think she would ever be so glad to see Officer Evans’s strong, set face. Behind him were at least three other policemen and Detective Hitch with Jane Beverly holding the door for him, the journalist’s eyes as wide as saucers.

The small detective was more energetic than usual, his swinging limp almost brisk.

“Shut the door quickly, Evans,” said Hitch. “We don’t want too much sun in here. Ah, Miss Dhingra. And Mr. More, indisposed at this hour, of course. And I know you, sir, from the house—Michael Frost, isn’t it?”

Michael turned from him to Miss Dhingra and back again. “It—it was the vampire,” he stammered. “Miss Dhingra is delusional—she doesn’t know the danger she was in—”

“I can see how much danger she faced,” interrupted the detective. “I can also see how fierce a resistance the monster posed against you. You are a brave man, Mr. Frost.”

Michael’s color deepened. “Are you saying that I—”

“I’m not saying anything,” said Hitch. “You will accompany my men to the station where I expect you will tell them everything. Evans and Hanson—will you help Mr. More back to his coffin, please? He looks most uncomfortable.”

Michael’s protests were stumbling as he was led outside.

Jane hurried to Radhika, her notebook flapping in her hand. “Goodness, Radhika! What happened? Are you all right?”

Radhika nodded.

“If you hadn’t come,” she said, trembling, “he would have killed us both.”

Hitch studied the arrow lodged in the wall. He pulled it free with both hands. “You owe your thanks to Peter Blacklace, not me or Miss Beverly,” he said. “There was quite a stir at the station when he arrived on horseback demanding that we go straight to your office. He couldn’t say what the trouble was, but wouldn’t be satisfied unless we came at once.”

Radhika stared at him. “Mr. Blacklace sent for you?”

The detective saw her surprise and slightly smiled. “Yes indeed. I am glad that he did, considering. But I suspected ever since you were involved in this matter that you could be in danger. It seems, Miss Dhingra, that we both looked to the wrong person as our favorite suspects.”

“Yes,” whispered Radhika.

He saw her limpness, her shock. “You must come to the station. I would like a statement from you, if you think you’re able. We’ll discuss over coffee.”

“I’ll be happy to come,” Radhika said, still sounding distant to her own ears. She went to More’s coffin and placed both hands on the lid.

“He’ll be quite safe,” said the detective. “We’ll see that he is returned to the Frosts.”

“You aren’t placing him under arrest?”

“For what?” Hitch’s sharp eyes scrutinized her. “I admit, I didn’t think you would be the one to bring this mystery to a close. But people will surprise you, won’t they, even if you think you’ve figured them to a point. I’m glad. If they didn’t, I’d be out of a job. And I wouldn’t have an excuse for the pleasure of your company at breakfast.”

Radhika managed a shallow smile.

“Golly,” said Jane, snapping her notebook shut. “What a story this will be!”

“Jane!” Radhika shot her friend a disapproving look.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be discreet.” Radhika didn’t miss the journalist’s mischievous wink. “As always.”





CHAPTER 25


Radhika was having her window repainted.

The old letters were scraped and replaced with bolder, grander lettering. Radhika had chosen a font with far more impressive flare, not at all like Newson & Son’s dignified block letters. Instead of Dhingra & Associates, the window read, Radhika Dhingra Esq., Legal Representation & Advice.

She waited until the last light had faded to draw the curtains. She was proud of that window and satisfied in her newly refurbished office, courtesy of Sarah Frost. After Michael’s arrest and Evelyn More’s return, the Frost matriarch had rewarded Radhika handsomely, if somewhat curtly, for her “service to the family.” The sofa was replaced with a plush divan; a new chair stood behind the desk with a cushioned seat, back, and arms; and there was even a stove in the corner for cooking.

At the light knock on her door, Radhika felt a sharp eagerness. When she answered, she stood aside at once.

“Mr. More. Please, come in.”

He thanked her graciously. The vampire was cloaked in his usual fashion, and Radhika looked for a new calm under his reserve now that he was free of any threat. Michael Frost’s trial was pending, and Radhika was amused that one of Newson & Son’s representatives had taken charge of the case, just as she was grateful she had not been asked. She doubted that Michael Frost would hang for his crimes. The details of Agnes’s murder would be glossed over to prevent any stain against the Frosts. Whatever his punishment, Michael’s name was too respected in Winterside for the gallows.

“I did not have the chance to thank you,” said More. “What you did for me—it was beyond what I would have expected or dared to ask.”

“Mrs. Frost has more than repaid me,” Radhika assured him. She spread her hands in both directions. “What do you think?”

Her query was frivolous. More had not come to admire her office, and his heightened anxiety showed in his immediate, almost wonderful appreciation of the chairs, the stove, the desk. Radhika was reminded somewhat of the first time he had introduced himself, except this time his caution was not so restrained and his desperation far from doomed.

She went to the desk, smiling, and took a decorated box out of the drawer.

“I’m glad you came, Mr. More,” Radhika said. “I was able to indulge myself a little—and I believe I owe you this.”

He prized the box open. She saw the rise and fall in his lashes, the emotion in those eyes that never failed to suggest what he schooled his face to disguise. But he snapped the box closed and offered it back to her.

“I gave this to you willingly,” he said. “It is yours.”

“You gave it to me because you had nothing else to give,” she replied. She plucked the emerald ring from him. “Give me your hand.”

“Miss Dhingra—”

She took his hand herself, mindless of his cooling warmth. She spread his long, slim fingers, sliding the ring on the index. The green stone seemed particularly bright against his fairness, and the twining gold band was an almost perfect fit.

“There,” she murmured. “Now you are truly warden to the Frosts.”

His hand rested in hers. He watched the way she held him, the woman’s interest peculiarly engaged, critical yet satisfied.

“Yet because of me, Michael is in prison,” he murmured. “Because of me, Agnes is dead. I do not know, Miss Dhingra, that I am worthy of this trust. Death is always with me, wherever I go.”

“And life.” Radhika met his open glance. “Life survives you as well. I do not know the Frosts like you, but what I do know of them has convinced me that they would never place such confidence in just anyone. What they are willing to give you only convinces me of how much more you have done to deserve it.” She dropped her eyes once more to his hand, gently pressed in hers. “And if I may speak as a third party, I am happy for you, Mr. More—not because of the inheritance itself, but for the greater value it holds with you, as one of the family you have served so well.”

His fingers curved on her wrist. “Radhika …”

She felt a shiver of doubt. She remembered her promise, even if More had never known anything about it, and that peculiar little moment before they set out to Corden’s View with her arm through his.

She raised her head, almost frightened at the press of his lips on her hand. The contact was brief—he released her swiftly.

“Thank you,” he said. “I do not want to believe this is the last we will see of each other.”

She felt mingled disappointment and relief.

“Well,” she said, with a laugh. “If you are ever in need of a lawyer, look no farther. My office is always open to you.”

“And if I am in need of a friend?”

The question brought her back to him. She wasn’t certain how she should interpret him, his gentle interest and poise. She spoke slowly, forming words after thought. “If you are in need of a friend, I hope you will not hesitate to look me up.”

There it was—that stirring of warmth in the depths of his velvet darkness. More turned softly to the door and she followed him.

“Goodbye, Miss Dhingra.”

“Goodnight, Mr. More,” she replied, and saw the slight lift in his brow.

“It is a night to remember,” said the vampire as he stepped outside.

Long after he left, Radhika sat on the divan, enjoying the warmth from the fire. She was not sorry that it was passed, the mystery surrounding Agnes Tomson. But in the wake of so much eventfulness, she felt a curious loss, almost numbness.

She went to the desk. Inside the drawer where she had kept his ring, she found the familiar, stained handkerchief. Radhika unfolded the cloth gently, remembering More in those uneven blots. He would be home now, she expected, surrounded by the ones he loved and who loved him in return. That was as it should be.

For her, there was the handkerchief. And that, too, was no small thing.
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