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   Introduction 
 
    
 
   Some forty years ago, after I had fully recovered from the dreadful events which took place at Count Dracula’s Castle in 1893, I had feared that the resultant publicity might harm my career as a junior partner at the Exeter practice of Joplin, Kaplan and Penfold, Solicitors at Law. However, once the first rush of interest in that shocking affair had died down, an unexpected consequence followed. A number of clients who had found it hard to obtain legal advice due to the peculiarly baffling or outlandish nature of their difficulties felt that a person such as I – who had experienced irrefutable proof of a world beyond that of everyday experience – would be eminently qualified to act discreetly on their behalf. Mr Joplin, then Senior Partner, persuaded me to undertake my first investigation of this kind. Although the facts of the case were never made public, some word must have leaked out, because more assignments of a similar nature periodically came my way. 
 
   Following my recent retirement from the practice of law it was my wife, Mina, who suggested to me that writing an account of my occasional investigations of the abnormal and arcane might be a pleasant way to fill some of my leisure hours. Now that my manuscript is complete it is my intention to give it for safe keeping to our son Quincy, with the instruction that it is to be published only when there is no possibility of any person now living being offended by the contents. As to the dead, they must make of it what they will. My future readers – if any – are welcome to interpret the events described in these pages as fact or fiction, according to their wishes. 
 
   Jonathan Harker, 20 April 1933 
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   After our train left Exeter St. David’s Station the urban landscape of busy roads, terraced houses and gasworks was soon replaced with the fields and farmhouses of the rolling Devonshire countryside. I settled back in the comfortable window seat of our first class carriage and smiled contentedly at my wife, who sat opposite me. 
 
   ‘You’re looking particularly pleased with yourself this morning, Jonathan,’ she observed. ‘Is it the prospect of remaining incommunicado for a week or two which gives you such pleasure? Let us hope that your colleagues do not write to you every day with reports of legal matters needing your immediate attention. Perhaps we should have told them we were going to Paris rather than Cornwall.’
 
   ‘You may be looking forward to a break from your labours, my dear Mina, but don’t forget that in my case our expedition is intended to be work, not pleasure. If anyone in the office attempts to distract me, he will get a frosty answer, believe me.’
 
   Mina chuckled. ‘I do not intend to be entirely idle. As the last two chapters of The Secret of Lady Connaught have still to be written, I may well devote some of my time to completing them. Mr Stebbins has asked for my manuscript before the end of next month.’
 
   I nodded. When Mina and I had returned to Exeter from Transylvania almost two years ago, we had been in a state of nervous exhaustion following the violent and horrifying adventure which had concluded in the final destruction of Count Dracula. Our good friend Professor Van Helsing, now resident in London, prescribed the following remedy for both of us: a month’s complete rest, followed by a return to the rigours and discipline of work. Whilst I had been more than happy to return to the solicitors’ office where I was now a junior partner, Mina was reluctant to resume the occupation she had held before our marriage – that of a schoolmistress. Indeed the general prejudice against married women in that role would probably have disbarred her. Instead she announced that she would be taking up the profession of a writer of novels. Any well-concealed scepticism on my part was soon replaced with admiration, as some twelve months later The Ambassador’s Daughter was published with considerable success. 
 
   ‘It sounds as if you may be working harder than I. Of course if all I have to do is to assist in the drawing up of a marriage settlement, then that will occupy a day or two at most. But a circumspect investigation of Mr Haywood’s concerns could take a good deal longer. His letter to Mr Joplin seems to raise more questions than it answered.’
 
   Mina lent forward. ‘As you have already taken me into your confidence, would it be possible for me to read Haywood’s letter? I assume you have brought it.’
 
   I knew my wife well enough to trust her discretion. ‘Of course. It’s here in my valise. I thought it best to keep it with me, rather than in the rest of our luggage.’
 
   I retrieved the letter and passed it across to Mina. She removed it from the envelope, which had been marked “Private and Confidential”, and read it through. 
 
    
 
    Mr Nathanial Haywood to Mr Maurice Joplin, Esq., Joplin, Kaplan and Penfold, Solicitors at Law: 7th October 1895 
 
   Dear Mr Joplin, 
 
   You will I am sure recall acting for me just over five years ago, when you drew up my last will and testament: a document which I am happy to say has yet to prove its worth. I am writing to you in this instance to ask for your professional services concerning another matter. 
 
   The first part of my request can be simply stated. As you may remember, my wife and I have an only daughter, Flora, who is now twenty years of age. She will be twenty one next January. Flora is engaged to be married to Sir Owen Velland, Bt., a local landowner who lives at Carrick Manor, near the village of Gwithian about six miles from St Ives. We would like your firm to ensure that her marriage settlement is correctly drawn up according to our wishes, and in consultation with Sir Owen’s own solicitors, the well-established St Ives practice of Penning and Makepiece. 
 
   The second part of my request will require a good deal of delicacy and discretion: qualities which I am confident your practice will be able to provide. Sir Owen is forty five years old, and for that reason alone Nellie and I are less than enthusiastic concerning the engagement. He has been very recently widowed under tragic circumstances, and it hardly seems proper for him to marry again so soon. Furthermore, for some time he has been the subject of gossip and speculation of an outlandish and bizarre nature, even to the extent of suggesting that the baronet has unnatural powers and abilities. Of course isolated communities such as ours are understandably prone to superstition, and it may well be that the rumours which have circulated are without foundation. However, I would be most grateful if your firm could undertake an investigation into the baronet’s background and character. If this task could be combined with overseeing Flora’s marriage settlement, I dare say it could be concealed from Sir Owen, whom we have no wish to offend. 
 
   Can I add that my wife and I consider your junior partner, Mr Jonathan Harker, to be entirely suitable for this commission. I am of course aware of Mr Harker’s dramatic adventures in the Carpathian Mountains, culminating in the destruction of the notorious Count Dracula almost two years ago. Whilst I have no suspicions that any comparable dangers await him in St Ives, Mr Harker will by necessity be more open to consideration of the unusual and outré than many of his legal colleagues, and has already proved his courage and capability. 
 
   If Mr Harker agrees to my request – and of course if you are willing to release him – can I suggest that he lodges with us at Chevin Villa for a week or two, arriving as soon as he is able. 
 
   Yours etc., Nathanial Haywood
 
    
 
   Mina passed the letter back to me. ‘I hope that Mr Haywood was not offended when you declined to take up his offer of hospitality.’
 
   ‘Not at all. Mr Joplin has explained to him that I would prefer the freedom and independence of action offered by arranging my own accommodation – I have taken a room at the George to use when necessary. As a hard-headed businessman, I’m certain Haywood will understand. However, I’m not sure what my client will make of the fact that I will be paying regular visits to a pretty young woman living nearby.’
 
   Mina smiled. By a happy coincidence one of her old school friends was married to the curate of St Elwyn church in the parish of Hayle, only four miles from St Ives. She had therefore arranged to stay with Edith and the Reverend Charles Ashby for as long as I remained in Cornwall, whilst I would divide my time between the Ashbys’ house and the George Hotel in the town.
 
   *
 
   We had passed through St. Germans and were travelling towards Liskeard when Mina took the manuscript of The Secret of Lady Connaught out of her travelling bag. While she looked over the last few pages I continued to observe the rapidly changing scenery which flew past the carriage window. Our route at that point ran through gently undulating countryside, and for some miles the train was either plunging through the dark depths of a cutting, or perched on top of an embankment with views to the horizon on both sides.
 
   After some miles of such travel the train reached a wooded down slope, no doubt gentle enough when observed by a trackside bystander, but sufficient to increase our speed considerably. As we travelled through a dense mass of oak trees – just cleared sufficiently on each side of the track to allow our safe passage – a remarkable sight met my eyes. 
 
   In front of the woodland’s edge there stood a striking woman. She was young – not much more than twenty two or three, I thought – with a tall, slim figure and long, luxuriant black hair flowing loosely to her shoulders. She wore a thin grey walking dress, hardly suited to the outdoors in mid-October. I was facing in the same direction as the train was travelling, and she must have been no more than fifty yards away when I first saw her. She stood with her right arm held out, pointing directly towards me. In a moment her image flashed past the carriage window and as it did so I noticed the unnatural paleness of her face, and the expression of intense sadness which suffused her features. It seemed that for a moment her eyes had met mine, although I realised that she could hardly have seen inside our carriage, let alone been able to fix her expression upon me. 
 
   The whole disturbing incident must have lasted for no more than a second. I looked at Mina, who was sitting opposite me still leafing through her manuscript, but she had obviously observed nothing. For a moment I considered telling her what I had seen but then thought better of it: I did not want to spoil the enjoyment of our journey together. At that time we had every hope of turning my task into something of a holiday by combining business with pleasure. It was perhaps fortunate for our peace of mind that we did not then realise that there would be rather more of the former – and less of the latter – than we might have wished. 
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   We arrived at the small station of Hayle just over four hours after leaving Exeter, the Great Western Railway having conveyed us to our destination with its usual efficiency. After making sure that all our luggage had been unloaded from the goods van and put in charge of the two elderly porters who were on duty, I gave instructions for two of my own suitcases to be taken on to Penzance and sent to the George Hotel, where I was expected the following evening. Hearing a voice calling out to me I turned round to see that the Reverend Ashby had already reached the platform. The curate strode towards us with his usual athletic step, a broad smile illuminating his cheerful, open features. He was wearing an old Norfolk jacket which contrasted strangely with his clergyman’s shirt and collar.
 
   ‘My dear Mina and Jonathan!’ he said. ‘I’m very pleased to see you. Edith and I greatly enjoyed our visit to Exeter, and it will be a pleasure to return your hospitality. If the porters can take your trunk and bags to my pony and trap, I’ll drive you to our cottage myself. Our groom has also to serve as our handyman and gardener, and I did not wish to take him from his labours in the vegetable patch. You must forgive my appearance. I was picking blackberries with our daughter when Edith reminded me that your train was due to arrive very shortly. Given the choice of arriving on time, or being more suitably dressed, I thought you would prefer the former.’ 
 
   We shook hands with our friend and returned his good wishes. Mina had known his wife since they were both fourteen, and I knew that she was pleased that Edith’s husband combined his pleasant and unpretentious character with a keen intellect and good prospects. Although he occupied a relatively humble position as Curate of St Elwyn Church, Charles Ashby held an Oxford degree and had the family connections which were so important if a young clergyman were to rise through the ranks of his vocation. 
 
   ‘And are the children all well?’ I asked. 
 
   ‘In excellent health, as you will soon see,’ he replied. ‘Wilfred and his sister really need a children’s nurse, but as yet I have been unable to convince Edith that anyone is suitable.’
 
   ‘I suspect her standards are very high,’ Mina said.
 
   ‘Indeed. Fortunately our maid of all work, Lucy, is able to assist her in looking after Grace and Wilfred. Lucy is a very reliable young woman and well used to children, as she is from a large family herself.’
 
   I could see a flicker of sadness pass over Mina’s face as she heard Charles pronounce the name of his maid: a name shared by her dear friend Lucy Westenra, whose terrible ordeal was still fresh in my wife’s mind. Not for the first time, I thanked G-d that although Mina had learned of her friend’s fate, she had not herself been present that night two years ago when Quincy Morris, Arthur Holmwood, Professor Van Helsing and I had been forced to drive a stake through poor Lucy’s heart. 
 
   Mina bravely suppressed her emotions and pointed across the fields to where a small patch of blue could just be glimpsed. ‘Is that St Ives Bay, Charles? Do tell us about your parish church. Is it near the sea? Edith tells me that you do all the Reverend Trewellard’s work as well as your own, but I am sure that cannot be true.’ 
 
   Charles chuckled. ‘The vicar has many interests. He is a well-known naturalist and fossil collector, and is also a noted bibliophile and antiquarian. The collection of early religious texts in his library is really quite exceptional. I’m afraid that his intellectual pursuits often leave him little time for the more mundane elements of parish business.’
 
   *
 
   When we arrived at Rosehill I could see that the Ashbys’ home was really more of a small farmhouse than a cottage. Edith Ashby was just as I had remembered her: a short, rosy-cheeked young woman with dark curly hair and an independence of thought and action somewhat unusual for a clergyman’s wife. After our exchange of greetings, their servant Lucy arrived with their two young children. When two year old Grace and six months old Wilfred had been suitably admired and complimented – reminding me of a private observation that Mina had once made to me, to the effect that all babies look exactly the same – we spent a pleasant afternoon in the house and garden. 
 
   Charles and Edith were aware of the ostensible reason for our visit to Cornwall, as Mina had mentioned in her letter that I was to assist in the drawing up of Flora Haywood’s marriage settlement. I had made up my mind to tell them about my further mission – to ascertain if Sir Owen Velland would be a suitable husband – and to ask them what they knew about the reclusive baronet. I knew the Ashbys well enough to trust their discretion absolutely. However, by tacit agreement we postponed any mention of business matters until later that evening, after dinner had been served and their maid had cleared the dishes.
 
   ‘You may go home now, Lucy,’ Edith said. She turned towards me. ‘Lucy’s parents live only a mile away and it is rare that I need to keep her here overnight. Take the lantern, Lucy – and remember to bring it back tomorrow.’
 
   She bobbed her head and left us. Lucy Wollas impressed me as a sensible young woman. Her tall slim figure and fair hair gave her a more than passing resemblance to Mina, although she did not have the delicacy of features that was to be seen in my wife. Edith smiled at her husband. ‘I suppose at this point – if I were a more conventional hostess – I would suggest that we ladies retire to drawing room, leaving you two gentlemen to discuss matters of business. However, as we are all good friends, I propose that Mina and I remain. The port was a present from Charles’ uncle and is excellent.’
 
   Charles turned towards me. ‘I fear that Edith is rapidly turning into a New Woman,’ he said, ‘although perhaps I should be thankful that she does not smoke. However, her suggestion is a sensible one. If you wish to garner any local knowledge, her presence will be invaluable.’
 
   He filled glasses for the four of us and continued. ‘Tell me, Jonathan, is your assignment in St Ives merely a matter of drawing up a marriage settlement?’
 
   ‘You’re very perceptive, Charles,’ I replied. ‘As you have correctly deduced, such a task could easily have been done by a local solicitor. I confess that I do have a further object, which I am sure that you will both treat as a matter of confidence.’
 
   After I had explained the real reason for my visit, Edith took another sip of her port and leaned back in her chair. ‘It seems to me that there may be as much to be discovered in London as there is in Cornwall,’ she observed. ‘After all, Sir Owen Velland only returned to Gwithian five years ago. Should there not be an investigation of his background?’
 
   ‘You are right, and I am pleased to say that the matter is in hand. Last week, as soon as I agreed to investigate Sir Owen, I contacted a very good friend of mine, late of Amsterdam and now resident in London. His name is Professor Van Helsing. The professor has promised to look into Sir Owen’s career prior to his inheritance of the baronetcy and to send his report to me care of the George Hotel, St Ives. I expect to receive it very shortly.’
 
   ‘I seem to have heard the professor’s name before,’ Edith said. ‘Tell me, was he not one of the gentlemen who helped you dispose of the notorious Count?’
 
   ‘He was indeed,’ I replied. ‘But for Van Helsing’s invaluable knowledge and assistance, it is unlikely that I would have survived the experience.’
 
   ‘Then we are all in his debt,’ Edith said. ‘Now, Charles, are you to tell our guests what we know about the mysterious baronet, or am I?’
 
   ‘I am happy to begin,’ her husband said. ‘I am sure you will add anything I omit to mention. The fact is, Jonathan, we really know very little about Sir Owen Velland which is not already a matter of public record and which Mr Haywood will no doubt be able to confirm when you meet with him tomorrow. I see Sir Owen when he is at Sunday service at St Elwyn Church – his attendance is irregular at best – but we rarely exchange more than a few words. Sir Owen succeeded to the baronetcy when his father died in September 1890, just over five years ago. His mother died when he was an infant. Owen left home when he was thirteen and went to Harrow, followed by Cambridge University. After that he lived in London, where I understand he occupied himself with scientific and philosophical pursuits without practising a profession. I believe he returned to Cornwall to visit his father once or twice a year.’
 
   Mina interrupted our friend. ‘Mr Velland – as he then was – must have enjoyed a private income,’ she said.
 
   ‘I really couldn’t say. Certainly his father was far from wealthy,’ Charles said.
 
   Edith looked at her husband. ‘It is said that Mr Arnold Paxton is the real source of Sir Owen’s money.’
 
   Charles nodded. ‘Let me explain. Arnold Paxton is Sir Owen’s cousin, somewhat older than the baronet, and he moved back to Carrick Manor with Sir Owen. Paxton is an invalid and is even less inclined to leave Carrick Manor than his cousin. It is indeed rumoured that Arnold Paxton is a very wealthy man – he is a bachelor – but neither he nor the baronet live with any undue ostentation. Sir Owen is rarely seen in St Ives.’
 
   ‘And how does the baronet occupy his time?’ I asked.
 
   Charles frowned. ‘He continues his scientific pursuits, and the Reverend Trewellard tells me that Sir Owen has equipped a small chemical laboratory at Carrick Manor. I have not myself seen it, as the baronet is disinclined for company – Trewellard excepted.’ 
 
   Mina helped herself to an apple from the fruit bowl in the centre of the table. ‘Is it correct that Sir Owen has quite recently suffered a sad bereavement?’
 
   Charles looked across the table at his wife, and reading his subtle signal she took it upon herself to reply.
 
   ‘Yes indeed. It was a very tragic case and it received wide publicity. Afterwards Sir Owen became even more reclusive, which is hardly surprising. The facts are these. After the baronet had been back in Cornwall for a year, he married a young woman from West Cornwall, Ruth Lethbridge. She was only twenty two years old – considerably younger than Sir Owen. She came from a good Penzance family – the Lethbridges have been landowners in the area since the seventeenth century – but it is not thought that she brought a substantial sum of money to the marriage. Then eighteen months later, in March 1893, her body was found one morning at the foot of the cliffs on the edge of the Carrick Estate. Sir Owen confirmed that Lady Velland had been discovered sleepwalking on a number of occasions: indeed, she was normally locked in her room at night for her own safety. On that occasion the housekeeper forgot to do so, with the tragic result that I have described.’
 
   ‘How did Sir Owen and Ruth Lethbridge first meet?’ I asked. ‘They sound an ill-matched couple.’
 
   Edith thought for a moment. ‘Let me see. I recall hearing that on one of his rare excursions Sir Owen Velland had attended a public lecture in Penzance and was introduced to Mr and Mrs Lethbridge and their daughter, who were also present.’
 
   ‘I take it there was some ill-feeling in the neighbourhood towards Sir Owen after his young wife died in such tragic circumstances?’ I asked. 
 
   Charles snorted. ‘Some ill-informed feeling, certainly,’ he said. ‘After all, Ruth chose to become Lady Velland of her own free will. I’m afraid that in a rural community such as ours, the baronet’s combination of reserve, arcane interests and domestic tragedy was always likely to give rise to a popular prejudice against him. Shortly after he returned to Cornwall he was involved in a dispute over a piece of land with a local farmer. The poor fellow lost his wits over the business – and a good deal of nonsense was talked about Sir Owen’s part in the matter.’ 
 
   ‘I suppose his recent engagement to Flora Haywood has not been generally welcomed?’ Mina said.
 
   ‘No indeed,’ Charles replied. ‘It has not helped that until recently she was known to have had an understanding with Dr Goodwin, a very popular young doctor in St Ives. Still, the friendship between Sir Owen Velland and the Reverend Trewellard must count in the baronet’s favour.’
 
   Edith stood up and walked to the fireplace, adding a log from the pile stacked on the hearth. She took up the poker and stirred the fire into a blaze. ‘No doubt. However, the Reverend Trewellard can afford to think the best of everyone, since he commands a position which all must respect. As for me, I will reserve judgment on Sir Owen and would advise Jonathan to do likewise. Now, if we have all had enough of baronets and mysteries, perhaps we could try a hand or two of whist before the evening ends?’
 
   *
 
   That night, while I lay in bed gazing at the gnarled oak beams that snaked across the ceiling, I thought back to the letter that Nathanial Haywood had sent to my senior partner, Mr Joplin. I reminded myself that in the morning I had an appointment with Mr Haywood in St Ives, during which he would no doubt tell me more about his concerns regarding Sir Owen Velland. As I turned over to compose myself for sleep, the distant hooting of a solitary owl felt strangely comforting. That and the soft breathing of Mina next to my pillow eased me gently into slumber. 
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Mina and I arrived downstairs at nine o’clock the next morning to find that Charles Ashby had already left the house on parish business. After an excellent breakfast of eggs and bacon I was about to leave for my appointment, having resolved to walk the mile or so to Hayle station and complete my short journey to St Ives by train. I was standing in the hall taking my leave of Mina when there was a knock at the door.
 
   Edith stepped past us and answered it herself. There on the threshold stood a cheerful, ruddy faced man of about fifty years of age, holding the reins of a dapple grey horse in one hand. He was wearing the moleskin trousers, collarless shirt and corduroy jacket which usually denoted a labourer, but he spoke in the cultivated tones of a gentleman. 
 
   ‘My dear Mrs Ashby! My apologies for my unannounced visit, but I would like a brief word with your husband, if that is convenient.’
 
   ‘Good morning, Reverend,’ Edith said. ‘I am afraid that Charles has just left. He’s taken the horse and trap to call on poor Mrs Wilson, who’s not expected to last the day. But I am forgetting my manners. Let me introduce you to my old school friend Mina Harker and her husband Jonathan. This is the Reverend Trewellard, Vicar of St Elwyn.’
 
   The vicar shook hands. ‘You have politely refrained from commenting on my appearance,’ he said with a smile. ‘I will let you into my secret. I am a dedicated fossil hunter and some excellent specimens are to be found in the rock formations uncovered at low tide.’ He pointed to a small canvas saddlebag. ‘I have just returned from Black Cliff Cove with some fine examples of asteroceras – ammonites, that is.’
 
   Edith persuaded the Reverend Trewellard to tether his horse and take tea before he returned to his vicarage in Hayle, although he insisted on removing his muddy boots before entering the hallway. As I had arranged to call on Nathanial Haywood and his wife between ten and eleven thirty that morning my departure was not urgent and I therefore agreed to join Edith, the vicar and Mina in the drawing room before leaving. 
 
   ‘The reason for my visit is not in the least a private one,’ Trewellard said to Edith, passing her a packet of dog-eared papers which he had taken from his jacket pocket. ‘Charles has very kindly agreed to transcribe these parish accounts into a comprehensible form and to forward them to the bishop on my behalf. He has a far better head for figures than I.’
 
   I noticed Mina’s raised eyebrows and could guess what she was thinking. The Reverend Trewellard was clearly one of those parsons who were more than happy to delegate most of their work to a curate.
 
   Trewellard looked towards me. ‘Of course paperwork will hold no terrors for you, Mr Harker. I am a friend of Sir Owen Velland and he tells me that you have come all the way from Exeter to assist with his marriage settlement.’
 
   I nodded. ‘Indeed. In fact I have an appointment to see Sir Owen tomorrow morning at his family seat. His solicitor will be with him and I am hopeful that all can be arranged very quickly. However, I dare say that Mina and I will remain in Cornwall for a few days longer, as the Reverend Ashby and his wife have kindly offered us their hospitality.’
 
   ‘I have heard that the baronet shares your scientific interests, Reverend,’ Mina said. ‘Is he also a naturalist, or does he confine himself to his laboratory?’
 
   Trewellard chuckled. ‘You are very well informed, Mrs Harker. The baronet does direct his efforts to the investigation of chemical phenomena. Unfortunately my friend is considered suspect by some in our little community, simply because he possesses a laboratory and carries out mundane researches. Of course the world of sensational literature has much to answer for. Our parents were excited by the horrors of Dr Frankenstein’s experiments and thanks to Mr Stevenson the current generation believes that anyone spending their time over a steaming flask or titration apparatus must be a budding Dr Jekyll! I have myself suffered from a similar prejudice. There are those in the parish who feel that a clergyman should have no time for fossils, geology or the works of the late Mr Darwin.’ 
 
   ‘And how would you respond to that criticism, sir?’ Mina asked. 
 
   The clergyman waved his hands dismissively. ‘Sheer ignorance, Mrs Harker, sheer ignorance. As Bishop Lessing had so eloquently stated, there is no contradiction between Christian belief and scientific understanding. A deeper understanding of the means of creation is not the same as a disavowal of the creator Himself. However, I must let you and your husband go about your business and confine my sermons to church! I’m afraid that as a bachelor I often fail to have that sense of urgency found in my married friends.’
 
   We all smiled and Reverend Trewellard stood up to take his leave.
 
   ‘You have an amiable vicar at any rate,’ I said to Edith. ‘Has he had the living of St Elwyn for many years?’
 
   ‘Indeed not,’ she replied. ‘As you know Charles has been curate here for just over three years, and Trewellard took over the parish only four years before that in the summer of 1888. Until that time I believe he worked at an Anglican mission in Calcutta. But I see that it is nearly time for your train – don’t let me make you late for your appointment.’
 
   *
 
   I soon completed the train journey between St Erth station and St Ives and shortly afterwards found myself approaching Mr and Mrs Haywood’s house. Chevin Villa was a pleasant detached residence in Albert Street on the western edge of the town. I had opened the gate and was just about to walk down the gravel path which led from the road to their entrance porch when the front door opened and a gentleman was shown out by a maid. He was no more than thirty years old, formally attired in a black frock coat and clutching a Gladstone bag. I hoped that my visit would not find the Haywoods or their daughter unwell. It did not require great powers of intellect to deduce that the gentleman now walking towards me was a medical man.
 
   When he saw me he looked quickly over his shoulder, then hurried down the path. To my surprise he led me to one side of the gate, so that we were out of sight of the house.
 
   ‘Forgive me,’ he said urgently, ‘but I must speak to you. Please hear me out – I will be brief. I assume you are Mr Jonathan Harker? Mr Haywood told me that you would be visiting him this morning regarding Flora’s marriage settlement. It was my plan to intercept you if I could. My name is Dr Goodwin. I have been treating Mrs Haywood for a mild attack of lumbago – nothing to cause any concern.’
 
   He reached out and gripped my upper arm violently. He spoke in an intense whisper.
 
   ‘Mr Harker – I beg you – for G-d’s sake prevent this marriage! I can tell you no more and it is imperative that you say nothing of our conversation to anyone.’
 
   Before I could speak the doctor looked round one more time and hurried off down the road which led towards the centre of St Ives. For a moment I contemplated following him, then turned away and walked slowly up to the front door. If Dr Goodwin thought that his words to me were the end of the matter, he was mistaken. I resolved that I would speak to him again at a time of my own choosing. 
 
   *
 
   Mr and Mrs Haywood were a couple much as I had imagined. Nathanial Haywood was powerfully built with a spade-like beard and tanned features. It was evident that he was what is commonly termed a “self-made man”, and none the worse for it. His rise from the position of grocer’s assistant to the ownership of a large and successful fish canning business had given him a brisk and confident air, but had not diminished his natural good humour. Likewise his wife Nellie, although now married to one of the foremost businessmen of the town, had none of the pretentiousness sometimes associated with a rapid climb in society. Rather younger than her husband, her bright eyes and keen gaze denoted a natural intelligence. 
 
   Once the three of us had exchanged greetings and were settled around the tea things, with the parlour maid given permission to leave, Mr Haywood passed me a slim manila envelope. 
 
   ‘Here are my ideas for Flora’s marriage settlement for you to put into the usual legal jargon. I’m intending to give Flora ten thousand pounds, which I consider generous. Five thousand is to be put in trust to be invested for her own use and the capital inherited by any children she may have. The date of the marriage hasn’t been fixed, but it will certainly not be before the New Year. Flora is not yet of age and cannot marry without our permission before 15th January 1896. On that day she is twenty one and will be able to do as she wishes.’
 
   ‘If you will bear with me I will quickly look through this to see if I have any immediate queries,’ I said. I scanned the document, which had been very clearly written out in everyday language by Mr Haywood. Then I read the final clause – and re-read it to ensure that I had not made a mistake. I held the page out, pointing to the relevant section.
 
   ‘This part is somewhat – shall we say unusual?’ I said. ‘Are you sure you wish to include it?’
 
   Haywood nodded. ‘Yes, it’s most important. I dare say Velland won’t like it, but that’s a matter for him. Was there anything else?’
 
   ‘The rest seems very straightforward,’ I said.
 
   ‘Good. My wife and daughter and I are leaving for Falmouth tomorrow to visit Edith’s sister. We will return this coming Saturday, so perhaps you could call upon us then regarding your progress with the settlement.’ 
 
   He continued with a lowered voice. ‘There is of course the other matter: your investigation into the baronet’s suitability as a husband. You arrived in Cornwall yesterday – I wonder if you have discovered anything yet?’
 
   Mrs Haywood placed her hand on her husband’s arm and smiled. ‘Really my dear, you expect rather a lot from Mr Harker.’
 
   ‘Not at all, Mrs Haywood,’ I said. ‘Your husband is correct: I have already had some opportunity to discuss Sir Owen’s situation, discreetly of course. Perhaps if I tell you what I already know, you will be able to add your own perceptions to mine.’
 
   The Haywoods agreed with my suggestion and I took out my pocket book in which I had noted all that I had learned so far about Sir Owen Velland. I summarised my discoveries and also explained that I hoped soon to receive a report concerning the years that he spent in London before moving to Cornwall five years ago. 
 
   I put down my notes. ‘In short,’ I concluded, ‘I have been given the impression of a reclusive man, concerned with his scientific researches, who is seen as something of an oddity by his neighbours. However, I have heard nothing specific against him, and he appears to have a good friend in the Reverend Trewellard. I am to meet Sir Owen tomorrow morning. Before I do so, it would be a great help if you could expand on the matters that you hinted at in your letter to Mr Joplin.’
 
   For a few moments Haywood stared silently at the wall opposite him, avoiding my gaze. His wife put her hand on his and turned towards me.
 
   ‘Mr Harker, perhaps my husband will let me explain our concerns.’ 
 
   Haywood nodded almost imperceptibly and she continued. ‘Nathanial is a clever and successful man of business, who is not given to fancies. Neither indeed am I. There are however many in this part of the world who consider the baronet to be an evil man, who exercises a malevolent influence. Let me give you one example. When he succeeded to the baronetcy and returned to Carrick Manor in September 1890, Sir Owen found that a stretch of land on the western edge of his property was in dispute. It had been cultivated by a local farmer for many years, but the previous baronet – who was disinclined to go to law over the dispute – believed it to be part of the Carrick estate. Sir Owen determined that it should revert to his ownership and six months after his return he commenced legal proceedings against Silas Fraddam, the farmer who had it under cultivation. As it turned out the matter never went to court. Silas was not able to defend his case.’
 
   ‘What happened?’ I asked. 
 
   ‘Silas was sitting one evening in the public bar of the Black Bull in St Ives. He was discussing the price of potatoes with a friend, then – according to the half dozen people who were in the bar that night – he suddenly leapt up from his bar-stool and looked about him wildly, as if someone, or something, had entered the room. He shouted incoherently and ran out, leaving his tankard half full behind him. It was only half-past eight and fortunately there were enough people outside to restrain him. It seemed that Silas had taken leave of his senses. He was brought to Dr Leonard, who gave him a sedative and found him a bed in the infirmary. I’m sorry to say that despite all that Dr Leonard could do poor Silas never recovered. After all was tried and declared hopeless he was taken to the lunatic asylum in Redruth, where he remains to this day. There’s many in St Ives who feel that an unnatural influence was used by Sir Owen against his opponent. The farm was inherited by Silas’ son, a young man of twenty six, whose first act on taking up ownership was to cede the disputed acres to the new baronet.’ 
 
   ‘That is a tragic story,’ I said. ‘I can quite see how the popular opinion turned against the baronet. However....’
 
   Nathanial Haywood interrupted me. ‘Yes, it’s easy to dismiss such gossip as superstitious ignorance. As you might imagine there was also a lot of loose talk about the tragic death of his young wife, although Dr Leonard’s evidence at the inquest made it very clear what must have happened. However, not only have we heard strange tales concerning Sir Owen Velland, but we’ve had disquieting experiences of our own. Let me explain.
 
    ‘Just over three months ago, in the first week of August of this year, our daughter Flora had walked into the centre of St Ives with our parlour maid, Liza. She wished to order a new dress and Liza had some shopping to do for my wife. According to Liza, a very reliable servant, they were walking down the main street of our little town when a sudden breeze got up from nowhere and blew some stray sheets of newsprint into Flora’s face. Flora stumbled on the pavement outside the shop and slipped to the ground, unharmed but somewhat shaken. Before she could struggle to her feet, she was assisted by a middle aged gentleman who had that moment been passing in his carriage. With Flora’s permission, the gentleman and his coachman took my daughter and Liza home to this house. Having delivered her safely to our door the man politely refused to come inside and drove off, leaving his card.’
 
   ‘And did you see this Good Samaritan again?’ I enquired.
 
   Haywood scowled. ‘Unfortunately yes. The gentleman in question was Sir Owen Velland, who had been making one of his infrequent visits to St Ives. You will hardly need to be told what followed. Common courtesy required that Flora write to thank him for his assistance and he subsequently called upon us. Nellie and I had no idea that Flora subsequently met with the man on more than one occasion. Just three weeks after their first meeting Sir Owen called on me to request Flora’s hand in marriage. When I refused, citing the age difference between them, he had the confounded cheek to tell me that as my daughter would soon be twenty one the marriage could take place with or without my permission.’
 
   ‘Sir Owen sadly misjudged my husband,’ said Mrs Haywood with the trace of a smile. ‘Nathanial took him by the collar and threw him out. That same evening Flora – who had been left in no doubt as to our disapproval of her actions and her suitor – had gone to bed. We are night owls and it was a little after midnight when my husband extinguished the oil lamps here in the drawing room, taking the candle to go upstairs. By that time our servants had all retired and I dare say we were two of the few people in St Ives not yet abed. When we reached the bedroom a sudden gust of wind blew out the candle.
 
    ‘As it was a warm summer evening the bedroom window was open and apart from that momentary draught the air was completely still. There was no moon and there are no street lamps outside this house, so it was very dark. I felt for a box of matches that we keep on our dressing table and struck one. It flared up well – then was almost immediately extinguished. At the same time a distinct chill descended upon the room. I pulled my wife towards me and put my arm around her shoulder. There was just enough light to see that a shadowy cloud started to form in front of us, shapeless but somehow threatening, as if about to transform into something horrible. Quite what would have happened next I’m not sure – nothing very pleasant, I suspect – but then as I felt for another match, my hand touched an object which we keep on the table – my father’s old Bible. What then occurred surprised me as much as Nellie. On instinct I held the Bible up in my right hand and told whatever – or whomever – was in the room to depart. I believe that my actual words were “In the Lord’s name, go!”’
 
   I nodded. ‘And the fact that you are both self-evidently safe and sound suggests that your improvised exorcism was successful?’
 
   ‘Indeed,’ Haywood said. ‘The phenomenon ceased in an instant, leaving us unharmed. Although you will understand when I say that neither of us slept that night. 
 
   ‘Early the next morning, before breakfast, Flora asked if she could speak to us. We said nothing to her about our disagreeable experience. She was respectful but resolute, saying that she was absolutely determined to marry Sir Owen Velland with or without our consent as soon as she became of age this coming January. After she left us my wife and I discussed the matter and decided on our stratagem. We would agree to the alliance, but at the same time not scruple to discover more about the baronet before their wedding day.’
 
   Mrs Haywood stood up and took my hand in hers. ‘Now you will know why we wished you to undertake this investigation,’ she said. ‘There is darkness and perhaps danger in this affair and who better to untangle it than the young man who played such a crucial part in consigning Count Dracula to hell?’
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   After taking leave of Nathanial and Nellie Haywood I made my way to the George Hotel where my arrival was expected. I found that my cases had already been taken up to my room, which had a pleasant view over St Ives Bay. As instructed the landlord – a bearded, rotund gentleman – had arranged for a large deal table to be placed under the window, where I would be able to work on a draft of Flora’s marriage settlement prior to my meeting the next morning with Sir Owen Velland. 
 
   I worked all afternoon on the document. At around four o’clock I took a break from my labours with a stroll round the picturesque streets of St Ives and the evening dusk was beginning to gather by the time I returned to the George Hotel. Another hour at my desk was sufficient for me to complete my task and I walked downstairs to order my dinner for half-past seven. The landlord – Bob Newsome by name – who had helped me that morning was on duty behind the bar. He greeted me cheerfully.
 
   ‘Good evening Mr Harker sir! I hope your work’s gone well. Can I recommend a tankard of Helstone bitter? I’ve just tapped the barrel and it seems a real fine brew.’ 
 
   ‘Good evening, Mr Newsome. Yes, I’ll try your bitter. Will you join me in a glass – or should I say another glass, as you have already tested its quality?’
 
   Newsome chuckled. ‘Yes indeed sir, I’ll try a little more.’ As he was drawing the ale he spoke to me over his shoulder. ‘I suppose you’ll be off to see Sir Owen before long, now that you have Flora Haywood’s marriage settlement in hand?’
 
   It was my turn to laugh. The network of local informants in the town was clearly impressive. 
 
    ‘I wonder if there is anyone now living in St Ives who does not know the purpose of my visit?’ I asked. Newsome looked a little anxious at my words, so I quickly reassured him. ‘My good fellow, I speak only in jest. There is after all no need to keep my work here a secret. I do indeed plan to see the baronet very shortly. I understand he has something of a reputation as a recluse.’
 
   Newsome placed the foaming tankard in front of me and I took a long drink. As he had promised it was of excellent quality, with a distinctive nutty flavour. The landlord took an appreciative swig from his own glass, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and looked quickly around the bar. Apart from two elderly working men at a table in the far corner, the room was empty. Newsome leaned forward and spoke to me in lowered, confidential tones.
 
   ‘Aye, a recluse, certainly, sir. And perhaps something more. There’s many a person here in St Ives who’d be careful to cross to the other side of the road if they saw Sir Owen Velland heading towards them. Not that he visits the town very often – we saw little enough of him before Lady Velland died, and since then he’s here even less. Now sir, if you are ready for your dinner, I’ve a nice claret in the cellar that might interest you...’
 
   *
 
   I was furnished with a plain but well-cooked meal and went to bed early. However, as it transpired, my night was to be far from restful. It was just after half-past ten when I turned out the gas and thanks to my earlier exercise walking the streets of St Ives – and perhaps also to the claret, which had lived up to the landlord’s testimonial – I soon fell sound asleep. 
 
   At what time my subsequent experience (to call it a mere dream seems hardly adequate) commenced it is impossible to tell for certain. My dreams are usually the normal rag-bag of half-remembered recent events and impressions, rarely connected by any cogent or rational theme, but this was something very different. 
 
   In my nocturnal vision I found myself in a large, dimly lit building of evident antiquity, suggestive of a place of worship. A stone floor stretched in front of me, inscribed with white markings as if drawn upon with a lump of chalk. At the centre of the strange geometric design stood a familiar figure whom I immediately recognised as the same young woman I had seen yesterday morning from the window of my railway carriage. Her face was as pale and sad as I had remembered it and her eyes were once again fixed upon mine. Before I could speak she took a sudden step towards me, holding her hands in front of her as if to encourage my retreat. I would have given ground gladly, but found myself unable to move. As we stood there motionless, the light in the building dimmed further. The figure began to lose its definition and an instant later vanished as if it had been turned to insubstantial vapour. In the same instant a soft but penetrating chanting filled the building, clearly enunciated but not composed of any words with which I was familiar. As the volume of the sound increased, three black-robed figures appeared from the periphery of the large open space and began walking towards me with an air of menace.
 
   It was at that terrifying moment that I realised with sudden lucidity that I was in fact asleep and dreaming and that the unpleasant vista that was before me was of my own imagining. With this welcome insight the scene in front of me dissolved and I found myself jolted out of my dream and lying in my bed in the George Hotel. It was some time before I could compose my thoughts well enough to fall back into an uneasy sleep, though thankfully it was without further interruption.
 
   *
 
   On waking I took up my pocket book and made as good a job as I could of sketching the peculiar pattern that I had seen in my dream the previous evening. Over breakfast I thought carefully about the previous night’s experience. On the one hand a perfectly rational explanation presented itself: the strange figure that I had seen from the carriage window on Monday morning could have been a natural phenomenon, a real if somewhat unusual-looking young woman. If so, what could be more natural than to dream of such a bizarre encounter? But, on the other hand, I found it hard to accept that the pale-faced figure I had seen from the train had any corporeal existence. Her ability to fix her gaze on mine at a distance and through the train window was unnatural. For another, the unique quality of my experience the night before suggested something more than a common dream. I decided that I would take Mina, Charles Ashby and Edith into my confidence and place both episodes before them when we met later today. Meanwhile it was possible that my imminent meeting with Sir Owen Velland might shed some light on the matter. 
 
   *
 
   I had arranged with Newsome to provide me with a hired horse and after breakfast he brought Willow round from the stables for my approval. I was delighted with his selection: Willow was a sturdy bay mare, good natured and biddable, but with all the appearance of strength and stamina. She was not a creature to be chosen for hunting or a point to point, but ideal for the kind of cross-country journey to Carrick Manor which I had planned. Newsome had also very kindly supplied me with a large-scale Ordnance Survey map of the area and pointed out the paths that I should follow in order to reach Sir Owen’s somewhat isolated estate. I could see that Carrick Manor was a mile or so north of Gwithian and that the road to it passed through Hayle. However, as I had already arranged to call at Rosehill later that day, I did not intend to visit Mina and the Ashbys en route.
 
   *
 
   My horse turned out to be as stalwart as she looked and in less than two hours I found myself in sight of the house – Carrick Manor was a low, somewhat squat building, sheltered from the worst of the hilltop weather by a small plantation of stunted conifers to the North West. I already knew something of its history from Charles Ashby: the house, inhabited by Sir Owen Velland and his cousin Arnold Paxton, was Elizabethan, having been built in the late sixteenth century. For most of my morning’s journey there had been some welcome autumn sunshine, but as I neared the house a bank of cloud cast a pall of gloom across the countryside.
 
   A gravel drive led up to the massive arched stone doorway. The mullioned windows which punctuated the front of the building were rather smaller than in other houses I had seen from the same period and I guessed that was because of the severe climate experienced in such a location. I tethered Willow to a stunted bush nearby and knocked twice on the weather-beaten plank door. 
 
   After a considerable pause I was invited inside by a sombre butler, who combined the manners of a trained servant with the features and physique of a prize-fighter. He took me through the hall to a small but comfortably furnished library, where an open fire blazed cheerfully. 
 
   ‘Mr Jonathan Harker, sir,’ the butler announced. 
 
   Two men who had been sitting on each side of the large brick fireplace rose to greet me. 
 
   ‘Thank you, Jennings, you can go,’ the taller of the two said advancing to shake my hand. ‘I am Sir Owen Velland. And this is my solicitor, Mr Elias Makepiece, of Penning and Makepiece, St Ives.’ 
 
   As the solicitor made a polite bow in my direction, I observed the baronet carefully. The first thing that struck me was that for a man of forty five he was remarkably well preserved. He was tall – I would have put him at just over six feet – with a lean and powerful figure. His raven black hair and pointed beard, combined with the pallor of his skin and a penetrating gaze, gave him a somewhat sinister appearance which had no doubt assisted the spread of rumours about him. Immaculately attired, Sir Owen wore a close fitting short frock coat, wing collar and dark silk necktie. A large ruby ring sparkled on the little finger of his left hand. The general effect of this ensemble might have appeared foppish, were it not for the impression of controlled power, both physical and mental, which the baronet projected. Mr Makepiece, in contrast, was dressed in a wool check suit which suggested a tailor from St Ives rather than Savile Row and had the ruddy features of a countryman. 
 
   ‘I trust you had a pleasant journey to Cornwall, Mr Harker,’ Sir Owen said. ‘Have you visited these parts before?’
 
   ‘I have been to Penzance, but not previously to St Ives,’ I said. ‘My wife has visited Hayle before: the Revered Ashby’s wife is an old friend of hers. I hope to see the Ashbys later today.’
 
   ‘Ah yes, Trewellard mentioned that she is staying there now,’ Sir Owen said. ‘Ashby is a capable fellow – does most of the vicar’s work, I believe!’
 
   Makepiece coughed discreetly. ‘I believe that Mr Haywood has spoken to you about his daughter’s marriage settlement?’
 
   ‘Indeed,’ I replied. ‘And I have taken the liberty of preparing a draft for Sir Owen’s approval.’
 
   At the baronet’s suggestion we seated ourselves around a small table in the corner of the library. Makepiece read carefully through the document I had prepared, pausing periodically to make a comment or to draw Sir Owen’s attention to an item in the agreement. All proceeded amicably, until the solicitor reached the final clause in the draft – the same one that I had queried with Flora’s father when I had visited him the previous morning. After reading it Makepiece drew in his breath, re-read it and looked up at me.
 
   ‘Upon my word, Mr Harker, this is most unusual. Did Mr Haywood specifically ask that this be inserted?’
 
   ‘He did sir, and is most adamant that it should remain.’
 
   Sir Owen leant across and took hold of the document. ‘What is this, Makepiece? Let me see.’
 
   He read the section aloud: ‘Notwithstanding the provisions afore stated, if Lady Flora Velland (née Haywood) shall die within a period of three hundred and sixty-five days from the day of her wedding to Sir Owen Velland Bt. and if Lady Velland is childless at that time then the five thousand pounds placed in trust to be inherited by any children of that marriage will be returned absolutely to Mr Nathanial Haywood of Chevin Villa, Albert Street, St Ives or if that trust fails to Mrs Nellie Haywood of that address or failing that to the St Ives Society for Distressed Fisherfolk.’
 
   Sir Owen scowled at me across the table. ‘Explain this if you please, Mr Harker. I’m no lawyer, but my understanding is that if half Flora’s marriage settlement is to be put in trust for any children we may have – a perfectly normal arrangement – why then if, G-d forbid, she were to die childless the money should go to her husband – to me.’
 
   I nodded. ‘Yes, and that is what would happen in this case, unless your wife were to pass away within a year. That does not seem a very likely eventuality, since as far as I know she is in very good health.’
 
   The baronet got to his feet, his face pink with anger, and slammed his fist upon the table in front of him. His solicitor jumped visibly and I noted that the veneer of good manners which Sir Owen affected did not run very deeply. 
 
   He spoke with slow menace. ‘That is hardly the point, Harker, as you are well aware.’ With an effort he controlled himself, sat down and continued. ‘That clause represents a slur on my good name. What if it ever became public? It is a good as saying that because I had the misfortune to lose one wife prematurely, Haywood wants to guard against my losing another equally quickly. No, it won’t do.’
 
   It was my turn to stand up and as I did so I gathered my papers together. It was now clear to me why Nathanial Haywood had insisted on the inclusion of the contentious clause. If the settlement was unacceptable to Sir Owen Velland, then the marriage could hardly take place: an outcome with which Mr and Mrs Haywood would be very pleased. 
 
   I addressed the baronet. ‘Sir, can I make two points? Firstly, a moment ago you addressed me as ‘Harker’. If in future you could give me the benefit of my title and include ‘Mr’ in front of my name I would appreciate it. Secondly, as you object to a clause in the agreement which my client believes to be essential, there seems little point in prolonging this discussion. I will report back to Mr Haywood and tell him that agreement cannot be reached. If you can ring for your butler, I will wish you good day.’ 
 
   ‘Mr Harker, let me apologise. I may have spoken hastily.’ Sir Owen paused, and smiled unconvincingly at Makepiece. ‘After all, I have every confidence in my solicitors’ discretion. I cannot say that I am happy with the clause that Flora’s father insists upon, but provided it remains a secret between us, I daresay I will have to put up with it. Let me make a suggestion. If two copies of this agreement can be drawn up by Mr Makepiece by next Monday morning you can call into his office in St Ives and read them both through. Then if you can ask Mr Haywood to sign them and have them witnessed I will do the same and we can each retain a copy. That will, I hope, allow the wedding to take place by the end of January, as Flora and I wish.’ 
 
   There was little that I could do other than agree to the arrangement, after which Sir Owen insisted I take a glass of wine with him and his solicitor before I left. As I sipped the fine vintage I could not help thinking that Nathanial Haywood’s stratagem had been flawed. It was very likely that from henceforth the baronet would view my client as an enemy and furthermore as a man who had insulted him. From what I had learned of Sir Owen that did not bode well for Mr Haywood. 
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Five 
 
    
 
   Instead of riding directly to our friends’ residence I called first at the post office in Hayle to see if any letters had arrived for the Ashbys’ house which had not yet been collected by the postman. When I eventually reached Rosehill I placed Willow in the good hands of the groom and walked round to the front garden where Mina was cutting flowers. She passed each stem to Grace and the little girl placed each one carefully in a straw basket. A wooden crib stood close by with Wilfred asleep within it.
 
   For a moment Mina did not notice me and I slowed my step to admire her happy presence before I spoke her name, softly, to avoid waking Edith’s baby. As she turned round with a pretty smile to greet me, I thanked providence for bringing us together. Our marriage, contracted under such difficult and dangerous circumstance as I lay sick in the Hospital of St Joseph and St Mary in Buda-Pesth, had thus far proved to be a very happy one.
 
   ‘Why, Jonathan, you have just missed your messenger,’ Mina said. ‘A most sombre looking person – Sir Owen Velland’s butler. He gave his name as Jennings, and passed me this letter addressed to you before riding off.’
 
   ‘How odd,’ I said. ‘I was with his master less than half an hour ago. Let me see.’
 
   I opened the envelope and read the contents.
 
    
 
   Dear Mr Harker, 
 
   Now that our formal business has been concluded, pray do me the honour of dining with me tomorrow evening, Thursday 17th October, at eight o’clock. I have little enough company in this part of the world, and it would be a delight to converse with an intelligent man such as you. The Reverend Trewellard is also invited, as is my cousin Mr Arnold Paxton and my solicitor Elias Makepiece, so we will be a select party of five. I will send a note to Trewellard tomorrow asking him to collect you at seven in his carriage. Unless I hear from you to the contrary, I look forward to meeting you again very soon. 
 
   With kindest regards, Velland.
 
    
 
   I passed the note back to Mina. ‘This is most surprising, my dear. I would have described our morning’s meeting as frosty at best. Perhaps I have been too quick to judge Sir Owen.’
 
   Mina read it through and frowned. ‘I’m afraid that I’m not at all impressed by Sir Owen’s manners! He and his two friends may lack wives, but that is hardly an excuse for overlooking yours. He probably thought that a lady novelist at his table would dominate the conversation to the detriment of his friends. Still, I dare say you will enjoy the novelty of a bachelor evening. Perhaps it will culminate in some exciting experiments in the baronet’s chemical laboratory. Take care not to be blown to pieces!’
 
   I smiled. ‘Fortunately our two years of marriage have taught me when you are pleased to be facetious. Far from enjoying the novelty were it not for my professional obligations I would consider foregoing it altogether.’ I could see Mina looking at me with a puzzled expression and so I continued. ‘My meeting with Nathanial and Nellie Haywood was illuminating, as was my brief but dramatic encounter with a St Ives medical man, Dr Goodwin. I suspect that Sir Owen is either very dangerous, or a harmless victim of prejudice and superstition. However, if I can make a suggestion, let’s wait until dinner this evening before I lay my findings before you – and before Charles and Edith.’
 
   ‘Edith has bicycled to St Ives,’ Mina said. ‘Apparently Charles bought the machine for her last month and she has just taken delivery of one of the latest ladies’ cycling outfits, ordered from London.’
 
   I chuckled. ‘You’re lucky the Ashbys did not purchase a tandem, otherwise Edith might have asked you to join her and scandalised the natives even more.’
 
   *
 
   That evening, after Edith had returned safely – if a little dusty and oil stained – from her bicycling expedition and Charles Ashby from his parish business, Mina and I joined them for a pleasant dinner. I planned to spend the night at Rosehill and we therefore agreed that I would relay my discoveries to my wife and our friends after the table was cleared.
 
   The four of us adjourned to the Ashbys’ small library, which was rather more comfortable than the drawing room on a chilly autumn evening. Before her return to her parents’ cottage Lucy had laid a good log fire and we pulled up our armchairs in a semi-circle around it. I noticed a pair of sporting guns in a glass fronted cabinet to one side of the fireplace and pointed at them.
 
   ‘Do you shoot, Charles?’ I asked. Somehow I did not associate my friend with the pointless slaughter of slow-moving birds.
 
   ‘I do not,’ he replied. ‘They came with the house. The previous curate was something of a sportsman, I believe. He went to a mission in the colonies. At least he was honest enough to leave the Church’s guns behind.’
 
   Charles leaned forward to poke the fire and for a moment it blazed up brighter than the two oil lamps, Rosehill not being supplied with the modern convenience of gas lighting. The wind had freshened and could be heard whistling through the branches of the tall elms nearby.
 
   ‘Why, we might be present at the beginning of a frightening tale by the late Mr Sheridan Le Fanu,’ Edith said. ‘Should we hear the jangling of chains or the wail of a tormented spirit all will be complete!’
 
   ‘I’m not sure that Mina and Jonathan share your delight in gothic romance,’ Charles said with a frown. ‘Remember that they have had first-hand experience of such matters.’
 
   ‘By no means,’ Mina said. ‘I like a good ghost story as much as anyone, as long as it contains the familiar horrors that have entertained us since our childhood. What is more disturbing is the unfamiliar, rarely encountered between the covers of a book. However, let us allow Jonathan to tell us what he has discovered about Sir Owen since the four of us last spoke. Perhaps we should pass round the port before he begins.’
 
   Once our glasses had all been filled I started my account of what had happened since I had left Rosehill the previous morning. I had just repeated the Haywoods’ account of their bizarre experience on the night of their violent disagreement with Sir Owen when Charles interrupted.
 
   ‘Has it occurred to you how very out of character it would be for Mr and Mrs Haywood to be prone to any kind of nervous imaginings? I can hardly think of a more sensible, strong minded couple.’
 
   Edith nodded. ‘No indeed. I think we must accept that whatever the nature of their experience one can hardly dispute its reality. And its occurrence so soon after Sir Owen’s humiliating ejection seems a little too coincidental. But do go on, Jonathan.’
 
   When I described my dream it was of course necessary to explain that the young lady in my vision was the same mysterious figure that I had seen from the train on our journey down to Cornwall and had chosen not to mention to my wife. As I might have anticipated, Mina was not in the least put out.
 
   ‘Really, you should not have denied me the frisson of excitement that your story would have produced!’ she said with a smile. ‘Having been twice accosted by this woman you must promise to tell me if she reappears. I shall have a sharp word or two with her if I ever see her.’
 
   Charles Ashby was not so amused. ‘The young lady may have had a purpose in her visitations. You say that in your dream she seemed to be warning you: I am inclined to agree and believe that you should take her warning seriously.’
 
   During the remainder of my account my audience exercised admirable self-control, and heard me out in silence. When my story had concluded there was a moment’s silence before Mina spoke.
 
   ‘It seems to me that we have heard a great deal of speculation – I imply no criticism, Jonathan – but have little or no evidence upon which to base a conclusion.’
 
   I sighed. ‘Evidently these are deep waters. It is a great shame that my old friend Professor Van Helsing is not with us to offer his advice. However, let us hope that my visit to Carrick Manor tomorrow evening will illuminate matters. Now, Charles, I have a favour to ask. Would you mind looking over the sketch I made when I awoke this morning? It has no meaning to my eyes, but perhaps you might find it significant. And Edith and Mina, if you please.’
 
   The curate took my pocket book from me and stood up to hold it near to the oil lamp, the two ladies peering at it over his shoulder.
 
   ‘But this is astonishing!’ he cried. ‘Are you quite sure that this drawing is based solely upon your dream?’
 
   ‘I’m quite certain,’ I said. ‘It is merely a reproduction of what I remembered. But what the devil is it, Charles?’
 
   In answer to my question he picked up the lamp and walked to the far wall of the library, scrutinising the shelves. After opening a few books and replacing them he returned with a somewhat mildewed volume and sat down in his chair.
 
   ‘In saying “What the devil” you may have come closer to the truth than you intended. See this.’
 
   He held the book open so that all four of us could see the peculiar design which filled the lower part of one page. It consisted of an outer circle with an equal-sided triangle set within it. Esoteric, rune-like symbols could be seen in the spaces between the straight sides of the triangle and the outer circle. Inside the triangle sat a second inner circle, which contained no markings.
 
   Mina held my pocket-book next to the ancient volume. It was quite clear that other than the symbols – which either I had not observed clearly or which had been absent from my dream – my sketch was the same as the diagram which Charles had unearthed.
 
   Edith refilled our glasses. ‘I think you’d better explain, Charles,’ she said.
 
   ‘Very well. The book I have here,’ he held it up momentarily, ‘is The Magus, or Celestial Intelligencer, by Francis Barrett. It was published in 1801. The book is a guide to the occult and to ceremonial magic and is itself based on a number of much earlier works, including some very rare manuscripts. The illustration is of the Seal of Lucifer, an ancient and powerful symbol. Of course the modern church is inclined to dismiss such things as myths and legends.’
 
   As he spoke I wondered how the Seal could have entered my dream. One possible explanation was that I had seen it before, perhaps years ago in some forgotten book or monograph and since forgotten it. Neither could I dismiss an alternative possibility: that the dream had been the result of an external influence rather than simply the regurgitation of my own unconscious imagination.
 
   ‘Perhaps we are too quick to dismiss such disturbing beliefs as mere superstition,’ Edith said. ‘What is the purpose of the Seal of Lucifer, according to those who have faith in such things?’
 
   Charles paused to gather his thoughts. ‘I am not an expert in occult beliefs, which in any event are rarely consistent or reliable. However, in broad terms, the Seal is used to summon Satan’s presence. There are many reasons why a misguided person might want to attract the attention of the Prince of Darkness. However, the use of the Seal suggests a particular purpose: the offering of a sacrifice in the hope of the reward of immortality – or at any rate, of a life prolonged beyond its normal span.’
 
   Mina nodded. ‘I have read of such practices. Am I right in saying that in return for the soul of the man or woman sacrificed, Satan grants to his acolyte the life-force of the victim’s body?’
 
   ‘You are absolutely correct,’ Charles answered.
 
   ‘Mina’s researches for her sensational fiction sometimes take her into very strange places,’ I said with a smile. ‘But can we seriously believe that such rituals are practised today?’
 
   Charles shook his head. ‘I think it unlikely that they are often practised, as such, but I would not be surprised if they were attempted. Amateur occultism is after all not uncommon. However, even if we accept the reality of such arts, it would require an unusually competent magician to achieve any success.’
 
   ‘And what is your own opinion, Charles?’ Mina asked. ‘Can the power of Satan really be harnessed by a human being?’
 
   ‘I would like to think not, but there is a great deal of evidence to suggest the feat is not impossible. You and Jonathan know more than most that the physical laws of everyday life can sometimes be transcended by darker powers and as a churchman I must necessarily believe in a spiritual realm, if not a magical one.’
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The following morning I decided that I would go to St Ives to try to obtain an interview with Dr Goodwin, as I felt sure his plea that I should prevent Flora’s marriage might provide some important information. Edith informed me that he held a Thursday morning surgery at eleven o’clock and so I set off – riding the faithful Willow – with the intention of arriving at ten. If the doctor was unable to see me then I could at any rate fix a time for a later appointment. 
 
   I soon reached the large semi-detached villa on the outskirts of St Ives where Dr Goodwin shared a set of consulting rooms with Dr Theodore Leonard, the senior partner in their practice. I handed my card to his maid, saying that I wished to have a word concerning a confidential medical matter: it had occurred to me that if Dr Goodwin agreed to speak to me he might wish the reason for our meeting to remain a secret. Whether or not this subterfuge helped to reassure him I cannot say, but the upshot was that shortly afterwards I was led through a large consulting room and into his study. 
 
   The personable young man who stood up to greet me was formally dressed in preparation for his morning surgery and seemed the model of the modern medical practitioner. There was however a certain nervousness in his manner which suggested that he had deduced my reason for visiting him unannounced. I decided that in the circumstances a direct approach would be best.
 
   ‘Dr Goodwin, we’ve already met briefly, as I’m sure you recall,’ I said. ‘I will be blunt. You must tell me what lay behind your comments to me on Tuesday morning. You begged me to prevent the forthcoming marriage between Flora Haywood and Sir Owen Velland. Why? What do you know about the baronet? Believe me when I say that what you have to tell me could be of vital importance. The outside world need know nothing of our conversation.’
 
   Dr Goodwin nodded slowly. ‘Very well, Mr Harker. I am prepared to speak openly to you and will tell you all that I know. 
 
    ‘I joined Dr Leonard’s practice just over five years ago, in August 1890. It was my first professional appointment since completing my medical degree at Edinburgh and after four years Dr Leonard was kind enough to make me his junior partner, the position which I now hold. Dr Leonard is a very experienced medical man, but now close to retirement.
 
   ‘You will know that in September 1890 Sir Owen Velland succeeded to the baronetcy on the death of his father and returned to Carrick Manor that same month, together with his older cousin, Mr Arnold Paxton. The previous baronet – Sir Eustace Velland – had been Dr Leonard’s patient and so naturally my colleague took on responsibility for the new residents. Sir Owen has always been in excellent health, but Dr Leonard was very concerned about the baronet’s cousin when he first met him. Paxton was fifty one years old at that time – eleven years older than Sir Owen – and according to Dr Leonard he was suffering from severe congestion of the heart, together with dropsy and other associated symptoms. The doctor felt that the poor man could hardly be expected to survive for another year and had told Paxton as much. Then in March 1891, some six months later, Dr Leonard developed a severe chill – he had been to see a patient and had been caught in a cloudburst on the way home – and at my insistence was confined to bed for a week.
 
   ‘Two days later an urgent message was received from Carrick Manor: could Dr Leonard come immediately, as Arnold Paxton had been thrown from his horse and had received a dangerous blow to the head. Of course there was no question of my troubling the doctor and so I left myself at once.
 
   ‘When I arrived at the Manor I was shown straight upstairs by the butler to the room where Paxton had been put to bed. With him was Sir Owen Velland, whom I had met briefly on a number of occasions. Sir Owen’s reaction upon seeing me was strange. He became very angry and demanded to know why Dr Leonard had not been sent. When I explained the reason and pointed out that I was as well qualified as my colleague – if not as experienced – the baronet reluctantly allowed me to look at his cousin.
 
   ‘After a brief examination I was fortunately able to tell Sir Owen that in my opinion Paxton had suffered no serious damage from his accident. There were contusions but no sign of fracture and I diagnosed mild concussion at worst. Following an application of a cold water compress Paxton was able to sit up in bed and demonstrate that he was still in command of his physical and mental capacities. However, his appearance and general physical condition came as a great shock to me.’
 
   ‘But I thought you said he was well?’ I interjected.
 
   ‘Precisely! Apart from his minor concussion I’d wager he was as healthy a specimen as any fifty year old in England – healthier, in fact. Any symptoms of heart disease, dropsy or other chronic or acute condition were entirely absent. Of course I said nothing to Sir Owen about Dr Leonard’s diagnosis, but as soon as the doctor had recovered from his chill I told him what I had seen.’
 
   ‘And how did your colleague react?’ I asked.
 
   Dr Goodwin paused for moment then continued. ‘He was most surprised, and quite unable to explain the dramatic change that I had observed. He said that he must indeed have misdiagnosed Paxton’s condition and asked me not to mention the matter again, as it would reflect badly on him. Of course I agreed, as I did not wish to upset my colleague. I dare say that in time I would have forgotten about the whole business, were it not for a further incident of an even more disturbing nature.’
 
   ‘And what was that?’
 
   ‘It involved poor Lady Velland, née Ruth Lethbridge. I was amongst those who attended her wedding: it would have been in the second week of September 1891. She was a very attractive, cheerful looking young woman and at the ceremony seemed to be in perfect health. 
 
   ‘Sir Owen Velland spent little time in society, and his wife even less. I did not see her again for six months, until just ten days before her tragic accident. I was visiting a patient in Gwithian and as I drove through the village in my horse and trap she came out of the post office and stepped into a closed carriage.
 
   ‘I am positive that she did not recognise me. We had never been introduced and she seemed preoccupied with whatever task had taken her to the village. There was perhaps some evidence of strain upon her features, thought nothing very marked. Her fine complexion and healthy figure seemed unchanged from that which I had observed at her recent wedding.’ Dr Goodwin halted his narrative. ‘I take it you are aware of the circumstances surrounding Lady Velland’s death?’ he asked.
 
   I nodded and he continued. ‘Very well. After the poor woman had been found at the foot of the cliffs, her body was taken to the public mortuary in St Ives. The post-mortem examination was carried out by my colleague, Dr Leonard, as is our normal practice. However, on this occasion I asked the attendant – a man by the name of Scrivens – to allow me to examine the body in secret, after Dr Leonard had completed his task. It so happened that during the previous year Scrivens had made a foolish error in his work – the details are not relevant – and I was able to protect him from the consequences, thereby saving him from dismissal. As you might imagine, he felt greatly indebted to me and was very glad to help.’
 
   The doctor stood up and walked to the door of his study, opened it, and closed it once more. Then he returned to his desk. ‘What I discovered during my own brief examination of the corpse was quite shocking. Ruth – Lady Velland – was extremely emaciated, a condition that one might have expected to result from weeks of near-starvation. This was certainly not the result of immersion. I will not bore you with the technical details, but the condition of her epidermis showed that she could not have been in the sea for any length of time, if at all. I assumed that her body must have lodged above the high-water mark. She had in any case only been missing for twelve hours.’
 
   ‘What made you decide to see the body for yourself?’ I asked. 
 
   ‘As I had observed Lady Velland only ten days previously, my curiosity was aroused. In addition there had by that time been a number of disturbing rumours in circulation about the baronet: enough to make me wish to see his deceased wife at first hand. 
 
   ‘I am not proud to admit it, Mr Harker, but at the inquest I said nothing. I assume that Dr Leonard had judged her condition to be the result of her accident and subsequent exposure to the elements, but if so he was mistaken. Whatever I said could not have brought Lady Velland back to life, but it could have greatly damaged my colleague’s reputation. I did however resolve that any future bride of Sir Owen’s would receive the sternest warning from me before proceeding with the marriage.’
 
   Once again Dr Goodwin got to his feet – this time in order to pace up and down the length of his study. He was clearly upset, so I waited patiently for him to continue.
 
   ‘Imagine my distress when two months ago I discovered that his intended wife was the young woman who until very recently had been my fiancée – Flora Haywood! Let me tell you the whole sorry story. On Friday 30 August – the day is forever fixed in my memory – I was due to accompany Flora and her parents to a concert in St Ives. When I arrived at the Haywoods’ house, Flora herself answered the door. There and then on the step, without any great show of emotion, she calmly announced that our engagement must be at an end, as she no longer wished to marry me. I suppose I should have spoken to Mr and Mrs Haywood, but instead I left immediately in a state of shock and amazement. Flora’s announcement – both in its content and manner – seemed wholly out of character. We had after all been engaged for almost two years. What on earth could have caused such a sudden and total transformation of her feelings? 
 
   ‘Then on the following Monday morning Mr Haywood himself came to call upon me. He told me that Flora was now engaged to Sir Owen Velland! He added that he had not refused his consent – Flora being almost of age – but that he was unhappy with the match and would do his best to make sure that it would not take place. When Haywood told me the circumstances which had led to Flora meeting Sir Owen, and the fact that she had known him for less than four weeks, I became convinced that in some inexplicable way he had exercised an unnatural influence over her. Perhaps an hypnotic drug administered in a cup of tea or a glass of lemonade – who can tell? The man has a bad reputation and is a dabbler in chemistry and perhaps other, darker areas of knowledge. 
 
   ‘Mr Harker, knowing something of your personal history, I have assumed – rightly or wrongly – that when Haywood instructed you to assist with his daughter’s marriage settlement, he also instructed you to enquire more closely into Sir Owen Velland’s suitability as a husband. After all you have had some experience of the uncanny and the inexplicable. If I am correct rest assured that you can call upon me for assistance at any time, should you need it. As for me, I have vowed that come what may Flora and Sir Owen will never be married.’
 
   This puzzled me somewhat. ‘And may I ask how you intend to prevent it?’
 
   ‘You may indeed,’ Dr Goodwin said with a grim smile. ‘Let us say that that if it becomes necessary I intend to take whatever measures are needed, however drastic. Now, I see that it is almost time for my morning surgery. You must excuse me, Mr Harker. I will ring for Lily, who will show you out.’
 
   I next went to the George Hotel, where I asked the landlord if any letters had arrived for me. Fortunately the item that I was waiting for had been delivered: the report from my old friend Professor Van Helsing regarding Sir Owen Velland’s career in London prior to his move to Cornwall. I decided to return with it to Rosehill, where I would be able to study it at my leisure. 
 
   *
 
   As Mina and Edith had arranged to visit a friend of the Ashbys in Penzance taking young Grace and Wilfred with them and as Charles Ashby was engaged in parish business, I had the rest of the day to myself. After a cold luncheon I read through the professor’s report.
 
    
 
   Professor Van Helsing to Mr Jonathan Harker: 15th October 1895 
 
   My dear Jonathan,
 
   I trust that your journey to Cornwall has been safely accomplished, and that you and your wife are both well. I am aware that time is of the essence in your investigation, and during the last week I have done what I can to gather some information regarding Sir Owen. No doubt there is more to learn, but I flatter myself that I have obtained the essentials. 
 
   After leaving Oxford in 1872, where he obtained an undistinguished degree in classics, Mr Owen Velland (as he was then) made his home in London. For six years prior to his inheritance of the baronetcy, Velland lived with his cousin, Mr Arnold Paxton, a wealthy invalid. Velland has had no formal occupation and it seems that he subsisted on his own small private income and his cousin’s generosity. 
 
   Owen Velland was not by all accounts a very sociable man, and was best known for his interest and involvement in spiritualism. He was one of the founder members of the Society for Psychical Research in 1882. His connection with the movement was entirely respectable, and at one time he counted William Crooks, the well known physicist, and William Stead, the journalist, amongst his fellow enthusiasts. However, Velland’s participation in such matters came to an abrupt end in December 1888, when his membership of the Society ceased. The reasons for this would no doubt have been hard to ascertain, were it not for the fortunate coincidence of my personal acquaintance with Mr Crooks, which dates from the time when we both worked at the Radcliff Observatory in the 1850s. He was kind enough to tell me the entirety of what he knew, on condition that the source of my information remained secret: a condition which I am sure you will honour. 
 
   According to Crooks, Velland had been dabbling in the occult – to be more specific, in the practice of alchemy and black magic – and a young woman of his acquaintance had threatened to inform the police that Velland had attempted to use “unnatural arts” in order to entice her into an immoral liaison. There was some doubt about the truthfulness of her allegation: one suggestion is that she knew of his potentially scandalous interest in magic, and had decided to turn it to her own account. In the event the complaint was not made: Velland’s cousin paid off the girl, and the matter was kept quiet, with no consequences for Velland other than his expulsion from the Society. Somewhat ironically, Crooks was adamant that the evidence subsequently uncovered of Velland’s activities showed that he was very far from being an adept in the black arts, and was in Crook’s words a “bumbling amateur”. There was certainly no indication that Velland had ever achieved any results from his attempted sorcery. Apparently his alchemical researches were no more successful – he had merely copied some ancient methods for discovering the philosopher’s stone, with predictable results. A charitable view of Velland would therefore be to see him as a harmless eccentric: however, the members of the Society for Psychical Research, some of whom – like Crooks himself – were public figures, decided to expel Velland from their ranks in order to protect their good name. 
 
   I can find no record of any noteworthy occurrences in Velland’s life between the time of his expulsion and his inheritance of the baronetcy in 1890. He had never married, and his closest companion was Arnold Paxton, his cousin – also a bachelor – who moved to Cornwall with him. Your letter to me did not mention the latter gentleman, and from what I have discovered regarding his perilous medical condition when he was last in London five years ago, I assume that Mr Paxton is now deceased. 
 
   Rest assured that if any more information regarding Sir Owen Velland reaches me, I will forward it to you. However, I suspect that Cornwall rather than London may now provide any answers that you seek. 
 
   With very best wishes, yours etc., Abraham Van Helsing.
 
    
 
   I put the professor’s letter down on the table in front of me and sat back in my chair. It did not seem to me that Van Helsing’s information was of any great use to me, or rather to my client Mr Haywood. All that could positively be proved was that Sir Owen had a peculiar and – to some minds – distasteful hobby, but an interest in magic and the occult is no crime in modern England. It occurred to me that the rumours which circulated during his time in London may have followed him down to Cornwall and helped give rise to the popular feeling against him. 
 
   There was of course a more sinister interpretation to be drawn from Van Helsing’s information. If the baronet really did have any genuine occult knowledge or skills – something that my own experiences had taught me could not be dismissed out of hand – then it would suit him very well to be seen as a fruitless dabbler. Or even if he had been as ineffective as Van Helsing thought, it was not impossible that in the intervening years his powers may have grown and strengthened. Could he really have held any responsibility for Silas Fraddam’s madness, or the Haywoods’ frightening experience after crossing his path? Or might he have received help from elsewhere? A sudden thought struck me – there was a further piece of information which Professor Van Helsing might be able to obtain for me.
 
    I quickly drafted a telegram to the professor and after taking it to the post office in Hayle I decided that there was little more that I could do that day until the Reverend Trewellard came to convey me to my dinner appointment. I therefore awaited the return of my wife and our friends, spending the intervening hours in the Ashbys’ library.
 
    My time there was not entirely wasted, as I managed to locate the volume by Francis Barrett in which Charles Ashby had found the illustration of Lucifer’s Seal: the Celestial Intelligencer. A close study of the accompanying text did nothing to sooth my anxieties about my disturbing dream. If Barrett’s volume was to be believed, it appeared that any genuine adept would find the Seal to be a very powerful tool, and almost certainly a malign one. 
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   It was shortly after seven o’clock that evening when the Reverend Trewellard’s carriage – a stylish Brougham – drew up outside Rosehill. Noting his arrival from the drawing room window, I turned to Mina, who had arrived with Edith Ashby and her children two hours earlier. 
 
   ‘It seems that the vicar is not quite as unworldly as it might have appeared,’ I said. ‘That is a very smart equipage – a Duke would not be ashamed of it!’ 
 
   Mina peered over my shoulder. ‘And a coachman in livery!’ she exclaimed. ‘Are you sure this is Trewellard come to collect you, or has one of Charles Ashby’s grand relatives come down from London to offer him an archbishopric?’
 
   Her facetiousness was answered by the vicar himself stepping out of his carriage and striding towards the front door, holding his hat onto his head as the strong wind gusted around him. I forestalled Lucy by answering the door myself and was soon seated opposite Trewellard, sinking back into comfortable plush velvet cushions. The sky had appreciably darkened during the last half hour and sheets of rain were starting to pour down the carriage windows. I felt sorry for the poor coachman mounted on the box above us and hoped that he had packed a cape under his seat. 
 
   Just as we were about to drive off Trewellard opened the carriage door an inch or two and shouted up to the coachman: ‘Wilkins! Go back to the house and give Mrs Harker a message from me. Tell her that if we have a storm tonight, Mr Harker and I may need to stay at Carrick Manor until tomorrow morning.’
 
   He sat back in his seat and brushed off the few drops of rain that had entered the carriage. The vicar was very different in appearance from the dusty fossil collector whom I had met on Tuesday morning. He was wearing immaculate evening attire and a silk top hat rested on his knees. I had fortunately brought my dress clothes to Cornwall, but felt that compared to my companion I cut the figure of an impoverished relative.
 
   ‘I hope you did not mind my making that suggestion,’ the vicar said as the carriage moved off. ‘If a fierce autumn gale blows up we had much better avoid crossing Godrevy Point later tonight.’ 
 
   Trewellard proffered a silver cigar case and although Mina disapproves of my smoking – she has the quaint idea that it is somehow injurious to health and in the interests of marital harmony I have never contradicted her – I felt that out of politeness I should accept. 
 
   ‘From the West Indies – a superior product,’ Trewellard said. ‘It is very kind of you to accept Sir Owen’s dinner invitation at such short notice. The baronet is something of a recluse – my own friendship excluded – and will enjoy some lively and intelligent company. Of course his solitariness will soon be over after his marriage in the New Year. I take it that your negotiations on Miss Flora Haywood’s account have been successfully concluded?’
 
   ‘That is really a matter for Mr and Mrs Haywood to decide,’ I said. ‘However, I think I can say that an agreement as to the marriage settlement seems likely.’
 
   ‘I am glad to hear it! And have you been tasked with any other professional duties, whilst you are here in Cornwall?’
 
   In normal circumstances I would have considered the Reverend Trewellard’s question to be impertinent, but as it was it gave me an excellent opportunity to raise a point which I wished to put to the vicar.
 
   ‘Only to help ensure that Miss Haywood’s interests are protected,’ I answered. ‘To be blunt her mother and father have some concerns about her forthcoming nuptials. Naturally I would like if possible to reassure them, particularly as the romance between Flora and the baronet appears to have been – how can I put it – very sudden.’
 
   The vicar smiled. ‘I think it is fair to say that most parents have some concerns about their daughter’s marriage. However, in this case they can be reassured that her intended husband is a worthy match. He is perhaps not as sociable as some, but as his long standing friend I am aware of his many good qualities.’
 
   ‘That is very good news, Reverend.’ I smiled back in turn, wondering if Trewellard could sense the unease which lay beneath my assumed cheerfulness. Of course it was hardly realistic to expect Trewellard to exchange confidences about his closest friend, but nevertheless I felt that there was a great deal more that he could have told me. 
 
   The last five minutes of our journey were spent in virtual silence and I gazed out of the carriage across the rough moorland, now in the midst of a thoroughly unpleasant storm. Periodic flashes of lightening illuminated the bleak landscape, until at length Carrick Manor loomed ahead of us, gleams of dim yellow light escaping from the shuttered mullioned windows on the ground floor.
 
   *
 
   hen I sat down in Sir Owen Velland’s formal dining hall later that evening and looked at my fellow guests we hardly seemed destined to answer the Reverend Trewellard’s wish for lively company. There were five of us in all: the Reverend, Sir Owen and his cousin Arnold Paxton, Elias Makepiece and I. Waiting upon us was the taciturn butler, Jennings, whose hulking presence and sombre deportment did nothing to lighten the mood of the company.
 
   Arnold Paxton – the only member of the party whom I had not met before – had been introduced to me ten minutes earlier in the drawing room. After Dr Goodwin’s intriguing testimony regarding Paxton’s medical history I had been looking forward to seeing the man himself and I was not disappointed. Paxton was of middling height, with an upright and energetic figure. He had a full head of curly brown hair and was clean shaven, with the tanned complexion of a farmer or sportsman suggestive of robust health and outdoor living. If I had not heard from several reliable sources that Paxton was fifty six years of age, I would have found it very hard to believe, for he looked a good deal younger. As for Dr Goodwin’s assertion – supported by Professor Van Helsing – that a few years ago Paxton was incurably ill, that seemed an equally foolish proposition. He seemed disinclined for conversation, responding to my conventional social overtures with the briefest of responses compatible with politeness.
 
   Trewellard smiled and nodded well enough, but it seemed to me that his preoccupations were elsewhere. As for Elias Makepiece, he seemed very conscious of his inferior social position and had said nothing beyond the formalities of greeting.
 
   Sir Owen at least was more sociable and after we had taken our seats he turned towards me. 
 
   ‘Mr Harker, I know you are visiting my solicitors on Monday next,’ he nodded across the table to Makepiece, who bowed his head back at him sycophantically, ‘and having said that, let us agree now to banish all further talk of business. I’m afraid you’ve chosen a wild night to visit us. Fortunately the first occupants of Carrick Manor were well aware of the worst that the weather can do out on this headland and had the place built accordingly. If the storm worsens, you are all welcome to stay here for the night. But let us hope it does not come to that. Tell me, have you been to Cornwall before?’ 
 
   I responded as one does to such platitudinous questions and the meal gradually progressed, with Paxton, Trewellard and Makepiece contributing little to the desultory conversation. After we had finished our meal – a very creditable effort by the baronet’s cook, including an excellent sea bass – Sir Owen suggested that we retire to his study for a glass of port.
 
   When we sat down I took a surreptitious glance at my pocket watch – it was eleven o’clock and the storm outside showed no signs of abating. I was anxious to leave as soon as possible, but as I was reliant on the Reverend Trewellard’s carriage I could hardly make the decision myself. Jennings had now left us and I decided to hazard a question which might lead to some illumination of the mysteries I had encountered since travelling to Cornwall. 
 
   ‘A wild night such as this would seem a suitable setting for one of Mrs Radcliffe’s gothic romances!’ I said with assumed cheerfulness. ‘Tell me, Sir Owen, does your house have its share of ancestral ghosts?’
 
   The baronet snorted sardonically. ‘I am glad that you have referred to Mrs Radcliffe and not Mr Poe,’ he said. ‘I would not wish Carrick Manor to suffer the fate of the House of Usher. To answer your question, I’m pleased to say that there are few if any alarming legends attached to the Velland family, although the setting, I admit, is suitable for a work of sensational fiction.’
 
   I reached for the decanter and refilled my glass.
 
   ‘I understand that you have yourself been interested in spiritualism, Sir Owen,’ I said.
 
   As I spoke I glanced at Arnold Paxton, who had fixed the baronet with a very stern gaze. It seemed that Paxton was conscious of my observation, for he turned to me with the semblance of a smile. 
 
   ‘Sir Owen will be too modest to say so, but he shared that interest with many of the London literati,’ Paxton said. ‘I think we can make a distinction between spiritualism and mere superstition. Tell me, Mr Harker, are you by any chance the same gentleman who is said to have experienced an extraordinary adventure in Eastern Europe two years ago?’
 
   I nodded. ‘I will not deny it. But you must not believe all the lurid details which found their way into the newspapers at the time. I hope that one day a full account of the whole business will be written.’
 
   ‘In that case we must not ask you to pre-empt your story,’ said the Reverend Trewellard with a smile.
 
    After that our discussion reverted to the mundane and it was clear that I would get no more information from Sir Owen regarding his interests in the occult. It was now quite apparent that any attempt to return home that night would be foolhardy. With Sir Owen’s permission I opened one of the study window shutters and through the leaded window panes I could see that the line of stunted trees to the north-west was swaying violently in the wind. It seemed that Carrick Manor had been built on a slight elevation, as a solid stream of rainwater poured down the driveway away from the walls. When the baronet again invited us all to stay the night there was really nothing for me to do but acquiesce.
 
    As Jennings had been given permission to retire the baronet took us to our rooms one by one. It turned out that he had anticipated the need to shelter us, as all had been prepared for our reception. 
 
   My own room was on the second floor, situated half way down a long corridor. It seemed that we were all to be accommodated in the same area of the house and Paxton and Trewellard had already been shown into rooms off the same passageway. 
 
   The spacious chamber into which I had been ushered was illuminated by the glow of a log fire which had been laid in a stone inglenook at one end of the apartment. A good supply of fresh wood was banked on each side of the fire basket and I soon built up a warm blaze. A candle and matches had been thoughtfully placed on a side table, along with a carafe of water, but I decide that the light from the fire would suffice to allow me to undress and get into bed. Heavy curtains were hung over the windows and with these and the protection of the massive stone walls I was well insulated from the wild gusts which raged outside: a muffled whistling from the chimney pots two floors above me was the only reminder that I had of the storm. The combination of the warm fire, crackling logs, a good meal and fine port soon ensured that I fell soundly asleep.
 
   *
 
   I awoke suddenly, in the midst of a confused and half-remembered dream. Something had disturbed me, but I could not tell what. Then a bright gleam of light darted from the side of the bedroom curtains, followed an instant later by a violent clap of thunder. No doubt its predecessor had jolted me from my sleep. 
 
   The embers of my fire were almost extinguished, but provided enough light for me to locate the matches and light my candle. I took out my pocket watch: it was half-past two in the morning. There was a further flash of lightening and this time the accompanying thunder was appreciably delayed. Hopefully the storm was moving away and might presage an end to the foul weather. 
 
   I was just about to extinguish my candle and return to bed when I heard a fleeting sound from outside my bedroom door. It appeared to have come from further down the corridor and was too distinct to have been the creaking or groaning of old oak floors which can often be heard in ancient buildings in the silence of the night. I crept to my door, opening it carefully and looked up and down the corridor. The light from my candle provided sufficient illumination to assure me that the doors to all the rooms were closed. 
 
   Then I heard more sounds – not a brief noise this time, but more like a subdued rumble. Yes – it was the murmur of hushed voices and I realised that the earlier noise had probably been that of a door closing. I guessed that one of the occupants of the bedrooms nearby had received a nocturnal visitor.
 
   I decided there and then to eavesdrop. It was not perhaps a very gentlemanly course of action, but I had a duty to Mr and Mrs Haywood and I had as yet gained little from my visit to Carrick Manor. Fortunately the conversation continued without pause, until I was able to locate the door of the room from whence it came and station myself outside, my ear pressed to the panelled wood. The dialogue which I heard was barely audible. It was hard to identify the speakers, but the first seemed to be Sir Owen and the other Arnold Paxton. 
 
   ‘For G—s sake lower your voice. Why could you not wait until morning?’
 
   ‘This matter is hardly one which could be discussed over breakfast. Any delay might be fatal. Everything must be done just as we have arranged.’
 
   ‘And what about the suspicion that it will cause?’
 
   ‘There is already suspicion enough, so we can hardly make matters worse. The transference must proceed as planned. Trust me, and make sure that all is ready in good time.’
 
   ‘Very well. Now return to your room, I implore you.’
 
   At those words I rapidly retraced my steps to my bedroom and closed the door behind me. For a moment I considered opening it a fraction to see who was about to emerge – then I realised that without my candle I could see nothing and with my candle I would inevitably be discovered. A moment later the door in the corridor opened and shut and there was the sound of faint footsteps. I then realised I had made a foolish error. I should have ascertained the location of the specific door at which I had been listening. Had I done so it would have been possible subsequently to have identified one of the speakers. However, if nothing else I now knew that a conspiracy was being planned at Carrick Manor, which in itself was a step forward. I resolved to leave Sir Owen’s house first thing the next morning, even if I had to walk back to Hayle in a downpour.
 
   *
 
   As it transpired the morning was bright and clear and the storm completely abated. The Reverend Trewellard drove me home in his carriage, his coachman and horses having been accommodated in Sir Owen’s stables overnight. For a moment I considered telling the vicar about the conversation overheard between Sir Owen and his cousin, but I soon decided against it, reasoning that Trewellard’s close friendship with the baronet could not guarantee his respecting my confidence. 
 
   It was almost nine o’clock when I reached Rosehill and I found that Mina, Charles and Edith were anxiously awaiting my arrival. 
 
   My wife flung her arms around me. ‘If I had known that you were to spend the night at Carrick Manor in such a vile storm...’
 
   ‘You would have insisted on coming with me!’ I said with a smile. ‘But here I am, safe and sound. My dear Edith and Charles – I am very pleased that you are both here this morning. I wish to tell all three of you what has happened. I have a plan of action in mind and would greatly value your opinion. Before I begin, could we ask Lucy to abandon the children to the care of cook and make us some tea? I did not take breakfast at the Manor.’ 
 
   *
 
   It was not long before I had recounted all that had taken place. I was pleased when my wife and our friends expressed their approval of my plan. My proposal was as follows: on Monday morning, after I had collected the final draft of the marriage settlement from the St Ives office of Penning and Makepiece, I would visit the Haywoods and suggest that they ask for an urgent meeting with Sir Owen to discuss one or two minor details. I would also attend and at that meeting I would confront Sir Owen with all that I had managed to discover, including the details of the suspicious conversation overheard last night in his house. I would put it to the baronet that if he insisted on his marriage to Flora the Haywoods would bring a civil action against him for conspiracy to entice and abduct their daughter: a charge which might well be hard to prove in a court of law, but which would involve questions and revelations that he might well wish to avoid.
 
   Having made that decision, there seemed little more that could be done before Monday. Mina and I therefore planned to spend the rest of the day quietly at Rosehill and to explore the attractions of St Ives on Saturday, staying at my room in the George Hotel that evening. However, as we were shortly to discover, the poet Burns was as usual correct in his observation that:
 
   The best laid schemes o' Mice an' Men, 
 
   Gang aft agley, 
 
   An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain, 
 
   For promis'd joy!
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Friday morning passed very pleasantly with Charles ensconced in his study preparing his sermon for the coming Sunday, while Mina browsed amongst our hosts’ bookshelves and I read a copy of the previous day’s Times. Lucy Wollas had been given her weekly day off and so Edith was busy with Grace and Wilfred in the nursery.
 
   The fine autumn weather continued and after luncheon the four of us walked in the nearby lanes, leaving the children in the charge of the Ashbys’ kind and competent cook, Mrs Heather. After we had returned and taken tea, Charles announced that he had an appointment with his sexton at six o’clock and invited Mina and me to join him, as we had not yet seen St Elwyn church. Mina declined as she was feeling tired from her walk, but I gladly agreed, as I was interested to see the building: its architect, John Sedding had designed the fine church of Holy Trinity Sloane Street in the metropolis just five years ago. 
 
   It was almost eight o’clock by the time Charles and I returned to Rosehill and the gathering shadows which had accompanied our departure had turned to a deeper darkness. Edith came to the hall to meet us, looking uncharacteristically troubled.
 
   ‘I’m afraid Mina isn’t here,’ she said. ‘An hour ago a message was sent over from Miss Copthorne, who lives just a mile south of here. She was the village schoolmistress in Hayle for thirty years before she retired. She had been taken ill earlier this week and had been prescribed a tonic, but was feeling very poorly. I tried to make Mina wait for Charles to return, but I’m afraid she insisted on going herself and on foot too. I’m sorry Jonathan.’
 
   ‘Don’t blame yourself,’ I said. ‘Mina seldom gives way to my wishes – why should she take account of yours? However, I shall take Willow and ride there straight away, if you can direct me.’
 
   ‘Not at all,’ Charles broke in. ‘I insist on going myself. You will only get lost and then there will be two Harkers unaccounted for instead of one. Mina can ride back on Nat and I will walk with her.’
 
   *
 
   When my friend returned half an hour later his normal good humour had been replaced with an air of grave concern. He had some worrying news.
 
   ‘Mina arrived at the cottage at a quarter past seven and left twenty minutes later,’ he announced. ‘Miss Copthorne said that she felt much happier after having talked to your wife. The old lady waited at the gate to see her walk down the road and just before Mina reached the corner another woman came up to her and they exchanged a few words. Then they walked off together – hurriedly. Miss Copthorne did not recognise the other woman, but she said she was in her fifties and was dressed like a respectable farmer’s wife.’
 
   The three of us had a swift conversation to decide upon our next step. Knowing Mina as well as I did, I was certain that there must have been a very good reason for her not to have returned promptly to Rosehill. She was certainly not going to be persuaded to leave with a strange woman on false pretences.
 
   ‘I dare say another parishioner in need of help has obtained Mina’s services,’ I said. ‘There seems little point in knocking on the doors of everyone within a two mile radius. My wife is a sensible and resourceful woman – I’m sure there’s no need for alarm. Let us wait until eleven o’clock. If by then Mina has not returned, and has sent us no message, then Charles and I will rouse our neighbours and form a search party.’
 
   Edith and Charles reluctantly agreed with my proposal. By half past ten Mina had still not returned and Charles was insisting that we start our search when we heard a knock on the door. Charles introduced our visitor as Reuben Norris, an elderly working man who lived in a small cottage which lay on the road between us and Miss Copthorne.
 
   ‘Beggin’ your pardon, sir,’ he said to Charles. ‘Polly – my wife – sent me round, told me to tell you she saw the lady that’s staying with you, Mrs Harker. Thought you ought to know, like.’
 
   Reuben stood twisting his cap in his hands. I stepped forward and spoke to him.
 
   ‘Go on, man! Where is she? She’s not been home all evening.’
 
   ‘It was about eight o’clock. Polly was coming back from Gwithian and saw a carriage pass by. She got a quick glance in the back – she said she knew it was Mrs Harker on account of her fine fair hair and pretty face. There was a man in the back with her that the missus recognised. That’s why she thought I should tell you. I’ve only jest got home myself – been to see our daughter and grandson in St Ives – or I’d have come over sooner.’
 
   ‘And who was the man?’
 
   ‘It were Sir Owen Velland, sir. My wife was sure of it.’
 
   I stood very still, shocked by Reuben’s news. I could not help thinking that it would have been better if Mina had never accompanied me to Cornwall.
 
   ‘It was most kind of us to let us know, Mr Norris,’ I said. ‘When you get home thank your wife on my behalf. I will ask Mrs Heather to lend you a lantern to help guide you home.’
 
   ‘Should we send for the police?’ Edith asked.
 
   Charles shook his head. ‘The nearest officer is in St Ives. By the time Sergeant Penworthy is able to arrive, it could be too late.’
 
   ‘I agree,’ I said. ‘Charles, if you are willing, I suggest we both leave for Carrick Manor immediately and demand to see the baronet. Edith of course must stay here with the children. Something is very wrong and although I have every confidence in Mrs Heather, I would be happier if their mother was with them tonight.’ 
 
   *
 
   Five minutes later Charles and I were riding out to Carrick Manor. I was mounted on Willow, who seemed eager for a ride after spending the day in the stables, and Charles took his own horse, Nat. 
 
   We were about to turn onto the track leading to Sir Owen’s residence when Charles reined in his horse. 
 
   ‘The words you overheard last night,’ he said. ‘Something about “transference”. Can you repeat them?’ 
 
   I thought for a moment. ‘I think so. Yes – the transference must proceed as planned, that was it. I could make no sense of it.’
 
   ‘Nor could I when you mentioned it earlier today. Then a moment ago I thought back to the markings you saw in your dream on Tuesday night – the Seal of Lucifer, a device often used in order to offer a soul to the Devil in return for immortality – or at any rate a much prolonged existence. In the ceremony conducted for that purpose the life essence of the person sacrificed is transferred to the magician, or one of the magician’s followers.’
 
   I was suddenly struck by the full import of what Charles was suggesting. ‘My G-d!’ I cried. ‘Let us ride to Carrick Manor. I pray that we are not too late. If any harm has come to Mina, I swear I will not wait for the police to act. I will see to it that Sir Owen receives justice without the need for a trial.’
 
   We rode as fast as we dared – fortunately the sky was clear and there was some moonlight to guide us, so it was not many minutes later before we reached the open, windswept headland of Godrevy Point. When we arrived at Carrick Manor no light could be seen escaping from the window shutters, nor any other sign of occupation, but that did not dent my resolution. If Mina was being held captive in the house, the occupants would hardly wish to advertise their presence. 
 
   Charles and I tethered our horses in the grounds and approached the front door. I tugged the wire bell pull briskly and for good measure my companion hammered on the weathered double doors with his fist. There was no reply, so we repeated our efforts. I was just about to suggest that we search for some tools and attempt to break in when the door opened a foot or two to reveal Jennings, the thick set butler. He was dressed in corduroy trousers and an old waistcoat and was obviously not expecting visitors. 
 
   Jennings looked us both up and down with a manner close to insolence.
 
   ‘I don’t know why you’re here, but master isn’t at home,’ he said and made as if to close the door. 
 
   Charles placed his foot inside the threshold. ‘Jennings, isn’t it? Sir Owen’s butler? I’m afraid that we must enter, Jennings, whether Sir Owen is home or not. Now make way.’
 
   My friend pushed his way past the scowling butler and I followed, shutting the door behind me. The hall way was dimly lit by an oil lamp placed on a side-table, no doubt put there by Jennings when he had come to answer the door. 
 
   The butler reached out and grabbed Charles by the upper arm, swinging him round. Charles pushed him away violently. Jennings staggered backwards, then regained his balance and rushed at Charles, flailing his fists wildly. 
 
   If Jennings had been familiar with my friend’s curriculum vitae, which included a full blue for boxing, he might well have exercised more caution. As it was Charles neatly sidestepped the butler’s powerful if unscientific punches and struck his man neatly under the jaw. 
 
   I caught the butler as he fell and lowered him to the carpet, where I gave him a cursory examination.
 
    ‘He’ll be unconscious long enough to allow us to search the house. And if he should revive before we leave, I doubt he’ll trouble us again. I suggest we search the ground floor first.’
 
   I snatched up the oil lamp and we went quickly from room to room, finding all unoccupied. The last door we came to was locked, but fortunately it was of recent and flimsy construction and we soon broke it open. It led into what was obviously Sir Owen’s chemical laboratory. I know little of science, but to my layman’s eyes it seemed very well equipped. 
 
   Charles went to a row of bookshelves on the far wall and pulled out a volume or two, poring over the titles. ‘Well, there’s nothing here to cause us much alarm. Albertus Magnus – Paul of Taranto – old fashioned alchemical texts, quite harmless. Let us hope that the baronet is as ill-informed in his other arcane studies.’
 
   We made our way upstairs and other than ascertaining that the servants were all asleep in bed made no further discoveries. It was fortunate that Charles was with me: those we awoke were his parishioners and accepted his apologies and reassurances with remarkable tolerance. None of them were aware that Sir Owen and Paxton were not in the house: although, perhaps significantly, their housekeeper did let it slip that ‘Sir Owen and his cousin often liked to go out late at night, and Mr Jennings would wait up for them.’
 
   There was now the vexed question of what we were to do next. The situation was if anything even more worrying than before. If Mina was in Sir Owen’s power we now had no notion of where to look for her. We returned to the long picture gallery on the first floor. I paced up and down searching for inspiration, as ranks of Vellands’ ancestors looked down upon me from both sides as if smirking at my dilemma. 
 
   Charles was about to speak to me when I raised my hand. ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘That picture by the curtain, in the shadows. Bring the lamp closer.’
 
   We walked towards the full-length portrait. It had attracted my attention because its frame was of brighter gilt and less ornate that those next to it – a more recent family member perhaps. As Charles held up the lamp, the picture was suddenly illuminated. The colours were fresh and it had obviously been recently painted. However, it was not that which made me step back with an involuntary cry of surprise. The subject was very familiar to me. There was no mistaking that tall, striking figure, lustrous dark hair and pale face tinged with sadness. It was the same young woman who had pointed at me when I was travelling down to Cornwall, and who had appeared in my dream on Tuesday night. I looked down at the inscription freshly engraved on the brass label attached to the frame. 
 
   Ruth, Lady Velland: 1893
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Lady Velland’s portrait could not have been painted more than three months before her death. Had I been granted the leisure to consider the significance of my discovery I might have been still standing in the gallery ten minutes later, but as it was I had only a few moments for contemplation. A familiar voice called up from the ground floor.
 
   ‘Mr Harker! Are you there? It’s Dr Goodwin. Some ruffian appears to have attacked Sir Owen’s butler.’
 
   Seconds later we were at the doctor’s side and quickly told him what had brought us to Carrick Manor. I was pleased to see that Jennings had regained consciousness and was sitting up on the floor rubbing his jaw. 
 
   ‘Mrs Ashby explained that you had come here,’ Goodwin said, anticipating my question. ‘I had gone to the Reverend Ashby’s house to find Mr Harker. Let me explain. Earlier this evening I had been called out to the George Hotel. A commercial traveller had been taken very ill. I arrived too late to help the poor fellow – a fatal apoplexy – but that’s by the bye. I was about to leave when the landlord, Bob Newsome, asked me if I was going to be in Hayle the next day. I said I was not and asked why. Newsome told me he had received a telegram for Mr Harker and thought the gentleman might want it as soon as possible. 
 
   ‘Now, knowing something of your business,’ the doctor looked at me as he spoke, ‘I thought it could well be something of great urgency. Here it is, Mr Harker.’
 
   I ripped open the proffered envelope. As I suspected, it was from Professor Van Helsing, in answer to the telegram I had sent him yesterday. The Professor’s reply was brief but dramatic. I read it through twice, then held it out to Charles and Dr Goodwin.
 
    
 
   Jonathan – re your query regarding the Reverend Trewellard – be very much on your guard – a most dangerous individual believed to be an adept in the black arts – expelled from India after scandal – very likely obtained current position by deception – regards Van Helsing
 
    
 
   ‘Surely there’s some mistake!’ Charles cried. ‘I believe I have as good a sense of humour as the next man, but if this is a joke, it’s in very poor taste.’
 
   ‘I am afraid that this is not a matter upon which Professor Van Helsing would choose to jest,’ I said. ‘Like me he has had some experience of the occult and takes it very seriously. If Van Helsing had not been absolutely sure of his facts, he would not have sent such a message. At least his news has answered our dilemma as to our next steps. I suspect that it was Trewellard whom I overheard talking to Sir Owen late last night, not Paxton. I suggest that the three of us ride over to the vicarage immediately. I will have a word with Jennings before we leave, to impress upon him the consequences of attempting to follow us.’
 
   *
 
   It was with some sense of déjà vu that Charles, the doctor and I arrived at a large detached villa in substantial grounds on the outskirts of Hayle that served as the vicarage for St Elwyn. The tall brick building appeared deserted. We tethered our horses to a clump of trees in the driveway, leaving Willow and her two companions to graze on the somewhat unkempt borders. 
 
   Dr Goodwin took out his watch. ‘Ten minutes to midnight,’ he said. ‘Should we knock, or would it perhaps be better to try to enter surreptitiously?’
 
   I was about to answer when I noticed another building a few hundred yards beyond the main house. It was a small stone built chapel, and appeared to be considerably older than the villa. A stubby round tower topped with battlements – probably a later addition – rose some thirty feet from the north side. As I looked towards it a gleam of yellow light escaped from its end wall, as if someone had rapidly opened and closed a door. 
 
   I clutched Charles’ arm. ‘That building – someone’s there. What is it?’
 
   ‘The old Hayle church,’ he answered. ‘It dates from Anglo-Saxon times. It hasn’t been used for services since St Elwyn was built. Let us examine it before we disturb the main house. If Sir Owen and Trewellard are seeking privacy, they could hardly do better.’ 
 
   Fortunately Charles had visited the old church before. Instead of trying to enter through the front porch, he led us to the far side of the building where a weather-beaten oak door was set into an ancient stone surround. The small window next to it was of equally venerable vintage, but the frame and glass which filled it looked new.
 
   ‘The door leads to the vestry. The old window was damaged in a storm two years ago,’ Charles explained. ‘It is hardly an act of desecration to break this replacement.’
 
   With that he selected a stone from the path, wrapped it in his handkerchief and used it to smash a small leaded pane close to the window latch. With the window open Dr Goodwin volunteered to crawl through, being the smallest of the three of us, and soon we were all inside the vestry.
 
   The doctor took out a match and struck it. The air was damp and stale and the vestry had been cleared of everything except a mildewed cassock handing from a peg behind the door.
 
   Charles lowered his voice and pointed to the outer door of the vestry, which presumably led into the main building. ‘There should be a clear view of the nave beyond that door,’ he said. ‘Dr Goodwin, if you will extinguish your match, I think we will risk opening it a fraction.’
 
   ‘Let me look,’ I said. I was determined that if Mina was being held inside, I would dash to her rescue come what may. There were three of us, all fit young men, and I was sure that we could give a good account of ourselves. 
 
   The doctor and Charles lifted the iron latch and slowly opened the door several inches, whilst I peered through the gap. My friend was right: I had an excellent sight of the interior of the small church. What I saw made me gasp with surprise. 
 
   The first emotion that I felt was relief that Mina was nowhere to be seen, followed by astonishment at the sight that was revealed to me in the light of four flickering candles. About half way down the nave – in the centre of the church – stood a rectangular table, covered in a plain, smooth black cloth. On each side of the table – evidently an improvised altar – stood two tall wrought iron holders, each mounting a large black candle. There were no pews or other fixtures on the floor, and the altar was at the centre of a geometric diagram which had been carefully drawn on the stone flags: I recognised it immediately as the Seal of Lucifer. 
 
   Such was the disturbing setting and it was accompanied by three suitably bizarre acolytes. They were dressed in identical black robes, complete with a monastic hood drawn forward and in front of the face, rendering their features indistinguishable. One stood at the head of the altar and the two others at each side, facing each other. They were intoning a soft, unintelligible chant and their hands were outstretched, held above the empty altar as if blessing an invisible presence upon it. Upon the little finger of one of the hands there gleamed a reflection of sparkling red – undoubtedly the ruby ring worn by Sir Owen Velland. He was standing at one side and thanks to Van Helsing I could guess the identity of the figure at the head of the altar. I realised that the chanting was familiar to me: it was the same unintelligible sound that I had heard in my dream. 
 
   Quickly I withdrew my head and in a hushed whisper told Charles and Dr Goodwin what I had observed. They were at first insistent that we interrupt whatever was being done in the nave and demand that the baronet tell us the whereabouts of Mina, but I managed to persuade them otherwise.
 
   ‘Who can say if they will cooperate?’ I said. ‘Or tell the truth? Let me make another suggestion. We should let the ceremony – if that is what it is – continue. Whatever takes place might lead us to Mina. It is even possible that Mina herself will be brought to the church by a fellow conspirator in this plot. Of course if she appears, we will act immediately.’
 
   My friends agreed, and by common consent I resumed my careful observation of the interior of the church. Mina was after all my wife, so it was only fair that the decision when to intervene should be mine. 
 
   I looked once again into the nave. The chanting ceased, and the figure at the head of the altar stepped back and began to speak. His voice was low but penetrative and echoed unpleasantly around the empty stone building. 
 
   ‘I conjure thee, O Prince of Darkness! O Thou most powerful lord, my Master, in thee I place my hope. In all humility and with the invocation of thy dreadful name, I call upon thee! In the name of Moloch, Astaroth, Belial, Dagon, and Asmodius, I offer this soul, in return for the gift of life everlasting!’
 
   As the speaker finished his invocation, he lent forward and grasped a corner of the black altar cloth in his hand. With one fluid movement he pulled it from the table which lay beneath. 
 
   At that moment I realised my mistake. I had naturally assumed that the cloth had covered a solid surface. In fact it had been stretched tightly over a shallow open box, formed by sides raised about a foot above the surface of the table beneath and lined with black velvet. Inside lay the still figure of a young woman wearing a white gown. Her face was turned away from me, but her slim figure, bare arms and shoulders, pale blond hair and slender neck immediately told me that this was Mina.
 
   As I stood paralysed with shock, the three robed figures pulled back the cowls which concealed their faces. At the head of the altar stood the Reverend Trewellard. Facing each other on each side were Sir Owen and Arnold Paxton. At a signal from Sir Owen, Paxton stepped forward and placed his hands around his victim’s neck. 
 
   ‘Great Satan, we deliver our sacrifice to thee!’ Trewellard intoned dramatically. 
 
   I recovered my senses and flung open the door of the sacristy. 
 
   ‘Mina!’ I shouted, and ran towards the centre of the nave. Charles and Dr Goodwin had not seen what I had, but they had heard Trewellard’s words and were close behind me.
 
   It took but a few seconds for me to reach the outer circle of the Seal of Lucifer which had been chalked on the stone floor of the nave. Until that moment I was far from convinced that any real supernatural powers were involved in the grotesque ceremony I had witnessed, given that similar charades are often performed by naive or perverted individuals whose attempts at harnessing the powers of darkness are a mere sham. However, as I reached the outer circle, my rationalism – never very strong since my adventures in Transylvania – received a severe setback.
 
    The chalk line proved impossible to cross. It was not so much a physical barrier – there was no opposing force which positively resisted my attempts to move past it – but rather as if my brain found it impossible to command my limbs to cross that innocuous demarcation. Yet I was not paralysed, for it was easy enough to step away from the line. Dr Goodwin and Charles were similarly affected, the latter trying several times to rush at the altar only to stop frozen in mid stride. 
 
   By that time we had attracted the attention of the three black-robed figures, and both Sir Owen and his cousin looked at us with some trepidation. Trewellard glared at his colleagues.
 
   ‘Ignore them!’ he cried. ‘They can do nothing. The Seal of Lucifer protects us!’
 
   As he spoke the light radiated from the four large black candles dimmed dramatically, in the manner of our modern tungsten filament bulb when its electrical power supply is accidentally reduced. Such a phenomenon is of course impossible in an ordinary wax candle, which must either be lit or not, but nevertheless it occurred. More was to follow. As my two friends and I stood impotently on the outer edge of the chalk circle, Paxton’s hands began to tighten around Mina’s neck, his arms and indeed his whole body vibrating unnaturally as if in the throes of a fit. Above his victim a dark shape began to form, intangible and yet strangely malignant. 
 
   Trewellard lifted his right hand and pointed towards the thickening mass above him, whilst his left hand pointed down towards the altar.
 
    ‘Ecce Diabolus!’ he called out. ‘Satan, we deliver her soul unto thee!’ 
 
   Quite what would have occurred next must remain a matter of speculation, for at that moment the evil ceremony was dramatically interrupted. The door of the vestry banged open behind us, and Charles, Dr Goodwin and I were joined by another. I was amazed to see that it was my wife Mina, somewhat dishevelled, and carrying a sporting gun. She raised it to her shoulder and pointed it directly at the quivering figure of Paxton, whose hands were still grasped around the young woman’s throat. 
 
   ‘Release her, or I fire!’ she cried.
 
   In response the vicar clenched both fists and thrust them towards Mina. She staggered backwards, evidently as the result of some unnatural force unleashed by him, then fired.
 
   Off balance, Mina’s aim was misdirected. The full force of the shot struck Trewellard in the chest. He fell backwards as if kicked in the ribs. As a number of unlucky sportsmen have found to their cost, birdshot at close range is as deadly as any musket ball. Paxton – her intended target – was uninjured by the discharge but cried out as if in pain and dropped to the floor. The amorphous mass that had been looming over the altar drew even darker, then it swirled round Paxton like an inky cloud, temporarily obscuring his upper body and face. A moment later the vaporous shape dissipated, leaving him pale and unconscious, and the black candles recovered their full brightness. 
 
   Mina ran towards me and I flung my arms around her. Meanwhile, finding that the Seal of Lucifer no longer had the power to prevent them, Charles and Dr Goodwin had reached the still figure stretched out in the shallow box on top of the altar. 
 
   ‘My G-d!’ Charles cried. ‘It’s Lucy Wollas!’
 
   I realised that the close resemblance of the Ashbys’ young servant to my wife had been responsible for my error. Dr Goodwin held Lucy’s wrist. 
 
   ‘She’s still alive, thank heavens,’ he said.
 
   As he spoke I heard the sound of dashing footsteps and turned to see Sir Owen racing towards a small inner door at the north end of the nave, through which I guessed he was intending to escape. Incongruously he led up the folds of his robe with one hand, like a woman running in a long skirt. I rushed after him, and as he passed through the door he turned and stared back into the church with a look of horror on his face. His gaze seemed to be directed at something very close behind him.
 
   To my surprise the low doorway led not to the churchyard but to a narrow spiral staircase which wound its way to the top of the tower. Every few yards an unglazed window slit let in a gleam of moonlight, allowing me to find my footing on the uneven steps. As I followed the sound of Sir Owen’s footsteps ahead of me, I wondered why he had chosen to enter the tower where he was sure to be trapped. Perhaps he too had thought that the door at the base led to the outside. 
 
   A few moments later I emerged onto the summit. Sir Owen was standing opposite me and as soon as he saw me he reached inside his black robe and pulled out a large revolver.
 
   I ducked back inside the doorway as he fired, hearing the bullet strike the stonework above my head. I was about to hurry back down the staircase – reasoning that it would be better to leave Sir Owen cornered where he was than to confront an armed man – when I heard a sudden cry from the battlements and risked another glance out onto the roof of the tower.
 
   The baronet had his back against the stonework, his face contorted with fear, and fired twice more. His shots were not aimed at me, but at some invisible target in front of him. He lent back further, as if flinching from an imaginary danger. Then his feet appeared to slip from under him and he fell backwards between the massive stone battlements. As he disappeared into the darkness a shadowy human form appeared momentarily where he had been standing and turned towards me. Although it faded from my sight in an instant, I had no difficulty in recognising the apparition. The tall figure, glossy hair and pale face were those of the late Lady Velland. However, the expression of sadness which I had hitherto observed in her features had been replaced by an unmistakable air of grim satisfaction.
 
   


 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Thanks largely to Charles Ashby’s uncle, Lord –––, the shocking events of that night were kept out of the public realm. Charles had telegraphed to his noble relative the next morning and the considerable influence of that gentleman had been brought to bear on the Chief Constable of Cornwall. Thus the local inhabitants were officially informed by Sergeant Penworthy that the Reverend Trewellard had been killed in a tragic shooting accident, and that the distress had been too much for his close friend the baronet, who had taken his own life. It seemed that Lucy Wollas had suffered no permanent harm from her experience, and fortunately remembered little of it: her parents were easily persuaded that it would be in their daughter’s interest to let the matter rest. Sir Owen’s butler, Jennings, had obliged us all by disappearing and it hardly seemed worthwhile to pursue him, as his part in the business could never now be proved. 
 
   As for Arnold Paxton, by lunchtime on the following day he also was dead. His experiences in the old church had brought on a sudden and most serious heart failure. Indeed it appeared that the interruption of the ritual intended to reinvigorate him had produced the opposite effect, triggering a reversion to his natural state of ill health that Trewellard had contrived to avert through diabolic means. In the hours before his death Paxton had expressed an anxiety to speak to me alone and I had visited him in the small cottage hospital in St Ives where he had been taken by Dr Goodwin.
 
   Paxton’s story was a strange one and seemed to belong more to the realm of sensational fiction than to the realities of modern England. However, there was little motive for the dying man to lie and my own experiences of the uncanny and the inexplicable made me more open to his account than would otherwise have been the case.
 
   Arnold Paxton confirmed that the late baronet – plain Mr Owen Velland at that time – had lived with him in London from 1884 until he had inherited the title in 1890. Paxton described Velland as clever but lazy and misguided, a largely ineffectual dabbler in black magic who was arrogant enough to think that his researches into alchemy might be able to improve his cousin’s chronic ill health. His motives were not altruistic: he was both impecunious and extravagant, relying on Paxton’s income and wishing to gain more influence over him. Velland’s efforts were quite hopeless, and when his cousin moved to Carrick Manor in 1890 Paxton was clearly a dying man. 
 
   According to Paxton, shortly after he and the baronet took up residence in Cornwall they fell under the malign influence of the Reverend Trewellard. It appeared that Trewellard was himself financially embarrassed – Paxton believed that the vicar had parted with a large sum to avoid a criminal prosecution during his last appointment in India – and he had promised to help Paxton recover his health in return for a large sum of money. Unlike Sir Owen, Trewellard’s occult powers were genuine. Two months after the baronet returned to Cornwall, Trewellard and Sir Owen abducted a young girl from Penzance and she was the first to be sacrificed in order to restore Paxton’s health, using the same demonic ritual that I had observed in the church. The girl died and her body was secretly buried. Although the crime was never detected, Sir Owen swore that he would never again run such a risk. Instead of kidnapping a stranger, Trewellard next used his powers to enable Sir Owen to entice Ruth Lethbridge to marry him. The ritual which was conducted six months later proved fatal for Lady Velland, turning her into an emaciated corpse, and her body had then been thrown over the cliffs to obscure the real reason for her death. In order to sustain Paxton’s artificial recovery a further sacrificial victim was needed and Lucy Wollas had been beguiled for that purpose. Had the ceremony that we had interrupted been successful, the intention was to stage another accident to explain poor Lucy’s death. 
 
   Paxton was certain that a similar fate would have soon befallen Flora Haywood, had she undergone her planned marriage. He added that his own funds were now much depleted – apparently the Reverend Trewellard had expensive tastes – and that the acquisition of Flora’s dowry was an added attraction for the baronet.
 
   *
 
   It was not until the dinner things had been cleared away that evening that I had the opportunity to relate Paxton’s bizarre tale to Charles, Edith and Mina. We had asked Dr Goodwin to join us and after I had finished my account he poured us all a glass of port. It was a superior vintage which Charles had opened to celebrate the successful conclusion of our adventure. 
 
   ‘Tell me Jonathan,’ the doctor asked – we were by now on first name terms, ‘have Mr and Mrs Haywood yet heard the news?’
 
   I chuckled. ‘I spoke to them both this afternoon. They were obviously sceptical about the official version of events, but well enough satisfied with the outcome. Mr Haywood asked me to give you his best wishes, and to say that he, his wife and his daughter would be delighted if you would take tea with them one afternoon next week. It seems his daughter has made a miraculous recovery from her unhealthy infatuation with the baronet.’
 
   Mina smiled at Dr Goodwin, who had turned noticeably pink. ‘That is just as well, given that the former object of her affections is now dead. Doctor, you really should call upon Flora – I mean the Haywoods – if only to ensure that she has made a full recovery from her entrancement.’
 
   Edith took pity on the doctor and interjected. ‘What of the Haywoods’ own unpleasant nocturnal experience?’ she asked. 
 
   ‘I dare say that Sir Owen asked Trewellard to act on his behalf, after he had been thrown out by Mr Haywood,’ I said. ‘The vicar must have used his malign knowledge to conjure up the forces of evil. If so, Haywood’s success in repelling the demon – or whatever Trewellard had summoned to do his bidding – suggests that the vicar’s powers in that respect were not very great. It may be that that Trewellard also helped Sir Owen to dispose of Silas Fraddam, by instigating the poor fellow’s madness. I am afraid that must now remain a mystery, although the farmer’s sudden lunacy seems a little too convenient to be put down to coincidence. However, there are other mysteries which can be answered. Mina, my dear, it seems a somewhat uncharitable question after your heroic deeds of last night, but you have not yet told us where you went after you left Miss Copthorne. Is there some local swain who has commandeered your affections?’
 
   ‘Sadly no. I had just set out for home when Mrs Wollas – Lucy’s mother – approached me. Her daughter had disappeared earlier that evening, and the poor woman was distraught. I helped her look for Lucy, first giving Lucy’s younger brother a note to take to Rosehill explaining my absence. The shilling which accompanied my request was taken, but it seems that the task was never carried out. After I eventually reached home – without locating Lucy Wollas needless to say – Edith told me that you and Charles had gone to Carrick Manor thinking that I had been kidnapped. I borrowed one of Charles’ horses and followed you. It occurred to me that there might be danger, and being one of the weaker sex,’ Mina looked at Edith and smiled, ‘I took the precaution of arming myself. Fortunately the previous curate kept a supply of cartridges in the gun cabinet. When I arrived at the Manor, the butler told me that you had gone on to the vicarage. I think his honesty may have been inspired by the weapon I carried under my arm.’
 
   Charles stood up and put another log onto the blazing fire. ‘It is interesting, is it not, how an ounce of lead could cross a barrier impervious to three young men. The Seal of Lucifer is clearly not all-powerful.’
 
   ‘I think I may have an explanation,’ I said. ‘If the influence of the Seal was mental – acting upon the mind that controls the body, rather than directly upon the limbs – then a non-sentient object might cross it with impunity.’
 
   ‘And what of Lady Velland’s apparition?’ Edith asked. ‘Do you think the Sir Owen was in any real danger from her, other than in his imagination?’
 
   ‘Who can say?’ I replied. ‘She was certainly no threat to me on the two occasions that I saw her. Of course unlike Sir Owen I was not responsible for her death. I’m inclined to agree with Charles – that she was trying to warn us of impending danger. However, it is just as well that she failed to dissuade Mina and me from visiting Cornwall. That might well have resulted in young Flora Haywood having to endure an unfortunate – and probably brief – marriage.’
 
   *
 
   There is little more to tell. Mina and I stayed at Rosehill until the following Wednesday and made the most of the Cornish air and scenery. On our last day I reluctantly took Willow back to the George Hotel – promising myself that I would visit the faithful creature the next time we were in Cornwall – and returned in the afternoon to help Mina pack our belongings in preparation for our journey back to Exeter.
 
   When I enquired after Charles, Edith directed me to the far corner of the Ashbys’ orchard, where I found her husband dressed in his old clothes and tending a blazing fire with a pitchfork. Instead of the expected dead grass and leaves I saw that he was burning a mass of hand-written papers and printed manuscripts.
 
    ‘My goodness, Charles, have you joined the Inquisition and vowed to root out all heresy?’ I asked. ‘I’m no expert, but that page of type there,’ I prodded it with a stick, ‘looks no later than 1700 to me.’
 
   My friend leaned on his fork. ‘It appears that the Reverend Trewellard has died intestate. At the request of the bishop I searched his house this morning and could find no trace of a will. However, my investigations revealed some other materials of a most curious nature, kept in a locked cupboard in his study.’
 
   Charles pointed at the blazing documents with his pitchfork, stirred up the fire and continued. ‘Had I known nothing about Trewellard I would probably have suggested donating the whole collection to the Bodleian Library. Some of the items looked quite valuable. However, I’ve decided that in this instance the loss to historians and bibliophiles must be seen as a necessary price to pay for our peace of mind.’
 
   I nodded slowly. ‘Of course I agree. I for one will rest easier knowing that Trewellard’s peculiar knowledge has died with him.’
 
   We stood silently side by side, Charles steering the remaining fragments towards the dying flames. As he did so the October air chilled suddenly. Drops of rain fell onto the bonfire, hissing and spitting as they touched the fine white ash and turned all to darkness.
 
   


 
    
 
   If you enjoyed Devil May Care you might be interested in The Complete Hester Lynton Mysteries by Tony Evans, also published by Endeavour Press.
 
    
 
   Extract from The Complete Hester Lynton Mysteries by Tony Evans
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   Introduction 
 
    
 
   When a letter from Mrs Ivy Rogerson arrived in the morning mail a little over twelve months ago, I immediately recognised her handwriting. As I had only very recently heard from Ivy – my former secretary Miss Jessop – it seemed strange that she should write again so soon. For this reason, and because the large cream coloured envelope was not the type which Ivy generally used, I guessed that she had been asked to forward the contents. My desire for privacy means that my address in Dartmoor is known only to a small number of friends.
 
   I pulled out the single sheet of paper. There was a short note from Ivy pinned to the top, written in her clear copperplate hand, explaining that she had been asked to send the contents to me. The sheet had a printed letterhead, The Bond Street Press – a well-known firm of London publishers. My reading glasses were with an Okehampton optician awaiting repair, and I could not make out the small and crabbed handwriting below.
 
   I called to my housekeeper, Mrs Tompkins, who was cleaning the upstairs rooms. 
 
   ‘Sarah, I’d grateful if you could read this to me,’ I said. ‘I have made out the attached note, but the rest is beyond me.’
 
   Mrs Tompkins cleared her throat. 
 
   ‘It’s from a Mr Arthur Steadworth, Ma’am,’ she said. 
 
   ‘Ah – he is the owner of The Bond Street Press. Please tell me what he has to say.’
 
   My housekeeper laid the page down on the kitchen table and read the letter out slowly and clearly.
 
    ‘Dear Miss Lynton, I hope that you are enjoying your retirement from public life, and that the wilds of Dartmoor have not proved too dull compared to the excitements and dangers of your previous occupation. No doubt you will remember our meeting some years ago, when I gave evidence at the trial of Sir David Gillespie, the Harley Street Poisoner. I am of course aware that the Gillespie affair was by no means the only example of your skills as a private detective. As some time has now passed since your investigations took place, would you be interested in writing an account of some of your most interesting cases, with a view to their publication in book form? I have already spoken to my partners and we would be willing to pay a substantial sum for such a work.’
 
    After some thought I accepted Steadworth’s offer. Just over a year later, the result is in my readers’ hands. I need only add that other than the very first case I undertook, which I felt should be placed at the beginning of this volume, the rest are just a small selection of my more puzzling or unusual enquiries, arranged in no particular order. 
 
    
 
   Hester Lynton 15th February, 1913
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   The Case of the Missing Governess
 
    
 
   It was ten o’clock on a chilly morning in early March 1881 when my cab dropped me at the entrance to Paddington Station. The trains from the suburbs had already disgorged their crowds of clerks, businessmen, shop assistants and other workers, but the busy station was still teeming with that mass of humanity which always seems to occupy the public spaces of London. 
 
   The Great Western Railway local train to Reading was almost ready to leave when I reached the platform. The porters had finished securing a variety of trunks, hatboxes and other luggage to the roofs of the carriages, and steam was hissing from the cylinders of the huge locomotive at the head of the train. Luckily I was able to find myself a corner seat in an empty first class compartment. Travelling first class was something of a financial indulgence, but it had two distinct advantages: it provided a pleasant refuge from the ever-present London throng, and it made unwelcome male approaches far less likely. I was well aware of the dangers which could threaten an attractive twenty four year old woman travelling alone – dangers which were best prevented by sensible anticipation.
 
   I was disappointed when another woman entered my compartment and occupied one of the seats opposite me. She was neatly dressed in a long grey jacket and matching walking skirt, and carried a large leather portmanteau. There was a trace of the Yorkshire accent in her voice when she apologised for her sudden appearance.
 
    ‘Please excuse my intrusion, Miss. Oh – I’m sorry – you may of course be Mrs! It’s just that I took you for an unmarried woman.’ A faint blush coloured my unexpected companion’s pretty face and she blinked her eyes in confusion. I decided that it would be unkind to be annoyed by her arrival. She looked even younger than me, and had something of the air of a superior governess.
 
   ‘Think nothing of it. This carriage is after all not reserved. And you do not appear to me to be about to produce a pipe, cigar, pug dog, screaming infant or any of the other nightmares which are commonly inflicted by the travelling public. Now, since we have no one to introduce us, let us defy convention and introduce each other. I am Miss Hester Lynton, of 12 Newsome Street, London, and a private tutor of foreign languages.’
 
   The young woman reached out and shook the hand I offered to her. ‘Ivy Jessop, Miss. I’m very please to meet you. Until very recently I was employed as the companion of Lady Eunice Laughton of Northway House, Chiswick. Lady Laughton sadly passed away last month, at the age of ninety-three.
 
   ‘And what is your current situation?’ I asked.
 
   Before she could answer, the guard blew his whistle and the train moved off. As it did so, the door of our compartment was flung open and two figures tumbled into the carriage next to us. The station master on duty on the platform ran alongside the train for a few yards, shouting something in our direction, but soon gave up the chase as the train gathered speed and left him behind, doubled up with the unaccustomed exertion. I could not help chuckling at his bent, wheezing figure, until the sight of our two new fellow travellers put me in a different frame of mind altogether. 
 
   One of the two men was a mere youth, probably no more than twenty. He was dressed in a common, garish fashion in a corduroy suit, brightly patterned waistcoat and battered bowler hat, as if off to the public enclosure at the racecourse. He had a very pale, thin, rather sheep-like face, his half open mouth and protuberant eyes suggesting an intelligence not of the highest. His companion, who looked about ten years older, had more the appearance of a dissipated gentleman who had fallen on hard times. He wore an old tweed Norfolk jacket that had once been well-cut, and his flushed, coarse features made me think he was no stranger to strong drink. They sat on the far side of the coach, facing Ivy and me in silence. Ivy looked away from them out of the window, while I reached into my travelling bag and took out a newspaper I had bought before catching my cab to the station. 
 
   The pale youth nudged his companion. ‘’Ere, Tom! The lady can read! She ain’t on the racing page, though!’ 
 
   His associate edged along his seat towards Ivy, who cringed as she tried to squeeze herself into the corner next to the window. ‘Now, my dear, what’s it to be? To start with, shall we see what’s in that bag of yours?’ He turned to me with an evil leer. ‘I’ll leave young Sid to look after you.’
 
   The youth chuckled at this, his eyes bulging further out from his face. I looked at Ivy and saw that she had turned as white as paper, and the trembling of her lower lip showed that she was close to tears. I was not surprised at her terror. The closed carriage of a railway train is one of the few places in England where a respectable woman can, if she is unfortunate, be closeted unchaperoned with a man intent on doing her harm. Normally the purchase of a first-class ticket would be enough to avoid such a circumstance, but these ruffians had clearly managed to board the train without paying.
 
   I smiled broadly at Ivy’s red-faced tormentor and reached inside my travelling bag. ‘If it’s money you are after, you need to look to the mistress, not the maid. I have something here which should interest you greatly. As to Sid, it occurs to me he may get rather more than he bargained for.’
 
   At that, Tom laughed out loud. ‘A woman of spirit, by G - d!’ he exclaimed. Sid wore the disconcerted expression of someone who feels that he has been made the butt of a joke which they do not understand. 
 
   Tom was still laughing when I withdrew the small pearl handled revolver from my bag and pointed it directly at his chest. His sudden change of expression would have made the fortune of any music-hall artist who was able to reproduce it at will. Sid’s features did not alter – I could sense his limited mental powers struggling to understand the changed situation. 
 
   ‘Some people despise these American “ladies’ specials”,’ I said, ‘But I consider that most unfair. My late father, Major Lynton, who greatly respected Americans, always used to say that they produced the world’s best hand guns and worst whisky. I would in any case always favour a low-powered weapon for use in a railway compartment, out of respect for passengers in the neighbouring carriage. Why, a shot from a Colt .45 would very probably pass right through your chest, irreparably damage the first class upholstery behind you, penetrate the wooden wall of this coach and kill anyone sitting on the other side of it. Whereas this little .22 bullet will almost certainly cease its short but useful journey somewhere inside your upper body – heart, liver, lungs, who knows?’
 
   My speech was enough to eradicate the effect of years of heavy drinking on Tom’s face. The former rosy red hue gave way to a sickly pallor, lightly tinged with green. 
 
   ‘One more thing,’ I went on. ‘I would strongly advise you to make no sudden moves. The time it would take for one or both of you to leap towards me would be rather shorter than the time it would take me to pull this trigger – twice, if necessary.’
 
   I looked towards Ivy, who seemed to have recovered her composure. Indeed, there was the hint of a smile on her face as she observed the unexpected scene in front of her.
 
   ‘What are we to do with these fine fellows, Miss Jessop? Young Sidney here has clearly not been out of prison long. Perhaps another spell in gaol would improve his character, although I rather fear it is already damaged beyond repair.’
 
   Sid finally seemed to realise the trouble he was now in. ‘’Ow come you know about me being in clink, Miss? I wuz only out last month. ‘Taint my fault we jumped on the train. Tom here put me up to it.’
 
   I pointed towards Sid. ‘Even the most dedicated town dweller does not have a complexion quite as pale as yours. I don’t think you’ve seen much outside a prison wall for the last year or so. And your hands aren’t exactly those of a concert pianist, are they, my boy?’
 
   Sid splayed out his fingers and gazed at them as if they belonged to someone else. The nails were cracked and the skin engraved with deep seams of dirt. ‘Picking oakum, Miss. Ten hours a day. ‘’Urts your hands something terrible, it does.’
 
   Tom interrupted. ‘Shut it, Sid. When we get to Reading, we’ll deny everything. Then it’s our word against them, isn’t it?’ He looked at me, his lips curling viciously and showing a set of very yellow teeth. ‘Nice court case that’ll make, won’t it, Miss Know-all? Your fancy friends will love reading the story I’m going to tell about you and that tart in the corner.’
 
   Tom, whatever the defects in his personality and character, was clearly not a stupid man. Fortunately I had already anticipated his scheme.
 
   ‘Miss Jessop, you have travelled this line before,’ I said. Ivy nodded. ‘Can you remember whether, before we reach Reading – I think we shall be there in forty minutes – there is any stretch of track where the train slows a little?’
 
   Ivy looked puzzled, then her eyes widened as she realised the significance of my suggestion. She looked out of the window. We were travelling through the outer suburbs, on a small embankment with rows of houses on either side, and farmland visible in the distance.
 
    ‘Yes indeed. If memory serves me right, we pass through a short stretch of tunnel very shortly. Then there’s an incline up through a wooded area. The embankment is steep there, and the train has to slow down – to a speed no faster than a trotting horse, I’d say.’ 
 
   ‘That is ideal. Now you two,’ – I waved my little revolver towards the two men – ‘You are going to change places with myself and Miss Jessop. But very slowly. I want you both by the door.’
 
   It was clear that Tom understood my intentions. ‘And what if we say no?’ he said sullenly.
 
   ‘Why then like all good generals, I will change my plans if necessary. If I kill both of you here and now, that will make for a much simpler court case. It will still be our word against yours, but as dead men, your capacity for argument will be somewhat limited. Who will your lawyer call as a character witness? The Governor of Wormwood Scrubs?’
 
   Tom seemed to shrink as he accepted the inevitable. ‘Very well, Miss. But if the train don’t slow enough, have pity on us, for God’s sake.’
 
   He and Sid stationed themselves either side of the carriage door and I waved to Ivy to indicate that she should sit opposite me at the other end of the compartment. As our train emerged from the tunnel it slowed considerably. 
 
   ‘Right, out you go!’ I shouted. ‘Or you can stay and be used for target practice if you prefer!’
 
   Tom swung open the carriage door and leapt out, pulling the terrified Sid after him. Ivy and I rushed to close it after them, and we caught a brief glimpse of our two unwelcome travelling companions tumbling over the thorny slope of the embankment like children’s toys kicked downstairs. 
 
   Our compartment was strangely quiet now that the two of us were alone once more.
 
   ‘Oh Miss Lynton, how can I ever thank you?’ Ivy said tearfully. 
 
   I patted her shoulder. ‘Think nothing of it. It rather reminds me of an incident in India when I was seven years old, and a young tiger walked into the nursery through the veranda doors. My ayah clapped her hands and shouted at it, and the creature padded out the way he had come in. You see, things are never as bad as they seem. As Major Lynton used often to tell me, the important thing is never to lose one’s nerve. Now I suggest we put the whole unpleasant affair behind us. I have no intention of reporting it to the authorities. The resulting publicity would be unbearable.’
 
   ‘You are right. Let us talk of other things,’ Ivy said. ‘You were asking about my current situation?’ 
 
   ‘Yes, but I have no wish to intrude on your private affairs.’
 
   Ivy smiled shyly. ‘Not at all. Indeed, it would be something of a relief to speak to someone. Perhaps I should first explain that thanks to a small legacy from Lady Laughton I am fortunately in no immediate financial need. Hence my choice of a first class railway ticket. As a young woman travelling alone...’ Her voice tailed off in some embarrassment. 
 
   ‘I quite understand. That is my own position exactly.’
 
   Ivy recovered her composure. ‘I am currently lodging with my elder sister and her husband in Swindon. He is a senior engineer employed by the railway. They have a large family and are very glad of the rent that I am able to pay them. I am looking for a new situation, and travelled up to London this morning on an early train for an interview. I’m afraid the position did not turn out to be suitable. I am now returning to Swindon, where hopefully the evening papers might bring other opportunities to my notice.’
 
   ‘If you will forgive my curiosity, what sort of post are you looking for?’
 
   Ivy appeared embarrassed. ‘That’s my difficulty, Miss. You see, my father, a West Country curate with an Oxford University education, a small cottage and a smaller income, made it his business to teach his three daughters at home. His views on female education were unconventional. The result is that my English, French and mathematics are rather better than my cooking and sewing. I entered Lady Laughton’s service five years ago, at the age of seventeen – I am only twenty two now – and to tell you the honest truth, it has spoiled me. She was a cultivated gentlewoman, whose mind remained strong to the last. I fear that I will never obtain such a position again.’
 
   I frowned. ‘But surely there are posts for lady’s companions advertised frequently?’
 
   ‘Indeed,’ Ivy laughed. ‘Reading out gossip from the illustrated papers, indulging pet dogs and organising visits to fashionable continental hotels! I intend to avoid such a fate for as long as possible. To be honest, a plain, honest housekeeper’s job would be more congenial to me than such a situation.’
 
   I nodded sympathetically. I could see that in her position Ivy Jessop’s good education could be a disadvantage. 
 
   ‘This is hardly fair,’ I said. ‘You’ve supplied me with all your information and I have offered nothing in return. I must say that I have been struck by the similarity of our situation in life.’
 
   Ivy look surprised. ‘Really, Miss? You are surely not in service yourself? I took you for a gentlewoman as soon as I saw you.’ 
 
   ‘No, not in service,’ I said. ‘However, I must make my own way in the world, just like you. After my mother passed away I remained in India with my father. It was not until the age of twenty two that I finally saw my native country. When my Aunt Dorothy had died, she very generously left me her London town house, and a small but sufficient income, which I supplement through private foreign language lessons. My cousin Alfred, an Inspector in the Metropolitan Police, is my only living relative.’
 
   The train slowed and stopped at a local halt. There appeared to be no-one waiting on the small rural platform. ‘Next stop Reading,’ Ivy announced. ‘We should be there in half an hour. Are you travelling far today?’
 
   ‘Only as far as Chippenham. I’m visiting an old friend of my late Aunt, and returning to London tomorrow.’ 
 
    For the next few minutes we sat in silence. Then Ivy picked up the newspaper I had put down, and pointed to a prominent advertisement on the front page. 
 
   ‘I know the lady who has placed this notice,’ she said, a note of surprise in her voice. ‘It’s Mrs Laura Markham, of Carlton House, Pangbourne. Her brother was a good friend of my late father. They were at Oxford together.’
 
   ‘What does it say?’
 
   ‘She is offering a reward of £200 to anyone who can tell her the whereabouts of her missing governess! Let me see...A Miss Emma Williams, who disappeared on the morning of Monday 3rd March.’
 
   ‘That is the day before yesterday. Your acquaintance has been very prompt. It would seem that there is £200 which might be very easily earned by some enterprising person.’
 
   ‘But surely the County Police will be investigating the case?’
 
   ‘Not necessarily, unless foul play is definitely detected. Fortunately we live in a free country, and someone who chooses to disappear is under no obligation to inform anyone. Moreover, we can be sure that in this case there are no obviously suspicious circumstances, other than the fact that Miss Williams has acted quite out of character.
 
   ‘How can you be so sure, Miss Lynton?’
 
   ‘If there were suspicious circumstances, then the police force would be involved. If that were the case, and all the resources of the police were being used to locate the young woman, why should Mrs Markham choose to offer such a large sum of money to get additional help? No, it is clear that there are no reasons to suspect a criminal act has occurred.’
 
   ‘And why must Miss Williams have acted out of character?’
 
   I smiled. ‘If this young governess was a woman who often behaved in such a fashion, Mrs Markham might be angry, but I doubt that she would be so obviously worried about the safety of her employee. But it would seem to me that the solution is obvious.’
 
   ‘Then please tell me. I would like us to help Mrs Markham if we can.’
 
    
 
   To download the book and continue reading click here.
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