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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Maurice Joplin’s butler had cleared the remains of an excellent dinner from his master’s dining table, and all that remained on the rich damask cloth was a decanter and three antique goblets. Joplin dismissed his servant, filled our glasses with vintage Madeira and raised his own to us in a toast. As he did so the crystal vessel in his hand caught the light from the glowing gas mantle, capturing its radiance in a cloud of glittering, tiny fireflies.
 
   ‘To Jonathan and Mina,’ he said, ‘not to mention little Quincy Harker, who is sadly too young as yet to appreciate mutton cutlets, oysters and fine wine.’
 
   ‘Your good health, Mr Joplin,’ I added, glancing across the table at my wife. I suspected that like me Mina was curious to know why the Senior Partner at Joplin, Kaplan and Penfold had invited us to dine with him à trois. On previous occasions when we had enjoyed his hospitality all the solicitors in the practice had attended: although a widower of long standing, my employer was a sociable gentleman and enjoyed presiding over a large gathering.
 
   ‘I confess that I had an ulterior motive in inviting you both here tonight,’ Joplin said with a smile. ‘I have a request to make of Jonathan, but in the circumstance I felt it only right if Mrs Harker’ – he bowed with old-fashioned politeness towards Mina – ‘was also present. It concerns Lord Tavistock. I am delighted to say that following his recent marriage, he has approached our firm and asked us to act for him.’
 
   ‘That’s excellent news!’ I exclaimed, thinking that the nobleman was now far more desirable as a client than he would have been twelve months ago. The new Lady Tavistock – formerly Miss Rhoda Bleeker – was the heiress to the Bleeker Whisky fortune, and the alliance had transformed the financial prospects of her husband. 
 
   ‘His Lordship has deposited the bulk of his new-found wealth in government securities,’ Joplin continued. ‘However, he has decided to invest £20,000 in a more speculative venture, as he can now well afford to do so. He has expressed a wish to buy a small forested estate in Eastern Europe, and has already found a tract of land which he believes will suit his needs very well: the Davila Estate near Bistritz at the edge of the Carpathian Mountains. The purchase has the added advantage of including the village of Urmuz, together with a medieval monastery and a number of surrounding farms. Lord Tavistock believes that you would be just the man to oversee the transaction. Of course I would not think of asking you to return to Transylvania if there was any prospect of danger. However, as the menace of Count Dracula been utterly destroyed – thanks to you and Mrs Harker – I agree with our client: your knowledge of the area and of the populace makes you the ideal choice.’
 
   I saw that Mina’s face had flushed angrily. The province to which Joplin had referred was the very one where the Count’s castle was situated, and where he had almost claimed our souls forever. 
 
   ‘Really, Mr Joplin, given the almost fatal consequences to Jonathan of his last visit to that place – and on the business of your firm – I’m surprised that you should even suggest a return journey! Why not send young Petherbridge? He seems very keen to progress his career, and as a single man, he will have no wife or family to mourn him if he does not return.’
 
   Joplin appeared suitably embarrassed. As he struggled to formulate a response in the face of my wife’s understandable anger, I pre-empted his reply.
 
   ‘Mr Joplin – Mina. If I may make a suggestion? I too have been somewhat taken aback by your request. It will require a good deal of thought. If you are able to wait for, say twenty four hours, Mina and I will talk over the matter and let you have our decision one way or the other.’
 
   Joplin smiled with relief. ‘Of course. Take longer if you like. It is simply that Lord Tavistock will be such a valuable client, I would like to entrust this business to the solicitor in whom I have the most confidence. It’s really high time that Jonathan became a Senior Partner, and settling this matter should help to secure him that position. Now that Mina is rapidly establishing her reputation as a popular novelist, I would not wish Jonathan to feel left behind.’
 
   Fortunately Mina – who like most of us is not immune to flattery – regained her usual equanimity at these words. The conversation soon passed on to happier matters, not least the detailed family affairs of Joplin’s numerous nieces and nephews: indeed it was not until almost midnight that our host’s coachman was summoned to take us back to our house. 
 
   *
 
   During the short journey home I confessed to Mina that I had something to add to the subject of Joplin’s request. Eighteen months ago, in August 1896, I had received a letter from our good friend Professor Abraham Van Helsing: it was of course Van Helsing who had provided invaluable assistance to us in our conflict with Count Dracula in 1893. The Professor had been visiting Austria that summer, and as he had some days to spare he decided to spend them in returning to the scene of our adventure in Transylvania. His motivation was more than mere curiosity: he wished to reassure himself that there had been no recurrence of the terrible events which took place before the destruction of the Count. 
 
   ‘I did not wish to upset you with painful memories, so I didn’t tell you about Van Helsing’s letter,’ I said. ‘However, after some detailed enquiries the Professor was quite satisfied that the reign of evil which had oppressed the province had now entirely vanished. There had been no further disappearances or suspicious deaths: indeed a good many local inhabitants who had fled the region in the early 1890s had returned, reassured that the threat was over.’
 
   Mina smiled. ‘Perhaps the next time you receive such interesting information you’ll have the confidence to share it with me. Was the letter addressed to us both? No, don’t answer that question – I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.’
 
   With some relief I continued. ‘There was one other matter which Van Helsing mentioned in his letter – touching a question that has occurred to me more than once since that dreadful time. Although Count Dracula crumbled into dust before our eyes, it was not before he had created other acolytes – similar vile creatures of the night, turned into monsters by their master. The three young women who pursued me on my first visit to the Castle were such entities. You’ll remember that Van Helsing assured us that without the powers of the Count to sustain them, these unnatural beings would soon revert to harmless corpses. Well, it seems the Professor was correct.’
 
   ‘Do you mean that Van Helsing received confirmation of his theory?’
 
   ‘Exactly! During his brief revisit to the scene of our adventure he stayed at a small hotel in Bistritz. On his way out one morning, he was approached by an elderly priest, Father Alecu Filimon, who had heard that the Professor had returned. Father Filimon had some fascinating information to impart. In early January 1894, just three months after the destruction of Dracula, a young man had come to see the priest to seek advice. This fellow had visited Dracula’s Castle – during daylight hours – with some friends, in the spirit of reckless adventure that often motives youths of that age. The place had been ransacked by the local peasants and an attempt had even been made to set the Castle on fire; unsuccessfully, due to its massive stone construction. Before they left the Castle, the youths had entered the family crypt beneath the great courtyard. It was there that they made their discovery. In a cellar beneath the floor of the crypt they discovered three ornate coffins, inlaid with gold, which had obviously been overlooked by the looters. Each contained the decayed remnants of a body. The process of dissolution was advanced, and all that the youth was able to say was that the bodies appeared to be female with long hair: two dark, one blond. Enough remained of their clothes and jewellery to suggest that they were probably young.’
 
   Mina gasped. ‘The three women who so nearly overcame you on your first visit?’
 
   ‘It seems so. Well, Father Filimon thanked his informant, and promised to keep the youth’s name secret. Three days later the priest went to the Castle himself, with four trusted parishioners, all able bodied men. They found the coffins – and occupants – exactly as described: there was some discussion as to how to dispose of the remains, and eventually it was decided to leave them as they were found. After all, they could hardly be offered a Christian burial, and it seemed unwise to disturb the now quiescent remnants. Of course you see what this all means?’
 
   Mina nodded. ‘Yes. If the young women had continued to exist as vampires, then anyone who opened the coffins during daylight hours would have found three perfectly preserved bodies! To have decayed as they did, the deadly ladies would have had to lose their powers, and revert to mortality. And if that happened to them, then it is safe to assume that any other malign acolytes have suffered the same fate. It seems you are right – you may return to the Carpathian Mountains in safely. However, before I agree to your embarking on this mission, I have three absolute conditions which must be met.’
 
   ‘Very well. What are they?’
 
   ‘Firstly – I will travel with you on your journey. Aunt Phyllis will be more than happy to look after little Quincy whilst we are away. Secondly – as Professor Van Helsing is spending this year at Altenberg University in Vienna, we should spend a day or two with him en route. And last but not least, when your work at the Davila Estate is complete, I would like us to travel south to Thessaloniki in northern Greece, returning to England by rail via Belgrade. My next novel will be an historical romance set in the Ottoman period, and to see something of that location will be invaluable.’ 
 
   As I had every faith in Van Helsing’s judgment I saw no difficulty in acceding to Mina’s requests.
 
   ‘Very well,’ I said. ‘If Maurice Joplin agrees, we’ll leave in two weeks’ time. I’ll arrange for a dependable courier to return directly from Transylvania with all the legal documents once they’ve been drawn up and signed by the vendor. That way we can make a leisurely tour of southern Europe without delaying Lord Tavistock’s purchase. Perhaps you had better obtain a Greek phrase-book. My knowledge of German will serve us very well in the Carpathians, but I doubt it will be of much use in Thessaloniki.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Mr Joplin made no objection to my plan to remain in Europe with Mina after completing my mission, as I had been very busy of late and was owed a month’s leave. Just over a week after leaving England Mina and I arrived in the ancient town of Bistritz on the border of the Carpathian Mountains, having journeyed the 1500 miles from Exeter at a leisurely pace. We had spent two days in Vienna as guests of Professor Van Helsing, and our old friend had done much to reassure us about our onward journey to Transylvania.
 
   Mr Joplin, at my suggestion, had arranged for us to stay in the small hamlet of Urmuz, about twelve miles east of Bistritz and within the boundary of the Davila Estate. I felt it important that I should gain first-hand knowledge of the village that would soon be owned by Lord Tavistock. When Maurice Joplin had given me the information I required for my mission, he had mentioned that the proprietor of the Davila Estate – Prince Andrei Bretin – had offered to accommodate us in his family home, the old monastery of Vlados. However, I much preferred the independence of an inn: I was after all acting in the best interests of my client and would not wish to be seen as in any way indebted to the Prince. 
 
   As the train approached the station Mina stood up to collect her travelling bag and coat. 
 
   ‘If Bistritz proves as fascinating as Vienna I shall not wish to leave!’ she said.
 
   I smiled. Van Helsing had taken us to the Court Opera House to see Rigoletto, conducted by Gustav Mahler. That in itself would have been an experience to savour, but the performance had been capped by the appearance on stage of a frail, elderly gentleman who was greeted with tumultuous applause. Van Helsing had explained that it was the composer himself, Signor Giuseppe Verde. 
 
   ‘I suggest we take luncheon at the Golden Krone Hotel,’ I said. ‘It’s the small establishment where I stayed on my first visit to Transylvania back in 1893, and I remember it as both old-fashioned and friendly. Then after I have met with the official who represents the interests of the current landowner, we can complete our journey to Urmuz.’
 
   With the exception of my valise containing the legal documents I would need later that day, we decided to leave our luggage with the station-master until we had hired a carriage. The hotel was close enough to be reached on foot, and our route led past the central market place through a succession of ancient narrow streets, their sides linked here and there by archways. The mixture of Gothic and Byzantine styles gave the medieval houses a fairy tale aspect, as if taken from the illustrations of a book of stories by the Brothers Grimm. 
 
   ‘Why, this is delightful!’ Mina exclaimed. ‘I believe that the heroine of my next novel may be forced to spend a day or two here. I must make some notes during lunch.’
 
   As she spoke, an elderly gentleman wrapped in a dark cloak brushed past us. He looked up sharply as he did so, and it seemed that he appeared to recognise me. I turned round as he passed, but he swiftly moved on without a backward look. I reasoned that his interest was probably stirred by nothing more than the foreignness of our clothing. 
 
   We soon reached our destination. Outwardly the Golden Krone had changed little during the five years since I had last seen it, although the stuccoed walls had been given a fresh coat of white paint. The same low door led into the dark interior, where even in the middle of the day a permanent twilight appeared to reign. However, when I rang the little brass bell the lady who came to greet me was not the cheery-looking elderly woman in peasant dress who had presided over the establishment the last time I had stayed there. She was young and business-like, and introduced herself as Frau Haussmann, who managed the establishment with her husband. We were soon shown into the dining room, where it became apparent that a regime of Swiss efficiency had been established by the new hoteliers. The food, however, was as well cooked and wholesome as I had remembered it.
 
   *
 
   After lunch I made my way to my appointment with the gentleman who was handling the legal aspects of Lord Tavistock’s land purchase: Notary Cezar Dimov. As I explained to Mina, a “Notary” in this region was not the exact equivalent to an English solicitor: he was a salaried employee of the state, who had the official task of overseeing legal transactions. I knew nothing of Dimov, other than that he had placed the original advertisement for the Davila Estate in the London Times, and that he was fluent in English. 
 
   Mina had assured me that she would be very happy to explore the historic market quarter of Bistritz whilst I met with Dimov, and thus I walked alone to the Notary’s office. It lay just outside the oldest part of the town, and was part of an elegant building which housed several departments of the provincial government.
 
   Dimov’s smartly dressed secretary showed me into a meeting room furnished with understated elegance. I had half-expected the Notary to be in his fifties or early sixties – age is usually a prerequisite for bureaucratic advancement in Transylvania – so was rather taken aback to be greeted in excellent English by a smart young man who looked no older than thirty. His fashionable jacket with a velvet collar and knotted tie secured with a pin would not have looked out of place in a London salon.
 
   ‘You will not mind my congratulating you on your exceptional command of my language,’ I said. ‘Forgive my curiosity, but surely you must have lived in England at some time?’
 
   Dimov smiled. ‘You are very perceptive, Mr Harker. I was in fact born not far from Bistritz, but lost both my parents at a very young age. Fortunately a distant relative made sure that I had a good education, including a year in London studying English law. Now, I’m sure that you will have looked over the legal documents concerning the Davila estate which I forwarded to your employer, Mr Maurice Joplin. Is there anything in them which you wish to have clarified before we discuss the conditions of sale?’
 
   I opened my valise and took out the large manila folder which contained the papers to which he referred, removed a large-scale hand-drawn map of the Davila Estate and the surrounding area and spread it out across Dimov’s polished oak desk. 
 
   ‘Your client has secured a bargain,’ the young man said. ‘£20,000 is well below the market value.’
 
   ‘I’m not sure that Lord Tavistock would agree. He feels he is paying the right price, given the remoteness of the land. However, as the sum has already been settled, that is not a point of issue. But I do have one question for you before we discuss the details of the transaction. You will be aware that I have an appointment to see the current owner of the Davila Estate, Prince Andrei Bretin, tomorrow afternoon at his family residence. As I know nothing of Prince Bretin – other than that he holds the title to the land – I would be grateful if you could tell me something about him before we meet. Of course I do not expect you to reveal his motives for the sale.’
 
   ‘That is fortunate, since I too am ignorant of them! It is not a question I have ever put to him since he engaged me. I suspect that the needs of his daughter have much to do with it. Now, let me order us some refreshment, and then I will tell you what little I know.’
 
   Dimov opened the door which led to his secretary’s office, spoke quietly and then returned, taking a seat in the armchair opposite me. 
 
   ‘Firstly – and forgive me if you are aware of this fact – although Prince Bretin’s title is both ancient and genuine, it has far less significance that it would have in Britain or northern Europe. Our aristocracy was very widespread until the reforms of the last fifty years, and the country is full of Boyers, Counts, Lords and Princes, often with small incomes and modest occupations. Many of the younger members of such families have ceased to use their titles: indeed I believe that Bretin’s daughter, Princess Elena, rarely uses hers. As for Bretin himself: he values his heritage – his family are one of the oldest in Transylvania – but is by no means proud or aloof. His tenant farmers respect him, and will no doubt be sorry to see him go.’
 
   I frowned. ‘Is it Prince Bretin’s intention to leave Transylvania?’
 
   Dimov nodded. ‘So I understand – once the sale of the estate is completed. He has told me that wishes his daughter to have the benefit of a thorough education and to see something of society outside her current narrow confines: I believe he is considering settling in London or Paris at first. Elena Bretin has had the benefit of an excellent governess, but she is now nineteen years old and has outgrown the kind of tuition that can be provided at home.’
 
   As Dimov spoke his secretary entered with a tea tray, and poured cups for both of us. When she had left the room I spoke to the Notary.
 
   ‘According to the deeds of the Davila Estate, Prince Bretin and his daughter reside at Vlados Monastery, described as “the family seat”. But it must surely be too large for a domestic residence.’
 
   Dimov offered me a cup. ‘Only part of the building has ever been occupied by the family – the original Abbot’s House – and the rest of the building has fallen into disrepair. But of course you will see it for yourself tomorrow. I spoke to Prince Bretin only last week – he is most anxious to meet you.’
 
   ‘And I him. I’m sure that the transaction will be straightforward, as all the points at issue have already been agreed. Am I right in thinking that the Prince is a widower?’
 
   The Notary nodded. ‘Yes, his wife passed away when Elena was very young. I think you will find Prince Bretin an interesting gentleman. He studied in London and Antwerp as a young man, and has a wide and eclectic range of interests. The library at Vlados is one of the best private collections in all Transylvania.’
 
   ‘It seems strange, then, that he wishes to sell his heritage. But I daresay that libraries can be transported if required. Now, if you will excuse me, I must be on my way. I have arranged to meet my wife at one o’clock and would not want to keep her waiting.’
 
   *
 
   My path back to the Golden Krone again took me through the old part of the town, and as I entered the maze of winding streets that led up to the central square I became conscious of a figure which walked some ten paces behind me. I paused and pretended to look into the plate glass window of a jeweller’s shop: the reflection gave me an excellent view of the other side of the street, and of a man crossing the road and standing opposite me, keeping me under observation. Surely there was something familiar about him – yes, he was the same elderly gentleman in a black cloak that I had seen earlier that day. I walked a few yards further, and glanced over my shoulder to see him following my footsteps once more. I looked quickly around and saw that there were no other pedestrians close by. In an instant I turned and stepped swiftly towards him. He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then kept his ground. It was my intention to challenge him – an Englishman is not accustomed to being followed when he goes about his lawful business – but the old man pre-empted me. 
 
   ‘Herr Harker?’ he asked in halting German. As he spoke he looked furtively up and down the street.
 
   ‘You are correct,’ I answered in the same language. ‘And who may you be, sir? I believe I saw you briefly this morning.’
 
   ‘Yes – this morning. And we have met before, almost five years ago. My name is Strug – Bruno Strug.’ 
 
   My memory for names and faces is normally good, but try as I might I could not recall having met the man before. I made a quick calculation. “Almost five years ago” would be the spring of 1893 – the time of my first journey to Transylvania. Yes, that was it! Strug was the coach driver who had taken me from the Golden Krone to my rendezvous at the Borgo Pass – from whence I was taken in another carriage to Dracula’s castle. I remembered that Strug had delivered me to my destination an hour before the designated time, without telling me, in the hope that I would travel onwards with the rest of the passengers before the Count’s coachman arrived to collect me. His subterfuge had failed, but I had cause afterwards to be grateful for his attempt. 
 
   ‘Yes, I remember,’ I said. ‘I have never thanked you for the service you tried to render. But how can I help you? What do you want from me?’ As I spoke I looked more closely at the old coachman. He seemed to have aged far more that the few years that had passed since I last saw him: his hair was pure white, and his face strained and thin. 
 
   Once more Strug looked about him. ‘I had hoped to follow you to a private place, where we might talk in safety. But let me speak now, while I still can. The evil that you and your friends overcame in 1893 has returned. For the last year or more the people of this region have lived in fear. Herr Harker, you must be on your guard. I can say no more, and perhaps should not have said as much. Now I must go. I do not believe that we will meet again.’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Some three hours after my disturbing conversation with the old coachman Mina and I were seated in an old-fashioned calèche, our luggage piled in the seat behind us, on our journey east to the small village of Urmuz. As soon as I had met Mina at the Golden Krone I had recounted every detail of my encounter with Bruno Strug, and had suggested whilst there was probably no truth in his warning, the most prudent course would be for her to return to Vienna – or indeed England – whilst I completed my legal arrangements with Prince Andrei Bretin and the Notary. It had hardly surprised me when Mina had refused, pointing out the last time I had stayed alone in Transylvania, the experience had almost cost me my life. Since it was inconceivable that both of us should leave the country – I had my professional reputation to consider – we decided that we would continue with our plans, albeit circumspectly. I did, however, make our continued presence in the province dependent upon one condition, to which Mina agreed. Thus before we left Bistritz I sent a telegram to Professor Van Helsing in Vienna, recounting what I had been told by Strug. Now at least one other person would be aware of the warning given to us by the old coach driver.
 
   *
 
   As we approached Urmuz in the late afternoon the road became more rugged by the mile, although it was no obstacle to our sturdy four-wheeler and two strong horses: I had hired the equipage from the manageress of the Golden Krone for as long as we needed it. The landscape too became wilder, with steep grassy slopes on either side of the pathway, interspersed with patches of dense pinewoods and rocky ravines. Some of the larger fields were grazed with a hardy, shaggy-coated breed of cattle which I did not recognise, no doubt well suited to the harsh winters of the region. The air was clear, and although sunset was rapidly approaching a range of snow-topped peaks could be seen far to the east. Even from this distance they appeared bleak and inhospitable. 
 
   Mina pointed in the direction of my gaze. ‘The Carpathian Mountains. Isn’t that where Vlados Monastery is situated?’
 
   ‘It’s built on the lower slopes. We must dress warmly when we go there tomorrow afternoon.’
 
   Mina nodded. ‘It seems strange that we are to visit Prince Bretin there. Would it not have been more convenient to have met him in Urmuz – or even Bistritz? I dare say he could have brought the relevant papers with him.’
 
   ‘That is true. However, Lord Tavistock was very specific in the matter. He asked Maurice Joplin to make sure that I personally saw the Bretin family seat. It is the most significant building in the Davila Estate, after all, and of historic importance. Of course we have Dimov’s detailed description in the deeds of sale, but I believe Lord Tavistock is wise – the old saying regarding “a pig in a poke” comes to mind. I’ve also been asked to look at one or two of the larger farms on the estate – no doubt Prince Bretin will be able to suggest somewhere suitable.’
 
   A little later we passed between two granite outcrops, and the road ahead dropped down towards what was clearly the hamlet of Urmuz. I reined in our horses and we surveyed the small settlement below us. 
 
   I pointed to a pair of stone buildings which lay closest to us, and seemed to be of superior quality to the rest. The larger of the two was constructed in the Easter Orthodox style, topped by an ornate dome.
 
   ‘That seems to be the church,’ I said. ‘According to Dimov’s documents there are only 350 or so inhabitants of the village – the priest must have a small congregation, unless the populace are particularly pious. Now, let us try to find our lodgings. Mr Joplin tells me that he has been assured that the Kraznevin Inn will be very acceptable. As I believe that it is also the only hostelry in Urmuz, we will have to hope that his informant is correct.’ 
 
   *
 
   Fortunately the inn was as we had hoped: simple, but well-managed, neat and clean. And although the landlord, Peter Seypos, spoke no English and only very limited German, his waiter and general factotum was passably fluent in both. Through the good offices of this person – Wolski by name – we were able to obtain stabling for our carriage and horses, and a comfortable bedroom for ourselves for as long as we wished. 
 
   The establishment followed the traditional practice whereby travellers dined in the same large room where drinks were served to any who wanted them. Thus later that evening Mina and I found ourselves seated at a heavy oak table in the corner of the low-ceilinged tavern, in front of two large plates of food which Wolski had served to us. There had been only one hot dish prepared that night, and fortunately it was excellent: a tender and spicy compilation of chicken, paprika, red peppers and onions. Wolski had brought us a flagon of local wine – Golden Mediasch – and a jug of cold spring water. The open log fire at the end of the room burned brightly, and the old oil lamps which hung from the walls cast a yellow glow upon the assembled company. 
 
   Mina raised her glass towards me and smiled. ‘This is charming, Jonathan. If we could exchange our chicken and wine for cold beef and beer, we might well be in the Cheshire Cheese in Fleet Street, circa 1700.’ 
 
   I looked around the room. There were perhaps a dozen others present, all male, including three elderly gentlemen eating at a table in the far corner, and a solitary diner seated near us who had almost completed his meal. Four of the company, standing and drinking wine, were dressed in the traditional clothes of the Slovak: I remembered the baggy trousers, white linen shirts and wide studded belts from my last visit to Transylvania. A smaller chamber led off the one in which we sat, and the cheerful noises and snatches of song which emanated from it suggested that it was occupied by younger and more enthusiastic drinkers. 
 
   I lowered my voice and bent towards Mina. ‘Do you not find it strange that we have excited virtually no interest since our arrival here? There has been not one glance in our direction since we sat down.’
 
   ‘Perhaps the area is used to foreign visitors,’ she said. ‘Although I have not seen any obvious examples of the check-suited English tourist since we left Vienna. Are you disappointed, Jonathan? I admit that if this was a scene in my latest book, a sullen and inauspicious silence would have descended as soon as we entered the room.’
 
   ‘Followed no doubt by a hurried exodus of frightened peasants, the moment that I mentioned…’
 
   Before I could complete my sentence, a sudden outburst of shouting came from the little room next to ours. It was the voice of a woman, and although I could not understand the words – I guessed they were Slovak or Serbian – they conveyed both anger and distress. A moment later a man of about forty or forty-five ran into the room, followed swiftly by a woman some years younger. He reached the serving counter and turned to face his pursuer: as he did so he lost his footing, and hauled himself back to his feet with some difficulty. Once upright again he swayed gently from side to side.
 
   ‘That man is intoxicated!’ Mina whispered. ‘His wife must have come to bring him home.’
 
   Mina’s scenario seemed on the face of it very likely, but there was something about the extreme anguish shown by the poor woman which suggested to me that there was something else at issue. She spoke a few words more, and her husband – if such he was – bent his head in sorrow at her words. A moment later two other men entered from the adjoining room and gently led the couple away – but not before the woman gave vent to a further torrent of wailing and tears, more appropriate to a sudden bereavement than the annoyance of a drunken husband.
 
   I looked at Mina, who like me was surprised and concerned at what we had witnessed. ‘I wish we knew what words had passed,’ she said. ‘I do not believe in interfering in the personal business of another, but if there was some way we could assist that poor lady – she appears horribly upset.’
 
   I was about to suggest that we ask Wolski for an explanation when I noticed that the man who had been eating his dinner not far from us was standing by our table. He pointed to an empty chair.
 
   ‘May I sit down?’ he asked. His excellent English was only slightly accented. ‘You are foreigners – forgive the observation – and are naturally concerned about the scene you have witnessed. It is perhaps best that you speak to me about it, rather than ask others. You see, the matter is a very delicate one. Let me introduce myself: my name is Franz Codrescu, but everyone calls me Franz.’
 
   Mina and I shook hands with our new acquaintance.
 
   ‘I am Jonathan Harker,’ I said. ‘And this is my wife Mina.’ As I spoke I observed Franz carefully. He was sixty or more years old, and wore a good quality tweed coat and starched white shirt. The cut of his clothes and his general bearing suggested that he was more sophisticated than his compatriots and his sharp eyes and steady gaze conveyed a keen intelligence.
 
   ‘You are a resident of Urmuz?’ Mina asked.
 
   Franz smiled. ‘I was born just a few miles from the village. However, I left when I was a young man, and only returned when I retired from my post at Zagreb University, where I was a tutor in Slavonic and European Languages. I now live in a small house in the village. As a single man, with no love of cooking – and no wish to share my dwelling with a servant – I am afraid that this inn is something of a second home. However, enough of my tedious biography. Let me explain what lies behind the unfortunate scene which you have just witnessed.’
 
   Before Franz continued, I insisted on ordering another flagon of Mediasch. As I poured him a drink, I looked swiftly around the room: no one was paying the three of us any attention.
 
   ‘The poor woman who you have just see is Maria Polgar. She had come to take her husband Lajos – the tipsy fellow – home: they are the tenants of a small farm on the Davila Estate, about six miles from here. But as you undoubtedly realised, there is more to the scene than that. Until six months ago Lajos Polgar rarely touched alcohol – now he is here almost every evening, sometimes so drunk that he’s unable to walk home, and has to sleep in the stable.’
 
   Mina interjected. ‘He seemed to have a great sadness, even in the fleeting glimpse we had of him.’
 
   ‘You are most perceptive, Mrs Harker. He drinks in an attempt to forget, poor fellow. Before tragedy struck the family, the Polgars had two children, upon whom they doted. The oldest, a clever young man called Nicolaus, was away at his studies in Germany at the time. Their daughter Margit was fourteen, and of course lived at home. One morning, about six months ago, Lajos Polgar left the farm to travel to Klausenburg: but before he had gone five miles his horse fell lame. He turned round and led his horse home on foot, and when he was almost home again, and passing through a small patch of woodland, he came upon a dreadful sight. 
 
   ‘There on the path in front of him was his daughter Margit, stone dead. It was clear that she had been the victim of a vile and savage assault. Of course the police were summoned at once from Bistritz, but no clue as to the assailant was ever found. According to Margit’s mother, an hour or so after her father had left for Klausenburg the girl had become very agitated, and had then left the house for no apparent reason. It was thought that she may have had an assignation, but no evidence of an alliance with any man or youth was ever discovered.’
 
   ‘What a dreadful story,’ Mina said. ‘We are grateful for your information, Mr – er – Franz.’
 
   Our new friend got to his feet. ‘Not at all. Now, I must not intrude on your company any longer. I hope we will meet again. Goodnight to you, and God’s blessings, Mr and Mrs Harker.’
 
   At that the gentleman said his goodbyes to the landlord and several others of the company, then left. I remarked to Mina on his singular lack of curiosity regarding the two of us: not once in our conversation had he asked about our reason for visiting Transylvania, or how long we intended to stay in Urmuz. And although I believed that what Franz had told us about the Polgars’ tragedy was true, I had been left with the distinct impression that he knew more than he had said about the matter. 
 
   *
 
   As it happened the harrowing scene in the tap room was not the last disturbing event that I was to experience that evening. Just after midnight I awoke feeling thirsty, no doubt as a result of the spicy chicken we had enjoyed for dinner. Mina lay fast asleep beside me, and taking care not to disturb her I crossed the room to the dressing table. To my annoyance the water jug was empty. I slipped on my dressing gown and slippers and picked up the candle holder and matches. Once I had closed the door behind me I lit my candle and made my way as quietly as possible down the old oak staircase.
 
   Although I had not visited the kitchen of the Kraznevin Inn, I did not expect to have any difficulty in locating it, having noticed the direction from which Wolski had carried in our meal on the previous evening. However, just as I was about to enter the large room where we had eaten – I had half-opened the door and was about to step inside – I heard urgent whispers from the direction of the serving counter. The words were in simple but accurate German – as if the speaker was addressing someone with a limited grasp of that language – and their import was enough to make place my candle holder carefully on the ground outside the threshold, and to tiptoe into the room closing the door after me. I reasoned that unless a lantern was turned in my direction I would be safe from observation.
 
   The first speaker did not have a voice that I recognised, but I identified his companion immediately: it was the bad, poorly accented German speech of the landlord of the Kraznevin Inn, Peter Seypos. The conversation – shorn of its linguistic solecisms – went along the following lines. 
 
   ‘Seypos, your payments are late again! You know the consequences for you if you do not keep to our agreement.’
 
   ‘Sir, I wish to pay, but I do not have the money! You can see what few guests we have – tonight just the English couple, and the salesman from Austria – and then there are the staff to pay, the food to buy…’
 
   ‘That is not my concern! Do you not have things you could sell? Your horses, your wife’s jewellery? Or borrow money from the bank in Bistritz.’
 
   ‘I have already borrowed, and they will not advance more.’
 
   ‘Very well. I will say this to you once only. You have two more weeks to give me what I ask. Otherwise you will suffer the consequences.’
 
   The speakers became silent and I heard the scrape of a chair being pulled back. If the man who had speaking to Peter Seypos was about to leave, I could not risk discovery. Quickly I retreated to our room, my thirst forgotten as my brain struggled with the implications of what I had overheard. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Mina slept that night with her usual untroubled soundness, and although I had been awake since six o’clock I did not rouse her until just before the breakfast hour. Once she had woken I told her everything that I had overheard.
 
   ‘It seems that the poor man is a victim of extortion!’ Mina cried. ‘Surely there is something we can do. Go to the police, perhaps?’
 
   ‘If I had overheard such a conversation anywhere in England I would say yes. However, in our present circumstances I believe that we should tread carefully. The nearest police station is in Bistritz – if they start to make enquires, it’s possible that whoever threatened Peter Seypos might get to hear of it, and suspect that he had informed on them. That might prove fatal to our landlord.’
 
   ‘But we can hardly do nothing.’ Mina paced up and down our room. Then she turned to me. ‘I have it! We must seek out Franz, the gentleman we were talking to last night, and ask for his advice. He told us that he lives in the village – he should not be hard to find. He struck me as honest and intelligent. He may even be able to offer a less sinister explanation of what you heard.’
 
   I thought carefully about Mina’s suggestion. It seemed highly unlikely that Franz was involved in whatever scheme threatened Seypos – retired academics do not often turn their hand to extortion. At the very least we could ask his opinion concerning the discretion – or otherwise – of the local police. 
 
   ‘Very well,’ I said. ‘After breakfast we’ll think of a suitable pretext and ask Wolski for directions to Franz’s house. We do not have to be at Vlados Monastery until one o’clock this afternoon so we have plenty of time in hand.’
 
   *
 
   As it transpired no enquiries to the waiter were necessary. Shortly after we had sat down – to a peculiarly un-English offering of sliced cheese, ham and dark bread – Franz Codrescu entered the large room, evidently in search of his own breakfast. We were seated at a corner table too small for him to join us, but I exchanged a few words with our new acquaintance and arranged to visit him later at his house. 
 
   *
 
   Mina and I had paid little attention to the little village when we had arrived at sunset on the previous evening, and so we walked out of the Kraznevin Inn with a good deal of curiosity. It was a gloomy, overcast morning and the chill February air seemed several degrees colder that we had experienced on our journey from Bistritz the day before. The road which wound through the hamlet was of beaten earth, although some of the houses on either side had flagstones or coarse gravel outside their thresholds. Apart from the Kraznevin Inn, the buildings were all single storied; some of the roofs were tiled in a dull terracotta, but most were of poorly-maintained thatch. A heavy cart laden with root vegetables lumbered past us pulled by two huge oxen, followed by a group of chattering, bare-foot, ill-dressed children who might have stepped straight from the pages of Oliver Twist. 
 
   A moment later we reached a small square where two roads intersected, and which contained a public water-pump and horse trough. Following Franz’s directions I soon located his house, a stone building at one side of the square which seemed more substantial than most of the dwellings in the village.
 
   Franz opened the door at our knock: there was no hallway, and we stepped straight into a large, low-ceilinged room with a red tiled floor and a massive cast-iron range set in the chimney piece. The furnishings were old but comfortable, and an antique threadbare tapestry half covered one wall. The other walls were lined with bookshelves. 
 
   Our host poured us both coffee from the enamelled jug which stood on the hotplate. 
 
   ‘You must forgive my humble hospitality. I have the good fortune to be able to live as I like, and my tastes are simple. Mr Harker, you said that you wished for advice. How is it that I can help you?’
 
   In a few minutes I explained the disturbing conversation I had overheard between Peter Seypos and his mysterious interlocutor – and the reservations that Mina and I had about contacting the authorities. 
 
   Franz sat back in his ancient armchair and sipped his coffee. ‘You have done well to come to me. This is not a matter where the forces of officialdom are likely to be of great help. Well, I will tell you what I know. But first I need to ask you a question. Am I correct in thinking that you and your wife are the Mr and Mrs Harker – Jonathan and Mina Harker, to be more exact – who rid our province of a great evil in November, 1893?’
 
   I exchanged glances with Mina. Before embarking on our return visit to Transylvania we had of course discussed the likelihood of our being identified as the couple who – along with Professor Van Helsing and our other friends – had been responsible for the destruction of Count Dracula. Although we had learned that there had been little publicity about that sensational episode in Transylvania itself, our adventure was no secret, and had indeed been the subject of widespread comment in the press in England. However, we had no reason to suspect that this could be a source of any difficulty or danger for us during our current visit. Most of the population of the province would have been heartily relieved to have escaped from the Count’s reign of terror, and those mortals who had provided him with assistance would surely wish their countrymen to forget the fact. 
 
   ‘That is true,’ I said. ‘We are indeed that couple. Does that present a difficulty for you?’
 
   Franz shook his head. ‘Not at all – however, it is helpful to know to whom one is speaking. Now, as to what you overheard last night. It is, I am sad to say, just one more example of a general malaise which has affected this region of Transylvania for the last thirteen months. It is well known amongst the local population – including the inhabitants of Urmuz – that someone, or some organisation, has been using a combination of threats, violence and blackmail to enforce the payment of large sums of money. 
 
   ‘The first incident that I am aware of took place in early January 1897, just over a year ago. At that time the manager of the Bistritz branch of the Transylvanian State Bank had a large country house in the northern part of the Davila Estate. He and his family used the house as a holiday retreat. They had spent Christmas there, together with a group of friends and relatives. Then on the morning that they were due to return to Bistritz the manager shot himself. The verdict of suicide was certain: he had dismissed his butler and housekeeper from his study; seconds later a shot was heard; the servants rushed back into the room to find his master dead at his desk, the weapon in his hand.’
 
   ‘Was any motive ever established?’ Mina asked.
 
   ‘Sadly yes. Klemens – the manager – left no note, but was discovered to have misappropriated a very large sum of money from his bank, which had been taken out in cash. No trace of it was ever found.’ 
 
   Franz refilled our coffee cups and continued. ‘Since that tragedy there have been at least two more suicides, and half-a-dozen unexplained bankruptcies. And I have reason to believe there have been a number of similar instances which have been successfully concealed. All, it seems, related to the victims raising crippling amounts of money for some purpose. Oh, and one bungled crime. A perfectly respectable land agent who lived here in Urmuz took it into his head to don a false beard, buy a revolver and travel to Budapest in order to rob a bank. He was killed by the state police and died before he could speak.’
 
   ‘Surely, if money is being extorted on such a scale, someone would have reported the matter to the authorities?’ I asked.
 
   Franz’s countenance took on a serious expression. ‘I believe that at least one victim tried to do so, with the most tragic consequences. It is well known that Lajos and Maria Polgar, once quite wealthy farmers, are now desperately short of money. Seven or eight months ago Lajos withdrew several large sums from his bank. Then three weeks afterwards Lajos, as you know, set off for Klausenburg. It is my belief that he had decided that enough was enough, and intended to report whoever was demanding money from him.’
 
   ‘Why Klausenburg?’ Mina asked. ‘The nearest police station is in Bistritz.’
 
   ‘Perhaps Lajos Polgar felt that the Bistritz officers may have been – not fully reliable, shall we say. And the Regional Commissioner is based in Klausenburg. However, as you know, Lajos did not reach his destination. I suspect that what he found on his return has dissuaded him from a second attempt. The Polgars have lost their daughter, but they have a son, Nicolaus, who has come back to live with them. I do not believe they would risk his safety.’
 
   With growing disquiet I realised that if this account as true then it put an entirely new perspective on Lord Tavistock’s intention to purchase the Davila Estate. I could hardly recommend such a transaction whilst a sinister threat appeared to loom over the district.
 
   ‘Franz, I appreciate what you have told us,’ I said to him. ‘Now may I ask you one further question? If you are able to provide an answer, I assure you that I will treat it in the strictest of confidence.’ Our host nodded, and I continued. ‘Do you have any theory as to the perpetrator of these outrages? I ask out of more than idle curiosity, I assure you.’
 
   Franz looked me in the eye. It was difficult to interpret his gaze: he gave no impression of fear, but his expression conveyed a certain reticence or caution. ‘I believe you, Mr Harker. Alas, you must excuse me – I can tell you no more. However, there is one other who may be able to help you. He is a somewhat elderly and frail gentleman, but his mind is as active as it ever was. He is currently in Austria, but I understand returns to Urmuz the day after tomorrow – on Monday morning. His name is Father Alecu Filimon, and he was until very recently the former priest of our little congregation here at Urmuz.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   As we made our way back to the Kraznevin Inn, Mina and I discussed the implications of what we had heard. Like it or not, out of duty to my client we would have to find out the truth behind the disturbing events which Franz had described. Once more I tried to persuade my wife to return to Vienna and wait for me there, but again she was adamant that she intended to share whatever dangers might present themselves. 
 
   ‘I noticed your attempt to conceal your surprise when Franz mentioned Father Filimon!’ Mina said. ‘Really, for a lawyer your powers of dissimulation are sadly limited. The cleric is undoubtedly the same man who was able to reassure Professor Van Helsing regarding the destruction of Dracula’s acolytes. It’s a great pity that we cannot speak to him immediately. Tell me, Jonathan, do you think that it is even remotely possible that the Count himself could lie behind whatever is threatening the inhabitants of the Davila Estate?’
 
   I shook my head. ‘I believe that to be very unlikely. First and foremost, all authorities on vampirism are in agreement that despite the difficulties and dangers of confronting such a fearful being, once such a creature has finally been destroyed – as we both witnessed in the case of Dracula – a subsequent resurrection is unheard of. Secondly, the perpetrator of the crimes which have been terrorising the neighbourhood seems motivated primarily by monetary gain. That was never an ambition of Count Dracula: he sought to entrap souls and gain a perverted spiritual dominance, not to swell his banking account.’
 
   Mina frowned. ‘How can one reach Dracula’s Castle from Urmuz?’ she asked. 
 
   ‘There are two possible ways. The easiest is to return to Bistritz, then travel north-east through the Borgo Pass before turning south again to the site of the Castle. That is the route I took on my first visit to Transylvania. But the shortest journey from here is due north, to the edge of a western spur of the Carpathian Mountains. A high and narrow path – the Brezlau Way – crosses the mountains at that point and leads down to the rocky outcrop where Dracula’s Castle is situated. However, let us agree to postpone any consideration of a return to that evil place until we have spoken to Father Filimon. It’s also possible that our meeting with Prince Bretin this afternoon will let a gleam of light into this shadowy business. If we are to be at Vlados Monastery by one o’clock this afternoon, we must start our journey very shortly.’
 
   *
 
   Two hours later we were well on our way to the eastern region of the Davila Estate, where the Bretin’s family home was to be found. We had debated whether to go on horseback, but as Wolski had assured us that a passable track covered the whole route we took the sturdy calèche that we had hired from the Golden Krone for the duration of our visit. 
 
   As we travelled further east the patches of trees became thicker, and soon we found ourselves rumbling through a dark tunnel of foliage with tall conifers pressing close to each side of the track. This was the forest which covered almost a third of the estate and which Lord Tavistock intended to farm for timber. The surrounding trees sheltered the path from the worst of the winter weather, and a thick covering of brown pine-needles meant that the wheels of our carriage turned almost in silence. 
 
   Mina took out her watch. ‘Are you sure that we will be able to make our return journey in daylight?’ she asked. ‘Sunset is at five, and we will not reach Vlados Monastery until just before one o’clock.’
 
   ‘We’ll stay no more than an hour – or ninety minutes at most,’ I said. ‘That will give us ample time to reach Urmuz before dusk. However, if we are unfortunately delayed, there are oil lamps stowed under the seat behind us. I trust we will not need them.’
 
   We made good time, and at half-past twelve in the afternoon we suddenly emerged from the dense woodland onto the lower slopes of the Carpathian Mountains. Neither of us were quite prepared for the awesome scene which now lay in front of us, its bleak vastness all the more impressive in contrast to the claustrophobic confines of the forest path. A series of huge, jagged peaks filled the skyline from right to left, and apart from the first mile or two of ground in front of us all was covered in fresh fall of snow. I had instinctively reigned in our pair of horses at this majestic sight and before I could urge them forward again Mina touched my sleeve.
 
   ‘That large grey building, just in front of the lower bank of snow,’ – she pointed as she spoke – ‘would that be Vlados Monastery?’
 
   I opened my travelling bag and took out the hand-drawn map which Notary Dimov had sent to Mr Joplin before I had left England, tracing our route with my finger.
 
   ‘Yes, I believe it must be. I did not see it until you pointed it out – the stone seems to merge with the surrounding hills. No doubt when it was first built it did not pay for such places to be too conspicuous.’
 
   With a little encouragement our horses commenced the last stage of our journey. I could sense a fresh enthusiasm in their step and wondered if they too had observed our destination and reasoned – with that self-serving intelligence that animals so often seem to possess – that very soon a warm stable and a pail of oats would be their likely reward. 
 
   *
 
   As we neared the monastery the narrow track twisted and turned to render the rising gradient in front of us less precipitous. It soon became clear which parts of the building were occupied, and which had been left to their own devices for the last four hundred years.
 
   The southernmost section – about a third of the whole – was a substantial four storey edifice constructed out of large granite blocks, pierced at irregular intervals with small, leaded windows. It was roofed with terracotta tiles which must have been a reddish pink long ago, but which were now green-grey, stained with algae and the effects of the harsh winters. There was little decoration to be seen: the front entrance, however, was set within a tall stone archway embellished with stone gargoyles.
 
    The rest of the monastery leant decrepitly against the Abbott’s House in the manner of an aged relative seeking support from a younger scion of the family. The walls were formed from the same grey granite as the house, but several sections had crumbled away, leaving irregular holes in the sagging façade. The roof had been tiled with massive slabs of cut stone, and much of the underlying structure had succumbed to the weight above. 
 
   Mina pointed to the ruined section. ‘Even the most dedicated admirer of the picturesque would do well to keep out of that building! It’s a great shame it’s been allowed to fall into such sad disrepair. Do you think that Lord Tavistock will attempt to restore it?’
 
   I shook my head. ‘I’m no expert, but I dare say that the expense involved would be prohibitive. He may decide to demolish it completely. However, the Abbot’s House seems sound enough.’
 
   My wife chuckled. ‘It’s not a residence which would appeal to me. Indeed, if it were placed by the side of a dismal lake it would resemble nothing more that Poe’s “House of Usher”! I cannot imagine the former Miss Bleeker wishing to adopt it as their family seat – at least not without a plentiful supply of her father’s whisky to banish the solitude.’ 
 
   As she spoke we arrived at the double doors of the entrance. Now that we had reached them they were far wider and taller than they had appeared from a distance, and it occurred to me that as there was no stabling apparent outside the curtilage of the house there was probably an enclosed courtyard within: more evidence perhaps of the need to provide a defensible dwelling during the turbulent years of previous generations.
 
   Thus it proved. With the sound of clanking metal and grating hinge the ancient studded-oak doors in front of us swung open and I drove our carriage slowly through. When we had crossed the threshold a short, middle aged servant in gaiters and a leather apron took hold of our horses’ harnesses and led us through into a flagstoned courtyard open to the air high above. Stable doors stood on the northern side, and the other two inner walls were each pierced with windows. Ahead of us there was a smaller but no less venerable door, which no doubt gave access to the inner building. 
 
   After ascertaining through some inventive sign-language – the groom had no English or German – that our two horses would be taken care of, I pulled hard on the bell-handle which jutted out of the stone pilasters. A minute later we heard the sound of a key turning the lock, and the heavy door swung inwards. There on the threshold to welcome us was a man who I instinctively felt must be the owner of Vlados Monastery and the Davila Estate: Prince Andrei Bretin. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   It was indeed the Prince, who welcomed us in fluent English and with old-fashioned courtesy. Had I not already known that he was fifty–five, I would have judged him as several years younger. Andrei Bretin was very tall and thin, but despite his slenderness he contrived to give an impression of considerable power, both physical and mental. He was dressed immaculately in an old-fashioned black frock coat with matching dark trousers and a starched standing collar and necktie. He was clean shaven with a markedly pale complexion, and his dark hair was barely speckled with grey. 
 
   After we had exchanged the usual formalities Prince Bretin insisted that we had luncheon with him and led the way down a dark corridor, illuminated only be a small window set in the far wall. 
 
   ‘I hope you will not mind dining in our modest chamber!’ he said with a smile. ‘There is a grand old refectory that was used by the Abbott long ago, but it is far too large and chilly for our purposes. I have asked Frau Müller – my cook and housekeeper – to prepare us a simple meal of bread, soup and cheese, as I understand that you will need to leave promptly in order reach Urmuz before dark.’
 
   ‘That sounds delightful,’ Mina said. ‘Tell me Prince Bretin, will the Princess be joining us?’
 
   ‘She will indeed, but I insist that you call her Elena! She is particularly anxious to meet you, Mrs Harker. Since her governess returned to France my daughter has had little in the way of female company: she will be delighted to entertain you when your husband and I discuss matters of business after luncheon.’
 
   As we entered the dining room Elena Bretin ran forward to meet us. Her appearance was striking, not least because of the contrast that she presented to her austere parent. She was somewhat above the average height and full-figured, although she moved with the grace and poise of a dancer. Her hair – pinned back in a loose bun – was glossy, dark and very thick, and her eyes were a deep brown. She wore a cream muslin dress, the pale fabric contrasting with her olive complexion. 
 
    Frowning with concentration on her words, she addressed us in heavily accented and somewhat hesitant English.
 
   ‘Mr and Mrs Harker, I am delighted that we meet. You must excuse my poor skill in your language. After we eat I show Mrs Harker around our home, and she must tell me all about London. I myself have never travelled outside Transylvania.’
 
   As she spoke it struck me that here was something in Elena’s demeanour – a certain sombreness, perhaps – that was not entirely to be expected in a young woman of nineteen. It would be interesting to hear what Mina made of the Princess. 
 
   Prince Bretin smiled at his daughter. ‘That will change soon enough my dear, once Mr Harker and I have completed the sale of our property.’
 
   Our simple meal was soon brought in by Bretin’s housekeeper, and proved excellent. As we ate I glanced around the chamber: the Prince had described it as “modest”, but to my eyes it was most impressive. The window on the outer wall was far larger than those that we had seen on the frontage of the monastery, and the low seat running beneath it was furnished with rich velvet cushions. The inglenook fireplace was big enough to have stood up in, and contained a fire of blazing logs which battled valiantly to dispel the chill from the room – not altogether successfully.
 
   Once the meal had been cleared away – I noticed that Prince Bretin had eaten very little – Elena led my wife away for her tour of the monastery, promising to return by two o’clock so that we could travel back to Urmuz in good time. I took out my legal papers from my valise, and sat down next to my client to ensure that he was in agreement with all the particulars and conditions of the sale.
 
   *
 
   Fortunately our negotiations were concluded well before the appointed hour. During our discussions I had made it my business to refer obliquely to the disturbing incidents which Franz had described, but as the Prince had shown no reaction, I had declined to press the matter. My reasoning was as follows: if Franz’s account was unfounded, then Prince Bretin might suspect me of raising difficulties in order to reduce the price that Lord Tavistock had agreed to pay for the Davila Estate. After all, it would not be hard for the Prince to find another buyer if he became disenchanted with the noble lord – or indeed with me. I reasoned that there would still be time to question Bretin more directly after Mina and I had spoken to Father Filimon on Monday. 
 
   ‘Tell me, Prince Bretin,’ I asked, ‘would it be possible for me to visit one of the farms on the Davila Estate before Mina and I leave Transylvania? I would like to be able to tell Lord Tavistock something about his prospective tenancies – more, that is, than the plain facts about acreages and rents recorded in the deeds of the estate.’
 
    For a moment the nobleman appeared somewhat taken aback by my request. I wondered what might have caused him concern. From all that I had heard, he was a well-liked and respected landlord. However, he soon regained his composure and turned to me with the semblance of a smile.
 
   ‘Of course, if you wish it.’ He pointed with a finger to the map which lay in front of us. ‘May I suggest the Alexandru Farm, to the south here? The tenant – Vaslie Alexandru – speaks a little German. However, I will write you a note of introduction, so that he understands your visit has my approval. Some of my tenants are understandably concerned about the prospect of a change of landlord, and it will be helpful if you can assure him of Lord Tavistock’s good intentions.’
 
   As Prince Bretin spoke I noticed that the room had darkened, although it was not yet two o’clock. I walked to the window, and saw to my concern that a heavy fall of snow was in progress: indeed the higher ground to the east of the monastery was already thickly covered. 
 
   The Prince came to my side and rubbed at the window pain.
 
   ‘This is most unfortunate!’ he said. ‘If this blizzard persists, I believe that it would be unwise for you and Mrs Harker to attempt to return to Urmuz this afternoon. It would not do for you to be stranded in darkness. You must stay as my guests tonight.’
 
   When Mina and Elena joined us a few minutes later, my wife was reluctantly persuaded of the wisdom of Prince Bretin’s words. However, as he assured us that a safe passage might be made to Urmuz the following morning, snow or no snow, I was optimistic that an unintended sojourn at Vlados Monastery would not interrupt our plans. Fortunately Mina and I were sufficiently experienced travellers to be able to make do without our overnight bags, provided Mrs Müller could lend us a few essentials.
 
   *
 
   The snowfall continued almost until dusk, by which time we had long since decided to accept the Bretins’ kind offer of hospitality. We had spent a pleasant afternoon and evening with the Prince and his daughter, culminating in a tour of the famous Vlados library. It was a large, galleried room, and Mina had spent over an hour exploring its darker recesses whilst Prince Bretin and his daughter had showed me their most treasured manuscripts. However, it was not until eleven o’clock that evening, when Mina and I were in the bedroom Mrs Müller had prepared for us, that my wife was able to tell me about her earlier conversation with Elena. 
 
   ‘She is evidently very attached to the family seat, even though she wishes to see more of the world,’ Mina said. ‘The Princess was able to tell me the history of the monastery as well as any learned professor. In many ways she seems old beyond her years: I would have expected some tittle tattle about fashions or dresses – or even coy references to the more handsome young men in the neighbourhood – but instead I received a lecture on medieval Transylvania.’
 
   Mina paused thoughtfully, then continued. ‘And there’s more, Jonathan. All the time she was talking to me, I felt that there was something else that she wished to tell me, but was holding back. Indeed I came close to asking her outright if there was something troubling her which she wished to share, but it hardly seemed polite to pry: after all we are her father’s guests.’
 
   ‘Perhaps she has heard rumours about the tragic events described to us by Franz. I have to say that her father seemed to have no knowledge of them.’
 
   Mina nodded. ‘It’s a great shame that we were not able to speak to Father Filimon before we came here. However, let me make a suggestion. If you can distract Prince Bretin with some further queries tomorrow morning, I will make it my business to closet myself privately with his daughter. Then I will question her directly. If she is worried about anything, we need to discover it, even at the expense of appearing to be ill-mannered guests.’
 
   *
 
   We thus agreed on Mina’s scheme, not knowing that it would prove unnecessary. Just as we had blown out the candle and composed ourselves for sleep – it was about fifteen minutes before midnight – a soft tapping came from the bedroom door. I stood up, pulled my travelling coat around my borrowed nightshirt, and opened the door a few inches.
 
   Outside in near-darkness stood Elena, her glossy hair hanging loose to her shoulders, barefoot and wearing a long silk robe. A woollen scarf was wrapped around her neck. She looked nervously back down the corridor from whence she had come.
 
   ‘Please forgive, Mr Harker, but may I speak to your wife? I must talk to someone, and she is kind lady.’
 
   Saying nothing I held open the door, closing it behind Elena as the young woman passed through. I offered to leave Elena and Mina together in private, but the Princess begged me to stay. Fortunately Frau Müller had placed a flask of slivovitz (the plum brandy of the region) in our room – her concept of hospitality being more liberal that that normally found in her English counterparts – and I persuaded Elena to take a glass. The dose seemed to embolden her, and slowly she told us her story. Sensing its importance I took notes in my pocket book as she spoke. Although I am competent in shorthand, I did not record Elena verbatim: her English, though perfectly intelligible was far from perfect, and so I have taken the liberty of rendering her story in my own words, based upon the detailed record that I made that night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   The account of Princess Elena Bretin: as told to Jonathan and Mina Harker, February 18th 1898.
 
   Until six months ago I would have counted myself amongst the happiest young women in the country. Although I lived what many would have considered a solitary life, I had the good fortune to have a kind and considerate father, and a governess whom I counted as much friend as teacher. Mademoiselle Cécile Monnier was only twenty six years old, although far superior to me in education and accomplishments. 
 
   Then in late August 1897 everything changed. I remember that evening very well. I had dined with my father and Mademoiselle Monnier as usual, and the evening being a fine one I decided to take a turn in the walled garden which lies to the east of the house. The Abbot’s Garden, we call it, after the personage who once occupied this dwelling. It is cold and unwelcoming at this time of year, but in the summertime, surrounded by flowers and the scent of herbs, it is a very pleasant place.
 
   I sat for some minutes on my favourite bench enjoying the evening air. It must have been after seven o’clock, as the sun was setting. Once dusk had fallen and the last gleams of direct sunlight had vanished the air became cooler, and I stood up to return to the Monastery.
 
   As I got to my feet I suddenly noticed the figure of a young woman standing in front of the stretch of stone wall immediately opposite me. She was perhaps twenty yards away. For an instant I thought it was Mademoiselle Monnier, if only because my governess was the only woman under fifty – apart from myself – to be found for miles in any direction. A moment’s further observation revealed my error. Rather than the simple grey or black costume that was Mademoiselle’s usual attire, the woman – who could not have been older than five and twenty – wore a low-necked evening dress of red satin, set off with long white gloves. It seemed that she had forgotten the final stages of her toilette: her great, wavy mass of golden hair hung loosely to her bare white shoulders. She caught my gaze and immediately I felt the hypnotic power of her stare, stepping involuntarily towards her. As I did so the young woman smiled at me, beckoning me to approach nearer.
 
   At that moment a white shape glided through the air close by me and the hoot of an owl filled the silence of the garden. The figure in front of me stepped back, crying out as if confused, and as she did so I turned my head to see the broad, slow beating wings of the creature disappear above the garden wall.
 
   When I looked back towards my visitor the woman was nowhere to be seen! Her inexplicable disappearance shocked me far more than her earlier manifestation: there was no exit nearby, and it would not have been possible for even the swiftest of women to have vanished from my sight in the second or two when my attention was engaged elsewhere. The strangeness of the incident filled me with misgiving, and I resolved to tell my father all that had occurred. He would surely know of the woman if she lived in the locality. However, when I returned to the house I was met by our housekeeper – Frau Müller – who told me that father had complained of tiredness, and had already gone to bed. Reasoning that the matter could wait until the following morning I decided that I would speak to him after breakfast the next day. 
 
   How I wished afterwards that I had informed him immediately! I had no idea that he would react so severely to my story. Fortunately his shock and dismay was not directed at me, but it seemed for a moment that would lose all control of his feelings: he sat in our breakfast room with his head in his hands as if in the extremes of despair. Then he called for the groom and demanded that his horse be saddled immediately, announcing that he was to ride to Bistritz at once and would return that same afternoon.
 
   Despite my pleas my father would tell me nothing more and forbade my speaking to Mademoiselle Monnier about the matter. If he was in possession of some knowledge about the mysterious woman I had seen in the garden, then clearly he had no intention of sharing it with me. I could not risk my governess seeing my ill-concealed state of agitation, and sent a message to her excusing me from my studies that day on the pretext of a headache. 
 
   My father returned at three o’clock that afternoon. To my great relief he seemed to have regained much of his composure, and he assured me that I would never again see the mysterious and beautiful young woman who had appeared to me in the Abbott’s Garden on the previous day. When I again asked for an explanation of what had occurred, and where he had gone to that day, he politely but firmly declined to answer. He did, however, make two further pronouncements. His words remain fixed in memory.
 
   ‘From henceforth you must on no account leave the Monastery after dusk. You must promise me this, as your life may depend upon it. I will instruct Frau Müller to make sure that all the outside doors are locked every day before nightfall, and the windows closed and latched. Lest you feel this is too much of an imposition, let me add this. I have decided to sell the Davila Estate as soon as possible, and will advertise the property immediately. Once it is sold, we will move to Paris – or London, if you prefer – and you may once again enjoy your liberty. You have been too much confined here in Transylvania, and can continue your education in northern Europe.’
 
   Knowing as I did my father’s great love of our province and his attachment to Vlados Monastery and his tenant farmers, I found his decision to leave inexplicable. However, it was not my place to change his mind, and last month father announced that he hoped to sell the estate to an English nobleman, Lord Tavistock, for a very large sum of money. A day or two after my father’s announcement of the projected sale Mademoiselle Monnier left our household, which upset me greatly. However, any distress that I felt about parting with my beloved governess was overshadowed by the terrible events that followed. 
 
   The dreadful night of which I am about to speak was that of Wednesday 2nd February, just over two weeks ago. It is because of what occurred then that I feel I must speak to someone before I become unhinged with fear and foreboding, for I feel that there may be yet more horrors to come.
 
   Cezar Dimov – the young Notary handling the sale of the Davila Estate – had come to us from Bistritz to discuss some particulars of the transaction with my father, and had arranged to stay as our guest overnight. After dinner I retired to my room, leaving father and the Notary to continue their work. I must have been ten o’clock – or shortly afterwards – that I fell asleep, checking as usual that the inner latch on my bedroom window was firmly closed. 
 
   I am normally a sound sleeper, but that night I was assailed by strange and unusual imaginings. Twice I awoke, unable to recall the events of my dreams except that they were bizarre and unsettling. On the second occasion the air in my room seemed particularly stifling and oppressive, and on impulse I got out of bed and walked towards the window. The moon was almost full that night, and I did not need the assistance of my candle. 
 
   Thus far I had always obeyed my father’s instructions to keep all windows closed at night, but it seemed to me that his precaution was unnecessary in the case of my bedchamber. The window was more than thirty feet above the ground – in happier times I had often leaned out of it to look up at the mountain range which overshadows the monastery – and the stone wall below it was of smooth, close-jointed granite which would defy the climbing abilities of a monkey, let alone a human being. I therefore undid the latch and swung the heavy leaded pain half-open, allowing an influx of cool night air.
 
   It seemed at first that my stratagem had been successful, for afterwards I sank into a deep and dreamless sleep. Alas, my slumber was soon to be interrupted. I awoke to see the figure of a woman standing at my bedside, staring down at me. There was no question of this being yet another dream: her features were clearly illuminated in the pale moonlight, and I swear that she was as real as Mrs Harker now appears to me.
 
   My reaction to her appearance was one of surprise rather than apprehension, and I was very conscious of her striking and unusual beauty: it was not mere prettiness of the sort that many young women possess, but a deeper and more profound aura of attraction. Her hair was midnight black, her face deathly pale and her eyes a piercing red. Without speaking she sat upon the edge of my bed and lent forward across my recumbent body, placing a hand upon each of my shoulders. I sensed that she wished to whisper in my ear, for she lowered her head towards me, and her red lips parted as if to speak. 
 
   At that moment I heard a violent fluttering sound from the direction of the window, as if some great bird had become trapped in a confined space, desperate to escape. I sat up suddenly to see the cream-white outline of an enormous owl beating its wings against the outside of the half-closed panes, before it vanished into the night. As it did so the lady who had entered my room leapt back from my bedside, howling with anger. The sound chilled my blood, for her manic shrieks were such that no mortal woman could surely ever make. At the same time the glow of beauty seemed to slip from her face like a mask, to be replaced by an expression of grotesque and inhuman malevolence. As my own screams echoed those of the creature in front of me, I heard the sound of rushing footsteps down the corridor, and my bedroom door was flung open. My father dashed into the room, closely followed by Notary Dimov. Whoever – or whatever – had been with me seemed to slip between them with unnatural agility, and the last thing that remember before falling into unconsciousness was my father holding me tightly in his arms. 
 
   *
 
   Mina and I heard out Elena’s account in shocked silence. When she had finished her narrative, we persuaded her to tell us the sequel to her story. 
 
   Elena had little more to say. She had woken the next morning to find the housekeeper, Frau Müller, sleeping next to her on a thin straw mattress: she had apparently been there all night, at the request of Prince Bretin. After breakfast Elena was summoned to her father’s study, where he spoke to her alone, explaining that Cezar Dimov had already left early that morning for Bistritz. Bretin explained to his daughter that the woman who had so terrified her on the previous evening had been one of a band of itinerant gypsies, who for some time had been breaking into farms and stealing whatever they could. According to Bretin, the Notary had pursued the woman, but she had succeeded in getting out of the Monastery and grounds, and was now presumably reunited with her fellow brigands. The police were looking for the miscreants, and there was every hope that they would soon be apprehended. Meanwhile, to ensure Elena’s safety her bedroom window was to be secured with iron bars as soon as a blacksmith could be summoned from Urmuz. In addition, the housekeeper would continue to share Elena’s bedroom for the remaining short time before the sale of the Davila Estate was completed. Then once the proceeds had been received, she and her father would leave Transylvania for ever. Elena added that Frau Müller slept very soundly, and that she was unlikely to notice her current absence from her bedroom. 
 
   After completing her account Elena turned towards my wife. ‘But you see, Mrs Harker – you must see! – all this is wrong. I have seen gypsy women – the lady that so scared me was not gypsy! And why bar the window, when it is impossible to reach? I have a fear that more trouble will come upon us before we leave Transylvania. What is happening, please? – I must know.’
 
   Mina looked towards me, shaking her head.
 
   ‘We will consider what you have told us, and find a way to speak to you in private before we leave tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Now, I have a request to make. Elena, would you be so good as to remove that woollen scarf and allow my wife to examine your throat? It is most necessary, I promise you.’
 
   Elena nodded in agreement, and I watched as Mina laid bare the neck of the frightened Princess. She turned Elena around, so that I too had a full view of the delicate pale skin above her breast. There could be no doubt. The young woman’s flesh was as pure and unblemished as the day she had been born. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   After Elena had left us Mina and I talked long into the early hours about all that the Princess had told us, and what we intended to do with her information. We were both convinced that the woman who had entered Elena’s bedroom two weeks ago was one of the un-dead. It also seemed likely that the faired-haired woman that the Princess had seen months before in the Abbot’s Garden was a similar creature. I remembered very vividly the three demonic women who had so nearly corrupted and destroyed me on my first visit to Dracula’s Castle. Thus far poor Elena had only encountered two of the beings, but if they were the same creatures as those I’d so narrowly escaped, who was to say that the third was not also at large? 
 
   Eventually we decided upon our course of action. Tempting though it was to try to remove Elena from her immediate danger, we could not be certain that her father would agree to such a move: after all, he seemed determined to deny the real nature of the threat that faced his daughter. In addition, saving one person – Elena – from a horrible fate was not enough. It was necessary to get to the route of the problem by discovering what power lay behind this resurgence of evil in the province, and by then destroying it. Thus we decided that we would say nothing at present to Prince Bretin, but would contrive to promise his daughter that we would return to Vlados Monastery within the week – either to take her away with us, or tell her and the Prince what we had discovered. 
 
   We managed to get some sleep before dawn, then rose again wearily to take our breakfast. Fortunately Elena appeared before her father, and we were able to tell what we had agreed. No sooner had she thanked us than Prince Bretin entered the room.
 
   ‘Mrs Harker – Mr Harker – I trust you slept well,’ he said. ‘I am pleased to say that no more snow has fallen, and the groom tells me that your sturdy carriage will cope easily with the path to the edge of the forest. After that, you should have little difficulty in reaching Urmuz. But Mrs Harker – are you in some difficulty?’
 
   His sudden query was prompted by Mina’s sudden move from the breakfast table. She went to the window, turned her back towards us, and took a small mirror from her bag.
 
   ‘May I borrow your handkerchief, Jonathan?’ she asked. ‘I believe I have some dust in my eye.’
 
   The Prince and I stood solicitously behind her, but after a moments dabbing she had removed the offending particle, and assured us that all was well. 
 
   Soon afterwards we were ready to depart. Prince Bretin insisted on accompanying us to our calèche, and stood at the outer entrance waving his goodbyes as we descended the twisting path from the monastery down to the tree line. 
 
   It was with some relief that we discovered that the Prince had been correct when he had predicted that our journey back to Urmuz would be a straightforward one. Once we had cleared the lower slopes of the Carpathian Mountains and entered the forest, very little fresh snow was evident. 
 
   ‘Tell me, Mina,’ I said. ‘What did you discover about Prince Bretin’s reflection in your hand-mirror?’
 
   Mina chuckled. ‘I did not expect you to notice my subterfuge. However, if what I had seen was cause for any concern, I would have told you the instant we stepped up into the carriage. The mirror showed the Prince’s image as clearly as it did yours.’
 
   ‘That at least is reassuring,’ I said. ‘As neither the Prince nor his daughter are infected with this scourge, we may be able keep both of them from further harm. Now, at three o’clock this afternoon I have a further meeting with Cezar Dimov. Advise me, my dear. Do you think that I should tell the young notary what we have discovered? I am conscious that at our meeting the day before yesterday he withheld information from me which could have a great bearing on my client’s wish to buy the Davila Estate.’
 
   ‘I think not, Jonathan. I suggest that you wait until we have spoken to Father Filimon on Monday. I have become more and more convinced that the key to this murky business may lie in the cleric’s hands.’
 
   ‘Very well. Let us hope that things are not as bad as they appear. I’m afraid that if it becomes necessary to advise Lord Tavistock to withdraw from the purchase, it will not be sufficient to send our courier back with the news. We will have to return directly to England, and postpone our visit to Thessaloniki.’
 
   *
 
   We arrived at Urmuz in time for luncheon, after which I made the journey to Bistritz to see Notary Dimov. The final arrangements for the sale were quickly made, and Dimov promised that he would have four copies of the agreement copied by the following Tuesday, ready for my signature. 
 
   ‘We can then send two of the copies to your office in England by courier, whilst you and your wife sample the delights of northern Greece,’ Dimov said cheerfully. 
 
   I smiled back at him – I do not believe that my powers of dissimulation are quite as limited as Mina believes – and after informing him of my intention to visit the farm of Vaslie Alexandru on Sunday, I took my leave.
 
   *
 
   Next morning, Mina and I were preparing to leave the Kraznevin Inn when an idea struck me. I took out my map of the Davila Estate and held it open. 
 
   ‘That farm three miles from Alexandru’s is the Polgars’. Would it not be more productive to visit them instead? Lajos Polgar knows something about what’s behind the frightening events that have plagued the Davila Estate for the last two years – it may be that he can be persuaded to talk to us, if we offer to help him.’
 
   My wife looked sceptical. ‘Perhaps – although if Franz is right, he has already paid a heavy price for attempting to report the matter. And there is another problem. We know that Polgar speaks no English, and has very limited German.’
 
   ‘True. But don’t forget that according to Franz, the Polgars’ son has now returned to live with them. As Nicolaus Polgar has received a good education, I am sure that he will be more than capable of acting as interlocutor. In fact it might be better if we talk to Nicolaus before we speak to his father. The young man might be more willing to trust in our confidence.’
 
   *
 
   By mid-morning we had reached the farm of Lajos and Maria Polgar. As it was a fine day we had decided to travel on horseback, and the sight of Mina in her corduroy riding britches had caused some consternation as we had ridden out of Urmuz. When she had observed that the New Woman seemed an unknown species in Transylvania I had concurred, adding that it was a great shame that she did not smoke, as a cigarette would have completed the bemusement of the local population. 
 
   Whatever the current financial difficulties of Lajos Polgar and his wife, the farmhouse and buildings in front of us seemed neat and prosperous. Although single-storied in the manner of the country, the main dwelling was large and well cared for: it had been freshly painted, and the thatched roof looked in good repair. A plume of grey-white smoke rose from the substantial brick chimney stack at one end of the house, evidently a latter addition to the building. The track that ran past it to a group of outbuildings was muddy and churned by cattle, but the curtilage of the building had been neatly paved with stone flags that had recently been washed clean. 
 
   We tethered our horses to a nearby fence-post and walked to the front porch. I already had Prince Bretin’s note in my hand: Mina and I had agreed that we would explain that as we had the whole of Sunday at our disposal, we had decided that we would visit the Polgars’ and the nearby farm of Vaslie Alexandru. This was in fact our intention, in order not to arouse the suspicions of the Prince if he came to hear of our itinerary. 
 
   The door was answered by Lajos Polgar and his wife, whom we recognised from the scene we had witnessed on the previous Thursday evening in the tap-room of the Kraznevin Inn. Fortunately they showed no sign of having seen us that night. I introduced us, but it was clear that Lajos’ command of German did not allow him to comprehend that I was “the agent acting for the English Lord who hoped to buy the Davila Estate”. 
 
   At that moment a voice called out in greeting from behind us and we turned round to see a young man who must surely be their son, Nicolaus. As I had hoped, his English was excellent, and our explanation for our visit accepted. Maria Polgar insisted that we take some refreshment with the family before inspecting the farm, and Mina and I were ushered into a large and comfortably furnished kitchen which evidently served as the main living area in their house. 
 
   While Mina, the two men and I sat round a large deal table, Maria was busy at the vast iron cooking range which almost filled one wall. As the four of us exchanged pleasantries – our comments translated by Nicolaus when necessary – I took the opportunity to observe the father and son together. Both of them had the thick-set physiques, broad physiognomy and swarthy complexions typical of many people of the region, and yet the superior education lately enjoyed by Nicolaus had added an ineffable air of sophistication to his demeanour; whist the father frowned and spoke in guttural tones, looking more at the table top than at his visitors, the son smiled and nodded to us with practiced ease. 
 
   I was not altogether surprised when after our ample meal of stuffed cabbage rolls and cornmeal Lajos Polgar suggested that his son accompany us on a tour of the farm: if Franz’s information about the parlous state of the Polgar’s finances was correct, it was understandable that Lajos might wish to avoid any unnecessary conversation with his future landlord’s representative. It would also give Mina and me the opportunity to speak in private to Nicolaus.
 
   *
 
   Two hours later we had completed our circumnavigation of the farm, and Nicolaus – who had joined us on horseback for the survey – said that he had one more thing to show us. This was the new cow byre, built three years ago and evidently of most modern construction. It lay two hundred yards from the farmhouse, and as we approached it we dismounted in order to go inside. Earlier in our inspection both Mina and I had attempted the raise the issue of the Polgar family’s recent troubles, but each time Nicolaus had managed to evade our questions. Now it seemed that a more direct approach was needed. 
 
   ‘Nicolaus, there is something that I must ask you. Three days ago my wife and I saw your father and mother at the Kraznevin Inn, clearly in some distress. We subsequently discovered the sad history of your family, and indeed heard of other such disturbing incidents in the locality. We are interested in this matter not out of idle curiosity, but because it will surely be a matter of concern for my client, Lord Tavistock. You are clearly an educated young man, and must know something of this business. Are you able to take us into your confidence? I seek only to be of assistance.’
 
   Nicolaus looked round anxiously, although it was obvious that other than the three of us there could be no other person within earshot. The he walked forward a little further, until we were twenty feet or so away from the large double doors of the byre. 
 
   ‘If I speak to you, will you swear to tell no one how you came by this information?’ he asked. The young man’s face was pale and glistened with a sheen of perspiration.
 
   I beckoned Mina to come closer. ‘Yes – I swear. Don’t be afraid. We are perfectly alone here. Even if anyone is observing us, it will seem that we are discussing the business of the farm.’
 
   ‘Perhaps. But I must warn you that the instigator of this evil has strange and far-reaching powers. It is possible that even now…’
 
   As Nicolaus’ voice tailed off I gripped his upper arm. ‘What’s the name of this person?’ I said urgently.
 
   The young man appeared not to hear my question. He stood still, his head tilted to one side as if trying to detect the faintest of sounds.
 
   ‘Listen!’ he said. ‘Can you hear it?’
 
   ‘Yes!’ said Mina. ‘Surely that noise is coming from the cow byre?’
 
   Then my ears too detected a low rumbling or lowing, and the movement of large bodies in their stalls. It was the cattle, and it seemed that something had disturbed them.
 
   The events of the next few seconds are vividly imprinted on my memory. The noise of restless cattle grew much louder, and suddenly the wooden doors of the byre burst open, planks of wood flying off at all angles as the heavy beasts flung themselves through the opening into the outside air and towards us at a frightening pace. Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed the stump of a large oak tree a few feet to our left. Instinctively I caught Mina by the arm and pulled us both down behind it, crouching as low as possible. 
 
   We were not a moment too soon. The massive bodies of some two dozen cattle parted at each side of the stump like river water round a rock. One of the divided streams of panicking beasts overran poor Nicolaus, who was knocked down and trampled into the ground. As the big beasts scattered over the yard and slowed to a halt I saw our young acquaintance lying still and pale upon the muddy grass. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   At first Mina and I had feared the worst. We summoned the young man’s parents, and between us we carried Nicolaus into the farmhouse and upstairs to his bedroom. 
 
   Like many country women of the province, Maria Polgar had some traditional medical knowledge, inherited from the time – not long ago – when qualified doctors were both hard to find and too expensive for most of the population to afford. She examined her son carefully and could find no broken bones or obvious evidence of internal injuries. We waited an hour or so, by which time Nicolaus had regained his senses, sat up in bed and drunk a herbal remedy which his mother had prepared. It seemed that he had been very fortunate, and had escaped with nothing worse that severe bruising and mild concussion. We offered to bring a doctor from Bistritz, but the Polgars declined. No opportunity offered itself for a conversation with Nicolaus, and even if it had I doubt that Mina or I would have wished to impose further upon his confidence. 
 
   When Mina and I took our leave, Lajos Polgar walked with us from the house to where our horses were tethered. He looked across the farmyard towards the cow byre, where his herd were patiently cropping the grass outside the ruined doors. On impulse I reached inside the inner pocket of my coat, where I kept a roll of banknotes, and offered them to Lajos.
 
   I pointed to the splintered planks. ‘For repairs,’ I said. ‘For the farm. Please take it.’
 
   The thickset farmer shook his head, and spoke in hesitant German. ‘Thank you, no. It is kind, but I cannot. I fix doors myself.’ He held out his hand to us. ‘You must not come again,’ he said. ‘Not safe for us – or you.’ 
 
   *
 
   When our horses had carried us out of sight of the farmhouse I slowed my mount to a halt and Mina stopped beside me. 
 
   ‘What do you make of it?’ I asked. ‘Normally I am a great believer in coincidence. If a blasphemer is struck by lightning I would prefer to blame the vagaries of the storm rather than the wrath of the Almighty. Nevertheless it does seem remarkable that Nicolaus was knocked down the instant before he was about to reveal to us – to use his phrase, if memory serves me right – “the instigator of this evil”.’
 
   ‘I would agree with you. And it is not as if the young man had been felled by a falling branch, or thrown by his horse. The manner of his accident was quite bizarre. I lived in the countryside as a young girl, and have never heard of cattle behaving in such a way.’
 
   I urged my horse to continue along the trail. Mina followed me, and I turned my head to speak to her. ‘I suggest we say nothing of this matter when we reach Urmuz. There is little more that can be done today. I pray to God that Father Filimon will be able to help us further when we speak to him on Monday. This is a very dark business, and until a gleam of light appears I do not see how I can possibly recommend the purchase of the Davila Estate to Lord Tavistock.’
 
   *
 
   In fact the uneventful afternoon and evening that we had planned failed to materialise. When Mina and I had returned our horses to the stables at the Kraznevin Inn, we were about to pass through the main entrance when the heavy doors opened and a familiar figure stepped out into the yard. 
 
   Mina clutched my arm in excitement. ‘Abraham Van Helsing!’ she cried.
 
   ‘I’ve never been more glad to see him,’ I said, striding forward to greet our friend. ‘Professor, it’s Jonathan and Mina!’
 
   After exchanging effusive greetings the three of us were soon ensconced in a quiet corner of the large tap room, where we could talk in private. 
 
   ‘We’re delighted to find you, Professor,’ Mina said. ‘But what has brought you here?’
 
   Van Helsing sipped from the tankard of ale that I had ordered for him, dabbed at his beard with a red spotted handkerchief and placed the heavy glass on the table.
 
   ‘I received Jonathan’s telegram three days ago, on Thursday afternoon,’ he said. ‘It told me of the warning given by Bruno Strug: The evil that you and your friends overcame in 1893 has returned. As soon as I received it I wished that I could join you in Transylvania, but that was not possible, as I was due in Paris to address the Académie des Sciences at their conclave. Then on Friday I received a telegram from the academy’s secretary, telling me that the meeting has been postponed until next month. I immediately decided to find you. On my arrival at Bistritz I made enquiries at the Golden Krone, and the proprietress – Frau Haussmann – told me that you could be found here in Urmuz at the Kraznevin Inn.’
 
   ‘Your arrival could hardly have been better timed,’ I said. ‘A great deal has happened over the last three days: Mina and I have much to tell you.’
 
   Van Helsing looked sombre. ‘First there is one thing you need to know. Before I left Bistritz I enquired after Bruno Strug: to my surprise Frau Haussmann recognized the name immediately. Strug was found hanged in his lodgings on Friday morning. There is to be an inquest, but as nothing was stolen, and the man was not known to have any enemies, the police believe the most likely explanation to be suicide.’
 
   *
 
   Chastened by the news of Strug, Mina and I lost no time in telling Van Helsing every detail of what had occurred since our arrival in Bistritz last Thursday morning, including the statement the Elena Bretin had made to us regarding her nocturnal visitor. I concluded by inviting the Professor to accompany us when we visited Father Filimon the next day. After our account was finished, Van Helsing lit his pipe, sat back in his chair and stared thoughtfully into the middle distance for some minutes before speaking. 
 
   ‘I note that neither of you have advanced any theories that you may have to explain these disturbing events,’ he said. ‘I can think of two possible reasons for your reticence. Either you feel there is not yet enough evidence on which to base a hypothesis – or you wish to hear my interpretation of the facts before proposing your own!’
 
   I smiled. ‘Naturally Mina and I have considered the matter. But by all means give us your conclusions first.’
 
    The Professor drew on his pipe and exhaled, the smoke wreathing his head like a mist. ‘Very well. First, let us make a distinction between concrete evidence – that which one or both of you have seen with your own eyes, or know to have occurred – and hearsay, that is, what you have been told. As for the former, we have the death of Bruno Strug following his warning to you; the near fatal incident in the Polgars’ farmyard which interrupted your conversation with Nicolaus; the scene that you witnessed between Franz and Maria Polgar in the tap room; and the conversation that Jonathan overheard later, when someone thus far unidentified was demanding money from the landlord, Peter Seypos. 
 
   ‘As to hearsay, we have first the information given to you by Franz. We could of course attempt to verify what Franz had said concerning the systematic attempts that have been made to extort money in the province, but I see no reason to doubt his word. After all, if he is telling lies, he knows we can quickly find him out. I’m sure there have been cases of blackmail, suicide, bankruptcy and murder such as he describes. But the question remains: what is the source of this criminality? Then we have the dramatic statement of Princess Elena, which Jonathan has recorded with such admirable clarity.
 
   ‘Now, because of the terrible events in which the three of us were involved five years ago, it is natural that we might assume a resurgent supernatural force to be behind the disturbing incidents which have afflicted the Davila Estate. However, let me play Devil’s advocate for a moment. First, the systematic criminality that has been practised in order to raise money from the victims: if such a scheme was discovered in London or Chicago, we would expect to find all-too human villains behind it. That could be the case here. Second, the statement of the Princess. Let us not forget, in this regard, that she is a young woman of only nineteen years. She has lived a life of comparative isolation, and I daresay is no stranger to sensational fiction. In addition she can hardly have avoided learning about Count Dracula’s recent reign of terror: his old dwelling place is no more than twenty miles from Vlados Monastery. In conclusion, Elena believes what she saw – but did she really see what she believes? 
 
   ‘Finally, as to the concrete evidence, what you saw at the Polgars’ farm is certainly compelling. But it does not necessarily prove that unnatural powers were at work. For example – unlikely as the theory is – suppose someone who wished you harm had been hiding in the cow byre, and had tormented the cattle with a goad, causing them to charge? As for poor Bruno Strug, I cannot imagine that the life of an elderly unemployed coachman was very pleasant. Sad as it is, such people kill themselves every day.’ 
 
   Mina shook her head and smiled ruefully. ‘Professor, are you trying to tell us that you believe there is a rational explanation for everything which has occurred since we returned to Transylvania?’
 
   ‘Not at all, my dear. I am merely pointing out that we need more evidence. Let me make a suggestion. If we are successful in speaking to Father Filimon tomorrow morning, let us consider what he has to say. Then if necessary we will speak to Notary Dimov and Prince Bretin concerning what they saw on the night when that young woman forced her way into Elena’s bedroom. After that we can interview Peter Seypos. I believe that I know enough of the local dialect to persuade him to tell us who was demanding money from him – especially if the alternative is a trip with us to Klausenburg to be questioned by the Commissioner of Police.’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   I had already ascertained from the servants at the Kraznevin Inn that Father Filimon still lived in the small house next the Eastern Orthodox Church. Although retired from his duties as parish priest, the elderly cleric occasionally officiated at services. The new incumbent lived in Bistritz, and was glad to let the priest continue to inhabit his former dwelling. 
 
   As the house was a mere half mile from the inn, early next morning Professor Van Helsing and I set off for our visit on foot. We had expected Mina to join us, but she had persuaded us that three people arriving at the priest’s house might seem excessive. 
 
   The front door was opened by a grey-haired diminutive old woman whom I took to be the housekeeper. Her initial air of suspicion was soon dispelled by a few words from Van Helsing in the local dialect, and we were ushered into a comfortably furnished inner chamber, part lounge, part study, where Father Filimon was seated in a deep leather chair. His housekeeper spoke softly to him, and left.
 
   The priest indicated that we should sit on the sofa opposite. 
 
   ‘Professor Van Helsing – it is good to see you again,’ he said. ‘Let me see – it must be eighteen months since we met, if memory serves me right. Forgive me if I do not rise to greet you. The afflictions of age, I fear.’
 
   ‘You have an excellent memory!’ the Professor said.
 
   Father Filimon shrugged his shoulders. I would have taken him to be in his late eighties – perhaps even older. He wore a heavy black cassock, and a large gold crucifix around his neck. His full, traditional beard was almost pure white, and the skin stretched tightly over his domed and hairless skull was papery and thin. 
 
   ‘My mind is as strong as it ever was, thanks be to God.’
 
   Van Helsing waved his hand towards me.
 
   ‘My apologies, I am forgetting my manners. Father Filimon, may I introduce my very good friend Mr Jonathan Harker.’
 
   As the Professor spoke Father Filimon darted a look of surprise towards me. He quickly recovered himself and nodded politely in my direction.
 
   ‘Ah yes – Mr Harker, of course. Naturally I am aware of the part that you played alongside Professor Van Helsing and your friends five years ago. The former scourge of Count Dracula is discussed very little in this province – perhaps due to the shame of having submitted to it for so long – but we are all very much in your debt. And your wife, Mr Harker, is she well? Did you bring her with you on your return visit to our country?’
 
   There was nothing obtrusive in the question, and yet for some reason I felt uncomfortable at his query. Not for the first time I wished that Mina was safe at home in Exeter with our son Quincy. I answered the priest in the affirmative, and after a further exchange of pleasantries Van Helsing explained the purpose behind our visit.
 
   ‘When we met in August 1896 you were able to reassure me that you had personally examined the three bodies found in a secret burial chamber in Dracula’s Castle, and that there was every reason to suppose that they were the mortal remains of the three acolytes that the Count kept in thrall to him there. I would now like to question you further about what you found that day: that, is, if you are agreeable.’
 
   For a moment I thought that the old priest was going to refuse to discuss the matter, but after a brief silence he turned towards me, and pointed across the room.
 
   ‘Mr Harker, I would be grateful if you could make sure that the door to this chamber is secure. I think you may have left it a little ajar. Now, ask of me what you will.’ 
 
   I did as he requested, and as I pushed the door home I heard the faint but unmistakable sound of feet retreating down the corridor. It appeared that the priest was well aware of his housekeeper’s foibles, so I said nothing and resumed my seat.
 
   ‘The clothes and jewellery that you found in the three coffins that day,’ Van Helsing asked. ‘Can you describe them further? What ornaments in particular did you see?’
 
   Father Filimon looked puzzled. ‘I’m afraid I am no expert in female decoration. There were a few dull metal bangles, round what remained of their wrists – the poor women were not much more than skeletons. And one wore a pendant of some kind, which had become tarnished and green. Of course the jewellery would have looked very different before its period in the grave.’
 
   Van Helsing nodded. ‘Of course. And what of the clothes? Could any colours be distinguished – silver or gold braid, perhaps?’
 
   The priest shook his head. ‘Again I can be of little help. What remained was – very corrupted. I do remember some pieces of a thick blue fabric, serge or felt perhaps. And a wide leather belt of some kind.’
 
   I interjected with a question. ‘Father Filimon, you mentioned a secret burial chamber. Could you describe exactly how it is reached? As you know I have stayed in the castle myself, but my knowledge of the structure is very limited.’
 
   The old man gave a detailed account of how to reach the place, which I carefully copied into my pocket book. When he had finished Van Helsing thanked him.
 
   ‘You have been most helpful,’ the Professor said. ‘I have one final question for you before we take our leave. Let me assure you that your answer will be treated in the strictest of confidence.’ He lowered his voice to a whisper and continued. ‘The youth who came to you three months after the destruction of Dracula, to report his finding of the three coffins. The fact that he sought you out for advice suggests that you were known to him: perhaps he was one of your parishioners? I would like to know the name of that young gentleman.’
 
   At Van Helsing’s words the priest rose abruptly, his frailties temporarily forgotten. The air of old-fashioned courtesy which he had maintained for most of our conversation has been replaced by a very different expression.
 
   ‘That is not possible, Gentlemen. I have no knowledge whatsoever of the name of the young man who came to see me that night. Even if I had, it would be betraying a confidence to reveal it. Now, I do not wish to appear discourteous, but I have some correspondence to deal with this morning, and my time is therefore limited.’
 
   At this unsubtle hint we took our leave. As we walked back to the Kraznevin Inn I turned to the Professor. ‘Your last question seemed to make Father Filimon very suspicious,’ I said.
 
   ‘Suspicious, Jonathan? I think not. I believe that my request excited a very different emotion in the priest’s mind: fear, and of an extreme kind. The old man is clearly terrified of something – or someone. Now, what do you say to an expedition to Dracula’s Castle? After what Father Filimon has told us, I believe that we need to see the three coffins for ourselves before we take our investigations any further.’
 
   *
 
   By noon Van Helsing and I, accompanied by Mina, had entered the high, narrow pass between the western spur of the Carpathian Mountains – the Brezlau Way – and commenced the last stage of our journey to Dracula’s Castle. Although the Castle lay only twelve miles north east of Urmuz, it was rare for travellers to go this way, since the track was impassable to carriages. However, we had obtained strong and sturdy mounts from the landlord of the Kraznevin Inn, and they made good progress through what remained of the last fall of snow. Mina had wanted us to tell someone of our destination – Peter Seypos or Franz, perhaps – but Van Helsing convinced my wife that secrecy was vital. 
 
   Mina adeptly steered her horse around a fallen branch. ‘Tell me, Professor, what was it that persuaded you we should examine the coffins?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Father Filimon’s description of the clothes and jewellery found with the three corpses. Now, the ornate coffins and the secret location where they are stored suggests that they are the resting place of the three female vampires once controlled by Dracula. The identities of those acolytes are well known. All three were high-born ladies. The two with dark hair were twins: Lady Jadwiga and Lady Anna, who were only twenty years old when Dracula first drew them into his power, over seventy years ago. And of course, in outward appearance twenty they remained. Their dreadful fate resulted in the suicide of their mother, Countess Graff. The fair haired woman, Sophie, was the daughter of an Elector of Zagreb. She became part of the Count’s ghastly entourage quite recently, at the age of twenty three. These three abhorrences to nature were doomed to haunt the mortal world forever clothed in the attire and ornaments that they wore when they were first enthralled.’
 
   ‘Why yes!’ I cried. ‘On my first visit to Transylvania, when I so narrowly escaped the attentions of the three who attempted to ensnare me – the former Jadwiga, Anna and Sophie, I presume – they were dressed in the finest garments of silk and silver thread, and their necklaces and armlets were of gold and precious stones.’
 
   ‘And yet the ornaments and clothing seen by Father Filimon were of a much more humble nature,’ Van Helsing said. ‘The jewellery was tarnished, and therefore made of base metal or cheap plate. What little clothing that remained was made of peasant cloth.’
 
   ‘Could not the valuable items have been taken by the youths who first found the coffins?’ Mina asked.
 
   Van Helsing shook his head. ‘If there had been no jewellery found in the coffins, you might be correct. But why should a thief replace good quality objects with cheap ones?’
 
   I glanced at Mina: from her expression, it seemed that she was thinking the same as I – we both realised the import of what the Professor was saying. Although the coffins may have contained three corpses, it was all too possible that the corpses were not those of Dracula’s three disciples. And if Jadwiga, Anna and Sophie were not safely dead, then despite the destruction of their master they might still remain a threat…
 
   *
 
   It was not long afterwards that we found ourselves at the outer gates of the courtyard of the vast ruined castle, its broken battlements looming above us. When I had last entered it late one night five years ago, the courtyard gates had been firmly closed, and had to be parted on their rusty hinges to allow me to enter. Now one of the pair had been smashed aside, and hung drunkenly by one corner. It was not difficult to see how the massive portal had been forced open: next to it lay a roughly-hewn tree trunk, one end splintered where it had been used as a battering ram. After the destruction of Count Dracula the exultant peasants had burned and looted his castle until there was little of value left. 
 
   When I looked up at the blackened windows which pierced the walls above me I was relieved that it would not be necessary for me to revisit the scene of my captivity, and to relive the shock and dismay that afflicted me when I realised the true nature of the Count. According to Father Filimon, the crypt where the three coffins were to be found lay beneath the northern part of the courtyard, accessed through a narrow archway down a flight of steps: and so it proved to be. 
 
   At my insistence I led the way, my travelling bag in my hand. Amongst other items it contained a box of phosphor matches and a small oil lamp to light our way once the remnants of illumination from the stairway had vanished. Mina walked behind me, and Van Helsing brought up the rear, he too carrying a valise that he had brought with him from Vienna. 
 
   At the bottom of the short flight of stone stairs we were faced with a low, narrow but strongly constructed door of ancient oak. To my surprise it opened at a touch, swinging inward as if the hinges had been recently oiled. 
 
   I lit my oil lamp and stepped inside the large, stone built chamber. This was the old castle mausoleum, just as Father Filimon had described it. Deep recesses lined the walls on every side, but the neat rows of coffins which had once occupied them had been pulled to the floor and smashed open: when the angry mob had invaded the castle after the destruction of Count Dracula, it was clear that they had come here as well. Their object had been more than mere vandalism: some of the skeletons which lay upon the floor showed evidence of snapped wrists and finger bones, where rings and bracelets had been torn from the corpses of their long-dead owners. 
 
   Van Helsing and I had not yet spoken to Mina about the instructions which the priest had given us: she consequently surveyed the grisly carnage with dismay. 
 
   ‘I don’t see how we are to find the three coffins amongst all this destruction!’ she cried. ‘Was this the scene that Father Filimon found?’
 
   ‘It was,’ I said. ‘But he told us of a further hiding place.’
 
   I took out my pocket book and consulted my notes. A low stone plinth lay close to the far wall, just as the priest had described. It was just light enough to allow Van Helsing and me to push it to one side, revealing a square flagstone beneath it. Set in the centre of the stone was an iron ring. It was large enough to allow all three of us to grip it, and with an effort we first lifted it clear of the recess below, then slid it to one side. 
 
   When I stood above the cavity I expected to see darkness. Instead I was surprised to find that the short iron ladder which led to the floor below was illuminated with a dull light. 
 
   Van Helsing stood next to me, and I touched his arm. ‘How can that be?’ I said. 
 
   ‘There must be an aperture below, leading to the outside,’ he said. ‘Let me go first, Jonathan. Then you can follow with Mina.’
 
   The Professor lowered himself through the opening and clambered the few feet to the floor. 
 
   ‘It’s just as Father Filimon described!’ he called up to me.
 
   Mina went next, and I followed after. Soon the three of us were standing in a small chamber no more than ten feet square. It was now clear to us from whence the dim light came: a barred grating perhaps six inches wide, set high in the far wall.
 
   ‘I think I understand,’ Mina said. ‘We’re now beneath the north wall of the courtyard. The ground below it drops off sharply, as we saw when we neared the Castle. That small opening must overlook the outside.
 
   ‘Or be connected to it by a short tunnel,’ Van Helsing said. ‘A clever arrangement – it provides ventilation, and light during the daytime. With no chance of entry to anything bigger than a rat.’
 
   As the Professor spoke my attention was drawn to the three black coffins in one corner of the crypt. When I wiped the dirt off the nearest with my handkerchief a glossy black surface was revealed, perhaps japanned wood or polished ebony. Both the lids and the sides of the coffins were inlaid with a complex pattern in gold or gilt: if pure gold, the inlays must have been of great value. Without more ado I took a long-bladed screwdriver from my bag and started to prise open the first coffin lid. At the first touch of the tool the lid slid to the floor.
 
   The three of us leaned forward to look inside. There was nothing to be seen except a rich lining of padded silk, as pure and unsullied by corruption as it might have been when the coffin maker first installed it. 
 
   Quickly I opened the other two coffins, to find them each the same. 
 
   ‘What can this mean?’ I said, struggling with the implications of our discovery.
 
   Mina turned towards me. ‘Someone must have removed the corpses seen by Father Filimon. Surely this must be a good sign, Jonathan. It is now still some hours before sunset, and vampires only leave their resting place in the hours of darkness. If the three acolytes were still at large, then they would be here now, in their coffins in front of us.’
 
   Van Helsing shook his head. ‘That would be so – if these three coffins were their only sanctuary. Be as we all know from our dealings with the Count, such creatures like to have more than one resting place at their disposal. I suspect that if the vampires are still at large, these empty coffins are just one of the several places where they can lurk in the hours of daylight. It’s our misfortune that they aren’t here today, when we might have destroyed them.’
 
   I felt a sudden chill at the Professor’s words. If the three she-demons were secreted elsewhere in the castle, we should leave now whilst we still could. Then as I was about to speak, I heard a faint noise in the room above. 
 
   Van Helsing heard it too. ‘We’ve been fools!’ he cried. ‘One of us should have waited above to guard the stairs.’
 
   He rushed to the base of the short iron ladder, but had only climbed two rungs before the heavy flagstone dropped into place with a dull thud above his head. Immediate Van Helsing pressed up upwards on it with all his strength, but then another sound was heard. It could only have been the stone plinth being pulled back over the entrance. Now even the three strongest in the world would not be able to raise the stone that blocked our exit. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The three of us reacted to this new disaster surprisingly calmly. At Van Helsing’s suggestion, we each examined a segment of the floor and walls of our prison in minute detail, in case there was some further means of exit which had been cunningly concealed from us. After ten minutes it was clear that no such solution to our problem offered itself.
 
   Mina sat down heavily on one of the empty coffins and sighed. ‘If only this was an episode in one of my novels, our troubles would be over,’ she said with a smile. ‘Jonathan would press upon a corner of the wall, and it would swing open to reveal a path to freedom.’
 
   ‘Unless you were writing a tale of Gothic horror,’ I said. ‘In which case, the secret entrance would lead to a pit of snakes, or an ante-room to the Inquisition.’
 
   As we spoke Van Helsing stood directly beneath the small square grating which allowed dim light to penetrate the chamber.
 
   ‘I’m pleased you are in good spirits,’ he said sombrely. ‘I believe we may all need them before much longer. Now, let us place all three coffins one upon the other. If Mina then stands on the topmost, Jonathan and I will lift her bodily into the air. When your face is opposite the grill, my dear, you will be able to see what lies outside this dungeon.’
 
   We did as the Professor had instructed, and after a rather breathless Mina had safely survived the experience she shook her head. ‘Just a patch of grey sky,’ she said. ‘There’s a short tunnel about six inches square and four feet long between the outside opening and the inner grill. It appears to pass through solid stone.’
 
   ‘Then it will be pointless to try to enlarge the opening,’ I said. ‘Now, let us consider what we may attempt. I have my screwdriver – but no other tools.’
 
   ‘And I a heavy mallet,’ the Professor said. ‘And a bundle of wooden stakes.’
 
   As he spoke I caught Mina’s eye. It was clear that Van Helsing had come prepared for the worst. 
 
   ‘Neither are enough to break through the stone trapdoor,’ I said. ‘Although if we can think of nothing better, we shall have to attempt it. Abraham and I can take turns to mount the iron ladder and use my screwdriver as a makeshift chisel.’ 
 
   We all paused to consider that depressing prospect, which would end with our deaths by thirst and starvation as surely as if we had chosen instead to spend our last hours playing noughts and crosses on the walls. 
 
   Mina broke the silence. ‘Before we consider what next to do, I have a confession to make,’ she said. ‘You both recall that when we left the Inn this morning I suggested that we should tell someone about our destination?’
 
   ‘And I like an idiot persuaded you otherwise!’ Van Helsing cried in exasperation. ‘But do go on.’
 
   ‘I confess I was not fully convinced,’ Mina said. ‘So before we left I returned to our room on some pretext and left an envelope clearly visible on the bedside table. It was addressed to Notary Cezar Dimov, and I placed a short note inside which merely said that the three of us had left for Dracula’s Castle at half-past nine this morning, and would be back before dusk.’
 
   I jumped to my feet and clapped my hands in joy. ‘Bravo, Mina! Thank God you did not return to Vienna as I wished. Believe me, I will never try to dissuade you from sharing my adventures again. With luck we will be saved. Remember that our horses are tethered outside! By tomorrow morning at the latest I expect us to have been missed, and a search party sent out. Rather than waste our time pointlessly trying to chip through a foot of granite, I suggest we conserve our energies for the morning. Then from daybreak onwards we can take turns yelling through that grill.’
 
   Van Helsing walked to the base of the iron ladder and looked up to the stone above.
 
   ‘I would not dispute that course of action. However, without wishing to depress you both, remember that there is another factor in this equation. Stone flags and granite plinths do not move of their own accord. Someone has intentionally trapped us here. As the act has occurred in the daytime, I believe that a human entity was responsible, but that does not obviate the threat they pose. Will they be content to let us starve to death? Or will they even now be plotting a more sure and safe way to dispose of us? Unfortunately all we can do is sit here until dawn, and see what happens.’ 
 
   *
 
   Since there was no other course of action open to us that is exactly what we did. Gradually the dull light that had penetrated our chamber dimmed, until imperceptibly we found ourselves in inky darkness. I dare say that a cat might have made do with the vestiges of moonlight which must have penetrated through the small tunnel from outside, but to us all was invisible. There seemed little point in wasting our matches and oil lamp, as it would have served no purpose. 
 
   I must eventually have succumbed to an uncomfortable and fitful sleep, since suddenly I found myself jerked back to consciousness. I felt Mina touch my arm. 
 
   ‘Did you hear that, Jonathan?’ she asked. ‘A scraping noise – I’m sure of it.’
 
   I heard nothing for a moment. Then came the sound of the granite plinth being dragged away from the stone trap door above us. I felt urgently for my matches and lit the little oil lamp, as Mina shook Van Helsing into wakefulness. As the sound above continued, the Professor pulled his mallet from his bag and took up station at the foot of the iron ladder. 
 
   He did not need to tell Mina and me what he was about. Who could say what would soon appear? It seemed unlikely that a search party would have been dispatched so soon from Urmuz, and in darkness, when the Brezlau Way would be most treacherous. I stepped next to Van Helsing, my screwdriver in my hand. Mina stood alongside me, clutching one of the wooden stakes that our friend had brought with him.
 
   The square flagstone above us was lifted suddenly upwards and light flooded into our chamber. A head and shoulders filled the space – and I was filled with blessed relief! It was the young Notary, Cezar Dimov. Somehow he must have found Mina’s letter soon after we had failed to return. No doubt a large party had travelled over the pass with him, plentifully supplied with lanterns to see their way.
 
   Mina was helped up first, then Van Helsing and I clambered up after her. I expected to see others there in the ransacked mausoleum, but Dimov stood alone. The bright light that had flooded our recent prison came not from a lantern, but from a primitive burning torch that had been thrust into a sconce next to the door, flaming and smoking as it might have done when the abbot still inhabited the building. 
 
   I had little time to speculate on this strange scene before it altered most horribly. I stepped back involuntarily as Mina gasped in shock, clutching my arm. Even Van Helsing seemed shaken.
 
   The Notary was standing between us and the small doorway which led from the mausoleum to the foot of the stares. Behind him, three figures slipped with unnatural, snake-like agility through the narrow entrance. I recognised them immediately as the terrifying creatures who had nearly recruited me to their realm of evil five years ago: the dark haired Jadwiga and Anna, and the blonde Sophie. All three were strikingly beautiful – and as I now knew, deadly. 
 
   They stepped forward in an unnaturally synchronised movement, so that they were now in front of the Notary, and only a few feet away from us. I saw Mina cast a glance behind her at the still-open trap door, then look at me and shake her head. I was sure that she had thought the same as me: it be would impossible for us to reach the lower crypt before the three women attacked us, and even if we did our situation would hardly be improved. 
 
   For a second or two we stood in a frozen tableaux. Van Helsing spoke to Mina and me in an urgent whisper.
 
   ‘Beware of their strength, both of you. They may look like young women, but each has the power of ten men. Jonathan, you and I will grapple with them. Mina, you must somehow escape through the door.’
 
   As Van Helsing spoke I could see that Dimov had moved with his back to the wall, on the left of the three creatures. It was of great credit to him that he had not himself tried to flee. His face was blank and expressionless, no doubt affected by the shock of what he was seeing. Would he join the three of us in the fatal conflict that was surely to come? I knew my wife too well to believe that she would follow Van Helsing’s advice, and try to escape alone.
 
   The fair haired woman – Sophie – took a step closer, looking at Mina with a ghastly smile of anticipation, her white teeth brilliant against her red lips. Like her two raven-haired companions, she projected a peculiarly unsettling aura of malignancy combined with sensual attraction. Her eyes were like pale, luminous sapphires, whilst those of Lady Jadwiga and Lady Anna shone with an unnatural, piercing red. 
 
   With a sudden movement which belied his bulky physique Van Helsing reached into his valise and withdrew his heavy wooden mallet. In an instant he leapt forward and struck the advancing Sophie a vicious blow on the side of her head. Any mortal would have dropped down dead from the assault, but the creature merely staggered backwards under the impact. Before the professor could advance further, her two evil companions threw themselves upon him, and all three crashed to the floor. 
 
   One of the dark-haired women twisted Van Helsing’s arm in an effort to make him drop the mallet, exposing the back of her neck to me as she did so. Overcoming my natural revulsion, I plunged my screwdriver up to the handle in her smooth and flawless flesh. 
 
   The effect of my onslaught was as surprising as it was unexpected. There was no spurt of blood, and the vampire paid no more attention than she would have done if a fly had alighted upon her. Van Helsing’s weapon clattered down upon the floor. As I bent down to pick it up, his adversary struck me with the back of her hand. The blow felt as if a prize-fighter had hit me with his fist, and I was flung backwards in a daze. Through blurred eyes I looked across the room at an appalling sight. The second dark haired monster had pushed my struggling wife to the floor, grasping her by the hair. The being’s mouth was about to descend on Mina’s neck, with the certainty of a horrible fate awaiting her. 
 
   I staggered to my feet, determined to intervene, however hopeless our resistance. I called to Dimov him for assistance, but he still stood impassively in the corner as if deaf and dumb to the mortal struggle unfolding in front of his eyes. 
 
   Before I could move the low door to the chamber was flung open with a crash – to reveal Prince Andrei Bretin! He was grasping the wooden handle of a heavy axe. Now I understood the key to the whole mystery. Prince Bretin – though not a vampire himself – must have acquired some of the powers of the dead Count and used them to control Dracula’s former acolytes. The odds against us now escaping from the castle seemed insurmountable. 
 
   What happened next seemed inexplicable. Prince Bretin raised his deadly weapon – and rushed towards Dimov, swinging the axe down viciously towards the Notary’s head and shoulders. At that second Dimov appeared to emerge from his trance and glanced upwards. The descending blade seemed to turn in the air – I cannot describe the phenomenon with any greater clarity, except to say it was as if a giant hand in a massive gauntlet had reached out and intercepted it. But despite this miraculous reprieve Dimov did not escape completely unscathed. A corner of the axe nicked his throat, causing no worse a wound than might be inflicted by a careless barber but releasing a thin trickle of bright red blood. 
 
   The sudden appearance of Prince Bretin caused the three vampires to pause and look upon the unexpected scene. As Bretin’s blow was deflected I hurled myself across the room and grappled with Mina’s assailant. Her dark haired companion still fought with the Professor, but Sophie turned in the other direction. Her sapphire eyes shone with a spectral blue as she saw the Notary’s bleeding neck, and flung herself upon it. Dimov shrieked and fell to his knees. The teeth of his grisly attacker were buried in his throat, and although he feebly struggled, it was clear that his life blood was being rapidly drained.
 
   Once more Prince Bretin raised his long-handled axe above the gruesome couple at his feet. Sophie’s eyes were closed in ecstasy as she sucked and gorged, seeming unaware of the threat. The blade descended, rapid and deadly – and Dimov’s body fell away from his head, cleanly severed at the neck. 
 
   Sophie jumped to her feet, releasing the Notary’s head which dropped to the floor and rolled away. She stared at Bretin with a look of fear, her blazing eyes dimmed to a cloudy blue. Across the room I saw Mina strike her attacker with her fist. Amazingly the creature staggered back, hurt by my wife’s blow. Then Bretin swung his axe once more, and this time Sophie’s head leapt from her shoulders. Clearly I had misjudged the Prince: he was here to help us, not to assist in our destruction. 
 
   I will shield my readers from the horrible details of what then transpired in the mausoleum. It was apparent to Mina, Van Helsing and I that the two remaining vampires had somehow been shorn of their abnormal powers, and could therefore be destroyed. The former Lady Jadwiga and Lady Anna retreated before us in fear, but we could show them no mercy. Before many minutes had elapsed their heads had been severed from their bodies. Then with Van Helsing’s mallet and wooden stakes we made doubly sure that there would be no subsequent resurrection either of Dimov or his three companions.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   There seemed little point in searching for the sanctuary that the three vampires had earlier retreated to in daylight, since they would never now return to it. As there were some hours left before dawn the four of us – Prince Bretin, Van Helsing, Mina and I – decided that we would wait outside the castle walls until daybreak before starting our return journey. The horses that we had tethered on the previous afternoon had fortunately suffered no ill effects from their unplanned sojourn. Van Helsing led them and the Prince’s mount to a nearby stone trough full of rainwater, and fed each a portion of oats from a bag we had stowed in our panniers. 
 
   By mutual agreement we forbore any explanations until we had similarly refreshed ourselves with the bread, cheese and wine we had brought with us from the Kraznevin Inn. After we had shared this austere meal I spoke to Prince Bretin.
 
   ‘I do not pretend to fully understand the scene that we have all witnessed,’ I said. ‘But what is certain is that we owe you a great debt. Would you be willing to relate your part in these disturbing events? Then if my friends are agreeable’ – I looked at Mina and the Professor, who both nodded – ‘we in our turn will tell you what we know.’
 
   The Prince drained his wine glass. ‘Of course. Let me first apologise, for I have been less than honest with Mr Harker, and with his client, Lord Tavistock. In mitigation I propose to honour my agreement to sell the Davila Estate, if the noble lord still wishes to purchase it. 
 
   ‘My story starts in the spring of last year, in April 1897. For some months I had heard gossip that some of the wealthier population of the Davila Estate were being blackmailed or threatened in order to extort large sums of money. Naturally as landowner I was concerned, and spoke to the police in Urmuz. Their subsequent investigation could find no evidence to support the rumours. I wish to God that I had gone straight to the Commissioner in Klausenburg, but by the time I found out the truth it was too late. 
 
   ‘Then early in the July of that year I received an unannounced visit from Notary Cezar Dimov. I knew the Notary slightly, as I transacted some business with his office, but as we were no more than acquaintances I was surprised to see him on my doorstep. He asked to talk to me in confidence and so I took him to my study, with strict instructions that we were not to be disturbed. 
 
   ‘He spoke without pause for some fifteen minutes, having politely requested that I should not interrupt him. My reaction to his words was at first one of amusement and disbelief; then horror; and finally anger. The man quite brazenly admitted that it was he who was responsible for terrorising and threatening my tenants, in order to accumulate, as he obliquely put it, “a sufficient store of money to establish a career in a distant land of opportunity.” He next said that he required a contribution from me! Now, I keep in my desk draw an antique Slovak dagger that I employ as a paperknife and string-cutter. I took this out and brandished it, asking him how he proposed to prevent me plunging it into his heart in response to his impertinent demands. I come from a blood line which has had to face many threats over the years, and has sometimes had to meet force with force.’
 
   ‘And how did the Notary respond?’ my wife asked.
 
   ‘If you had not just witnessed what occurred in the mausoleum I would not expect you to believe me. The truth is this. The dagger in my hand turned back upon myself, for all the world as if held by a powerful and invisible hand. The point moved to touch my throat – then the strange force lifted, and I was able to place the weapon on the table. I knew then that the Notary was somehow in possession of abnormal powers that could be used against those who opposed him. 
 
   ‘I then tried one more ploy. I told him – not entirely sure if I believed my own words – that a Prince of my lineage could not submit to blackmail. If he could kill me, so be it, but he would not receive the smallest coin in payment. 
 
   ‘You may guess his response. The vile man – if man he was – told me that if I did not agree to do as he asked, he would take his revenge on my daughter. He must have known how precious Elena is to me. He added that I should not waste my time trying to protect her, since it would not be he in person who would destroy her, but the evil and supernatural creatures he now controlled: the former acolytes of Count Dracula. He gave me further evidence – which I will not detain us by repeating here – of how these beings had already enabled him to enforce his will amongst the people of the Davila Estate.
 
   ‘What could I do? I agreed to pay him what he asked – I am a wealthy man, and spend little – on condition that he would cease any further attempts to extort money from my tenants. 
 
   ‘I should have known better than to trust him. By late August it was apparent that that his threats to the local people were continuing despite our agreement. I therefore visited him in his office in Urmuz, saying that if he persisted I would leave the country with Elena and expose his activities. 
 
   ‘That same evening Elena saw a strange woman lurking in the monastery garden. When my daughter spoke to me the following morning and described the creature she had seen, I knew that it could be none other than one of the three undead young women. Knowing the dreadful threat that they posed I went immediately to Dimov and pleaded with him to call off his evil emissaries. He agreed, on one condition. It was that I should sell the Davila Estate. I was to retain a quarter of the sale price – still a large sum of money – and give the remainder to him in secret. What could I do but agree? I decided that after the sale Elena and I would leave Transylvania for ever. 
 
   ‘Then just over two weeks ago came an episode which made me realise that Elena was in as much danger as before. Dimov visited me at Vlados Monastery in order to finalise some of the details of the sale of the estate. Very reluctantly I had agreed to let him stay at our house overnight, as it was likely that we would need to work until after dark. We had almost completed our business when Dimov seemed suddenly distracted, standing up and staring – seemingly at nothing – as if in a trance. Seconds later a terrible shrieking came from the direction of Elena’s bedroom, which by good fortune is close to my study. We rushed to her room. There standing next to my daughter’s bed was a malevolent woman, undoubtedly no mortal being, shrieking at the top of her voice. I distinctly heard the Notary cry out sternly “Lady Jadwiga…” but before he could finish his sentence the creature had slipped between us with unnatural speed, and vanished down the corridor and stairs. I held Elena in my arms as she fainted. 
 
   ‘As soon as she was safely back in her bed I demanded to know why Dimov had broken his promise to me. His answer chilled my blood. He told me that whilst he could exert some control over the three creatures that the late Count Dracula had created, his powers over them were not absolute. In other words, I asked him, the former Lady Jadwiga had of her own volition chosen to attack my daughter? He agreed, laughing at my discomfiture in a manic, unhinged fashion. He was I now think close to madness. Knowing that the vampires might act against Dimov’s wishes, I took what precautions I could to ensure Elena’s safety until such time as we could leave Transylvania for ever.’
 
   Mina stood up, looking at the sky which was gradually turning from black to grey.
 
   ‘That explains the attack on Dimov that we recently witnessed,’ she said. ‘The blonde-haired creature must have been overcome with desire when she saw the Notary’s blood, and he lacked the power to prevent her.’
 
   I nodded. ‘Yes – fortunately for us. Tell me Prince Bretin, how did you come to arrive at the mausoleum in such a timely fashion?’
 
   ‘Yesterday morning I visited Urmuz on estate business, and while I was there I heard about the serious accident suffered by Nicolaus Polgar. I therefore rode to the Polgars’ farm. Nicolaus, I am pleased to say, seems to be making a complete recovery. When I arrived there Maria Polgar was out, and Lajos had been drinking heavily since breakfast. With the indiscretion of the intoxicated he repeated to me what Notary Dimov had told him some weeks before: that when the Davila Estate was sold, Dimov would get every penny. “Your noble landlord and his Princess with be destitute” he’d said. 
 
   ‘When I heard that I became desperate. What sort of life could I offer my daughter if we were paupers? I decided there and then that I must risk everything in order to destroy Dimov. If I failed, Elena and I could hardly be worse off than we already were. But first I would make sure that you – Mr and Mrs Harker – knew the truth.
 
   ‘I returned to Urmuz, and received permission from the landlord to visit your room. I entered it with the intention of writing you a note, in case I failed to return from my confrontation with Dimov. It was then that I saw Mrs Harker’s letter to the Notary, left on her dressing table. I must confess I opened it. As soon as I read that the three of you had gone to Dracula’s Castle I determined to follow you. 
 
   ‘Before leaving I cast about for a weapon. I knew that Peter Seypos possessed an old muzzle-loading fowling piece, but such a firearm is not only unreliable, it allows of only one discharge before reloading. I was also unsure whether Dimov’s unnatural powers were reflected in his physical robustness, which might prove resistant to an ounce of birdshot. So instead I visited the wood store and took the largest axe that I could find. Luckily I am well acquainted with the high pass from Urmuz to the castle – the Brezlau Way – and with a lantern strapped to my saddle I made good progress. The rest of course you know.’
 
   Without further delay Mina and I told the Prince everything which we had discovered since arriving in Transylvania. After thanking us he made one request: that we visit him that evening and tell our story to Elena, face to face. He believed that if she heard it from Van Helsing, Mina and me she could not fail to be reassured. We were happy to agree, and as it was now past dawn we prepared to return to Urmuz. 
 
   ‘There is one question still to be answered,’ Mina said as we rode off. ‘What kind of power did Dimov have, and where did it come from?’
 
   Van Helsing answered. ‘An excellent question, my dear. And until it is answered I do not believe that the people of the Davila Estate will be truly safe. However, there is a gentleman in Transylvania who I feel can enlighten us on that matter. If one or both of you would like to accompany me, I feel that it is time we paid another visit to Father Alecu Filimon.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Mina once more decided that it would be wiser for Van Helsing and me to visit Father Filimon without her, and so after lunch the Professor and I walked to the small house that the retired cleric occupied next to the Easter Orthodox Church.
 
   The housekeeper answered the door and spoke anxiously to Van Helsing. He translated her words for me.
 
   ‘Father Filimon is feeling unwell today,’ he said. ‘She says we must be careful not to overtire him.’ 
 
   Despite this forewarning I was shocked to see how much worse the priest appeared compared to when we saw him the day before. Instead of his cassock he wore a thick, padded dressing gown, and fragile body seemed shrunken within its folds. He waved us into armchairs opposite him, and seemed to summon his strength before speaking. 
 
   ‘News travels fast in our little village,’ the priest said. ‘The fact that you have returned alive from Dracula’s Castle means that you have probably discovered – or have guessed – everything.’
 
   I looked at Van Helsing. He had not told me the purpose behind his wish to see the priest once more, and I had chosen not to press him on the matter, as I had long learned that the Professor was inclined to be cautious about sharing his theories until they were proved correct. However, a glimmer of understanding was beginning to illuminate my consciousness. 
 
   ‘Notary Cezar Dimov is dead,’ the Professor said to the priest. ‘His head has been severed from his shoulders, and for good measure a stake driven through his heart. The same has been done to the three young women, latterly the creatures of Count Dracula. We have been to Dracula’s Castle, and with the help of Prince Bretin all four of the beings have been destroyed forever. Tell me, Father, what do you know of Dimov? I believe that he was the young man who led you to the three corpses in Dracula’s Castle, after the death of the Count.’
 
   The priest smiled grimly. ‘So, Dimov is no more,’ he said. ‘Yes, Professor Van Helsing, it was he. By the time Dimov’s evil nature became apparent to me it was too late. The Notary’s powers had already grown so great that had I attempted to oppose him, it would have been fatal for me. Nevertheless, that is a poor excuse for any man, let alone one of my vocation. I will go to my grave ashamed of my silence.’
 
   Van Helsing lent forward and put his hand on the old man’s shoulder. 
 
   ‘Come, Father Filimon – don’t be too hard upon yourself. In the pages of fiction all men are heroes: real life is somewhat different. What is done is done. Now, you can do us a great service by telling us about Cezar Dimov. Clearly he was no vampire – he moved freely in the daylight hours – and yet it seems he was much more than a mere mortal.’
 
   The priest took a glass of water from the low table next to him and sipped from it. Then with an effort he sat upright, pulling the folds of his dressing gown around his shrunken frame.
 
   ‘Professor – Mr Harker – I will tell you all I know.’
 
   In anticipation of the priest’s statement I took out my pocket book and pen. The old man gave me permission to record his words, and as I am conversant with the shorthand system of Sir Isaac Pitman I employed it to produce the verbatim transcript which follows.
 
   *
 
   The statement of Father Filimon: as told to Jonathan Harker and Abraham Van Helsing, February 22nd 1898.
 
   In my defence I had no idea four years ago who – or rather what – Dimov was. I knew only that he was an orphan, and had just returned from Europe after having completed his legal studies at the universities of Budapest and London. Then just two years later, in January 1896, Cezar Dimov was appointed Notary of the Klausenburg Administrative District at the age of twenty six. Such an honour at so young an age is normally unheard of in Transylvania, and it was generally supposed that the mysterious benefactor who had funded the youth’s education had also influenced his appointment. As I shall shortly explain, this supposition was incorrect: the truth was far more sinister. 
 
   Despite his youth Dimov by all accounts performed his legal duties well. Then the following year strange rumours began to circulate about him. At that time I was still the incumbent priest here in Urmuz, and of course a man in my position is privy to many secrets. My parishioners told me of their fear of the Notary, and of the strange powers that Dimov apparently possessed. 
 
   What I had heard convinced me that to confront Dimov directly would be to invite ridicule or worse. I therefore made it my business to find out all I could about him. Before you leave me today, I have a number of documents which I will give to you for safe keeping. You and the Professor may keep these papers and study them at your leisure. You must decide what becomes of them, but look after them carefully: they were difficult and dangerous to obtain. They contain the certain proof of what I am about to tell you. 
 
   Cezar was born in a farm worker’s cottage in August 1870, not far from Urmuz. His mother was a young woman of nineteen, Helene Janikovszky, who lived alone with her widowed mother, Kata. Helene was unmarried, and her son was born as a result of her relationship with a man of noble birth. She died in childbirth, and for the next seventeen years the boy was raised by his grandmother. He never attended school, but was provided with a succession of tutors, who lodged in Klausenburg and saw their pupil two or three times a week. I managed to obtain a statement from the last of them, given to me in the strictest confidence. You may read it at your leisure: it makes it clear that young Cezar had mental powers and abilities that were as inexplicable as they were abnormal. In particular, he appeared able to understand the thoughts of others, and to project ideas and images into other minds. His last tutor, who was with the young man for almost two years, also reported that Cezar’s powers had increased significantly over that period. It was undoubtedly these unnatural abilities which later allowed Dimov to obtain the position of Notary at so young an age.
 
   At seventeen Cezar took legal steps to change his name from Janikovszky to Dimov. It was of course well known in the area that he was illegitimate, and enjoyed the patronage of a rich, noble and anonymous father. My first inkling of the dreadful secret which lay behind Dimov’s parentage came when I discovered that the young man had returned unexpectedly to Transylvania in early November, 1993. By careful investigation I found that he had left the University of Budapest very suddenly on 7th November, 1893, before returning a week later. This and other evidence that I had obtained with great difficulty from the young man’s bankers – which pointed to the source of his funds, and hence through a convoluted path to his patron – allowed me to form a hypothesis. Armed with this theory, I visited Kata Janikovszky, who still resided in the small but comfortable cottage a few miles from Urmuz.
 
   I have often wondered why that poor woman had been allowed to live. Perhaps some trace of human sentiment had lingered in her grandson. At any rate, when I saw her she was clearly not long for this world: it was perhaps her consciousness of the approach of her death that persuaded her to tell me her terrible secret. When she had finished, she asked for my blessing, which I gave her gladly. She died just two days later.
 
   Kata told me that unknown to any in Urmuz, Cezar’s father had visited the boy regularly. His noble parent had taught him all he knew, and helped to inspire the young man’s ambitions and abilities. Kata herself rarely saw the man, as his visitations invariably took place at night. His name, as you may have already guessed, was Count Dracula.
 
   *
 
   I sat still with shock after Father Filimon’s revelation. I had guessed there was some connection between Dimov and the Count, since the day of the future Notary’s sudden visit to Transylvania – 7th November 1893 – was the day after Dracula had been destroyed. However, I had never imagined that there was such an intimate link between them. It explained a good deal that had hitherto seemed mysterious. The near-fatal accident to Nicolaus Polgar, for example. It seemed likely that Dimov had used his powers of telepathy to detect the young man’s words, and to incite the cattle to attack him. I was also now sure that the Notary was responsible for the “suicide” of Bruno Strug.
 
   Van Helsing looked as surprised as me. ‘I suppose that after his father’s death, the power to control the three acolytes passed to Dimov?’
 
   Father Filimon nodded. ‘Undoubtedly. Of course it became clear to me that Dimov must have arranged for them to have a resting place in some secret location in the castle, until he had learned to control them for his own purposes. By pretending to have found the three decayed corpses in the lower crypt and recruiting me as witness he sought to allay any suspicion that the three vampires were still at large. I now believe that the bodies I saw were the remains of three other young woman that Dimov had obtained in some fashion. When Dracula “lived” – if we can call it that – the Count’s supernatural powers somehow sustained and energised the three undead women. After his death, his son – Dimov – was able to continue to imbue them with false life beyond the grave, and use them for his own purposes.’
 
   ‘And what were they?’ Van Helsing asked.
 
   Father Filimon seemed to choose his words carefully. ‘Although the young Notary was at pains to amass a large sum of money, I do not believe that he was interested in wealth for its own sake, but rather as a means to an end. Count Dracula’s ambition was to conduct as many mortals as he could into his realm of spiritual darkness and damnation. Dimov was no vampire, and lacked both the will and the means to do the same. I am convinced that Dracula’s son wished to control the world of the living, not the dead. With sufficient riches and his considerable mental powers, together with the ghastly threat posed by the acolytes to his enemies, who knows how far the young man might have risen? Had he succeeded, it might be that the name of Dimov would have been as notorious in the next century as that of Attila or Genghis Khan has been in previous eras. Now, gentlemen, if you will pass me my stick, I will fetch you the documents that I referred to earlier. You must do with them as you think fit.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   After some hours rest, that afternoon Van Helsing, Mina and I set out on horseback to Vlados Monastery to fulfil our promise to Prince Bretin. Before we left Urmuz we spoke to Peter Seypos, to tell him that the threat of Cezar Dimov was no more. By informing Seypos we felt sure that the word would soon be spread to the Notary’s other victims. In return, Seypos told us that it was he who had alerted Dimov to our departure for Dracula’s Castle the previous day. The landlord had seen Mina’s note, opened it and then carefully resealed the envelope. He had left it in place, in case Mina returned to claim it. His fear of the Notary was such that he had wasted no time in sending word to tell him were we were bound. 
 
   *
 
   When we arrived at the monastery we were glad to accept Prince Bretin’s invitation to remain there that night. Over dinner we explained to Princess Elena all that had happened, including everything we knew about the late Cezar Dimov. 
 
   The Princess listened in silence to what we had to say. I noticed that she looked far less robust than when Mina and I had last seen her: her complexion seemed paler, and her hair less glossy. I hoped the news that we had brought would soon restore her spirits, and so it proved.
 
   When she had heard us out she nodded and seemed lost in thought. Then she turned to Prince Bretin.
 
   ‘Father, there are still some things I do not understand. The night that I first saw that creature in the Abbott’s garden, it seemed distracted by an owl. Then when her fellow vampire tried to attack me in my bedroom, again an owl came to my rescue. How can that be explained?’
 
   Van Helsing interjected. ‘If you will permit me. In the first instance, in the garden, I believe that Dimov sent the vampire to you as a warning. But it would have done him no good to have let you be killed – or worse. If that had happened, his hold over your father would have gone. I am sure that the owl was somehow imbued with Dimov’s power, and able to repel the woman. As for the second occasion, in your bedroom, I believe it is likely that the vampire was there of its own horrible volition. We know that Dimov did not have complete control over his evil servants. Once again he sent the owl as his emissary to protect you.’
 
   Next Prince Bretin spoke. ‘I too have a question. When Dimov pursued the three of you to Dracula’s Castle, and unleashed his creatures, what good would it have done him if you had died? Surely your deaths – and that of Mr Harker in particular – would have prevented the very thing that Dimov was working for: the sale of the Davila Estate to Lord Tavistock.’ 
 
   ‘That is a question I can answer,’ I said. ‘On Saturday I visited the Notary and we completed all the legal documents required for the transaction. All that remained was for him to have four copies made, which I was to sign – alongside him – today. Two of these were to be sent to Exeter by courier, after which Mina and I intended to travel to Greece. Now, let us suppose that Dimov had been successful in his attempt to dispose of me, the Professor and my wife last night. He only needed adequately to forge my signature – not a difficult task, as he already had examples from my correspondence with him – and Mina and I would not be missed for weeks! By the time suspicions were raised the £20,000 would have been paid over to Prince Bretin, and hence to Dimov, who no doubt planned to vanish with the proceeds. As for the Professor, Dimov could say that he had decided to accompany Mina and me to Greece.’
 
   Van Helsing chuckled. ‘You seem to have planned your own murder very well, Jonathan. Dimov’s hold upon Peter Seypos would have been enough to persuade that gentleman to dispose of our belongings, and collude in the story that we had left for Thessaloniki together. Now, as I see the hour is late, I suggest that we retire. After a night spent in Dracula’s Castle a comfortable bed will be most welcome.’
 
   *
 
   I was as tired as my friends, but the excitement of the last few days prevented me from sleeping. Mina lay deep in slumber beside me, so taking great care not to wake her I put on my dressing gown and slippers and walked to the window. No snow had fallen since the last night that Mina and I had stayed at Vlados Monastery, and the covering that remained was pitted with hoof-marks and the tracks of Bretin’s carriage. 
 
   It was at that moment that I heard a footfall in the corridor outside our bedroom. My first thought was that I might not be the only one who could not sleep that night, and I opened the door and stepped across the threshold. I looked to left and right, but saw no one. A sudden sense of unease afflicted me: could there be still more unsolved mysteries in that household? I grasped the handle of the door, intending to return to Mina’s side. It would not open. Had Mina found me gone, and turned the key in the lock? I knocked gently, then leapt back in shock as a frightened scream rang out from within the room. 
 
   I rushed at the door with my shoulder, but it was constructed of sturdy oak, and held. Twice more I charged at it with little effect – then the bulky form of Van Helsing appeared, roused by the noise and running down the corridor towards me. Together we rushed at the door again, and under our combined weight it burst open. 
 
   The scene before us was as shocking as it was unexpected. Mina stood trembling with her back against the far wall, illuminated by a shaft of moonlight streaming through the window. In front of her was Princess Elena, dressed in a long white nightdress. Her blue-black hair hung wild and tangled to her shoulders, but my gaze was fixed on her eyes, which were illuminated with a ghastly reddish tint. Then Elena laughed horribly, the silvery echo of her merriment hollow and unnatural. She bared her strong white teeth, and slowly advanced towards Mina. 
 
   For a moment I had been frozen in shock, then once more my brain began to function. On the dressing table next to our bed were Mina’s hair-combs, jewellery and the small sliver crucifix that she wore on a chain. I lunged towards the cross and in one movement picked it up and threw myself towards the Princess, pressing the holy symbol hard against her forehead.
 
   Immediately the skin hissed as if branded, and the smoking crucifix fell to the floor. A sweet, sickly smell of burning flesh filled the room. Elena opened her mouth as if to scream – then tottered backwards, falling silently into Van Helsing’s arms. As she did so her nightdress fell open to the waist, and low on her swelling bosom I saw two small but unmistakable half-healed wounds. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Postscript
 
    
 
   Less than a week after this shocking conclusion to our visit to Transylvania Mina and I were once more at home in Exeter, appreciating the warmth and security of our own fireside. Little Quincy’s nurse had taken our son up to his bed, and Mina and I were enjoying a glass of vintage port after the excellent supper provided by our cook.
 
   I thought back over our recent adventure, and must admit to a certain satisfaction regarding its outcome. Of course there had been no question of our travelling to Greece after what had occurred. Mina and I had returned immediately to England, leaving Van Helsing at Vlados Monastery. To our surprise the Professor had expressed every hope that Princess Elena might make a full recovery. That she had been infected by evil during the female vampire’s visitation was indisputable, but Van Helsing believed that with the destruction of Dimov she could shake off the taint with which she was afflicted. Indeed we had receive a telegram from our friend only yesterday, saying the Princess was making good progress, and that he was soon to leave for Vienna. The Professor had added that Prince Bretin had managed to locate most of the funds extorted by Notary Dimov, and was discreetly returning the money to his tenants.
 
   I waved my hand towards the decanter. ‘Might you have preferred a flagon of Golden Mediasch, my dear? I’m sure our vintner could import some Transylvanian wine if we requested it.’
 
   She grimaced in jocular disgust. ‘Spare me, Jonathan! If I never see that benighted country again I shall die a happy woman. But now that you have raised the subject: did you have a satisfactory interview with Lord Tavistock this afternoon?’
 
   ‘His lordship will not insist on completing his purchase of the Davila Estate,’ I said. ‘Prince Bretin felt honour bound to keep his word, but Lord Tavistock has thought better of the matter, after all that I had to tell him about our experiences. In fact he has already seen an estate for sale in the Scottish Highlands near Aviemore which he thinks will fulfil his and Lady Tavistock’s needs admirably. He asked me to oversee the transaction on his behalf, and so I’ve instructed young Petherbridge to deal with the matter.’
 
   Mina chuckled. ‘As the new Senior Partner that is of course your privilege! I must say that I believe Lord Tavistock has made a wise decision. Dracula’s son may now be vanquished, along with his father, but who is to say that the Count’s liaisons were limited to poor Helene? If there are any other members of that unpleasant family lurking in the shadows I would prefer not to make their acquaintance.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   If you enjoyed reading Legacy of Evil you might enjoy Devil May Care by Tony Evans, also published by Endeavour Press.
 
    
 
   Extract from Devil May Care by Tony Evans
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   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. 
 
    
 
   To download the book and continue reading click here.
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
AJONATHANJTARKER MYSTERY
THANJIA

TONY EVANS





images/00001.jpeg
A K|ndle Slngle

TONY EVANS

[HAN HARKI





