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Discovery
Andrew Kirkland
When I sat down at my desk at the merchant banking firm of J.P. Morgan & Company that Christmas Eve morning, I hadn’t the slightest notion that before noon I would discover the solution to a problem I’d been wrestling with for over a month. And I could never have forseen that by doing so I’d find myself in circumstances that would completely alter my existence, propel me into the arms of the most beautiful woman I’d ever met and place me firmly in the midst of events that would come to define a new century.
During the waning weeks of 1894, all of Wall Street buzzed with talk of the worsening gold crisis. For the past year, nervous investors in Europe had been redeeming government securities for gold, shipping it out of the country and depleting the Treasury’s reserves, which now stood dangerously below legal limits. A contentious Congress, split between gold standard and silver advocates and stymied over the issue of metals backed currency, had already voted against allowing the Treasury to issue bonds to replenish itself. But Morgan was convinced a bond issue was critical to avoiding a Treasury collapse that would surely be followed by national insolvency. That was how I gained an assignment of tedious reading and research in the effort to find some way to break the deadlock between Congress on the one hand and the President and Treasury Secretary on the other.
From where I sat, I could look out the window across Wall Street at the Sub-Treasury where more than once I fancied I could see gold bars and sacks of coin bounding down its steps past the statue of a stoic George Washington in order to flee the subterranean vaults where they’d been held. But I had work to do, and so shook off my gloom and set my gaze firmly on my latest companion; a thick volume describing Civil War bond issues. As I read, my surroundings receded into the background, my concentration focusing on gleaning even the smallest details from the text in front of me. I had gone along this way for some while when something buried in a footnote caught my eye. I read it a second time. Then a third just to see if I’d gotten it right. But I had. It was a real solution to the crisis and now it was practically leaping off the page at me.
Calming myself, I gathered the relevant facts and triple checked them, making certain I wasn’t building an argument on quicksand. By half past eleven, I stood in front of Charles Coster’s desk, his face taking on a restrained but perceptible expression of delight as he read through my notes.
“The Chief needs to hear about this right away,” he said, looking straight at me when he’d finished. “It’ll be a nice Christmas present for him. You should present it yourself. Let’s go.”
Before I could indulge in nervousness or utter a single word of protest, I was being ushered into Morgan’s glass-walled office to stand in front of his desk while Coster took a seat off to one side.
“So you think I can take this to President Cleveland?” said Morgan after Coster’s brief preliminaries, his eyes focusing in on me over a nose famously disfigured by rosacea.
“I do sir,” I replied, and immediately launched into my summary.
“In 1862, Congress passed emergency legislation allowing the Secretary of the Treasury to purchase United States coin in return for bonds limited to interest not greater than five per cent,” I said, then paused to catch my breath. “And that law is still in effect. For our purposes, as long as the Treasury is buying United States gold coin, then the Secretary can issue bonds without approval from Congress.”
I filled in details without referring to my notes and Morgan didn’t interrupt even once, but sat back in his chair smoking one of his immense Havana cigars. He looked at me pointedly once or twice but otherwise seemed lost in thought. When I’d finished he sat puffing in silence like some smoldering sphinx, while I waited for him to say something. I didn’t have to wait long.
“Excellent, Kirkland. Excellent!” Morgan suddenly exclaimed, springing to life. “The silver advocates won’t be able to do a thing. It removes the matter from Congress entirely and puts it in the hands of cooler heads. What’s that citation again?”
“Section thirty-seven hundred of the Revised Statutes, seventeenth of March, 1862,” I replied.
“Alright, then,” Morgan resumed. “Drop everything else you’re working on. I’ll go to Washington as soon as we have a plan to present to the President. And you’ll help put it in motion,” he said, pointing his cigar at me. “Start thinking in terms of a bond issue of at least a hundred million dollars and how we can get foreign investors to let go of all that gold they’ve sucked out of the Treasury.”
“We’ll need to find the best way to ship the gold from Europe to the Sub-Treasury here in New York,” said Coster, breaking his silence. “Get familiar with shipping lines and transport schedules. Who’s the fastest and most reliable. Not who’s cheapest. Start with the White Star Line. Check into customs requirements, too.”
For the first time since I’d begun my apprenticeship at seventeen, I was being admitted to the inner workings of one of Morgan’s syndicates and I was excited
“And not a word of this to anyone until after I’ve seen the President,” said Morgan. “This stays strictly among the three of us for now.”
I said a simple “Yes, sir,” not wanting to say the wrong thing at such an important moment. Morgan nodded a dismissal, so I gathered my things and returned to my desk, my head filled with the possibilities my new duties might open for me.
*
On the fifteenth of January I was summoned to Morgan’s office, an event that had become more frequent since Christmas Eve, but not so common as to arouse loose talk in the office. I arrived to find a more contemplative Morgan than I believe I’d ever seen before, which put me on alert.
“Kirkland, are you free this evening?” he began. “Just a couple of hours, I think.”
His tone made it seem like a personal request and my instincts told me there were more confidential events in the making. Of course I didn’t want to be left out.
“I’m at your disposal, Mr. Morgan.”
“Good. We’re going to have a visitor shortly after closing whose assistance can materially advance our plan for replenishing the Treasury’s gold supplies.” With my curiosity now fully piqued I ventured a question.
“A prospective investor, sir?”
“A prospective European investor, to be precise,” said Morgan. “I’ve been fishing around for Europeans holding gold and willing to subscribe to a bond issue. Got our London office on it and Belmont, too. He knows a lot of people in London and on the Continent.”
I nodded. August Belmont was the New York correspondent for the Rothschild Bank in London and had been involved with Morgan on previous bond issues. If anyone could help find subscribers to this one, it would be Belmont or his London contacts.
“And you need me to stand ready for your meeting with him,” I offered.
“Her,” said Morgan. “A young woman named Fontera. Miss Fontera. Reported to be quite wealthy. And as luck would have it, she’s in New York. I sent a message to her hotel yesterday and she’s agreed to meet me here this evening.”
I could feel my eyebrows ascending toward my scalp as I involuntarily went wide-eyed. This was unprecedented. I could not remember a single instance when a female had entered the offices of J.P. Morgan & Company. Even the sole woman employed as a stenographer and typist by one of the partners had been installed in a rented office across the street, so strong were Morgan’s prejudices regarding the fair sex.
“I’ve never heard the name before,” I said, wondering if she might be some wealthy heiress.
“Only heard it once myself,” said Morgan. “According to Belmont, she’s a very private woman. He hinted at something about her, though. Something tragic, I gather, but he didn’t offer details.”
“But nothing that precludes her from being a bona fide investor, I take it.”
“Not at all. Anyway, just man the door after we close and see her to my office when she arrives. Then stand by in case I need you.”
“I will, sir,” I said, then returned to my desk to finish the day’s work and await the arrival of our visitor.
*
That day, the sun set shortly before five in the afternoon and by five thirty, dusk had waned. The scene outside the front window was made more depressing by a light snowfall. I tried to return to my work but couldn’t get much done with my mind on this mysterious woman, no, mysterious young woman, expected to arrive at any moment. Less than five minutes later I saw a carriage pull up to the curb. The driver climbed down and opened the door for a figure I couldn’t make out. Then the electric bell rang announcing our guest. I put on my suit jacket and went to admit her.
When I answered the door, the sight greeting me caused me to stop short in amazement. I found myself staring straight into a pair of the most beautiful green eyes I had ever seen. I became light-headed for a moment and my heart began to beat such an excited rhythm I feared I’d fly straight into a conniption right then and there. And as I began to recover, she spoke, drawing my attention to full and sensual lips that were a shade of scarlet that would have been scandalous on any other woman, but instead conspired with her eyes and pale complexion in a way that made them seem completely proper.
“I am Veronica Fontera,” said a lightly accented voice. “I have an appointment with Mr. John Pierpont Morgan. May I come in?”
“Yes, yes. Of course,” I said, now fully recovering my senses. “Please come this way.”
As I led her toward Morgan’s office, I repeatedly peeked at her from the corner of my eye, hoping she wouldn’t notice. With her hands concealed by a muff that matched a coat and Russian styled hat of pale fur, she seemed like some fantastic vision floating just above the floor instead of walking as mere mortals must.
“May I take your coat and hat?” I offered.
“Yes, thank you,” she replied, handing me the muff then lifting the hat revealing hair pinned up in a practical style with several wavy tendrils falling to her shoulders in the back. As I hung up her things, she turned away from me to unbutton her coat. When I took it, I could see that Miss Fontera’s figure was no less arresting than her facial features. Despite the covering of an exquisitely tailored carriage suit and high-necked silk blouse, she displayed a curvaceous figure I was certain needed no corset to give it shape.
After introducing her to Morgan, I retired to a nearby desk and busied myself with reports of the day’s trading. I was within sight of the office, but couldn’t make out what was being discussed. After nearly an hour there was a loud exclamation from Morgan.
“By golly, that’s a great idea!” I heard through the glass.
I saw Miss Fontera interrupt him with a wave of her hand, followed by what seemed to be animated conversation. A short while later, while I pretended to read a report about further gold losses at the Sub-Treasury, Morgan approached my desk.
“Kirkland, kindly see Miss Fontera back to the Waldorf and buy her dinner. Put it on our account. Don’t be stingy on the wine, either. Order something good without being ostentatious. Now get your coat and retrieve Miss Fontera. I’ll see to closing up here.”
A few minutes later, I exited 23 Wall Street with Miss Fontera in tow and hailed a cab. During our three mile ride to the Waldorf, I confined conversation to some of the history of J.P. Morgan & Company and did my best not to stare at her.
At the hotel, I again took Miss Fontera’s fur coat and hat, but could not for the life of me identify the species, though it seemed familiar.
“Exactly what is this fur, Miss Fontera? I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“It is Siberian wolf. It took eight of them to make the coat and hat,” she replied. Then looking straight at me, “I chose the pelts myself.” When she said it, she smiled, and an odd expression played across her face for a split second before returning to beautiful and exotic serenity. I wrote it off to some trick of the lighting in the hotel, which was illuminated by Edison’s electric bulbs instead of the gas lamps I’d grown up with.
In the Waldorf’s dining room, there was no escaping the sight of her, or those green eyes. Oscar himself had seated us across from each other at an out of the way table at Miss Fontera’s insistence. I ordered a steak and she did likewise, requesting hers ‘bleu’, which I thought unusual. Perhaps Europeans preferred their meat that way. I wanted to know a lot more about this woman.
“Miss Fontera,” I began.
“Please. Call me Veronica. That is, if I may call you Andrew.”
“Certainly. Veronica, you mentioned that you chose the pelts for your fur yourself.”
“So I did. My family owned a company that sold fur, hides and leather. It was founded in Venice over five hundred years ago.”
“But it’s no longer in business?” I asked.
“Sadly, no,” she said. I gave her a quizzical look and she continued. “My entire family was lost to an outbreak. An infection. I was away at the time.”
An expression of such melancholy played across her features that I was tempted to reach out and embrace her; to comfort her. All I could do in public though, was apologize for bringing up such a painful episode.
“No, it is quite all right,” she said with what I was sure was manufactured dismissiveness. Then her face brightened. “But let us talk of something more pleasant. Your Mr. Morgan seems to have a great deal of confidence in you. He even told me he has been quietly guiding your career.”
“I suppose he has,” I remarked. “I’ve done just about everything he did when he learned the business. Like Mr. Morgan, my first job was copying out letters in the correspondence department.” Within minutes, I was relating my entire life’s history . It was as if she’d willed me to do so, for I couldn’t stop myself, especially if I looked into those wondrous eyes of hers for more than a few seconds. Our conversation went on this way through our course of turtle soup and sherry before moving on to business matters.
Our steaks arrived along with a bottle of Chateau Kirwan, a respectable Bordeaux that wasn’t showy. I dug into mine with gusto while Veronica picked at hers daintily but steadily. I couldn’t see how she could enjoy the meat, which was nearly uncooked on the inside, but her expression said she did. As I was explaining the finer points of how a bond syndicate would help solve the gold crisis, a dribble of blood from the meat escaped a corner of her mouth and began to roll down her chin. When she caught me staring at it, her tongue flicked out and in a single fluid motion lapped up the errant liquid and returned to her mouth with a facility I hadn’t thought possible. Then she smiled with an unguarded expression of sensual enjoyment, as if the moment were something she wished to share with me. Our conversation resumed as if nothing had happened and the evening proceeded merrily.
After dinner Veronica and I said good night in the hotel’s lobby.
“Will you visit our offices again tomorrow?” I inquired politely.
“No. I sail for England late tomorrow and I am occupied until then.”
“I see,” I muttered quietly, finding myself curiously disappointed.
She moved close enough for me to breathe in her perfume, which was heady, exotic and nearly returned me to that state I was in when I opened the door for her. But when was that? It was only a few hours ago and yet it seemed as if far more time had passed since those moments, and the sensation only added to her allure. Then I noticed something else. We’d been staring straight at each other for several minutes, which meant that even allowing for the modest and practical heels of her kidskin boots, Veronica Fontera was nearly as tall as my own six feet.
“I do hope we will be seeing each other again soon, Andrew Kirkland,” she said, leaning in even closer. “Until then, good night.”
As I stood there not knowing what to do or say, she turned and walked away. I watched until her fur-clad figure retreated and disappeared into the lift. Leaving the hotel, I set out for my rooms, walking part of the way to clear my head, and take a welcome cigar. Veronica Fontera was beautiful, engaging and somehow vaguely disturbing. In the clean, cold winter air with my cigar as companion and advisor, I concluded my uneasiness arose simply from my attraction to her and so I left it at that. After walking a while, I disposed of the cigar and hailed a cab for the remainder of my trip home. I doubted I would encounter Veronica Fontera again despite her parting words.
**
Veronica Fontera
As I rode the lift to the upper floors of the Waldorf, I was ecstatic over the results of my trip to New York. My original intent in going there was to place money with Mr. Morgan’s firm and become the first Undead to invest in the modern way. I had repeatedly heard John Pierpont Morgan called the world’s greatest financier, and certainly the greatest in America. America had a reputation as a land of optimism, opportunity and prosperity and I wanted to somehow participate in those things and taste what this young and vibrant society had to offer. I achieved that goal, and more.
In London, I heard of Mr. Morgan’s search for prospective investors in his bond issue for the American treasury and quickly contacted two of my closest Undead friends who immediately saw the possibilities such a novel idea presented. They agreed to put up gold of their own along with mine so I would appear a truly wealthy investor. Once I was ready, it remained only to get word to Mr. Morgan of a particularly attractive prospect, which I did by placing an acquaintance of Mr. August Belmont under my influence.
I have been Undead since 1510, and so had little trouble convincing Mr. Morgan of my intention to be a long term investor and not one of the speculators he wanted to prevent subscribing to the bonds. Once my offer of gold was accepted, it took surprisingly little of my Undead abilities to persuade the great banker I required additional assistance with my financial affairs. By the time my meeting with him was over, I had obtained the young man who greeted me that evening.
Andrew Kirkland was such a surprise standing there in the doorway that I immediately and instinctually fixed him with a gaze. That brief connection nearly put him under my control right then. He was handsome and bursting with life and energy, and I had caught him completely unguarded. I smelled the odors of sexual attraction he gave off and my Undead eyes could see the pulsing of the artery in his neck as his heart beat faster in response to my mental probing. I distinctly heard his respiration increase as I enfolded his mind and drew his full attention to my physical form. I had rarely encountered such a potentially delicious man.
For his part, Andrew could barely refrain from staring at me, and he stole glance after glance at me from the time I crossed the threshold of the Morgan offices. His efforts to hide this were amusing, and if he were not my prey, they might even have been endearing. I wanted Andrew Kirkland. I wanted him for my own, to use and dispose of.
I am not cruel, but I am a predator and periodically must satisfy my instincts for the hunt. I relished setting the perfect trap for my prey; drawing them into a snare from which they could not escape, and in fact did not wish to. I enjoyed finding and choosing a man to make my own, draining him physically and emotionally, learning exactly what he would respond to and then making him a slave to exotic pleasures only I could provide. The stalking, capture and consuming of prey with all its shadings and subtleties fulfilled me, and this Andrew Kirkland, whose eyes I had caught so unexpectedly, and who promised such a rewarding chase, would become my latest trophy.
During our ride to the Waldorf hotel, I subtly strengthened my mental connection with Andrew. At the hotel, he took my furs as he had at the Morgan offices, examining them closely. He was curious and finally got up sufficient nerve to ask about them.
Instead of giving him an immediate answer, I delighted at the recollection of just how I chose those pelts as it replayed inside my mind in glorious detail. I had taken the form of a Siberian Tiger, who hunts by night, and patiently tracked the wolf packs for scores of miles through the stands of snowy birch and oak trees of eastern Russia seeking the most perfect of them for my prey. After culling them, I fought and fed on each of the eight in turn, breaching their throats in a precise way with my sharp teeth and letting their life blood flow into my mouth propelled by the last frantic beating of their hearts as they tried in vain to escape me. I drained them until there was nothing left, then hid the carcasses until I could return to collect the pelts. I took the furs to St. Petersburg and had them made into the practical and enjoyable trophies Andrew found so fascinating.
I allowed the joy of that hunt to show on my face for a brief moment, and Andrew noticed it, but said nothing. I did not wish to scare him away, but rather test my hold over him: would he ignore that expression in order to get to know me? Happily, he did.
At dinner, I made certain to have him seated so I was the only woman he could see. It made fixing him with a gaze much easier than it might have been were there human women within his field of view.
As we conversed I began to accustom him to giving me what I wanted. I enticed him to tell me his life story and Andrew, flattered by the attention I lavished on him, was amazingly open with me. I made certain to reinforce our connection, but not too much or too often. By the time we said good night, I knew he would be mine.
When he left the hotel to return home, Andrew’s fate was already sealed. He believed he would not see me again, but I knew the following morning he would accept a position as my financial advisor. I had already made my bargain with Mr. Morgan though the great banker would never know its true nature. I had indeed obtained more than I originally expected, and the beauty of it was that Mr. Morgan had kindly agreed to ship Andrew to London for me.
**
Andrew
The following morning, when I reported to Morgan’s office, he motioned for me to take a seat.
“Kirkland, what was your impression of Miss Fontera?” he asked even before my hind quarters had landed. I settled into the chair to buy time to consider my answer.
“She’s an unusual woman,” I offered, still feeling somewhat smitten by her even this morning. “And not easy to categorize.”
“I thought so, too,” said Morgan. “And beautiful in spite of that ghastly pallor.”
I nodded. “She told me her family had all perished from some infectious outbreak in Venice. That might have driven her to become something of a recluse. It would explain the pallor.”
“Quite possible,” said Morgan. “But how well did the two of you get on at dinner?”
“Fine, although she asked me a lot of questions. Some of them of a personal nature.”
“That’s because she wanted to know what sort of man she and her friends would be trusting with nearly fifteen million dollars.”
“WHAT??”
“Miss Fontera has offered backing for nearly a fourth of the entire subscription should we need it. All very quietly and anonymously,” Morgan said and then paused. “But she asked for you to handle the transactions personally from London. I told her you would be the right man for the job. Then she asked to have you do some investing on her behalf as well.”
“So our dinner last night was an interview of sorts?” I said, looking straight at Morgan.
“It was. She insisted on it. You’ll get a substantial raise in salary for the time you’re abroad as well as commissions on whatever investments you make for Miss Fontera. That is, if you accept the posting. You should only be away for a couple of months on the bond issue and when you return, you’ll still have Miss Fontera as a client. And perhaps some of those friends she mentioned.”
I hadn’t expected this. It was practically a partnership but without the crushing work load. The opportunity was hard to resist, even overriding my vague unease at being attracted to Veronica Fontera. I was, after all, a rational man fully capable of ignoring such foolishness. In the silence generated by my surprise at all this, Morgan continued.
“Besides,” he said. “I know you’re chomping at the bit to trade on the exchanges.”
How did he know? I hadn’t said so much as a word to anyone about my secret aspiration, yet here he was throwing it up to me as if he could read my mind. Morgan must have read the expression on my face, too, because he began to chuckle softly.
“Don’t be so shocked. I’m not blind. I’ve noticed what you’ve been reading when you’re eating your sack lunch. And you might not think so now, but I was a young buck once myself and willing to take exactly the kind of risks you’ve been thinking of.”
Morgan sat back in his chair and made himself busy lighting a cigar while I thought. Yes, there were risks. And he was right that I was willing to take them. But I did have one question.
“Doesn’t all of this depend on President Cleveland agreeing to a bond issue?”
“Not entirely,” Morgan replied. “If we cannot get the President to agree to issuing bonds under the ‘sixty-two emergency law, you would still be going to London for at least a month in order to advise Miss Fontera on investments. Her message to me this morning made it clear she’s keen on having you join her there.”
That clinched it for me. “Then I accept the posting in either instance.”
“Good,” said Morgan. “Make certain you do us all proud, Andrew.”
“I won’t let you down,” I replied.
***
Gold and Seduction
Andrew
After being twice rebuffed, Morgan obtained his meeting with President Cleveland on the eighth of February. It lasted a tense six hours but resulted in an agreement for a contract between the Morgan-Belmont-Rothschild syndicate and the United States Treasury. Ten days later, I landed in England after a necessarily hasty departure from New York aboard the Cunard steamer Olympia.
When I arrived in London, I checked into the Great Eastern Hotel conveniently located only a few blocks from the Morgan offices on Old Broad Street. After depositing my luggage, I made straight for the offices and reported to Walter Burns, the manager, who was also Mr. Morgan’s brother in-law.
“Good to see you, Kirkland,” he said shaking my hand enthusiastically. “And how’s young Jack these days?”
Burns was referring to J.P. Morgan, Jr., universally known as Jack. He and I had become friendly over the years, sharing both a love of hunting and a penchant for entertaining others with tales of our adventures. It was our private joke that we had to consult with each other before relating any tales, lest they grow too far out of proportion too quickly.
“Fine, as far as I know,” I said. “But I haven’t seen much of him since we started work on this gold problem. It’s kept everyone busy for months.”
“It’s the same here,” said Burns. “And we’re glad for any additional help we can get.”
“Well,” I began, “I don’t want to step on any toes.”
“Not at all,” Burns said. “I know you have a specific job to do with your new client.”
“I do,” I said, “but that won’t prevent me from being at your disposal to lend a hand when needed.”
“I thought as much,” Burns said with a smile. “Now let me introduce you to the fellow who’ll be working with you.” He motioned to someone behind me.
“This is Stephen Harcourt,” Burns said as my opposite number joined us. Harcourt was a year or two older than I with refined, aristocratic features set off by expressive eyes that seemed to miss nothing. Tall with a thin build, Harcourt’s frame and manner of carriage suggested a capacity for intense physical as well as mental activity.
“Good to meet you,” he said taking my hand in a grip that left me wincing. “We’ve set aside some office space for you to use. Let me show you.”
As I followed Harcourt, my fingers smarted from his handshake. I learned later he’d rowed for Cambridge and remained in excellent physical condition.
“Here we are,” said Harcourt stopping at a small office adjoining the partners’ suite and motioning for me to enter. It was far more luxurious than my desk out on the floor in New York, even if on the small side. It was paneled in dark wood matching the rest of the partners’ domain, and had both gas and electric lighting. A desk and two mismatched chairs took up most of the room. These and the clutter on a bookshelf against one wall told me this had been storage space not long ago. But the desk held a freshly filled inkwell, two pens and a stack of foolscap all neatly laid out. The bonus was a window on the outside wall that overlooked Old Broad Street. In all, it was better than I expected and I was grateful for it. I nodded my approval.
“I’ve arranged for a messenger to be at your disposal during business hours for sending cables to New York and elsewhere,” Harcourt said. “And beginning on the twentieth, a messenger will be in the lobby of your hotel each night for the next two or three weeks.”
I was impressed at Harcourt’s efforts to anticipate every contingency. There would certainly be nights when business would need to be done and I appreciated the gesture.
“Then there is the matter of your client Miss Fontera,” Harcourt said.
“Yes?”
“We have received deposits from her accounts in Venice, Paris and St. Petersburg amounting to some three million Pounds Sterling.”
My eyebrows went up. This amounted to over fourteen million dollars, nearly the entire amount she’d verbally pledged to Morgan.
“Copies of all the paperwork are here on your desk,” Harcourt said. “It seems your Miss Fontera is what Mr. Burns would term a ‘gilt-edged’ client.”
“I guess so,” I said quietly. I expected her credit to be good, but such definite confirmation was still startling.
“We received a message from her today saying that some of the money is reserved for the upcoming bond issue, with the rest to be invested as you advise. She seems to have a good deal of confidence in you.”
“I hope I live up to her expectations,” I said, a bit surprised at how many people seemed to have confidence in me. First Mr. Morgan and now Miss Fontera.
“Well,” said Harcourt looking at his watch, “I think that’s enough for now. It’s nearly closing time. What do you say to visiting one of our public houses?”
I said I was game, and after a good ten minutes’ walk during which we passed by several likely looking establishments, we were seated cozily in front of a fire at The Bell on Middlesex Street. It was just outside the infamous Whitechapel district that had seen the horrendous murders only a few years earlier. We talked over glasses of port.
“Sorry to run you so far for a drink,” Harcourt began. But I thought I’d already divined his reason for taking us to another neighborhood.
“You needed a spot where competitors or speculators don’t congregate,” I said.
“You understand, then.”
“Of course. A reasonable precaution with the official offering so close.”
Harcourt nodded. “It’s been eagerly awaited and a popular subject of conversation. I think between ourselves and Rothschilds, the thirty two million dollars’ allocation of bonds will sell quickly.”
“They’d better,” I remarked. “The contract with the Treasury Department stipulates that half the gold raised has to come from Europe. We’re committed to shipping one million eight hundred thousand ounces back to the United States at a minimum of three hundred thousand ounces a month.”
“I didn’t realize that,” said Harcourt.
“It was an important selling point for the President. For months, newspapers back home have been full of reports about Europeans emptying gold out of our Treasury.”
“So you need a very sizeable and public replenishment, I take it.”
“Exactly.”
“But just how does Miss Fontera figure into this?”
“I can’t discuss all the particulars, but she’ll probably subscribe for two to four million for her own account. She’s to contact me tomorrow with detailed instructions. I’m to put the order in first thing on the twentieth. And Mr. Morgan approves as he only wants the subscriptions to go to long term investors.”
“Exactly as we were told here, too. No speculators.”
“Right. Beyond that, if a subscriber gets into trouble and can’t deliver gold on time, I believe she’ll step in and buy their bonds to supplement the scheduled gold shipments, even if it has to be at a premium.”
“She certainly has the resources to do it,” Harcourt commented. “And I hear she’s quite the handsome woman. Independent, too, from what I’m told.”
“Very much so,” I said. “She told me she lost her entire family when she was very young, so perhaps that accounts for it. She’s had to fend for herself ever since.”
“It would at that,” said Harcourt.
We finished our drinks, and Harcourt accompanied me to my hotel. We made arrangements to meet at lunch the following day and went our separate ways. It was shortly after six, and the bellman had a message from Miss Fontera saying I should call for her at the Savoy at eight thirty and to dress for dinner. The Savoy had become London’s most fashionable hotel under the guidance of manager César Ritz. Its restaurant, popularly known as the Savoy Grill, was run by his partner, chef August Escoffier and featured some of the best food in the city. It was only my first night in London, and already I would be wearing the new dinner clothes I’d ordered from Brooks Brothers.
**
At the Savoy, Veronica Fontera was waiting for me in the lobby dressed in a long black silk gown and wrap. She greeted me warmly, extending both of her gloved hands.
“It is so good to see you again, Andrew,” she said, taking my hands in hers. “I hope your trip was pleasant.”
“Yes, it was.”
“You were not bored during the crossing?”
“Not at all. I used the time to catch up on some reading and prepare for my work on the bond issue.”
Veronica laughed softly. “I thought you might. That is why I asked you to come here tonight. You should relax a bit before all that work begins, and I would appreciate your company at dinner.”
In truth I was glad for the invitation. I’d spent the six days of my crossing immersed in the mechanics of bond issues, the shipping of gold and the recent history of Treasury Department finances. I’d been looking forward to dinner alone with something less than enthusiasm.
“Then are we dining here, or somewhere else?”
“Here,” she said definitively. “Monsieur Escoffier has promised his best efforts for us tonight. He seems particularly fond of some Scottish grouse he has laid in, so I hope you are hungry.”
“Famished. It’s been a long day”
I checked my coat and hat and we proceeded to the Café Parisienne, Mr. Escoffier’s transplanted bit of Paris here in London. The maitre d’ began leading us toward one of the best tables in the house near the windows overlooking the Thames, but as she had in New York, Miss Fontera professed a preference for a more private location. As we were led through the room, I watched the eyes of both men and women pass admiringly over my dinner companion. When she doffed her wrap to sit down, Miss Fontera’s outfit was revealed in all its glory. Her sleeveless gown showed a fashionably décolleté neckline just barely containing an ample and most shapely bosom. I tried not to stare but my gaze was drawn there forcibly by a simple and elegant necklace containing a large emerald the exact color of her eyes. I felt duty-bound to compliment her.
“You look quite handsome,” I began with some hesitation. She looked at me quizzically. This wasn’t going the way I wanted it to, but I somehow found the means to express myself adequately. “What I mean is you are easily the most beautiful woman in the room tonight.”
“I am happy you think so,” she said in her lightly accented English. “If I have pleased you, then I have pleased myself as well.”
I breathed a sigh of relief and turned my attention to the menu. At Miss Fontera’s urging I ordered Cuisses de Nymphe Aurore followed by a brace of Scottish grouse while she requested the kitchen prepare a plate of steak tartare for her. As I recovered my composure, I ventured some conversation.
“Miss Fontera,” I began, intending to ask her more about herself, but I was quickly interrupted.
“I have told you before, you must call me Veronica. Especially when we are together privately,” she said. “I will not permit you to do otherwise.”
I still felt uncomfortable with such familiarity, but since she insisted, I resolved to do as she requested, comfort or no. My mouth opened again, and before I knew it, we were lost in conversation about Mr. Edison’s Kinetiscope, the Anarchist bombing in Paris the previous year, Tsar Nicholas II, whom she had met on several occasions and the Dreyfus Case. I felt as if Miss Fontera had drawn me into her private realm of intimate and animated talk through some magic she possessed, so strongly was my attention drawn to her every word. While we discussed her desire to invest in the automobile company of Karl Benz, my appetizer arrived.
After the build up she gave it, I stared in disappointment at my plate then looked across the table at her.
“These are nothing but frogs’ legs,” I said, recognizing a dish I’d enjoyed on a trip to New Orleans.
“Not just any frogs’ legs,” said Veronica. “But a delicacy Monsieur Escoffier created for the Prince of Wales. The term ‘cuisses’ is French for thighs, and ‘nymphe aurore’ translates as ‘nymph of the dawn’.”
“Thighs of the Dawn Nymph,” I intoned. “I can only guess at what meaning might be attached to this creation.”
Veronica gave me a mischievous grin, clearly pleased with herself for having played a ribald little joke on me. I shook my head and dug into the Cuisses, which had been delivered with a half bottle of Chablis. They were delicious, and I soon found myself again completely drawn into conversation with Miss Fontera stopping only to order a bottle of Gevrey-Chambertin to complement the main courses we’d chosen.
When I finally returned to my room at the Great Eastern I was physically exhausted but emotionally buoyant having spent an evening more wonderful than I had anticipated. I knew full well Miss Fontera was a client and our relationship a business one only, but over a final cigar and brandy, I allowed myself the luxury of imagining it was more for just a few minutes. When I finally retired, my last conscious thought was of a pair of luminous green eyes.
*
The following day was devoted to preparations for the bond offering. Veronica had instructed me to purchase two and a quarter million dollars for her account when the issue opened and to hold the remainder of her deposits on reserve. My congenial lunch with Stephen Harcourt was followed by work that lasted well past eight that evening as I exchanged a flurry of cables with New York.
After an adequate supper at a nearby public house, I returned to the hotel and made straight for my room. Like the previous night, I quickly fell asleep. Sometime during the early hours of the morning, I dreamt that Veronica was knocking at the door to my room calling to me. The dream was so vivid, I woke for a moment, dismissed the experience for what it was then rolled over and went back to sleep.
The day the bond issue went public, I had a good breakfast at the hotel and made certain to arrive early at Old Broad Street and ready myself for the activity that would begin as soon as the stock exchange opened. The initial offering would be at a price of $112 ¼. The syndicate had agreed to sell just over sixty-five million dollars’ worth of gold to the Treasury in return for some sixty-two million dollars in bonds, making the market price $104 ½, with 3 ¾ per cent interest. But investors had clamored so loudly for the opportunity to subscribe when it became known Mr. Morgan had formed a syndicate, the price had gone up in advance of the offering. When it was time, I immediately bought according to Veronica Fontera’s instructions and in a little more than two hours, we and N.M. Rothschilds had sold the entire European allotment. In New York, the pace was even more frantic, with their half of the issue selling out in a mere twenty minutes. Within hours, offers were being made for bonds at more than $115.
When we closed for the day, Harcourt and I accompanied Walter Burns to The Gresham Club for dinner and several hours’ relaxation at the bridge table. After returning to my rooms, I wrote letters to friends back in New York describing all my experiences since arriving in London, then went to bed.
Some hours later, I was roused from my sleep. As I shook my head to clear it I heard Veronica Fontera’s voice from the hallway.
“Andrew. Andrew, can you hear me? Please come and let me in. I need to see you.”
I went to the door, but didn’t open it. I was in my nightclothes and appearing before anyone not related to me dressed this way was simply improper. I put my ear against the door and listened. The now-familiar voice came again. It wasn’t my imagination.
“Andrew, it is Veronica. Please let me in. I need to see you.”
“What’s the matter?” I asked, annoyed that my sleep had been disturbed, but perplexed and curious, too. “If it’s something about your investments, the markets can wait until morning.”
“No, Andrew,” she said. “It is something else. I am lonely and I need someone. I need you.” When I heard the plaintive tone in her voice, I almost opened the door. Almost.
“I’m sorry,” I said, as gently as I could, so as not to alienate her. “I can’t. It wouldn’t be proper. I can see you in the morning if you’d like. I can come to the Savoy in time for breakfast if it’s important.”
“Oh, Andrew,” came the little wail. “I am so lonely and I need you. You are the only man I can talk to. Please will you not let me in?”
I wanted to open the door right there and take her in my arms. This amazing and delightful woman, whose entire family had been taken from her and who had to bravely face the world alone, needed me. But my hand was stayed by the propriety drilled into sons of good Philadelphia families. That, and the sobering thought that I was simply flattering myself I should be so desirable as to prompt a visit from a beautiful and wealthy woman during the wee hours. It was, I knew, the attraction I felt for Veronica that put these thoughts in my head and bade me give in to her entreaties.
“What you ask isn’t possible,” I said and then listened. There was no sound from the other side of the door. I quickly opened it to see if she were still there. That was when I came awake sitting straight up in the bed, perspiring and with my heart racing. I caught my breath and calmed myself, then checked the hallway. It was as empty as it was in my dream. I retreated into my room and sat at the little writing table for a moment. Then I lit a cigar and poured myself a stiff brandy from the flask in my luggage. Soon, the desire to sleep came over me again and I climbed back under the covers, satisfied the entire dream had been simply a manifestation of wishful thinking on my part and nothing else.
*
The next morning Miss Fontera’s gold was the first to be inventoried and stored in the vaults to await shipment. In between making similar arrangements for other bond subscribers, I made several advantageous investments on her behalf. I bought nearly two million dollars of stock in General Electric, several of the railroads Morgan and Coster had helped reorganize, and two steel mills. The share prices of these companies had dipped the previous day as investors sold off existing holdings in order to buy into the gold bonds. I knew that if the bonds sparked confidence on Wall Street, those shares would likely increase in price beyond what they were previously. My instincts were proven correct by the end of the trading day in New York, as share prices rose, providing Miss Fontera with gains of nearly eighty thousand dollars over two days in addition to the more than two hundred thousand dollars her bonds had appreciated.
I was pleased with this effort on behalf of my first client. I’d done everything I was supposed to do in order to invest her money wisely and profitably seeking out those opportunities having the best chance of enriching her. The gains gave me an undeniable sense of accomplishment, and for a moment, I was bold enough to think some of it was due to my finally being permitted to operate out from under the shadow of my superiors in New York. I dismissed this, though, realizing the role training undoubtedly played in my success. Still, I couldn’t deny being energized by the process. The chase after good investments and honest profit was becoming natural to me.
That evening, buoyed by my accomplishments, and with her gains holding, I dined again at the Savoy with Veronica and reported my progress. By this time, I’d completely forgotten my odd dream and was once again completely captivated by her physical and intellectual charms.
“That is wonderful news,” she said with genuine joy when I gave an accounting. “That is much more than I expected so quickly. Should I have you sell those stocks and deposit the profits right away?”
“Just a minute,” I said, not wanting her enthusiasm to run on unchecked. “Not counting your bonds, that amounts to less than two per cent. It’s very good, but I think we can do better if we wait just a bit.”
“What do you mean?”
Then I explained tracking down opportunities and exercising the patience necessary to realize profits and build wealth.
“It’s simple and easily understood,” I told her. “But what most people find difficult is keeping the goal in sight and being disciplined in the face of momentary losses and market panics.”
Veronica smiled and forked up a bit of her bloody steak. “You are like some great primitive male who hunts profit the way some hunt game,” she said, popping the meat into her mouth with gusto then taking a large draught of her claret to wash it down.
“Well, to be truthful, I’ve hunted game as well,” I said.
Veronica’s smile widened even more, showing canine teeth whose sharpness I hadn’t noticed before. It was accompanied by an audible intake of breath. “I knew it. I just knew there was something special about you when we first met. And now you have shown it to me. You are a predator.”
I said nothing, but Veronica’s words rang true, taking me back to my own experiences and enthusiasm over the chase. I could feel the impact of what she’d said as a physical sensation in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t have time to reflect on it, though, because within seconds we were off on another subject. Then, after nearly half an hour she suddenly changed the subject again.
“Andrew, I have made a decision,” she said and put down her fork. “I want you to check out of your hotel and move over to the Savoy as soon as possible.”
I was stunned. My superiors in New York might approve staying in London’s most exclusive hotel for one or two nights, but not for the better part of the six weeks I was to be in London. I could ill afford their rates for that length of time even with the extra money I was sure to earn from commissions on Veronica’s trades.
“But I cannot,” I protested. “Mr. Morgan would never approve such an expenditure for a junior member of the firm.”
“I thought of that, but remember I am not alone in backing Mr. Morgan’s syndicate. You will be required to meet with some of my associates with little or no notice on some evenings and it would be more convenient to have you close at hand instead of having to send a messenger or use the telephone to reach you.”
Veronica allowed me to consider this for a moment before continuing. “I am certain Mr. Morgan will approve the move, especially if it means doing business with several more wealthy clients. In any case, I will pay the Savoy myself. Consider it part of your compensation.”
Veronica’s thinking was sound, but for the first time since meeting her, I felt apprehension. Our association was moving far too quickly and I feared the attraction she held for me would result in some improvident or even scandalous action on my part. It wasn’t simply about wanting sex; I’d been initiated into the mysteries of lovemaking at the hands of a married woman twelve years my senior when I was eighteen and on vacation with my family at White Sulphur Springs. It was a common occurrence in the social circles my family traveled in and acceptable when done discreetly.
“You are concerned our arrangement might somehow seem improper,” Veronica offered. “Well do not worry. You will not even be on the same floor with me. And I will arrange that your suite should be at the other end of the building if it will ease your mind.”
“But--”
“It is settled. I will cable Mr. Morgan and inform him of my request. I am certain he will approve.”
On Saturday the twenty-third, I received a cable from Morgan saying that I should accept Veronica’s offer and take every opportunity to engage her associates as clients. On Sunday, the move was completed while I attended matins at nearby St. Paul’s Cathedral, which Stephen Harcourt said I should not miss seeing while in London. My luggage and effects were transferred some two miles to the Savoy and laid out in my new room. The only exception was my satchel of confidential papers, which I entrusted to the messenger hired by Harcourt. He was waiting in the lobby when I arrived at the Savoy.
My rooms turned out to be a suite of modest size but elegant appointments. There was a sitting room for receiving guests with a sideboard stocked with brandy and whisky. There was a bedroom with ample storage and a private bath. I could not have wished for more pleasant surroundings. A note from Veronica Fontera welcomed me to the hotel and requested I meet her in the lobby at seven-thirty, but not to dress formally for dinner.
That evening we dined at the Café Royal, a favorite spot of smart society in London. It was freshly abuzz with news and gossip over the recent row between playwright Oscar Wilde and the Marquess of Queensbury.
“The Marquess has hounded Wilde trying to get him to end the relationship with his son Lord Alfred Douglas,” Veronica said. “He has been to Wilde’s home with two professional fighters. What do you call them?”
“Boxers?”
“Yes, that is it. Boxers. The Marquess intended to have these men beat Wilde.”
“What happened?”
“Wilde and his servant are said to have gotten them to leave somehow. Perhaps they knew they were in the wrong because they had forced their way into the house.”
“It seems that common sense has won the day,” I remarked.
“Only temporarily,” Veronica said. “The Marquess tried to get into the opening of Wilde’s new play last week so he could pelt the stage with rotten vegetables, but no one would sell him a ticket.”
“I take it the Marquess’ dispute with Wilde is common knowledge then?”
“Very much so,” replied Veronica. “But the theater incident is not even the best bit of gossip. Rumor has it Wilde and Lord Alfred are away in Monaco at this very moment, and the Marquess has been searching for them. He is said to have left a calling card at Wilde’s club with a scandalous accusation scrawled on it. And speculation about this accusation and what Wilde’s reaction will be is what animates this room tonight.”
“And I thought two financiers battling to corner the market in some company’s stock could get out of control,” I said shaking my head.
“There really is not anything quite like London’s fashionable set,” Veronica said. “So it would seem.”
Veronica spent the remainder of dinner providing a lively and entertaining commentary on the London social scene sparing no one, including the Prince of Wales and even Mr. Morgan himself, whose liaisons over the years with attractive women in London and on the Continent were well-known, if discreet.
When we returned to the Savoy, I said goodnight to Veronica in the lobby and found a quiet corner where I could have a cigar. When I returned to my room, I immediately turned in and fell asleep.
I awoke the next morning with yet another fragment of a dream about Veronica rattling about inside my head. I dreamt she had appeared out of thin air at my bedside and made love to me while I could do nothing but submit to her every whim and passion. It was an absurd piece of wishful thinking on my part and I shook it off. I made ready for the day and took a cab to the Morgan offices, settling into what was now mostly routine work.
Over the next several days, shipments of nearly twelve million dollars worth of gold were arranged. Initial shipments to New York had already been made via The Majestic, including an extra one million two hundred thousand dollars provided by Veronica Fontera ‘off the books’. With the remainder of her deposits, I made further investments for her, adding to some of the positions taken on her account and selling off others in order to take profits. Not counting appreciation of the bonds, her accounts were now ninety-four thousand dollars to the good.
All this activity meant long hours, and I was forced to put aside dinners with Veronica. I sent a message to the hotel in response to one of her invitations suggesting we lunch together instead. She replied it was her custom not to go out during the day and we should meet again as soon as it was convenient. I thought no more of the matter and continued my work, dining for several days either alone or with one of my colleagues from the bank who were more than happy to give me a gastronomic tour of London’s clubs and better public houses.
Before retiring each night, I wrote out brief reports that were cabled to Mr. Coster and Mr. Morgan in New York using a cipher book I’d been given before leaving home. This helped maintain the security of our communications and prevented proprietary information from getting into the hands of competitors or newspaper reporters eager for any news of the bond issue and its progress. Longer and more detailed reports went regularly by mail carried on steamships. This routine carried me through the first week-end of March when my world, already shaken by meeting Veronica Fontera was turned positively upside down.
***
The Predator
Veronica
My dinner with Andrew at The Savoy that night stands out in my memory as an important event. It was there I first came to the realization that Andrew is himself a predator. It did not take long to conclude why I had not seen this earlier. Andrew was changing before my eyes and had spread his wings since arriving in London. He was no longer the reticent apprentice banker I met in New York, and it had happened quickly. Being away from the watchful eyes of Mr. Morgan and his other direct superiors gave Andrew the freedom to follow his professional instincts. And when those instincts proved to be those of a natural predator, it explained much.
The moment I gave voice to the truth of Andrew’s nature, calling him a predator, there was a definite and immediate effect. It was nothing humans could detect, but to my Undead senses, it was dramatic. As Andrew took in my words, I knew he was recalling the first hunts of his youth. My Undead eyes measured the subtle dilation of his pupils and I smelled hormones of aggression begin to assert themselves. Andrew was taking on a measure of the predator right in front of me and it was nothing short of glorious to watch. I was forced to see him in a completely new light and I found myself wanting him right then and there, but in a way far different than I ever intended.
I had enjoyed nocturnal lovemaking with Andrew regularly since he arrived in London, and had even fed from him, always carefully masking those events so he would simply believe he was experiencing wonderfully erotic dreams. But I was puzzled by a new intractability on his part. It had become increasingly difficult to manipulate him through the mental connection I was accustomed to using and on several occasions Andrew had actually refused me, though he would not remember the exact details. Now I understood. The same freedom that released his predatory instincts, making him independent and confident also made him difficult to control.
I was not to be frustrated though, and arranged for Andrew to take rooms at the Savoy. Once he had moved in, I redoubled my efforts and achieved success, but it was not the success I sought. I experienced the pleasure I expected and wanted, though not the kind I knew was possible when two Undead make love. That is another matter entirely and one never even hinted at in the presence of humans. My visits to Andrew began to take on a different character. When I allowed him increased freedom to move and express himself in the state of half-consciousness I induced for my visits, he was more a participant in our coupling than other men I had taken. I even began seeing the fires of determination behind his eyes when I controlled his arousal and release.
Then, in the midst of his silent climax one night, I knew I had abandoned my original intention to use and dispose of Andrew. I saw the frantic beating of his heart through his bare flesh in stark detail; usually the signal for me to swiftly breach an artery and drink, but that night I did not. Instead, I found myself profoundly happy I could give him such pleasure. I was now confused and did not know how to react to these new feelings. I knew immediately what had transpired. Andrew had sunk tendrils deep into my heart and I was falling in love with this man I meant to possess and turn into my plaything. What was more, he accomplished this by doing nothing more than being true to his own nature as it asserted itself. I was unsure if Andrew even realized what was happening to him.
I needed to think, and I could not do it at the Savoy with Andrew so near, so I induced a deep sleep of forgetfulness in him and went out hunting on the streets of London, eventually choosing a young writer to feed from. I resolved to watch Andrew carefully while I decided what to do next. As it happened, an event completely outside my control made that decision for me.
**
Andrew
On March the second, I left the Morgan offices at half past six after exchanging cables with New York where it was shortly after noon and the offices would just be closing. I had no obligations that evening and decided to dine at The Bell where Harcourt and I had enjoyed drinks on my first night in London. I walked from the office along Bishopsgate until I reached Middlesex Street and then to the pub roughly half way up the street toward Whitechapel Road. It was a bit of whimsy I concocted so I could tell friends in New York I’d ventured into the territory of Jack the Ripper alone and lived to tell the tale. In truth, much of Middlesex was quite respectable only showing hints of squalor as one neared the intersection of Whitechapel Road. There was plenty of activity in the street as some businesses were still open, the crowd was a noisy mix of classes and I was relieved to note I wasn’t the only prosperous-looking man walking the street. At The Bell, I enjoyed a hearty and simple meal of English beef uninterrupted by conversation or thoughts of Veronica Fontera; an evening to myself.
After dinner, I had a brandy and cigar, then decided to walk back to Bishopsgate and hail a cab for my return to the Savoy. After a few minutes’ walk in my sated and inattentive condition, I found myself in unfamiliar territory. I had obviously taken a wrong turn when leaving The Bell, for the sights and sounds surrounding me were not those of the street I’d taken on the way in, but were suddenly coarser, reminding me of conditions in New York’s lower East side and Bowery. The odor of human excrement assaulted me and I could feel the stares of people loitering in doorways or on the curb. One of the district’s prostitutes attempted to gain my attention, which roused me the rest of the way from that comfortable inattentiveness I’d enjoyed. Suddenly I was alert and trying to remember the exact route I’d taken from the pub so as to retrace my steps and reach familiar territory. I attempted to get my bearings, but in the dark none of the distant landmarks were visible. I ducked onto a narrow side street in the hope that it would intersect with a familiar main road. That was when I heard footfalls behind me walking in time with my own stride and with a purpose. There were two. Men; women walk more delicately. I kept my pace steady so as not to signal any unease and continued to look for a route that would return me to Bishopsgate. I turned down another street and was dismayed to find it completely deserted. The few shops and businesses in the lane were dark, having closed for the day.
I had no weapon; my Smith & Wesson revolver was back at the Savoy in my bag and I ruefully reflected how useless it was there and not in my pocket. I took stock of my resources. I still had a lit cigar in my hand that could be stubbed out in a face or on a hand taking one of my potential assailants out of action long enough for me to deal with his companion. I had a pocket knife; small but possibly useful. I was a practiced boxer and member of the New York Athletic Club, but I also knew the subtleties of gentlemanly sport would count for nothing in a deserted London street at night. I steeled myself, determined I would be the hunter rather than the hunted, and meet them on my own terms and on ground of my own choosing. The next lane looked deserted, so I turned in, hoping to find Bishopsgate or Whitechapel Road around the curve I could see ahead. To my dismay, an eight foot wall greeted me when I got there. I’d walked into a blind alley. It was as good a place as any to make my stand, so I turned around and took up a stance, fists at the ready. If they wanted to rob and kill me, then they would pay dearly for the privilege. The pair came into a patch of light originating from somewhere over the wall and I could make out the confident and expectant expressions on their faces.
“’Ere, now, no need for any fightin’,” said the taller of the pair, reaching into a pocket. “Jist give over yer money and all’s well.” His hand came out with a fixed-bladed knife. The smile of his shorter and thicker companion widened.
Just then, there was some sort of motion at the side of the knife-wielding man and in a flash he was on the ground with his head turned completely around and an expression of surprise frozen on his features. The shorter man looked down and stepped back just as the form of a woman appeared between the two of us, facing away from me. In the next instant she raised her hand. It fell so swiftly on the man’s head I couldn’t see it move, but it left his skull crushed. She caught him and held him up. His head fell to one side and empty eyes stared off into some unknown distance as he breathed rapidly and in gasps the way I’d seen animals pant during the last moments of life after being mortally wounded. The woman’s head was bent to his neck and I heard a ghastly sound. I’d heard it only once before while hunting in the Rockies when my companions and I happened upon a pack of wolves dining on their prey. It was the unforgettable sound of lapping and slurping.
I watched, unable to move, my mind trying desperately to reject what I was seeing. My own breath was coming in gasps and my heart was racing as I watched the life leave the thief and a pallor take over his flesh as the blood was drained from him. A few moments later, he went limp and the woman dropped him. Then Veronica Fontera turned to me and I tried to scream, but couldn’t. Her face had lost its usual pallor and was now flush and pink. Her green eyes flashed and her tongue licked at the blood smeared around her mouth, flicking in and out and revealing canine teeth longer and sharper than I’d remembered. Her face bore an expression mixing joy and satisfaction. There was a damp stain on the front of her coat and she looked down at it in an almost casual and unconcerned way. Then she shook herself back and forth the way animals do to dry themselves, but did it so fast she became little more than a blur. When she stopped, there was a circle of scarlet droplets on the ground, and I could see no evidence of blood anywhere on her. She stepped toward me and I retreated.
“Andrew. My Andrew,” she said, reaching for me.
I said nothing, but moved back one or two paces.
“I am not going to hurt you, Andrew,” she said softly. “But you must leave here at once.”
To leave that place was one of the two things I wanted most at that moment. The other was answers. Who or what exactly was Veronica Fontera?
“You want to know who and what I am,” she said. “So you are not paralyzed by fear. That pleases me.” It was as if she could read my mind.
“Yes. I can read your mind.”
I wanted to scream. As the thought took form, I felt something clamp down on my intention and I was suddenly mute.
“No,” said Veronica. “You cannot attract attention. And you must get away so I can clean this up.” I nodded.
“Good. You must return to the Savoy and go straight to your room. Do you understand?”
I nodded again.
“I will join you when I have finished here. No one will know what took place tonight, I promise. It will be our secret.”
Veronica came closer and I wanted to run but found I couldn’t move. She took off a glove and put her hand to my face. Instead of the revulsion I expected, her touch was comforting and reassuring, even affectionate. She sighed softly, as if taking some comfort herself in the contact between us.
“You wanted to turn on them, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” I managed to croak.
“You wanted to hunt them instead of them hunting you. Isn’t that right?”
“Yes,” I replied more strongly now.
Veronica took her hand away and put her glove back on. I was surprisingly disappointed. She looked at me and smiled, her canine teeth now not as long as they were a few moments ago.
“We have a great deal to talk about, Andrew. Just wait in your room for me. Go out of the alley and take the first right and then a left and you will be at Bishopsgate. A cab will be waiting for you there. Now go.”
I recall little of my flight from that alleyway turned abattoir, except that when I reached Bishopsgate the promised cab was waiting for me.
“You the bloke for the Savoy?” asked the driver.
“Yes,” I replied getting into the hansom and shutting both the door and my mind against the night and the sight of death.
The next thing I remembered was finding myself in my little sitting room at the hotel pouring a rather large brandy and then lighting another cigar. Had the night’s events all been some obscene dream, I wondered? Had I fallen victim to some illness from the food I’d eaten? Or worse, had some Whitechapel prankster dropped opium into my dinner or drink?
None of these things seemed likely, yet I’d been involved intimately in something entirely outside my previous experience. And from her conduct toward me, I was also involved with Veronica Fontera. What had she meant addressing me as ‘my Andrew’? The way she’d said it combined with her touch implied things I dared not imagine. Then there was my reaction to her touch; or was it a caress? My heart began to beat faster again and I felt longings I knew were the province of lovers. Was I completely smitten with Veronica? I was, and I knew it. Those and a thousand more questions sprouted up in my mind then to go unanswered until the promised visit from this woman who simultaneously horrified and excited me.
As I sat drawing on my cigar, I caught sight of something near the door of my suite. It looked as if smoke was seeping in through the gap at the door’s bottom. I watched in fascination as it poured in and collected into a column then coalesced into the now familiar shape of Veronica Fontera. After all I’d seen this night, I knew a scream would be futile so I remained silent. I was resolved to have my answers no matter the consequences. As she became solid, Veronica fixed me with her green eyes as she’d done on other occasions and I could feel that sensation of being drawn into them. This time though, it was different. I didn’t allow myself to fall headlong under her influence, yet neither did I resist it.
“Andrew, you are full of surprises tonight,” she said. “You choose to allow my mind to touch yours?”
“Yes.”
“That is a very unusual reaction,” came her words inside my head.
I suspected as much, I thought, wondering if the communication would work both ways.
“It does,” she said aloud now. “But not fully, for you are not of my kind.”
“And what kind is that?” I said, now giving voice to the most urgent of my questions.
“I am Undead. What you call a vampire.”
I had read of such creatures in a book my sister loaned to me called Carmilla. It was a ghastly story.
“A creature that feeds on the blood of the living and is essentially immortal,” I said. “I didn’t know your kind really existed.”
“Oh, we do,” Veronica replied. “And as for immortality, that is true only so long as we choose it.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that not all of my kind manages to achieve immortality as Undead.”
“Why?”
“Some of us run afoul of humans and are hunted down and destroyed by the few who know how. It is not an easy task. You could shoot me with your revolver and it would not faze me, and we are immune to diseases and most injuries.”
“And the others?”
“A few end up destroying themselves because they cannot bear the burden of eternity.”
It was a sobering thought and I wanted more detail, but there were more pressing questions.
“Just why did you refer to me as ‘your Andrew’ earlier?”
“Because that is what you are. You are my Andrew. You are mine.”
“You don’t own me,” I said.
“But you are mine none the less. Let me show you,” she said, putting her hand on my face.
All at once my head was filled with images from my dreams about Veronica. I was able to recall in stark clarity every nighttime reverie I’d had about her since arriving in London. They were filled with the sensation of her cool flesh against my heated body; her moist mouth taking in my erect manhood or the dark tuft of hair between her pale thighs settling down on me and sending me into paroxysms of pleasure while I could do nothing but thrash silently. Suddenly I realized these weren’t dreams at all but real events locked away inside my mind. They’d been made inaccessible by something akin to the abilities Veronica had displayed earlier.
“You are right. It is all real,” she said, reading me again. “We have made love nearly every night since you arrived in London.”
“And then you made it all seem like dreams?”
“Yes. I influenced you using the connection I am able to make with your mind. It is one of my abilities.”
“When were you going to tell me? When would I have known the truth?”
“I would have removed the fog from your mind when you gave up resisting me,” Veronica said, “and began to beg for my love.”
I looked straight into her eyes. “Why are you doing this? To torture me?”
“A week ago, I would have said yes,” she replied. Then she lowered her head and looked at the floor. It was the first time since we’d met that she’d had to look away from me. “But now I am not so certain.”
“What do you mean?”
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