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For Sadie, my beloved

But first, on earth as Vampire sent,
Thy corse shall from its tomb be rent:
Then ghastly haunt thy native place,
And suck the blood of all thy race:
There from thy daughter, sister, wife,
At midnight drain the stream of life;
Yet loathe the banquet which perforce
Must feed thy livid living corse:
Thy victims, ere they yet expire,
Shall know the demon for their sire,
As cursing thee, thou cursing them,
Thy flowers are wither'd on the stem . . .
Wet with thine own best blood shall drip
Thy gnashing tooth and haggard lip;
Then stalking to thy sullen grave,
Go - and with Gouls and Afrits rave;
Till these in horror shrink away
From spectre more accursed than they!

LORD BYRON,
The Giaour

Â 

But I hate things
all fiction
. . . there should always be some foundation of fact for the most airy fabric - and pure invention is but the talent of a liar.

Â 

LORD BYRON, Letter to his publisher

Chapter I

The whole Memoirs would damn Lord B. to everlasting infamy if published.

JOHN CAM HOBHOUSE, Journals

M
r Nicholas Melrose, who was head of his law firm and an important man, did not like to feel upset. He was not used to it, and hadn't been for many years.

â€˜We never give the keys to anyone,' he said rudely. He glared with some resentment at the girl opposite his imposingly large desk. How dare she unsettle him like this? â€˜Never,' he repeated. He jabbed with his finger, just in case there was still any doubt. â€˜
Never
.'

Rebecca Carville stared at him, then shook her head. She bent down to pick up a bag. Melrose watched her. Long auburn hair, at once elegant and untamed, spilled over the girl's shoulders. She swept it back, glancing up at Melrose as she did so. Her eyes glittered. She was beautiful, Melrose thought, quite upsettingly so. He sighed. He ran his fingers through his thinning hair, then stroked his paunch.

â€˜St Jude's has always been a special case,' he muttered, in a slightly more conciliatory tone. â€˜Legally speaking.' He gestured with his hands. â€˜Surely you see, Miss Carville, that I have no choice? I repeat - I'm sorry - but you cannot have the keys.'

Rebecca took some papers from her bag. Melrose frowned. He really was getting old, if a mere girl's silence could unsettle him like this - no matter how lovely she was, and no matter what her business was  with him. He leaned across the desk. â€˜Perhaps,' he asked, â€˜you would tell me what you hope to find in the cr ypt?'

Rebecca shuffled her papers. Suddenly, the chill of her beauty was thawed by a smile. She handed the papers across. â€˜Look at these,' she said. â€˜But be careful. They're old.'

Melrose took them, intrigued. â€˜What are they?' he asked.

â€˜Letters.'

â€˜And how old is old?'

â€˜1825.'

Melrose peered at Rebecca over his glasses, then held a letter up to the desk-light. The ink was faded, the paper brown. He tried to make out the signature at the bottom of the page. It was hard, in the gloom, with only the single lamp. â€˜Thomas - what's this - Moore?' he asked, looking up.

Rebecca nodded.

â€˜Should I be familiar with such a name?'

â€˜He was a poet.'

â€˜I'm afraid, in my line, one doesn't have the time to read much poetry.'

Rebecca continued to stare at him impassively. She reached across his desk to take the letter back. â€˜No one reads Thomas Moore now,' she said at last. â€˜But he was very popular in his day.'

â€˜Are you an expert, then, Miss Carville, on the poets of the period?'

â€˜I have good reasons, Mr Melrose, for my interest.'

â€˜Ah, do you?' Melrose smiled. â€˜Do you? Excellent.' He relaxed in his chair. So she was an antiquarian, nothing more, some worthless academic. At once she  seemed less threatening. Melrose beamed at her in relief, fortified again by a sense of his own importance.

Rebecca watched him, not answering his smile. â€˜As I said, Mr Melrose, I have good reasons.' She stared down at the sheet of paper in her hands. â€˜For instance - this letter, which was written to a Lord Ruthven, at an address in Mayfair - Thirteen, Fairfax Street.' She smiled slowly. â€˜Isn't that the same house to which St Jude's is attached?'

Rebecca's smile broadened as she watched the lawyer's reaction to her words. The colour had suddenly drained from his face. But then he shook his head, and tried to answer her smile. â€˜Yes,' he said softly. He dabbed at his forehead. â€˜So what if it is?'

Rebecca glanced at the letter again. â€˜This is what Moore wrote,' she said. â€˜He tells Lord Ruthven that he has what he calls “the manuscript”. What manuscript? He doesn't elaborate. All he does say is that he is sending it, along with his letter, to Fairfax Street.'

â€˜To Fairfax Street . . .' The lawyer's voice trailed away. He swallowed, and tried to smile again, but his expression was even more sickly than before.

Rebecca glanced at him. If Melrose's look of fear surprised her, then she betrayed nothing. Instead, face calm, she reached across the table for a second letter, and her voice, when she spoke again, seemed bled to a monotone. â€˜A week afterwards, Mr Melrose, Thomas Moore writes this. He is thanking Lord Ruthven for his acknowledgement of the receipt of the manuscript. Lord Ruthven had clearly told Moore what the fate of the manuscript was to be.' Rebecca held up the letter and read. â€˜“â€˜Great is Truth,' says the Bible, â€˜and mighty above all things.' Yet sometimes, Truth must be  concealed and buried away, for its horrors can be too great for mortal man to bear. You know what I think on this matter. Bury it in a place of the dead; it is the only place for it. Leave it hidden there for eternity - we are both agreed on that now, I hope.”' Rebecca allowed the letter to drop. â€˜“Place of the dead”, Mr Melrose,' she said slowly. She leaned forward, and spoke with sudden vehemence. â€˜Surely -
surely
- that can only mean the crypt of the chapel of St Jude's?'

Melrose bent his head in silence. â€˜I think, Miss Carville,' he said at last, â€˜that you should forget about Fairfax Street.'

â€˜Oh? Why?'

Melrose stared up at her. â€˜Don't you think he may be right, your poet? That there are truths that should indeed remain concealed?'

Rebecca smiled faintly. â€˜You speak as a lawyer, of course.'

â€˜Unfair, Miss Carville.'

â€˜Then as what are you speaking?'

Melrose made no answer. Damn the woman, he thought. Memories, dark and unbidden, were crowding his mind. He stared round his office, as though to find comfort in the gleam of its modernity. â€˜As - as someone who wishes you well,' he said at last, lamely.

â€˜No!' Rebecca scraped back her chair and rose to her feet, with such violence that Melrose almost flinched. â€˜You don't understand. Do you know what the manuscript was, the one that Ruthven may have hidden away in the crypt?'

Melrose made no answer.

â€˜Thomas Moore was the friend of a poet much  greater than himself - much greater. Perhaps even you, Mr Melrose, have heard of Lord Byron?'

â€˜Yes,' said Melrose softly, resting his head upon his clasped hands, â€˜I have heard of Lord Byron.'

â€˜When he wrote his memoirs, Byron entrusted the finished manuscript to Thomas Moore. When the news of Byron's death reached his friends, they prevailed upon Moore to destroy the memoirs. Sheet by sheet, the memoirs were torn to shreds, then tossed onto a fire lit by Byron's publisher. Nothing was left of them.' Rebecca stroked back her hair, as though to calm herself. â€˜Byron was an incomparable writer. The destruction of his memoirs was desecration.'

The lawyer stared at her. He felt trapped, now that he was certain why she wanted the keys. He had heard these arguments before. He could remember the woman who had made them, all those years ago, as lovely a woman as this girl was now.

And still the girl was talking to him. â€˜Mr Melrose - please - do you understand what I have been telling you?'

He licked his lips. â€˜Do you?' he replied.

Rebecca frowned. â€˜Listen,' she whispered softly. â€˜It is known that Thomas Moore was in the habit of copying any manuscript that he received. Only one copy of the memoirs was burned. People have always wondered if Moore had made a duplicate. And now here' - Rebecca held up the letter - â€˜we have Moore writing about a strange manuscript. A manuscript which he then says has been deposited in “a place of the dead”. Mr Melrose - please - surely now you can understand? We are talking about Byron's memoirs here. I must have the keys to the crypt of St Jude.'

A gust of rain swept against the windows. Melrose climbed to his feet, almost wearily, and locked the catches, as though barring the night, then, still silent, he rested his forehead against a window pane. â€˜No,' he said at last, staring into the darkness of the street outside, â€˜no, I cannot give you the keys.'

There was a silence, broken only by the sobbing of the wind. â€˜You must,' said Rebecca eventually. â€˜You have seen the letters.'

â€˜Yes - I have seen the letters.' Melrose turned. Rebecca's eyes were narrowed like those of a cat. Her hair seemed to glow and spark in the light. Dear God, he thought, how very like that other woman she looked. It was all quite upsetting. The memories of that other time . . .

â€˜Miss Carville,' he tried to explain, â€˜it is not that I doubt you. Indeed, quite the reverse.' He paused, but Rebecca said nothing. The lawyer wondered how he could explain himself. He had never been easy with his own suspicions, and he knew that when spoken they would sound fantastic. That was why he had always kept quiet - that was why he had tried to forget. Damn the girl, he thought again,
damn her
! â€˜Lord Byron's memoirs,' he muttered at last, â€˜they were burned by his friends?'

â€˜Yes,' said Rebecca coldly. â€˜By his old travelling companion, a man named Hobhouse.'

â€˜Do you not feel, then, that this Hobhouse may have been wise in what he did?'
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