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Merilyn Justinia Worthing née Murray climbed the spiral staircase of the Wexley Gardens Hotel more quickly than advisable. She was weighted down and thrown off-balance by the ungainly weapon strapped to her back, and by the clumsy leather gauntlet and cuirass she wore to protect herself from it. The goggles she wore made fine work of what remained of her balance; every step seemed to move her in a different direction. The witch who had sold her the goggles claimed they would show Merilyn the true world beneath the glamour, but all Merilyn could see through them was a chaos of impossible geometry and colors that hurt her head. Thankfully the steady hand of Martins remained on her back, ready to right her when she tipped.

Despite the extra three stone she carried and the stairs evading her feet like the foam slipping off the bow of a steamer, Merilyn stormed around the spiral, hardly using the polished brass handrail for support. She dared not - one moment the rail was in easy reach, and the next it stretched off to the horizon. An ornate lift cage stood at the center of the staircase, but Merilyn had no time for such a slow, mannerly ascent. She was brimming with all of the anger that had built to a boil during her train ride to London, and she wouldn't have been able to keep from fidgeting while waiting.

At the top of the stairs, Martins gave a shout and pointed at the woman hastily shoving her way through the lift doors. Through the goggles Merilyn could not make out her features, Martins shouted again before Merilyn could push him back to safety behind her. She whipped the handle of the weapon out of the basket on her hip and trained its nozzle on the woman standing between the lift doors. "Do not press that button, vampire."

The woman in the lift doors glanced up quickly, with a bird-like flick of her head. She took in Merilyn and the weapon she held, and - alarmed - she stumbled back through the parting lift doors to fall against the panels of tufted velvet upholstery. 

Merilyn took another step forward, and only then remembered to prime her weapon with the plunger jutting out from behind the nozzle. The sloshing liquids in the tanks on her back began to sizzle as they mingled together and built a backpressure; the nozzle she held like a pistol in her hand and the curling hose that fed it grew warm within seconds. She couldn't be certain through the goggles, but the bulbs atop the nozzle appeared to glow as the liquids within them effervesced. She turned her attention back to the woman and brandished the nozzle, as the woman had again reached for the button panel. Merilyn kept her voice steady, as the court inspectors did. "Are you called Anezka?"

At the sound of her name, the woman's demeanor changed from one of fear to confidence, or perhaps arrogance. "You are the wife?" Her accent was thick, like almost everyone Merilyn had encountered southeast of London. East of Hanover, Merilyn placed the accent, and south - perhaps even across the Danube. Anezka had a long nose, round eyes that appeared more world-weary than innocent, and full, sneering lips. Merilyn knew better to trust the facial features of a vampire - even one who wore so many cosmetics - but when they remained still through the goggles, they matched the drawing she had seen. "There have been so many wives... and husbands." She smiled an empty apology, and her piercing teeth emerged like viper's fangs from behind her lips, like bars across the windows of her human teeth.

Merilyn stood her ground, and narrowed her aim on Anezka's hand as it lingered by the button panel. "None of those have been the wife of Jacob Worthing."

The vampire cocked her head again, regarding Merilyn through one eye. "As you say. What do you want of me, wife of Worthing?" Her fangs had retreated, and she looked like a mortal human again, like a victim, like any other woman forced to prostitute herself. Except... Except that her skin was too pale beneath the blacks and reds and purples she wore, and her cheeks and nose and lips too rosy. Her striped corset was tight-laced to a waspish diameter only one with liquefied organs could manage. Her perfume said too much - more than just spice and jasmine, it was an invitation. And when Merilyn peered carefully through the goggles and allowed herself to really see, the woman did not have the pale blue tree of a human soul within her, but a twisting black vine that mocked the natural locations of the human chakras. 

The woman took a sauntering step forward, closer to Merilyn. "Would you like to be with him again? I could accommodate you." Her heavy-lidded eyes slipped down Merilyn's far more conventional frame, and her pink tongue appeared between her lips like a kitten's. "They stay inside me." Her gloved fingers rested on the taper of her corset.

Merilyn's jaw clenched. "You must tell me why. Why did you kill him, when the Ministry has been such a friend to your kind? Who purchased this murder from you?"

Anezka's laugh was a mocking, tinkly thing. "Murder? Wife of Worthing, you imagine drama where there is only economy. He would not pay. That is all." She shrugged, and reached again for the lift buttons.

"Do not press that button!"

"Or what? Will you shoot me, wife of Worthing, with this alchemical witchery you wear? Will you shoot me here?" Her fingers slid up the corset and past the deep neck of her blouse to rest on the supple skin bared above her breast. Through the goggles, Merilyn saw only a thick, red eddy behind the pale skin. "My heart is not there. Only blood." The word was a tangible thing coming from her lips - clean autumn air, tea with honey, and sex rolled into a single syllable. "The blood of an airshipman, the blood of a typewriter, of a lamplighter and two dockhands. English blood, all. Blood of my chambermaid, spicy like Istanbul. Blood of Jacob Worthing. Thick with money and privilege - but honest? Pure and passionate? Or bitter with the bile of corruption?" Her lids lowered to drape her eyes with threat. "Shoot me here and you will spill his blood on the floor and never know of its flavor."

She reached for the button a last time, and Merilyn squeezed the lever on the nozzle. A stream as fine as a pen stroke emitted from the end of the nozzle and struck Anezka in her gloved hand. The stream lasted less than a second before it became a brilliant ray of yellow-white light. The heat from the weapon scorched Merilyn like the blast from a furnace, and she was thankful at last for the heavy leather she wore. 

Anezka's hand immediately burst into flame.

The goggles saved Merilyn's eyes; though the light from the stream seemed as blinding as the sun, she could still see the vampire beyond. The physical form of a woman, with all of her satin and lace and leather and bone and cosmetics, was like the glass in a window. Behind the pale flesh, blood flowed in roiling currents around that black vine of a soul with thorns in place of gem-like chakras. The vine wasn't rooted behind her navel, like Merilyn's own human soul, but tangled instead behind the great predatory flower of the vampire's sex. Behind the flower and nestled in the tangle, the vampire's heart squeezed. Merilyn traced a line up Anezka's arm and arced down across her torso to the point where her hips met the tops of her legs. When the ray met the heart, the vampire erupted in blood and blue flame.


Of course Merilyn purchased Wexley Gardens and turned out the other thirty-four vampires and their madame, though she knew they played no part in Jacob's murder. She was not heartless - she gave them better use elsewhere. In the months she spent in London afterward, saving Britain from invasion as the acting Signals Minster while the peers bickered amongst themselves who should claim the role to augment their own prestige, Merilyn came often to her ghost hotel. She had not noticed its luxury during her maddened assault; she had not even noticed the dozens of vampires and their clients she must have bowled over as she climbed the spiraling flights of stairs. The hotel had not been cheap to purchase, though she would have had it at any price. Marble tiles clad the floor of the lobby, the stairs, and the wainscoting. The fittings were all polished brass. Windows as clear as crystal extended the height of the two-story lobby, and filled the upstairs room with light. The carpets on the floors were imported from all across Europe and the Caucuses, like the vampire tenants. Romantic paintings in the glamoured realism of the East hung on every wall large enough. The bronze lift cage of interlocking floral metalwork extended like a spine through all eight floors. Upstairs the rooms had been filled with proper furniture, and heavy muslin curtains hung across windows that offered views over Erith and the Thames in both directions. London was a grey-brown splotch on the horizon. 

With no one to care for it, the hotel fell quickly to disrepair. The marble was merely a veneer; it cracked, and in places fell. Paintings disappeared through broken windows, as did some carpets. Merilyn didn't care; this hotel would never see another guest. She walked the empty halls and lingered in empty rooms when she wanted to be alone. She fancied Jacob was still here; this was his proper cemetery, no matter the stone outside of Bwich Abbey. The hotel is where she came to mourn, to release the tears she could never shed in London in front of all the men in the Ministry who relied on her.

She often stopped on third floor, where the blast of her ray had burnt reversed shadows into the wallpaper. In every direction from the lift door stood the silhouettes of the nearest onlookers - other vampires, to judge by their waspish shapes - outlined by the gray and peeling paper. There was Martins' shape, too, crouched at the top of the stairs. The anti-shadows faded over the first year, as dust and soot slipped in through broken windows and sagging sashes to claim the walls. Merilyn sat in the bed that had been Anezka's, in the divot which had last been occupied by Jacob, until the mattress collapsed.

Merilyn was not angry with Jacob, not for sharing a bed with the likes of Anezka. Neither of them were fool enough to equate physical need with love, especially not when Jacob had spent so many years in London, leaving her alone at Buckland. Martins alone knew how many men she had seen in Jacob's absence, and he was discreet, as Jacob's man Bevins had been. These things happened. She wasn't even angry that through his lapse in judgment he had exposed the Signals Ministry, and thus all of Britain. He had been used; she had proven that much. He had been lured into a trap. There had still been a dozen sovereigns jingling in his waistcoat when she collected his corpse. He was always too clever to be smart.

Merilyn avoided the lift. As disuse and pollution and humidity and summer heat claimed the rest of the building, the polished brass of the lift cage and its doors did not tarnish. Through the cut glass bevels of the lift doors the gas lamps still glowed golden, though the feed had been shut off when the building was purchased, and later crimped closed. The tufted velvet panels lining the back and side walls of the lift remained a rich, crimson red, and they did not sag. Merilyn had peered through the lifts glass doors and never seen ash or char or any stain or remains that would mark the end of Anezka.

There were rumors. Men had gone into the hotel to loot it of its fittings. Some had taken the lift up, and none returned with it. Children and witches said the hotel was haunted. Merilyn had opened the lift doors once, but stopped when jasmine and spices and an alluring invitation rolled out to fill her nostrils.


Later, though, she found use for the lift. When the Spanish Empire's agents were discovered in London, it often fell to the Signals Ministry to obtain from them information vital to the war effort. Merilyn never understood why interrogation was the purview of her Ministry, but she had a habit of not failing and meant to keep it. Some of these traitors could be coerced by a proper scolding, and some by pain or the threat of it. The stronger ones mocked her, though, and showed her the scars of more self-inflicted pain than she could imagine. Where pain would not work, superstition and threats to their soul affected these men acutely. 

The first time Merilyn opened the lift doors to a man in her custody, it had been an experiment. George Turner had been a member of the Queen's own white-breasted palace guard, and only a note from Galway intercepted by chance had exposed his papal and Imperial sympathies. Before he was discovered, Sergeant Turner had been an amiable and well-liked man, and he had not yet carried out any plot against Victoria. Though he would not speak to Merilyn even to answer his own name, while in her custody, he rose when she entered, inclined his head in respect, and always displayed the most perfect manners one could expect of a traitor. It seemed an indecent thing to Merilyn to wrack his body torture only to discover what she already knew - that he would not speak.

As was his habit, Sergeant Turner had not spoken the entire trip by brougham. Merilyn was certain that, despite the dark of the midnight carriage ride, she had seen him pale as she rattled off rumors she had picked up off the streets surrounding her hotel (and several she had embellished herself). She left her armed men by the sagging hotel doors to walk him up the carpet runner herself. Though the other carpets that remained in the hotel had rotted, the runner leading to the lift doors was immaculate, and still lolled like a long, crimson tongue. 

Before she pulled the lever to draw open the brass door, Merilyn faced Sergeant Turner squarely. She addressed him in a solemn voice. "I offer you a last opportunity, sir, to spare your soul. You may take it with you to your death if only you will tell us the names of those involved with you." Still he would not speak, though when his eyes flicked to the two gas lamps burning like eyes inside the lift, he trembled. Merilyn pulled back the door.

Such a vapor of spiced jasmine perfume rolled out of the lift as to shame the thickest of London fogs. Yet Merilyn did not cough and her eyes did not water, and she did not respond to the invitation not meant for her. The sergeant stumbled forward as though drawn by an unseen hand, and Merilyn followed only so far as to press the button for the third floor. She withdrew her arm hastily, before the door could close on it. For a long moment she waited. She wasn't certain what to expect, other than that she'd have to climb the spiraling staircase in the dark of night to the first floor to retrieve the sergeant, then turn him over to her men for a real torture now that he had called her bluff. But before she could put her boot upon the first stair, she heard the whir of reversing gears and the rattle as the lift returned down its cage.

When the door opened, Mr. Turner lay sprawled on the floor, half propped against the pillowed wall. His skin had drawn tighter, and his cheeks had sallowed and drawn up against his bones. Where his hair had been as black as boot polish a minute earlier, streaks of gray now ran out from his temples. His eyes were bloodshot and wide, and they fixed on Merilyn with a haunted stare.

Merilyn's responsibilities had taught her how to save her reactions for private moments, so she only returned Sergeant Turner's stare with a cold one of her own. "Will you speak, then, or do you value your very soul so little?" When the man placed a bony finger across his lips, Merilyn reached in again to send the lift to the third floor.

George Turner had begun the day as a man of 27 years, and he came down the second time appearing to have doubled his age. Such fear occupied his eyes that Merilyn could not bring herself to meet them for more than an instant. It was long enough to see his tears. Still, he would not speak. When the lift returned for a third time, the sergeant was dead.

Merilyn's guards were not eager to set foot in the lift even to retrieve the corpse. Its hair was white, it's skin brittle like roasted paper. Powdered ash instead of blood poured out where her men's clumsy fingers poked through. Merilyn did not discourage her men from gossiping about what they had seen, especially when her next prisoner arrived.


Over the thirteen years that she or Ned directed of the Signals Ministry - and for another decade later as the Queen's Lady Keeper of the Privy Seal - Merilyn made more trips to Wexley Gardens than were perhaps advisable. The midnight drives out to Erith were far easier than watching a man pummeled to a pulp, and in most cases more effective. The Hotel gave her power, and the lift gave her reason to linger in Jacob's presence long after she'd convinced Ned her first husband was only a memory. Her nose, as it grew older with the rest of her, became desensitized to the scent of jasmine. Her eyes grew accustomed to the expressions of terror in the faces of those who had been hard as stone on the drive out. The velvet walls of the lift and the red carpet leading to them remained despite an utter lack of care or maintenance, and as victims were offered to the hotel with greater regularity, the effect seemed to spread. Woodwork around the lift tube regained its polish and shape. Cracks in the marble tiles filled in and disappeared. The chilly drafts off the Thames ceased when old windows were no longer broken. The chairs in the lobby and the beds in the rooms ceased to slump and slowly shed cobwebs and years of dust. Sometimes Merilyn came again only to sit.

It seemed natural to her to return to Wexley Gardens at the end of her life. Her daughter was grown and married, and the Scotsman who loved her would see to Buckland Hall adequately. Ned had been lost to the Spaniards after that business in Bordeaux. Edward was a fine king, but did not require her services.

It wasn't suicide she intended, not exactly. She had no meaningful life left to squander. No one wrote, or even cabled; she was lucky to see her grandchildren once a year. She had lost her shape beyond the ability of a corset to fix, and her health was declining. She loved the memory of her Ned, but a handful of dispatches from Signals did not pull her heart the way her Jacob's cemetery-hotel did. She'd never forgotten him. Oh, perhaps she couldn't picture his face exactly anymore, but she heard his voice when her thoughts drifted. She could recall exactly how he held her from behind. She half-lived in those happy years before the war and duty took him away from her to London.

Merilyn wasn't seeking death, so much as bypassing a long, graceless senescence. Maybe it was suicide, but she didn't need to worry about the effects on her immortality the way the papists did. Her soul wouldn't be going to heaven or hell.

She had stood before the brass door of the lift for a long while, lost in her thoughts. At last she pulled back the lever and for the first time fully entered her lift. Immediately the scent of jasmine and spices struck her, as it hadn't in more than twenty years.

W i f e o f W o r t h i n g

It wasn't a voice she heard, just as a feeling. It wasn't clear, and it took a moment for Merilyn's dulling mind to understand.

"Anezka." She hadn't uttered the name in ages.

Y e s . I t i s m e 

"I thought as much." Merilyn sank back into the velvet-covered pillows. After all of these years, the fabric was still supple against her cheeks. Her hand did not yet rise to the buttons, and the doors remained open. "You are not still angry with me, I hope?"

I t w a s y o u w h o a n g e r e d w i t h m e . I h a v e n o g r u d g e f o r y o u . I n t h e s e y e a r s y o u h a v e n o t l e t m e h u n g e r

Merilyn sighed, more regret than relief. "Is Jacob still with you?"

A l l a r e i n m e.

"Anezka, I would be pleased to rejoin him now."

I c a n a c c o m m o d a t e y o u

With a withered, trembling hand, Merilyn pressed the button for the third floor.

Then she cursed herself, and with a frantic shuffle as the lift's gears churned and the cables above drew taut, Merilyn slipped her very old goggles down over her eyes and rotated the lenses into place.

The familiar, material world fell from her eyes, replaced with nebulous, swirling clouds of blood the same color as the lift's velvet panels. The blood replaced the cage of the lift - became a veil that enclosed her. She could still see hints of the twisted, deglamoured natural world beyond, but that was not for her anymore. Within the island universe of blood, bright lights like stars swarmed. Hundreds of them - thousands of them - floated around her, glowing with the same cool blue that her own body now did. Her fingers were like wings of light, stretching feathers to fade into the cloud around her. She saw through her flesh, through her bones, to the tree of her soul inside her. 

Most of the stars around her were weak, only vestiges of life, but a few shined brilliantly. On closer examination these brighter ones revealed themselves to be stripped-bare soul trees, but as though seen at a very great distance. "One of these is Jacob," Merilyn assured herself.

Though her eyes saw the deglamoured world, Merilyn still smelled, heard, and felt the world as it was. The floor of the lift surged beneath her, the gears whirred, and the velvet tufts pressed against her back. As the lift gained speed, she felt as though she had been driven into the pillowed fabric - engulfed by it, as it wrapped around her shoulders and waist to press against her every side. Her own weight had doubled - tripled - and she drowned in velvet. She couldn't breathe. Her entire body had been wrapped in a corset cinched tight.

There! She could not say how she knew - it was the absence of conscious thought that allowed her to know it - but that star was Jacob. It had his essence; it had the spark of him she'd known when he'd first courted her, before the cares of business and the Ministry built a typically British shell of civic responsibility about him.

She drowned in velvet and in blood. Beneath the crush of the lift - of Anezka - around her, there was no pain, only the alien horror of the violation of her body's integrity. No, not just her body: her self. Through the glimpses she gained beneath the billows of crimson, her skin was no longer a barrier between herself and Anezka. The lift, the velvet, the vampiric mouth, Anezka - whatever it was that had swallowed her - had mingled inextricably with her own body's fluids, with the interstitial space that glowed around the tree of her soul. She was no longer a self, but a skeleton articulating that which had become Anezka. Still the lift accelerated upward.

"I drown, so I may swim," Merilyn thought. She had no lips with which to murmur to herself. She recognized that she was being stripped of faculties, of memories, of that which was her mind's possession but not her. "So much the less to carry." She didn't need those things. Let Anezka have them; they would fall like shreds of the cocoon discard by the butterfly. 

The warning senses of her body faded away, as chills seep away beneath a warm blanket. Her body was dead or dying, she knew, but it was her body no longer. Anezka could sate herself on that bag of fat and flesh and blood.

Had Jacob's death been the same? Had he given up so easily? When he abandoned his worldly cares to the vampire, had Merilyn been among his discards?

Through the starry nebula Merilyn swam, like a porpoise racing against a tide, like a single tern flitting to some half-remembered icy nest. Jacob. The light of his star was her beacon.

Despair crept into her thoughts. Anezka still drew from her. Like a comet, a trail of herself littered Merilyn's wake. How much more of herself could she shed before she was exhausted?

For all of her swimming, was she any closer to her goal? Was her end inside Anezka to be a hell of eternal solitude and deconstruction?

She had no staff by which to measure - how long ago had she entered the lift - seconds or millennia? Was Jacob's star inches away, or miles?

Perhaps this was all Anezka's revenge upon her, the same torture Merilyn had inflicted upon others. Jacob's star was an illusion. It had always been the vampire's intent to consume her entirely.

Merilyn faltered.

Then Jacob turned, and his soul beamed recognition and joy. Merilyn swam onward.
