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CHAPTER 1
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LONDON, 1871

Shadows lengthened and trash blew across cobblestone streets in the dying light over London. Mina Harker gripped her cloak closer and hastened her footsteps. Professor Van Helsing’s lab lay just ahead, and she longed for the comforting fire, a warm cup of tea, and the reassurance the old man would apply liberally to her spirit.

The wind picked up, and Mina’s pulse rate responded likewise. Her eyes darted from side to side, and like lightning, she spun and half-crouched, ready for an attack. No one appeared in the darkened street. Lamplighters were about a block away, by the flickers of light she could see in the misty twilight. But Mina’s eyes were sharp. She sensed the presence, though she still did not see it. She was not foolish enough to dismiss the prickly sensation that told her she was being stalked by a predator. She knew too well what that sensation meant, and she would not be caught unaware. Only a few more doors.

She rose from the crouch and turned—

To see a tall man standing inches from her face. His skin was pale, and he sported a short, dark beard and thin mustache. His clothes were impeccable, the evening coat of a gentleman, with a silk scarf draped around his neck. His top hat perched above round, dark glasses and his smile showed the glimmer of even white teeth. Dark glasses at this time of night?

“Not a good neighborhood for a lady of your ... gentility,” he said with a smile that held no mirth.

“Not your concern, sir,” Mina said, stepping backward in measured steps that held her fear in check and revealed no consternation at his sudden appearance.

He tilted his head, and his brow creased ever so slightly. Obviously, he had expected her to swoon or scream. Most women would in this year of 1871. He certainly didn’t expect her to stand her ground. His eyes were hidden behind the darkened lenses of the glasses, so it was difficult to tell. But then, Count Dracula had often worn glasses like that, Mina reminded herself. Her eyes narrowed and she remained wary of his every move.

“But you should have an escort, miss,” he said, stepping closer. “I would be happy to accommodate.”

She took another step backward and realized he had purposefully maneuvered her back to the mouth of an alley. With that last step, his breath hit her in the face and she smelled it—the odor of death, of blood. Vampire. Mina gripped her small purse firmly in her left hand, and with her right, she yanked a silver-bladed dagger from the sheath sewn into its side. Lunging forward, she stabbed toward his heart, but he sidestepped her easily, knocking the blade from her grip.

“Now that’s not very nice, when I’ve tried to be so helpful to you.” He bared his fangs and grabbed her shoulders firmly with both hands.

“No!” she shouted, as she flung him backward with a force that surprised them both.

“How did you do that?” he snarled as he scrambled to his feet. “Who are you?”

He slammed into her, forcing her backward against the bricks. Bits of mortar chewed into the back of her head as her hat fell off and landed in a pile of trash. She scratched at his pale face and one metal frame broke on his glasses, leaving them hanging from his right ear. There! His eyes held the preternatural gleam of an undead creature.

As he jerked backward away from her fingernails, Mina kicked viciously, and landed a solid blow to his kneecap. She heard the bones snap and the creature howled. Stumbling backward, he cursed her. But she’d found her handbag in the dark alley and pulled more weapons from it. Holding it high in her left hand so the light of the rising moon caught in it and reflected in the shining surface. The man screamed again as the shadow of a silver cross fell upon his broken form. With her right hand, she dashed a small glass bottle on the ground near him. It shattered and splashed him with holy water. He cursed her in a voice of harsh, guttural tones.

“Get away from me!” she screamed.

Just then, a door opened and an elderly man stood poised on his doorstep with a gun in one hand. “Mina?” His silver hair glistened like a halo in the dim light from his open doorway, but his posture was ramrod stiff, his eyes alert.

The vampire turned and whirled away so quickly it almost seemed as though he disappeared into the foggy night. Mina sagged for a moment, panting in relief, then retrieved her knife and purse, and hastened across the street to join Van Helsing.

“Who was that?” Van Helsing demanded.

“I don’t know who he was, but I know what he was,” she said, returning the cross and the dagger to her purse.

“Are you harmed?” he asked.

“No, I’m all right.” She patted her head tentatively and winced. “Though I will have a bruised head, and I fear my hat is gone for good.” Her fingers came away sticky with blood. 

“Tea.” He stated it, then took another look at her face. “On second thought, perhaps a brandy.”

Mina smiled, her dark eyes sparkling ever so slightly. “Tea would be fine, Professor. And perhaps a bandage.”

Safely seated before the fireplace with a cup of tea, Mina submitted to the ministrations of the good doctor as he cleaned the abrasion on her head. She winced as a healthy splash of whisky sloshed into her dark, curly hair.

“To kill the germs, ja?” The doctor patted her arm, reassuring her as the stinging gradually reduced to a dull ache. He carefully applied a sterile dressing to the area, then wrapped linen around her head to hold it in place. Standing back, he frowned. “Nein... that will attract attention. One moment.” He left the room briskly, and Mina slumped in her chair. 

Mina sipped her tea, wrinkling her nose a bit as the taste bit her tongue. A smile curved her lips and she shook her head. Professor Van Helsing had spiked her tea with a dab of brandy after all! How like him. For her own good, he would insist. Well, maybe he was right after all. She did need it. The encounter had left her shaken. She’d been feeling uneasy of late, almost waiting for the other shoe to fall. Now she knew. Dracula was not the only monster roaming the streets. She and Van Helsing and their friends had defeated Dracula, but others still walked the night.

It wasn’t over.

She leaned back in the stiff wingback chair, weariness overtaking her. Mother would scold. A lady’s spine should never touch the back of any chair. ‘Sit up straight, Wilhelmina,’ came the ghostly voice. But Mina didn’t have the strength or the will to obey.

“This should do...” Professor Van Helsing returned with a simple scarf in his hands, but stopped in his tracks. His eyes took in her slumped form, the glaze in her eyes. He nodded slowly, silently acknowledging her thoughts.

“So. My little friend, you have realized it.” His words were softly spoken, but they hit Mina like a thunderbolt.

“You knew, didn’t you?” she said, sitting up so suddenly the room spun ever so slightly. She gripped the arms of the chair, and her empty tea cup clattered to the floor.

Van Helsing retrieved it, placing it carefully on the small table nearby. He sighed. “Yes, I knew.”

“Why didn’t you tell us? Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked. 

“We had won a battle. A terrible battle. After battle, soldiers need to regroup, to recover, to regain their bearings.” He sighed again. “I had hoped for more of a respite before we had to enter the fray once again. For you, I had hoped perhaps it was over. That you and your Jonathan could live out your days in peace.”

“But that creature tonight—” Mina said. “He asked me what I was. Like I’m not quite human anymore. And I threw him across the alley! How did I do that, Professor? What am I?” Her voice rose in panic.

The professor’s hands patted the air in a calming motion, which did little to placate Mina. He stared into her eyes for long moments, gauging, weighing. Abruptly, he rose and paced the room. Mina took a deep breath and willed herself to calm down and wait for him to formulate a plan. She’d seen him react this way before, when dealing with the Nosferatu, the monster who had deceived and beguiled her. He had pulled her back from the brink of destruction and set her back on the path to God again. If there was any hope to be found in this situation, Van Helsing would know where to look.

“First, we test your blood,” he said. She began to roll up her sleeve, but he stopped her. “Nein, mein liebling. Not tonight. Too much trauma tonight. For now, you will rest. But soon, we will get answers. You partook of Dracula’s blood, Mina. Perhaps you retain some of his power, but you belong to God now. You are His. He can use you, even if you have this strength. But we should see just what you have been given in this exchange.”

Mina nodded, suddenly very tired.

“Then I want you to do something else as well.” Professor Van Helsing hesitated, his brilliant blue eyes piercing her own dark ones. “I wish you to begin instruction with Father Michael Gallagher. I will arrange it tomorrow and let you know when.”

“What kind of instruction?” Mina’s brow furrowed in confusion.

“That I will discuss with Father Gallagher first,” Van Helsing said, looking away. “Now, I must assume that you were coming to my domicile for more tonic for Jonathan, ja? I will get a fresh supply and we must get you home before your husband becomes concerned for your safety.”

He walked briskly from the room before she could formulate more questions. She had indeed come for more tonic. Jonathan’s own encounter with Dracula had been almost as bad as her own. Leaving him locked in his castle with his three brides—vicious, blood-sucking creatures of the night—had weakened Jonathan’s body and aged him beyond his twenty-six years.

But never once did Jonathan give in to infecting himself by drinking from them, Mina reminded herself, beating herself once again for her own weakness in the face of the Count’s magnetic personality. Not like I did.

Now, the professor provided a tonic to build up the blood Jonathan had lost, vitamins and minerals, and iron. His law firm paid them handsomely, even when Jonathan was unable to work for long periods of time. After all, they had sent him to that obscure country in the middle of Eastern Europe to meet with a reclusive count who wanted to buy up property in London. How could they have known that they were dealing with a murderous maniac? A lunatic that would keep him prisoner for months? It was a miracle that Jonathan had escaped at all, but the result was devastating to his physical and mental health. He was better, but still weak and gaunt.

And vulnerable.

Mina’s breath caught in her throat at the thought of Jonathan at the mercy of these beasts of the night. They were no longer men and women, but beasts, creatures... monsters.

She looked up and saw Van Helsing watching her from the doorway. How did he always seem to see right through her? But there was never anger or judgment in his eyes. Only compassion. Understanding.

“Come, Mina.” He placed two large bottles in a large cloth bag and moved to tie the scarf around her head, covering the bandage. When he finished, he gripped her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Be ever on guard. You stand between your Jonathan and danger, but you must remember this always—you do not stand alone. Go with God.”

He led her outside to where a carriage waited. He gave the address to the driver and paid him generously.

“Professor, this is quite unnecessary,” Mina protested as the coins passed hands. “It’s not far.”

“No, no,” Van Helsing said. “I will brook no argument. There is danger in the air tonight. You will be delivered home safely, Mina. But still—be on your guard.” He shook a finger at her, then closed the carriage door and motioned for the driver to go. 
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CHAPTER 2
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When Mina arrived home, Betsy met her at the door as soon as she stepped inside.

“Oh, Missus! The master’s been right worried,” she said, fluttering about. She reached for the hat that would usually be placed in her hands by now, and did a double-take as she noted the simple headscarf of a peasant woman in place of the ladies’ hat that Mina had left wearing. “Ma’am, your hat...”

“I lost it, Betsy,” Mina said, smoothing her dress and trying to calm herself before she entered Jonathan’s study.

“Oh, Mrs. Harker, your new hat...” the girl moaned. Her fingers twisted in her apron, a nervous gesture that Mina somehow found particularly irritating this evening. Betsy was young, a mere sixteen years of age. She was teachable, true, but this was only her second post as a maid, a rise in position from her last job as a scullery maid. When the master of the house had been unable to keep his teen-aged son from trying to visit her in the night, Mrs. Hardman had asked if the Harkers might be able to make use of Betsy in their own household. Mina had agreed immediately. 

“Don’t fuss, Betsy.” Mina tried to be patient, but the girl’s agitation was adding to her own tension. “It’s only a hat. It was an accident.”

“You were in an accident, Miss?” Betsy’s voice rose.

“No!” Mina let out an exasperated sigh. “It simply blew off and I couldn’t find it in the dark, Betsy. Please calm down. We don’t want to upset Mr. Harker, do we?”

Betsy shrank in shame, and Mina tried to squeeze her arm reassuringly. “Can you please ask Mrs. Hardman to bring us some tea?”

“She just brought some to Mr. Harker a few minutes ago,” Betsy whispered, her head tucked.

“Wonderful,” Mina said, attempting to infuse her voice with approval. “That’ll be all for now, Betsy.”

Betsy curtseyed and darted down the hall toward the kitchen. She was a trial, but she worked hard and she really did try to please. Mina was fond of her, even when she hovered a little too much. She took a deep breath to steady herself, then opened the door to the study and breezed in. 

Jonathan paced in front of the fireplace, his face gaunt in the dim light. He had always maintained a fine carriage, a firm body of well-toned muscle, but since his imprisonment in eastern Europe, he was too thin, his cheekbones jutting sharply against translucent skin.

“Goodness, Jonathan! Why didn’t you light a few of the gas lamps?” she asked lightly. She twisted the keys on the sides of the chambers and lights flared in the room. Jonathan flinched, but said nothing until she reached for one closer to his chair by the fire.

“No, Mina. That’s quite enough.”

She looked at him more closely and saw the pain in his eyes. Another headache. They were the bane of his existence since his experience, and light made them worse. That explained the darkened room. She felt terrible. She didn’t even think to ask.

“I’m so sorry, Jonathan.” She bit her lip. “Should I turn them down? Or off?”

“No, just don’t turn on any more lights.” He rubbed his head. “Where were you, Mina? I was worried.”

“I went to see Professor Van Helsing for your tonic,” she said, pulling the bottles from her bag. She looked at him quizzically. Where did he think she was? But he was staring at her head. Oh dear...

“What in God’s name are you wearing?” he asked.

She winced. Since the battle, she had become more and more sensitive to any form of using the Lord’s name in vain. But Jonathan was not deterred. His jaw stiffened when she didn’t reply immediately. Did he still doubt her? Well, of course. Why wouldn’t he?

“I simply lost my hat on the way to the professor’s house, and he gave me something to cover my head,” she said lamely. She reached for the tea pot and poured a cup of tea. She turned to see him still staring at her and knew it would come out sooner or later. With a sigh, she set her tea cup down. Motioning him to take a seat by the fire, she sat with him on the small divan and took his hands.

“All right, Jonathan. There was an ... incident tonight just outside the professor’s house.” Jonathan started to rise, but she held him in place. “Please listen to me. Please, my dearest. I’m fine. The professor is fine, and no one was injured.” 

She took a deep breath and described her encounter with the vampire in the alley, ending by removing the scarf. The wound had seeped through Van Helsing’s bandage and Jonathan’s face paled further at the sight of the blood. He reached up and lifted one edge of the bandage to view the abrasion below. Gently, he repositioned the bandage to cover the wound.

“Dear God,” he murmured. “There are more of them?”

“Yes,” Mina admitted. “Evidently there are.”

“And Van Helsing knew this?”

Mina hesitated. “Yes, he did.”

“Why didn’t he tell us?”

“You were so ill, Jonathan. And I was ... broken. Poor Arthur still mourned beloved Lucy, and we had lost Quincy. None of us was in any shape to face the fact that we might have to ever face these monsters again.”

Lord Arthur Holmwood had been engaged to Mina’s best friend from childhood, Lucy Westenra. Precious, innocent Lucy was one of Dracula’s first victims. After he turned her into an undead creature like himself, Van Helsing had helped Arthur destroy her and behead her to keep her from passing the curse to others. Quincy Morris was an American who had courted Lucy before Arthur won her heart, but he stayed on to hunt the evil that had destroyed her life, though it cost his own. Dracula killed him in the mountains of Carpathia. Jack Seward, their friend, had cared for Jonathan’s predecessor in the firm, R.M. Renfield, who had been thought to be mad. As it turned out, he was simply under Dracula’s thrall too. While the men had hunted Dracula, he had slipped into the hospital and killed Renfield before coming to Mina’s room and finishing his seduction of her innocence. But how did one explain that a vampire came through the bars, the windows, as a mist to murder a man he’d enslaved by drinking his blood? Dr. Seward was in an untenable situation with a dead patient and no explanations. 

Dracula had led her to believe he had answers, that he could make her pain and confusion go away, but all he held out was death and more death for all eternity. He was evil.

He was the devil.

“He should have warned us.” Jonathan’s fist slammed down on the arm of the divan.

“He would have, my dear,” Mina said, tears gathering in her eyes. “This just happened faster than he thought it would. He thought we would have a little time to regroup before they started appearing.” She tried to put her thoughts into words because Van Helsing hadn’t really given her reasons. But she understood so much more than he ever said to her. There was an unspoken language between them. “I think he expected them to be afraid to show themselves right away. If we could kill one as old and as powerful as Dracula, they might not be so eager to take on humanity.” She took a shaky breath.

Jonathan turned to her, taking her hands in his own. “Mina, you must not take further chances. I cannot lose you. You must not go out alone at night. Promise me that.”

“But, Jonathan—” she started to protest.

“No, Mina, I am the man of the house, and I want you to listen to me,” he insisted. “You are used to doing as you’ve pleased, and that has gotten us into deeper waters than we ever knew existed in this world. I want to be able to protect you, but I can’t do that if I don’t even know where you are.”

Mina felt a frown forming between her eyes. “Jonathan, you knew where I was. I told you I was going to Professor Van Helsing’s. I didn’t go anywhere else.”

“Yes, and you were attacked!”

“Yes, and I fought back!”

They faced one another, suddenly standing almost toe to toe. White-faced. Shaking.

“It’s my duty as your husband to protect you, Mina,” Jonathan said, his voice strained and his words tight with emotion. “And I would remind you that it’s your duty before God to obey me.”

She stared at him, not believing this was her Jonathan, her beloved. She had always known he was a very traditional Victorian man, but she would have never expected him to become her jailer.

“I’m going to bed,” he said abruptly, leaving the room and slamming the door behind him.

Mina sank to the divan and watched the fire burn down to embers. 

“God, what am I supposed to do now?”
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Breakfast was subdued. Jonathan had awakened to find Mina’s side of the bed undisturbed. As he was shaving, Mina entered the room and took fresh clothing from her wardrobe. When he had finished in the bathroom, he returned to the bedroom to dress for the day, and wordlessly, she took her clothes to the bathroom to do her own morning ablutions.

When she entered the dining room, Jonathan looked up from his newspaper. She refilled his tea cup, then poured her own. Mrs. Hardman entered with a platter of eggs and toast. Sensing the somber mood, she served in silence, glancing from one to the other, her bright eyes missing little though she never gossiped about the young missus and master. Her black dress swished softly, and her pigeon-shaped body departed as swiftly as she had come, drifting forward in smooth, graceful steps.

“Mina, I’m sorry about last night,” Jonathan began.

Mina set her tea cup down and stared at him. 

“But I’m so very worried about you.” He flipped the newspaper open to the second page. 

The article read, Mutilated body found by docks; Police suspect wild dogs. Mina took the paper and scanned it. Very little blood at the scene, though the neck was torn and slashed. Looked like an animal attack. Animals could have licked up the blood. Yes, this fit the bill for a vampire. Or it could be an animal attack, just like the paper said.

“Jonathan, I understand why you’re worried,” she began, trying not to undermine him. “But I can’t become a prisoner in our home either. How can you expect that of me?”

“How can you expect me to let you run around London with those foul creatures out there?” Jonathan’s voice held anguish, but there was a note of anger too.

“I’m hardly running around London, Jonathan,” she objected. “We’ve both stayed home since...” She couldn’t continue. What? Since Lucy’s death? Since Jonathan’s return from Carpathia, an old man before his time? Since the battle with Dracula that was so dramatic, so horrible? Did he even understand what that had cost her? 

Betsy appeared at the door. “’scuse me, but—”

“Not now, Betsy!” Jonathan snapped.

“But, sir, Professor Van Helsing is here, sir,” Betsy said quickly. “’e’s in the study.”

“Thank you, Betsy,” Mina said, quickly. She rose, dropping her napkin beside her untouched breakfast. “He’ll be here to check that bandage.” She patted her head gently.

Betsy gasped at the sight of the reddened bandage, which she hadn’t seen the night before because of the scarf. Mina realized that was probably what had struck Mrs. Hardman so speechless too, but she was too good a servant to ever say a word to her young mistress. 

Jonathan sighed, exasperation clearly written on his face as he shoved away from the table forcefully and threw his napkin on the table. Betsy stared after them and looked at the uneaten breakfasts. Mrs. Hardman would not be pleased. She hurriedly cleared the dishes and headed for the kitchen.

~~~
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VAN HELSING STARED out the windows to the street. The hustle and bustle seemed very normal, but beneath the everyday flow ran a current that felt ‘other.’ Were the Harkers being observed already?

He turned when Mina and Jonathan entered and he smiled warmly, holding one hand out to shake Jonathan’s hand, though his face suggested his reluctance, and that other to half-embrace Mina.

“I thought I should make a house call this time, ja?” he said jovially. He motioned to the divan and stood behind her to remove the dressing. Other than a tiny scar, no signs remained of the abrasion.

“But I saw it!” Jonathan exclaimed. “I lifted but a corner of the bandage. The skin was scraped raw!”

“Yes,” Van Helsing mused. “Incredible healing power of the body, is it not?”

Mina’s fingers probed the area and found nothing, no scabs, no raw tissue, no blood. She whirled to face the professor. “What does this mean, professor? Does this mean...” Her face paled. “Am I turning after all?”

“No, mein liebling, not at all,” he said, returning to his medical bag, which he had deposited on Jonathan’s desk. He removed a needle and several vials. “I think we go ahead and take that blood now, yes? I run my tests, then we will know for sure.”

“Know what?” Jonathan demanded.

“What changes have been wrought in Miss Mina’s blood.” Van Helsing’s piercing blue eyes turned on Jonathan. “She may well be something ... very extraordinary.”

Jonathan stared at Van Helsing, then at Mina, before sitting very suddenly. His face was paler than normal as he dropped his head to his hands.

So much for our normal life together, Mina thought with a sigh.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Two days passed before Van Helsing visited them again. In the meantime, Jonathan left for work, and Mina rattled about the house, shaken and jittery. She tried to write in her diary, but couldn’t find the words to express her doubts, her fears. She tried to pray, but didn’t even know where to begin.

Lady Westenra invited her for tea, but she cried the entire time, and Mina felt like a limp handkerchief by the time she arrived home. Her head ached from the pain of reliving the loss of her dearest friend, as well as from all the things she still could not truly explain to Lady Westenra. How do you tell a woman that her daughter became a monster? You can’t. That must never be spoken. She must never know that her daughter’s head was severed to keep her from rising from the grave to murder innocents. Arthur Holmwood had been present as well, but had finally excused himself when the tears became more than he could stand. Mina had forced herself to stay out of love for Lucy, but now a headache pounded her skull unmercifully.

“Mina!” Jonathan stood in the door to the study. Taking one look at her face, his voice softened. “Are you all right? What has happened?”

“I’m fine, Jonathan. Why are you home so early?” she asked. His face was worn, and she could see the pain creasing his brow, radiating around his eyes. They were sending him home more and more often. How long would he be able to keep working with headaches this severe?

“I brought some contracts home to work on.” He waved a hand dismissively. “You went out today?”

Mina sighed. “Jonathan, I told you at breakfast that Lady Westenra had asked me to come to tea today. Remember? Arthur was there as well.”

Jonathan sighed and nodded. “I’m sorry, Mina. I had forgotten. Yes, dearest. You did tell me that. Was it as bad as it seems?”

“Worse,” she said, removing her hat and handing it to Betsy, who curtseyed and hastily moved away from them as they wandered into the study. “She’s devastated, Jonathan. And I could do nothing to comfort her.”

“I’m sure just your presence was comfort enough, Mina,” Jonathan said, patting her arm and guiding her to the divan. They sat together, and Jonathan pulled her into his arms. She leaned back, heedless of decorum, and enjoyed the moment of intimacy. Jonathan’s heartbeat thumped against her cheek, and Mina knew a moment of peace. 

She would remember that moment for a long time to come. 

~~~
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THE NEXT MORNING, VAN Helsing showed up on their doorstep before they’d even made it down for breakfast. Jonathan and Mina hastened to the study where Betsy had left the Professor, at his request. Once again, he stood by the window.

“Mina, come,” he motioned, “but softly. No sudden movements.”

She eased around the room and inched to his side to gaze out the window. “What is happening, Professor?”

“That man across the street, does he look familiar to you?” 

Mina followed the Professor’s gaze and gasped. A tall, pale man sporting a top hat and dark eyeglasses appeared to be watching their home. The dark beard and mustache—it was the man from the alley, right down to the silk scarf around his neck!

“That’s him!” she exclaimed. “That’s the creature who attacked me in the alley.”

Jonathan bolted to the window. “Where?”

The vampire smiled when he saw Jonathan pull back the curtain, tipped his hat, and vanished into the crowd.

“Come. Sit, my friends,” Van Helsing said, as he ushered them toward the divan. He remained standing, ever the professor in lecture mode. The lines in his face had deepened this morning, though, and Mina noticed a definite thinning in his beard and sideburns. The professor was aging. Then she noticed the newspaper in his hands.

“I thought I saw him outside when I was here the other day, but I was not sure,” he began. “I don’t know whether he followed me here or perhaps followed Mina home from my house the night of the attack. I suspect the latter.”

“Why?” asked Jonathan.

“Curiosity.” The Professor never minded questions, but today he seemed to welcome them. He was definitely bringing them news he did not want to deliver. “Mina fought back. She matched his strength, or at least held her own. He did not expect that. I think he wanted to know what or who she was. So of course, he would follow and watch.

“Which brings me to the reason for my visit. I have the results of Mina’s tests. Her blood shows significant changes in certain enzymes and cells. Her white cells attack germs and decimate them almost instantly. That accounts for her own regenerative abilities. Her blood count itself has almost doubled.”

“Then I’m no longer human,” Mina said, her voice dropping.

“Not at all, Mina!” Van Helsing exclaimed. “You are human, but you are also more than human. We do not yet know how much more. That is why I wish you to do some more tests.”

“What kind of tests, Professor?” Jonathan asked.

“Strength, agility, eyesight, hearing. I think we will find that Miss Mina has significantly more power and ability in these areas than we ever realized might be possible.”

“I don’t want my wife becoming some sort of lab experiment!” Jonathan exclaimed. “She’s my wife, not a—a—a circus oddity. I won’t have her put on display.”

“Of course not! What an idea!” Van Helsing’s shock was enough to placate them only slightly. “This is a private matter. Ja? Only we would know. But it is important to find out.”

Jonathan’s head shot up. “You want to use her as a weapon, don’t you? To fight them?” He pointed toward the window. “Creatures like that ... thing that attacked her the other night? I won’t allow it! I won’t allow you to put my wife at risk like that. We’ve been through enough. She’s been through enough.”

The professor looked away from them and studied the newspaper he still held clutched in his hands. Mina realized he’d been holding it the entire time they’d been talking. He’d been nattering on about her blood, distracting them from the creature who had been tracking her, following her...

A wave of dizziness passed over Mina and she clutched Jonathan’s hands until her knuckles whitened.

“Professor, what has he done?” Mina asked, her voice low. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. Jonathan looked at her in surprise, then at the newspaper, finally catching on. He gripped her hands tightly and stared at Van Helsing.

“Tell us.” His voice was strained.

Van Helsing unrolled the paper. The front-page headline told it all. 

Lady Westenra Murdered

Mina shrieked one long, “Nooooooooo...” before hitting the floor in a dead faint.
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CHAPTER 5
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Lord Arthur Holmwood sipped tea in the Harkers' parlor, his black mourning suit at odds with his fair complexion. Greys and linens had always been his preferred colors and it seemed odd to see him wearing only black these days. In the old days, black was reserved for formal wear. Now it was his only attire. Grey hair appeared in his mustache and at his temples too, and new lines appeared around his eyes. Lord Holmwood obviously slept about as well as Mina did these days.

“It’s my fault, you know,” Mina said. “I led him right to her. I could kick myself for being so careless.” She sipped her tea, then set it aside. Mrs. Hardwood had made a lovely sponge cake and smothered it in fresh strawberries and cream, but they both picked at the offering, having little appetite. 

“You can’t think of it that way, Mina,” Arthur scolded. “She loved you like a daughter. She would have been crushed if you had turned her down for tea. You were all she talked about over dinner that night. How much she loved seeing you, how well you looked, how much you reminded her of the good times you and Lucy had together as girls. She cherished every minute of your time together. I’m just glad you gave her that gift before she died.”

“But Arthur...”

“No buts, Mina,” Arthur said firmly. “Besides...” He hesitated. He cleared his throat, then leaned forward. “Look, Mina, we both know she wouldn’t have lived long. Grief had swallowed the woman whole. And her doctor...” He paused again. “No one else had been told, but Lady Westenra had been putting her affairs in order. Cancer. She wouldn’t have lived much longer anyway. It was monstrous what happened to her, but in reality, he spared her a long illness with a lot of indignity and a painful death.”

He stood and leaned against the fireplace for a moment. “Personally, I can’t wait to offer my thanks—with my silver-coated sword right through his lifeless heart.”

“Only if you beat me to it,” Mina murmured, sipping her tea.

“So, Van Helsing knew they were out there.”

“Yes,” she said with a sigh. It was becoming a familiar refrain. They’d all felt the same way—betrayed, angry, but the professor had truly been acting in their best interests at the time.

“It would have been nice to know, but I suppose I can understand. I think I might have slit my own wrists if I thought the supply of monsters was going to be never-ending after the battle with Dracula.” Arthur’s smile was bitter.

“Arthur.” Mina fought for the right words. “Lucy wouldn’t want you to grieve forever. She would want you to go on with your life and be happy.”

“Would she really?” His voice was strange.

Mina frowned.

“Yes, Arthur, I believe she would.”

“I wonder...” he mused.

“What do you wonder, Arthur?”

He turned to look her full in the face, his eyes full of anguish. “Did you really know her at all, Mina? Lucy wanted all of a man. She would never want to see me with another woman! She wanted a man, body, soul, and spirit. And not just one man. She played so many of us at one time. And then Dracula came along, and she danced willingly to his tune. Why did she do that?”

Mina stared at him, her face draining of color.

“And you, Mina. You love Jonathan, yet you fell for Dracula too. Can you explain that to me please? I would really like to understand it. Because I don’t, you see. I don’t understand.” He sat and dropped his head to his hands.

Mina was frozen. She opened her mouth and closed it over and over as she tried to find words to say.

“Arthur, it was ... like... a dream... where nothing is real... and you think that when you wake up, it will all be gone, so what harm can there be? It doesn’t seem wrong at the time, because it’s not real. None of it was real. Lucy being dead, then alive, then Van Helsing taking her head—I kept thinking ‘I’m going to wake up and Lucy is going to laugh at me over this ridiculous nightmare.’ But it just kept getting worse and worse. Dracula said he could make it all go away. I don’t know what he promised Lucy. She never told me. But I know that, if she could have seen her death, and your sorrow, she would have never done the things she did.” Mina paused as Arthur looked up into her eyes. “She loved you, Arthur. More than anything. And she wanted to marry you. It was all she talked about.”

Arthur nodded. He reached over and took her hand, raised it to his lips and kissed her fingertips gently. “Thank you, Mina.” Then he stood and walked to the fireplace once again to take a moment to compose himself.

Mina needed that moment herself. She was shaken to her core. These were things she hadn’t sorted out for herself yet. But she wondered if she had been totally truthful with Lord Arthur Holmwood. Lucy had been flirty and flighty, but she had been good-hearted, hadn’t she? Or had Dracula found his way in because she was wayward with men, an inconstant woman? If so, what did that say about Mina herself?

“Arthur!” Jonathan entered the room and deposited his briefcase on his desk before crossing the room to clasp his friend by the arms. “So very sorry about Lady Westenra. Mina and I were both horrified to hear the news.”

Mina rose to fetch another cup, but Betsy was already at her elbow with one. Mrs. Hardman was working wonders with her. Mina smiled her thanks and excused the girl, who curtseyed and left before the men realized she’d even been there. Mina poured Jonathan a cup of tea, which he accepted gratefully as he sank into a chair and visited with their guest. Mina passed Jonathan her untouched sponge cake and he managed a few bites, exclaiming that it was one of Mrs. Hardman’s best. With such acclaim, Arthur finally tried his own and choked down a few bites before taking his leave.

“Thank you again, Mina,” he said, kissing her cheek gently. The sadness in his eyes hurt her to the core, but she locked away those feelings, hoping for time to process them later.
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CHAPTER 6


[image: ]




Mina awakened from a deep sleep. Was it a cry? A whimper? She drew her wrapper over her gown and hurried to the bedroom window. Jonathan turned in his sleep, but didn’t awaken. Something stirred in the alley across the street, then she heard another cry, a shriek. She ran from the room and bolted down the stairs. Grabbing a cloak from the hook by the door, she flung it around herself and unlocked the door.

A shadow flitted across the edge of the alley, and Mina took a step back, wary and alert. She heard a low chuckle.

“We meet again, Mina Harker.” The voice slithered around her like silk, and she recognized the timber, an echo of the devil himself, Dracula, though not the same. So, Mr. Top Hat had learned her name. Mina’s expression grew cold. Then she realized she had run out here with no weapon at all. No knife, no cross, nothing but rage that he might be hurting someone else.

She saw a foot, a woman’s shoe, in the alley. Tentatively, listening, senses alert, Mina approached. A woman, no—a girl. The vampire jerked the girl’s body back into his arms, her neck gushing blood. Hidden in the shadows of the alley, he now allowed Mina to see him, as he cradled the child in his arms.

“Miss.... Please...” the child gurgled.

The vampire lowered bloody fangs to her neck and with one violent rip, tore her throat open.

“Noooooo!” shrieked Mina, as she charged forward. The vampire flung the girl at her with enough force to knock her to the cobblestone pavement. The wind left Mina's lungs as the weight of the girl pinned her to the street. Her blood seeped into Mina’s cloak. Down the street, a policeman’s whistle blew the alarm and one by one lights came on as the residents woke. 

A policeman knelt by Mina’s side, lifting the dead girl off of her. “You all right, Missus?”

“Yes,” Mina murmured. “I’m fine. But that man...”

“What man, Missus?”

“The man... the one who did this...” Mina looked at the girl, her eyes glazed, her neck broken and mangled.

“A man did this?” the policeman asked. “Missus, you sure about this?”

“I saw him,” she insisted. “I saw him right there in the alley.”

“You sure you’re not hurt, Missus?”

“Mina?” Jonathan’s voice drifted over the street. “Mina? Mina!” Footsteps ran toward her, but policemen intercepted him. 

“That’s my wife! I demand you let me through.” Jonathan was every inch the lawyer now. A man of standing and position, and the policemen finally gave way.

“Inspector is going to want to talk to you, Missus,” the policeman said, as Jonathan attempted to lead Mina away. 

“Harker. Mrs. Jonathan Harker.” Jonathan’s voice was sharp. “We live in that house right there.” He pointed it out. “He’s welcome to come over at his convenience. But I need to take my wife home.”

“Really shouldn’t be wandering around alone at night, you know,” the policeman called after them.

“Really?” Jonathan said sharply. “We’ll take that under advisement. Thank you, officer. You may return to your more pressing duties, like getting that poor girl off the street.” 
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