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We must pass through the bitter waters to reach the sweet.


—Abraham Van Helsing, Dracula
















CHAPTER 1


Evening at Dark Heart: soft and slow, blue dusk rising out of the parkland little by little, drawing color out of the world. The long avenue of copper beeches that gave the house its name turning from deepest purple to black; over the ornamental lake a faint haze of mist, drifting on the slow night breeze.


Greta Helsing had been down at Dark Heart for a week now, and had spent every evening sitting on the parterre with a drink, watching the slow changing twilight, enchanted by it every single time. Nightfall in London just happened: here it was a process, a kind of tide one could observe going out, and the old parklands were at their most beautiful in the blue deepening dusk.


It was late spring, and still chilly enough once night had properly fallen to send her inside, shivering, to warmth and light and the welcoming scent of a cheerful applewood fire. Sir Francis Varney, draped in a chair by the hearth with a couple of hairmonsters at his feet, looked up and smiled. “Still satisfactory?” he asked.


“Deeply,” said Greta, and set down her empty sherry glass. Stacks of veterinary textbooks everywhere indicated that Varney’s unofficial ward, the young vampire Emily, was studying hard for her latest exams; Greta carefully moved several out of the way to sit on the arm of his chair. “I could watch that every night for a year and not get bored. It’s so—peaceful.”


“There are certain advantages to having a country house,” said Varney. “One cannot order takeout at all hours of the night, nor nip round the corner shop for a packet of fags, but there are nevertheless certain advantages.” He curled an arm around her waist. “You’re not missing the city too much?”


“The only thing I miss is the clinic,” Greta said. “And that is in good hands while I’m down here. I keep meaning to do something about my flat in Crouch End and I keep not getting around to it.”


“Such as moving out,” said Varney. “I can’t think why you lived there to begin with; it’s a wretched place and a long way from your work.”


“Money,” Greta said, wry. “Up until recently I didn’t have any of it, and trying to find a flat anywhere near Harley Street is a thing that normal people cannot actually do—but I’m staying with Ruthven and Grisaille so much of the time now that keeping the Crouch End place is getting a little ridiculous.”


“You know you have access to all the money you want, darling,” said Varney, giving her a little squeeze. “Along with a somewhat absurd but genuine title that you are entirely allowed to use.”


“I’d have to have the brass plate redone,” she said. “Greta Helsing, MD, FRCP, Lady Varney. The idiom’s just wrong.”


“I don’t know, I think it has a ring to it,” said Varney, and leaned up to draw her into a kiss. This was sufficiently distracting that Greta didn’t notice Emily come through from the library with yet another stack of books until she shrieked and dropped them on the floor.


Greta startled, turning to see Emily staring at the French doors onto the terrace with wide horrified eyes. “What the fuck is that?” the girl demanded.


“Good God,” Varney said, following her gaze, and Greta had to admit she might have lost her grip on the books as well. Standing on the other side of the glass was the figure of a woman, skeletally—almost ghoulishly—thin and pale, long hair in green-gold braids hanging over her shoulders, her eyes nothing more than two cold points of greenish light in hollow dark pits. She held in her arms the limp figure of something bundled up in blankets, the size of a child.


“What is it?” Emily demanded, still frozen in place, and that was enough to get Greta moving; she stepped over the fallen books and went to unlock the doors and let the barrow-wight inside.


“Thank you,” said the wight, in a voice like cold stone echoes in the dark. This close, the chill she was giving off was enough to make Greta shiver despite the warmth of the room. “I’m so sorry to barge in like this, but I didn’t know where else to go.”


“What’s—what happened?” said Greta, and the wight pulled aside a fold of cloth to show her what it was she was carrying. Varney was beside them now, and both he and Greta sucked in their breath at the sight.


A child. A young child, no more than ten or eleven. Asleep, or unconscious.


And very definitely a vampire.






“I found her wandering in the fields,” said the wight, whose name was Sigyn, sitting by the fire with a glass of syrup-cold vodka in her hands: frost was forming on the outside. “My barrow’s a few miles from here. We have a lot of—well, sort of ward-spells woven around each individual barrow, to warn us if someone’s trespassing, and ours went off. I thought it had to be teenagers on a dare, but when I came out to run them off, I found this little girl just sitting on the barrow, crying.”


The child had been wrapped up in warm blankets and laid on the couch, still unconscious; after a brief exam, there was nothing physically wrong with her that Greta could discern other than the puffy eyes from her earlier tears—and of course, the single greatest and most irrevocable problem of her new nature.


“I knew this house was here,” Sigyn continued, “and—that it was owned by a vampyre, so I thought it might be possible to take her here for help. I couldn’t think of anywhere else to go, and she couldn’t stay in the barrow, she’d freeze to death—” She stopped, winced. “Not to death. But—”


“I know,” said Greta. “I’m glad we were here, and that you thought to bring her to us. Did she say anything about what happened to her?”


“Not much that made any sense,” said Sigyn, looking over at the couch. Emily was sitting on the arm of it with a totally unreadable expression on her face. “She cried herself sick and said something about getting separated from a school group and a stranger talking to her, and then waking up in the darkness alone like—well, like this.”


Greta reached out sharply to put a hand on Varney’s arm, just in time; he made himself not snarl viciously with all his teeth bared. She knew this was the thing he hated most, that Ruthven hated most: the unethical, nonconsensual, irresponsible, and effectively homicidal turning of a human. It had been bad enough when they first encountered Emily, and she’d been nineteen when she was turned: this little girl’s entire life had been stolen from her, childhood and all.


“I am going to find who did this,” Varney said very carefully. Greta could feel the fine tremor running through him, the effort he was putting into keeping his rage in check. “I am going to find who did this, and I am going to end them.”


“What can I do to help?” said the wight, staring at him with her cold-glowing eyes, and the deathly chill in her voice—frozen stone echoes, deep underground—made Greta shiver all over again.


Her name was Lucy Ashton, it turned out, and she was just short of eleven years old.


After Varney and Sigyn had departed in search of the creature responsible for her condition, she’d woken up and immediately burst into tears all over again, terrified and in shock, and it had taken a while for Greta to calm her down enough to give her name and age. Her vitals weren’t settled into normal range for a classic draculine yet, and Greta knew perfectly well that the worst physical effects of the rapid transition were still to come.


Huddled on the couch, still wrapped in blankets and sniffling miserably, she was still not making eye contact. Greta was using all her encouraging and reassuring bedside manner, kneeling in front of the couch and looking up at her, and it was slow going.


“Sigyn said you’d been on a school trip,” she said gently. “Where was the group going?”


“S-Stonehenge,” said Lucy. Greta winced: that was miles away. Either she’d walked all that way herself in the dark, or whoever had done it had carried her.


“And you got separated from the others?”


“I wanted to see closer.” She sniffled. “When the teacher wasn’t looking, I—sneaked away and hid behind a stone.”


Greta had to wonder why the whole of Wiltshire wasn’t crawling with police searching for a missing child, and speculated darkly on the capabilities of the teacher involved. “The stones are really interesting,” she said. “I’ve often wanted to go see them close up myself.”


“How did they get there?” Lucy said, for a moment sounding like an ordinary curious kid, and Greta’s chest hurt sharply.


“People dragged them a very long way,” she said. “Very clever engineering. So you were inside the stone circle? What happened next?”


“I don’t know,” Lucy said, and broke into fresh tears. Through the sobs she added, “It was—there was a man—he seemed nice, he asked if I was lost and—and said he’d help me f-find the others and then it’s just—”


She was crying too hard to speak, and Greta simply put her arms around the girl and held her close, only briefly surprised at Lucy’s strength when she clung and buried her face in Greta’s shoulder. None of the things she wanted to say were true: It’s okay, you’ll be all right now, you’re safe, it’s over. The worst was very much still to come.


“I’ve got you,” she said instead. “I’ve got you, I’m going to help you, Lucy, I’m so sorry this happened to you but we’re going to help.”


“W-what did happen?” Lucy asked when the sobs let go somewhat. “I don’t—know what he did to me.”


Christ, Greta thought, shutting her eyes tight. At least there was absolutely no sign the attack had been sexual in nature. “Well,” she said, “he did something bad to you, but it wasn’t—the sort of bad thing kids get warned about in school.”


“I don’t… it doesn’t hurt,” said Lucy, sounding uncertain. “Not there, anyway, but my neck hurts?”


“That’s because I’m afraid he…” Greta swallowed. “He bit you.”


“He bit me?” Lucy uncurled enough to stare at Greta, eyes huge in her tearstained face.


“Yes. And the bite has done some things to you.”


“Do I have AIDS?” she asked without hesitation.


“No. You don’t. You do have a—a sort of disease, however.” Fuck, she wished Ruthven were here, he could do this so much better, he could thrall her into understanding—


No. Not thrall. This kid had had enough of being mind-controlled for a damn long while.


“What kind of disease?” Lucy insisted.


“It’s rare and inconvenient, but you can learn to live with it. What happened when you met Sigyn? Were you afraid of her?”


Lucy blinked at the sudden change of subject. “Y-yes? Her eyes glowed?”


“But you let her help you?”


“She was—nice,” Lucy said. “I was too tired to run away and she talked to me, and she wasn’t—like—trying to scare me? And she was wearing a sweater and jeans like a normal person even though her eyes were weird?”


“That’s right,” said Greta. “She’s a special type of person, but she’s just a person. She’s actually a barrow-wight. Do you know what they are?”


Lucy stared at her.


“They get a bad rap because an author called Tolkien wrote about them being horrible ghost creatures that want to hurt people, but really all they are is a sort of very old magic being that lives inside barrows. That’s why she has the funny glowing eyes and why she’s so cold.”


Lucy blinked. “I know who Tolkien is, everybody knows that, but—barrow-wights aren’t real. Magic isn’t real.”


“That’s what most people think,” said Greta, letting a hint of conspiracy into her voice. “Most people don’t know that it’s been real all the time, all around them.”


Lucy paused, and then, hesitantly, said “Like in Harry Potter?”


“That’s right,” said Greta, enormously relieved. “Like how the Muggles have no idea about the magic world, but it’s right there nonetheless.”


Lucy pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders, taking some time to process that. “Are you a witch?” she asked after a while, looking up at Greta.


“Nope,” she said. “I’m absolutely bog-standard ordinary human. No magical powers at all. I’m a doctor who treats magical people, and I have friends who are witches, but I’m not one of them.”


“What kind of magical people?”


“All kinds. Mummies, bogeymen, ghouls, vampires, werewolves, you name it.”


Lucy narrowed her eyes. “Those are all real?”


“Every last one of them,” said Greta. “I know, it’s a lot to take in, especially when you’re scared and feeling awful, and I’m sorry it’s happening to you.”


“But what’s happening?” Lucy asked. “Is it gonna get worse?”


“For a bit, yes, but once that part’s over, you’ll feel much better. When the bad person bit you,” Greta said with a sigh, “he turned you into a type of magical person, which he should not have done at all to someone your age, but certainly not without your fully informed consent. That means that you would have known about it, wanted it to happen, and asked him to do it, none of which are true.”


Lucy’s hand rose to the wound on her throat. “Oh my God,” she said, sounding both terrified and fascinated. “Am I gonna be a werewolf?”


Greta had to laugh a little. “No,” she said. “You’re going to be a vampire.”


The girl’s eyes went wider still. From behind Greta another voice said, wry, “It’s a lot to get used to, but it’s not all bad. I promise.”


“That’s Emily,” said Greta, turning to see the vampire leaning in the doorway, wearing a Royal Veterinary College sweatshirt. “She got turned into one by a stranger, just like you. She might be able to answer some of your questions.”


Emily came over and knelt down by the couch. “Hey,” she said. “I know how gross and scared you feel right now, but it does get better, and these people will help. The really hard part is that you kind of can’t really go back to live with your mum and dad anymore.”


“I don’t have a mum or a dad,” Lucy said. “They died when I was two. I’m a foster.”


Emily and Greta shared a look of profound relief.






It was dawn when Varney returned, disheveled and disgruntled in equal parts: the mist that had come up in the night revealed him stepping out of grey invisibility all at once. In the dew-wet grass the tracks he and the barrow-wight had left on their departure were still faintly marked.


Greta, in her dressing-gown, was watching from an upper window. She was in time to help him off with his wet coat and ruined shoes in the little mud-room off the kitchen before going to make him a cup of hot spiced blood: he looked grey. It was very evident from his expression that the hunt had not been successful, and she was not about to ask stupid questions.


Varney sat down heavily at the kitchen table and gave her a wan smile when she set the cup down in front of him. “Thanks,” he said. “I wish to God I had a werewolf’s nose, Greta.”


“Was there any trail at all?” she asked, sitting down across from him with her own cup of tea.


“Intermittent, either to or from the northeast. Thanks to Sigyn, I didn’t just end up going in circles all bloody night—I’ve got to remember to send her a bottle of something, she was an enormous help—but we’re no closer to finding this creature.”


“Lucy says she was attacked inside Stonehenge,” Greta said. “That she met a strange man who asked if she was lost and offered to help her. That’s all she remembers before waking up alone, at night, out in the fields, freshly turned. Pretty classic hunting thrall technique, but I’ve never heard of anyone turning a victim that fast and then abandoning them.”


Vampire thrall was a highly effective method of mind control. It had happened to her, in Paris; she thought she would probably never be able to forget that mental jump-cut, from turning to face a stranger—Excuse me, miss, I wonder if you could help me—and finding herself bound and on her knees in the catacombs underneath the city, a literal prisoner of vampires.


“It’s the abandonment thing I don’t get,” she added. “When vampires go noncon and turn people right away, without the slow-burn victim model, they tend to want to recruit them for their what, covens? Courts? Hunts?”


“Mostly,” said Varney, and took a long swallow of blood. Some color was coming back to him, but he still looked greyish. “Some vampires just like leaving a trail of ruined lives behind. He could simply have killed the girl—someone that size doesn’t have very much blood volume compared to an adult; it’s possible that a very thirsty vampire might be able to drink the lot in one go—but he deliberately drained her and then turned her, which is bad enough, and then left her.” His voice had been growing distinctly colder as he spoke: now ice crystallized on it. “It’s not unheard-of, but it is thankfully rare—among adults. To do this to a child is a cardinal sin.”


“It’s possible that Lucy might be able to give us more information about her attacker,” Greta said. “Unfortunately the easiest way to do that is to hypnotize her, and I very much do not want to contribute to the general mind-control trauma at the moment. What I can do is call Ruthven and have him pass the word that someone is out there doing this; he’s got the biggest network of any of us without involving the London infernal surface op.”


“Ruthven is going to be furious when he hears about this,” said Varney, and swallowed the rest of his blood. “Utterly furious.”


“I think we all are.” Greta did not actually mean to sound as tired as she did. It had been an extremely long and very unpleasant night for all of them, and she’d been very glad of Emily’s help both in terms of reassurance and simply as another pair of at least partly medically-trained hands: the physiological effects of a very rapid sanguivorous transition were unavoidably traumatic.


Varney looked at her, and then reached across the table to cover her hand with his. “I’m sorry about this,” he said. “You’re meant to be on holiday, not dealing with new crises.”


“I’m glad I was here,” she said simply, and made a face at the drops of dried blood staining her dressing-gown sleeve. “She’ll do, although she had a bad night of it; I’ve never seen a rapid transition in someone so young and psychologically ill-prepared. With the ordinary sequence, the patient at least knows what’s happening to them, and can be reassured that the physical suffering won’t last long, but with something like this, it’s just bad. The part where they both desperately crave blood and can’t keep it down is—terrible, no matter who you are, and a little kid just isn’t able to deal with that kind of misery. I did what I could with IV anxiolytics and ondansetron, but I think just being held and cuddled probably had about as much effect.”


Varney winced. “Thank God it’s been so long I can’t remember it myself,” he said. “Although I’ve witnessed it a couple of times. Poor child. Her name is Lucy?”


“Lucy Ashton,” said Greta. “Orphan. Been bouncing around the foster system since age two, has no real worldly attachments, is probably going to be reported missing and then presumed dead—but we have to work out what the hell to do with her.”


“Ruthven will know,” said Varney, with a confidence Greta wished she could share.






It turned out that what Ruthven did know was how to say a very great many bad words in Scottish Gaelic, loudly. Greta held the phone away from her ear while he got on with it.


“—Right,” he said, eventually, catching his breath. “I’m on my way down there. How bad’s her condition?”


“Not great, but she’ll be okay now the crisis is past; the change is progressing normally. If you have any plasma units lying around, can you bring me some? I think it’d be easier for her to digest at this stage.”


“Yes, of course,” he said. “I’ll be down there in—a couple of hours at the most.” In the distance Greta heard another voice say We, and had to smile. “All right, we’ll be down there in a couple of hours. I apologize to Varney for taking up his guest rooms.”


Click.


“Who was that?” said a small voice from behind Greta, and she turned to see Lucy—pallid, her hair a stringy tangled mess, dark circles under her eyes—standing in the doorway.


Greta thought, God damn it, and put down her phone. “That was an old friend of mine called Edmund Ruthven,” she said. “He’s a vampire, too. He’s coming down from London to see if he can help you. Are you feeling any better?”


“Maybe?” said Lucy, and squinted at the kitchen window. “Why’s it so bright outside?”


“Because your eyes have gotten more sensitive,” Greta said. They’d been brown: they were filling in bright red. If she’d started off with pale eyes, they would have gone silver with a dark ring around the iris, like Ruthven’s. “You can see much better in the dark than you were able to before, but it does mean that daylight’s brighter than you’re used to.” At least it was a grey and gloomy day, with no direct sunlight to hurt the girl’s eyes or burn her fragile skin.


“Oh.” Lucy trailed into the kitchen, looking around. “Is this a real stately home?” she asked after a moment, looking at the huge, ancient soot-stained fireplace that dominated the room, the rows of copper pans hung on the walls.


“It is,” said Greta. “It’s really called Ratford Abbey, which is not a very nice name, so everybody calls it Dark Heart House instead.”


“Do you live here?”


“Not really,” she said. “I’m here on holiday, I work in London, but the house belongs to my husband Varney. Who is also a vampyre, a slightly different sort than you and Emily and Ruthven.”


“There’s more than one kind?” Lucy asked, climbing up onto one of the chairs. Even for her age she was small, Greta thought: fragile, all the bones too near the surface. The patchwork effect of the eyes was both striking and slightly horrible.


“There’s three, in fact,” Greta said. “Three main sorts. There’s the classic draculine, which is the kind you are; there’s the vampyre-with-a-Y, the lunar sensitive subtype, like Varney; and the third is the nosferatu, which is only found in parts of Eastern Europe. There’s others as well, but those are the most common.”


Lucy was watching her intently, the brown-and-scarlet eyes very focused on her face. “How do you know all this?”


“I’ve spent a very long time learning it,” said Greta. “My father taught me. He was a doctor, too. I took over from him when he retired. Do you think you could try some breakfast?”


Lucy shook her head vehemently. “My stomach still hurts.”


“I know,” Greta said, “I’m sorry. But it’ll get better soon, I promise.” She hoped very much that the plasma Ruthven promised to bring would help; she’d used it before in sanguivores with severe gastric irritation as a lighter, easier-to-stomach substitute for blood.


The girl looked utterly miserable, and also bored, which Greta knew was a misery in itself. “—Do you like to read?” she asked.


Lucy looked up, a brief expression of hope passing over her face. “Yes?” she said. “We didn’t… have many books, where I was living.”


Where I was living, not at home, Greta noted. “Well, this house is big enough to have its own library,” she said. “Would you like to see it?”


“Yes please.” Lucy got off the chair, and for the first time since the barrow-wight had carried her over the threshold the night before, she looked something close to happy.














CHAPTER 2


“You know, I cannot get over the names here,” said Grisaille, looking over his shoulder at the village sign they’d just passed. “Someone literally named this place ‘Nether Wallop’ and nobody thought that was weird?”


Edmund Ruthven changed down for Nether Wallop’s 30-limit zone, his Aston Martin’s engine protesting. “See also Middle Wallop and Over Wallop,” he said. “English villages tend to lack imagination in nomenclature. There’s any number of Something Magnas and Something Parvas right next to each other, not to mention Something Minster or Something Abbas if it’s got the right sort of church in it. I will admit ‘Wallop’ leaves much to be desired.”


“Wild,” said Grisaille, leaning back in the seat. “So just to make sure I know what to expect: what are you actually planning to do when we get there?”


“I wish I knew,” said Ruthven, wry. “Other than try to help the kid get over the shock as much as possible. It’s never fun but I can barely imagine how traumatic being turned like that must have been. Did you have—help, after it, or did you have to bear it alone?”
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