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CHAPTER ONE


The Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena, London Field Office


September 1903


Samantha Harker’s heels rang on the fine marble floors as she hurried past plaster reliefs of scenes torn from myth. Gas lights illuminated the carvings, and in their shifting shadows, the Gorgons and Furies and men fighting the Minotaur in his maze seemed to almost move.


Despite the fact that she saw the reliefs every day, Sam couldn’t deny the thrill that shivered through her at the sight of them. In a world filled with mysteries and monsters, Sam was a hunter.


Or rather, the field agents of the Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena were hunters. Sam was more of an Ariadne herself, spending her days surrounded by books, uncovering the secrets of the Labyrinth, and giving her assigned field agents the threads by which they’d find their way to their monsters and then safely home.


Usually, anyway. That thrill shivered through her again, only this time, with an undercurrent of fear.


Sam patted her curls, which had come undone despite the best intentions of her pins. Her borrowed shoes pinched—her mother’s feet being far daintier than her own—and her sodden skirts clung to her legs on account of London being London and so rather wet. But her attire would do. It would have to. Touching the St. Brigid medal at her throat for luck, she called out.


“Mr. Wright!”


An older gentleman looked back at her from across the marble foyer, his foot on the stairs that swept up to the Society’s private offices. Mr. Wright always looked as if he expected to dispatch a ghoul in the morning and treat with ministers in the afternoon, with a neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard and flared moustache to match King Edward VII’s own. In his diorite hand—gone to stone courtesy of a misadventure with a cockatrice—he’d wedged a crumpet heavy with marmalade of that bitter British variety that Sam’s American tastes just couldn’t get used to.


His right hand, as of yet unpetrified, held a briefcase—a dark, heavy thing that looked as if it could withstand an explosion. Which, given that he was the director of the Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena, might not be far from the mark.


“Ah, the Harkers’ girl. Samantha.” A fond smile cracked his face, although he barely knew her beyond the occasional research request. She, however, knew him.


When she was eight, he’d visited her family in Chicago. Crouched in the dumbwaiter, where the walls were thinnest, Sam had eavesdropped on Mr. Wright imploring her father, Jonathan Harker, to join the Society. Or, at the very least, for Sam’s mother, Mina, to allow the Society to study her. Mina was one of the few people who’d fallen under a monster’s sway and come out the other side, entirely herself save for the angry red scar on her forehead, where the Host had burned her when she was under Dracula’s influence.


Jonathan and Mina Harker had refused of course. They had Sam and her brother to think of, after all, and the Society was no environment in which to raise a child. But Sam had become obsessed.


“Research department, second level, isn’t it?” Mr. Wright said as she crossed over to him. “You’re the very spit and image of your mother.”


Sam blushed prettily for him, as she was sure he’d intended. Mr. Wright had adored Sam’s mother—still did, even if his fixation on the monsters that had touched her life had warped that affection. He’d been at university with Sam’s father, and before the Harkers had moved to America to have Sam, he’d been a frequent dinner guest.


Really, Sam didn’t see any great similarity. Oh, she supposed she could pick out her mother’s rabbit-brown eyes and her father’s slightly crooked lips. But any resemblance was certainly heightened on account of her donning her mother’s old tartan skirt and white shirtwaist—as she’d intended. She’d even fixed her blonde curls with one of her mother’s precious tortoiseshell combs, entrusted to Sam when she left for London, to complete the effect.


Sam needed all the leverage she could get.


Mr. Wright took a bite of his crumpet as he gestured for Sam to fall in beside him. “What can I do for you, Miss Harker? I’m afraid I don’t have long—there’s apparently a glaistig sleeping under my desk, getting wet goat everywhere—but I’m yours until we get there.”


“I’d like to put in for the Paris case,” Sam said at once, not even bothering to ask why he might have a half woman, half goat in his office. “As a field agent.”


Mr. Wright choked on his crumpet. “The Beast attacks?”


Sam could sympathize: the Paris case wasn’t exactly breakfast fare.


Four brutal murders in less than two weeks, all in different locations: an art gallery’s washrooms and a private dining salon, a moving carriage and a box at the ballet. Every day, the papers reported finding new pieces of the victims—a finger here, a liver there. Though, strangely, they’d never found their hearts. Sam was of the opinion the killer was eating them.


“That’s a bloody business, and no place for a woman.”


“The victims are all men,” Sam said, sparing him an education in just how bloody a woman’s business could get. “All Parisian, and of considerable means. The killer has a type, and I’m not it. I’ll be as safe in Paris as I am on the streets of London.”


Mr. Wright acknowledged the point with a humph. “Still, you’re a researcher, and a promising one at that. Why on earth should you want to abandon that for the field?”


If she were honest, Sam didn’t. She loved the library. It had more the feeling of a temple than any earthly office. Fanciful scenes from myth leapt across the vaulted ceilings, heavy bookcases lined the walls, and disturbing oil paintings of queens bathing in blood and gods devouring men hung between them in gilt frames.


Sam could spend reverent hours in the stacks, combing the archives for obscure references by the flickering light of gas lamps, surrounded by that comforting old-book smell and the memories of lazy summer afternoons spent hidden among the towering shelves.


But the library didn’t hold the answers she needed—she’d had two years to be sure of that.


“Do you know what it’s like in the research department, Mr. Wright?” Sam said, by way of answer. “It’s like trying to unravel a mystery with a wineglass, absent the wine, the person who drank it, and the company in which they did so. The field team sends us clues, but the best clues simply can’t be bagged. They must be seen, heard, smelled. I can help you solve this case, but not from here.”


Like all the best lies, it was partly true. Half of solving a mystery was knowing where to look. And that meant learning to listen, and not just to what people said out loud. You had to learn the secret language of glances and quirking lips and the whole library of gleams that could be found in a man’s eyes. You had to listen like your life depended on it, because it just might.


The field agents were good at killing things, Sam would give them that, but good listeners they were not.


That was not, however, why Sam needed Mr. Wright to assign her to the Paris case.


“Smelled?” Mr. Wright burst out laughing. “Miss Harker, your passion is to be commended, and I know from your reports that you have a fine set of senses, but you’re no Baker Street detective. You couldn’t possibly learn anything from the way someone smells—”


Sam smiled.


“I can smell you have a mistress,” she pointed out, and Mr. Wright shut his mouth. “You wear a wedding ring, but your suit smells, quite strongly I might add, of jasmine, gardenia, and wild roses—scents that represent romantic trysts, secret love, and pain mixed with pleasure.”


Sam was cheating, of course. Some of this she’d noticed, but the wild roses bit? Not even a bloodhound could distinguish that much. The particulars of the lady’s perfume were something she’d gathered from the whisper network of women who did the dull work of the Society—cleaning, sorting, archiving, delivering coffee—all without ever being noticed, as if they were some tame variety of ghost.


Sam was a researcher after all; she’d done her research.


“The fashion for respectable women,” Sam continued, “is fragrance of a single note, and never on their person, only on their artifacts, meaning the traces that transfer to others are faint. Certainly your wife is a lady, meaning this perfume originates from someone else. The triple-odor extract implies that someone is a younger woman, which the choice of notes supports. In addition, the sheer suffusion of the scent on your person implies she was quite penetrated with it—”


“That’s enough,” Mr. Wright said, his face flushed. “I suppose I asked for that.”


Sam inclined her head. “You may count on my discretion.”


Mr. Wright turned to face her fully for the first time, his dark eyes piercing right through her. He was an entirely different beast when he was engaged, as if he’d been sleepwalking before, and had only now awoken.


Sam forced herself to stare back at him, for all it unsettled her.


“Very well, Harker,” Mr. Wright said at last. A rush went through her at the lack of honorific: she’d passed. “But I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely open with you—the Paris case has already been assigned.”


“What?” Sam said, startled. “To whom?”


“Miss Helena Moriarty.”


“Lady M?” Sam’s heart sank. The only person more famous than Mr. Van Helsing in the London field office was the notorious Lady M, or, more properly, Dr. Helena Moriarty. She had a reputation for being brilliant and more than a little terrifying, and she never took partners anymore—not that they would have her.


The only daughter of the infamous Professor Moriarty, the man Scotland Yard had nicknamed the Napoleon of Crime, the man whispered to be behind half the criminal activity in the West, from the theft of priceless French oil paintings to the selling of Egyptian mummies on the underworld’s shadow market. The man who had snuffed out London’s brightest light, Sherlock Holmes.


The criminal mastermind had nearly buried Dr. Watson along with Holmes, but the stalwart doctor had survived to tell of Professor Moriarty’s crime, driving the man from his post at the university into hiding. Rumor had it, Professor Moriarty persisted in running his shadow empire, but no one could prove it. In fact, no one could find proof of the man’s continued existence at all.


“What do you know of her?” Mr. Wright asked.


“She’s a field agent and an Oxford-educated chemist, specializing in supercritical fluids, though she recently published a paper on liquid chromatography. I, ah”—Sam chose her next words carefully—“I hear she’s very clever.”


What she’d actually heard was that Dr. Helena Moriarty, when faced with a man who wouldn’t stop harassing her, had taken up beekeeping, distilled the queen bee’s scent, and slipped it into the offending man’s shaving cream. After that, bees had swarmed him—impossibly finding him no matter where he went, wriggling and squirming through cracks and keyholes, air vents, and chimneys. It was enough to drive a man mad.


They just want to be friends, Dr. Moriarty was said to have echoed back at him. For indeed, he was only stung two or three times.


Needless to say, he left her alone after that.


“Right. Well, that makes this simple,” Mr. Wright said briskly. He handed her the stern-looking briefcase he’d been carrying. It was even heavier than she’d expected, but she managed to keep from lurching with its weight. “Take this down to Miss Moriarty. If you can convince her to partner with you for this case, I’ll speak to Mrs. Martin about covering for your responsibilities in the research department. But if she won’t have you, you’re to return to your work directly, without complaint.”


“Of course.” Sam’s stomach fluttered with nerves and excitement. A not insignificant part of her had assumed she wouldn’t succeed. “Thank you, Mr. Wright.”


“Happy to have been of service. Do send my regards to your mother,” Mr. Wright said, his hand closing on his office door. “Heavens, I can smell the goat from here.”


There was no doubt in Sam’s mind that Mr. Wright expected Sam to give up upon the revelation of her intended partner, for Dr. Moriarty had not always worked alone. Three times she’d taken a partner. And each and every time they had come to a mysterious end en route to the case site. Granted, gruesome and mysterious ends were hardly uncommon in this line of work, and Dr. Moriarty had been thoroughly investigated and absolved of all guilt. But three in a row, and with a father like that …


People had begun to say she was cursed. That even saying her last name was enough to invoke misfortune, as if she were a character in a Shakespearean play.


Curse or no, Sam wasn’t about to give up now.


She found Dr. Moriarty in the firing range—a slender figure in a black suit and a long tan coat, a slash of crimson at her neck. Gun smoke hung in the air and six bullet holes were clustered in the painted heart of her monstrous target. Sam was impressed: the last time she had tried shooting, she’d nearly taken out a light fixture. Dr. Moriarty paused to reload her revolver.


“I don’t know where he is,” Dr. Moriarty called without looking up. “But if you find him, do me a favor and punch him in the mouth, will you?”


“Where who is?” Sam said.


Dr. Moriarty looked up. She had a slightly crooked nose and shockingly short ginger curls that escaped her black trilby hat in a cloud. Her eyes were sharp as splinters, and focused entirely on Sam.


“My father, of course,” Dr. Moriarty said. Holstering her revolver, Dr. Moriarty strolled over to Sam, peering at her, curious. Sam caught a hint of rosin under the stench of gunpowder, leading her to wonder if Dr. Moriarty played the violin, or if Sam was thinking too much of the romanticized detective stories she’d indulged in as a girl. “But you’re not here about him, are you?”


“I’m Samantha Harker, research department, second level. I’m here about the Paris case,” Sam said, gathering herself and holding the briefcase out. Dr. Moriarty took it, and Sam couldn’t help but notice that it didn’t look as if she’d found the briefcase heavy at all. “I want on.”


“Ah, so you’re the one they sent to spy on me. A researcher this time, and a woman—he’s getting better, I’ll give him that.” Dr. Moriarty leaned back as if everything made sense now. “Of course, he won’t have told you yet. He must have been worried I’d read it in your face. He’ll tell you after—watch for it.”


“I very much doubt it,” Sam said. “I expect Mr. Wright thought I’d give up at the prospect of working with you.”


“And why haven’t you?” Dr. Moriarty inquired, her lilting accent unmistakably Irish. “Surely you’ve heard the rumors about the curse of Lady M. I could repeat a few, if you’re interested, though I fear I haven’t heard the most colorful. The one about the bees perhaps?”


“Is it true?” Sam asked curiously.


Dr. Moriarty shrugged. “Does it matter?”


“Not insofar as my interest in this case.”


“Hmm. And what is your interest in this case?”


Seventy-four. Ten. One hundred three. Twenty-eight, eight, twenty-seven. Forty-four, one, fifty-six …


“Solving it,” Sam answered, tucking the numbers back inside her head. Dr. Moriarty didn’t need to know about the personal reason for her interest. As far as Sam knew, it was just a ghost of a suspicion haunting the bones of a half-forgotten trauma.


Dr. Moriarty laughed. “Touché. Well then. Let’s see what you make of this.” She settled the briefcase on the firing range wall and clicked it open. There was a puff of escaping gases and the scent of rotting meat.


Sam recoiled. Inside was a severed human arm, lying there like a piece of butcher’s meat wrapped in the sleeve of a suit jacket, the diamond cuff link smeared with blood.


“Oh. That’s”—dreadful, terrible, horrific—“a lot, isn’t it?” Sam said, covering her nose with her sleeve.


“There’s a world of blood and pain and death outside your books, Miss Harker,” Dr. Moriarty said. “If you can’t deal with this, then you certainly can’t deal with the Paris case.”


“I can feel things and still deal with them,” Sam said, a shiver working through her just imagining the power it would have taken to rip an arm clean off at the shoulder. There was probably a book in the library in which she could look that up. “What kind of a person would I be, if this didn’t horrify me?”


“What kind of person indeed.” Dr. Moriarty’s smile pulled crooked, and the rumors of Lady M whispered in the twists of Sam’s mind. “Then tell me, what does this piece of evidence reveal about the attacker? Other than that the crime they committed was horrific.”


Reluctantly, Sam abandoned her examination of Dr. Moriarty and peered closer at the bloodied arm.


“The attacker is strong—unusually so,” she murmured, and Dr. Moriarty snorted. That much was obvious. She turned the briefcase slowly. There were small divots on the humerus, as if the attacker had gnawed on it, the marrow sucked clean from the end of the bone, and she felt a quiet satisfaction at being right, even as her stomach turned over. “The attacker likely ingested part of its victim. There are calluses here, on the finger, from what I assume would be a wedding ring, but given the dismembering of the corpse and his continued possession of a diamond cuff link, I doubt theft was the primary motivation.”


“Is that all?” Dr. Moriarty crossed her arms.


It couldn’t be all. If Sam couldn’t bring more to the investigation, there was no incentive for the doctor to accept her onto the case. She had to find something else, something even the incisive Dr. Moriarty had missed.


There was … one other thing Sam might try. She risked a glance at Dr. Moriarty, who was staring at Sam as if she were a puzzle in want of solving. If Sam were caught—


Fear tightened around her neck. She couldn’t get caught. Couldn’t let Dr. Moriarty know who she was. What she was. But she couldn’t leave her analysis there, either.


Before she could think better of it, Sam reached out to turn the man’s arm over, hoping Dr. Moriarty might mistake the tremble in her hand for mere horror. The moment her fingertips brushed his jacket, a chill went through her. Suddenly she could feel her fingernails ripping on the floorboards, could feel teeth tearing into the softness of her belly. And behind it, the sound of someone weeping.


And then the sensations were gone, as if they had never been. Sam found herself clutching the dead man’s hand—its nails splintered and torn—and hurriedly let go. Dr. Moriarty stared at her in frank fascination. Sam flushed with fear and embarrassment at once.


“A vivid imagination,” her mother had lied when Sam was a child, holding her tight and stroking her hair. “They’re just dreams that strayed from the night. Ignore them. Trust in logic. Trust in the rules. They will keep you safe.”


“She’s a channel,” her doctors had said when boarding school had failed to set her right and her father had demanded answers.


“It means that you’re susceptible to the influence of evil,” Jakob Van Helsing had whispered poisonously to Sam when they were still just teenagers lurking in the library at a Society party with their parents. And this, she was to learn, was what most people thought about channels. “You’ll get visions from monsters, like your mother did. They’ll lead you astray and everyone you care for will suffer for it.”


Which was to say, if she wasn’t careful and someone caught her channeling a vision, she might be committed to an asylum. She couldn’t precisely fault them. The visions came from monsters—as had been well documented in the wake of the Transylvanian affair. If she let the wrong one in, it might corrupt her; it had happened when her mother had channeled visions from Dracula. Worse, it might turn her monstrous herself, like the Harkers’ late friend Lucy—transforming her into the very thing she’d sworn to fight.


Still, Sam needed to present Dr. Moriarty with something, or she would leave Sam behind, and then Sam would never solve the mystery of those numbers. With a twist of guilt, she lowered her face to the jacket sleeve, and sniffed.


There—beneath the putrid smell of meat rot and the sharp, coniferous scent of the dead man’s cologne was the faintest whisper of salt. It was unsettling, like catching the scent of the ocean in the dark heart of the forest. It did not belong.


She felt a prickle on the back of her neck: her vision had been right.


“The attacker wept over his victim,” Sam said slowly, unable to shake the sense that this was important, even if she didn’t yet know how.


“Ah, yes. Harker … As in Mina and Jonathan Harker.” Dr. Moriarty was watching her intently.


“The fabric on the back of his arm is stiffer than it should be,” Sam went on. “But not on account of blood. It smells faintly of salt, and unless the victim was uncommonly flexible, his murderer was the one doing the crying.”


Dr. Moriarty leaned in and took a sniff. Her eyes widened. “You’re right.”


“But what sort of a person cries after committing such a vicious murder?”


“A very good question,” Dr. Moriarty said, snapping the briefcase closed. “All right, Miss Harker. You have my attention.”


“Please, call me Sam,” Sam said on impulse.


“Then you must call me Hel.”


“Like A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” Sam said at once, and a smile curled Hel’s lips.


“I’m sure we’ll be fast friends,” Hel said. “Now you’d best pack your bags. We leave for Paris in the morning.”


That, Sam thought, was too easy. Lady M never took partners. What had changed?


Sam had channeled, that’s what had changed, she thought nervously.


Sam left the gun range only to find Mr. Wright waiting for her in the hall, smelling strongly of barnyard. He motioned her over, with a curtness that had not been there before.


“Miss Harker.”


Sam’s churning thoughts evaporated with the sudden awareness that her clever plan from that morning might have come across as rather threatening and that he could be sore about it.


She glanced through a window into the gun range at Hel, but Hel had resumed her practice, the gunfire more than sufficient to ensure a private conversation.


“If this is about what I said before—” Sam began.


“No, no, nothing like that,” Mr. Wright said. Sam felt a welling of relief. “I take it Miss Moriarty has accepted you onto the case?”


“Yes,” Sam said. “We leave for Paris in the morning.”


“Excellent, excellent,” Mr. Wright said. He was repeating himself more than usual. “I’ll speak to Mrs. Martin, as promised. And in return … the Society would appreciate it if you’d keep an eye on Miss Moriarty for the duration of this expedition.”


“You mean for me to spy on her?” Sam blurted. So this was why he’d let Sam on the case. Hel had been right. She glanced over Mr. Wright’s shoulder at Hel again, who winked at Sam, though she couldn’t possibly have heard. Told you so.


“Nothing so crass as that,” Mr. Wright said. Reluctantly, Sam focused on him, her mind burning with questions. “But Miss Moriarty has had three partners on three separate cases, not one of which has returned. And here you are, not even a field agent. So I am merely … suggesting you keep an eye out, for your own safety.”


“It’s a dangerous business, hunting monsters,” Sam said, not quite sure how to feel, but certain she felt ill used. “I’m sure Dr. Moriarty and I will both need to keep an eye out for safety on this trip.”


“Of course,” Mr. Wright said smoothly, a twinkle in his eye. He pressed a folder into her hands. A bad taste bloomed in her mouth. This wasn’t a personnel file—it was the case reports on the deaths of Hel’s prior partners.


Of course. How much of this was because of what Hel had done, and how much was because of her father? From everything Sam had read, Hel was an exemplary field agent—solving more cases in six months than most agents did in a year.


But then, her partners had died.


“This file will explain everything,” Mr. Wright said. “Now, I’m setting you up in a hotel that has installed telephones in every room. I’m told it’s very modern, the height of luxury. I have eyes amongst the staff, but of course, they can’t be everywhere all at once, so should you happen to see—or smell—anything that isn’t precisely as it should be, no matter how insignificant it might seem, you feel free to let me know.”


“Thank you,” Sam said, mostly because he expected it.


“Don’t thank me, I’m putting you in all kinds of harm’s way with this.” Mr. Wright clapped her on the shoulder. “Good luck, Miss Harker.”


As complicated as things were getting, Sam was beginning to think she’d need it.









CHAPTER TWO


The Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena, London Field Office


If the Society’s library was like a temple, its war room was something else entirely. Sam had only ventured inside once before, when she’d located a rare tablet on trolls, which Mr. Wright had requested for an expedition he was leading into a remote forest in Norway, and she hadn’t been allowed to linger. Even on the very morning she left for Paris, Sam felt like an imposter, as if the room itself might smell the books on her and refuse her passage.


The heavy iron door was inscribed with apotropaic symbols from the world over, the doorknob silver and embedded with a relic of a long-forgotten saint. Sam pushed it open.


Ghostly predawn light fell from a glass dome onto a bed of wild roses, garlic, wolfsbane, and sage. Behind the floral display, there was a heavy table of scarred mahogany, covered in maps and diagrams, scrolls and calendars, both esoteric and mundane.


A veritable armory covered the burgundy-and-gold walls: stakes hewn from mountain ash and ornate holy crosses, bolts of blackthorn dipped in all manner of poisons, knives edged with silver, and great iron chains. Apothecary cabinets crowded the room beneath them, their hundred tiny drawers brimming with exorcism salt, skeleton keys, silver bullets, and anything else a field agent might require.


This was where every hunter in the Society prepared for whatever may come. Now it was her turn.


She could scarcely believe it.


When Sam first told her mother she wanted to join the Society—albeit to research rather than hunt monsters—she’d expected her mother to be proud. Instead, her mother had been horrified.


“Why would you think I would be happy for my daughter to risk her life?” Mina said, looking so stricken Sam had the impulse to take it all back.


“But you hunted monsters,” Sam protested.


“Oh darling,” Mina said, taking Sam’s hands in hers. “I did what I had to. The alternative was to become a monster—I had to fight for my soul. What mother wants that for her daughter?”


Sam’s cheeks burned at the memory. Oh, what had she been thinking, channeling in front of the best field agent in the Society! Honestly, Sam was fortunate she hadn’t proved her way into an asylum while she was at it.


Still, a small voice whispered, it worked.


Pulling out a drawer in the cabinet, Sam ran her fingers along the collection of oddments, picking up a dagger. The label claimed it had been forged with one of the claws of the Nemean Lion, which were said to cut through anything. Unlikely, Sam thought. It was far too long to be the claw of any lion Sam had seen, more like a tooth, and such an artifact would surely be kept in the vaults, and not where any hunter might—


The door opened. “Miss Harker?”


Sam fumbled the dagger. It fell point first and stuck in the marble floor next to her foot, like the legendary sword in the stone. Sam paled—genuine after all, then—and turned, coming face to face with Jakob Van Helsing.


The only son of the esteemed Professor Van Helsing, Jakob was tall and broad shouldered, with neatly trimmed brown hair and the straight nose of a Greek statue. His eyes lived in a state of perpetual crinkle, like a gunslinger ready for a shoot-out, though Sam knew he was quite thoroughly Dutch.


He was still wearing those ridiculous American-style cowboy boots he’d picked up on that giant flying lizard case in the Arizona territory, made of the sun-kissed bronze scales of the beast he’d slain. They jingled with his every step, like a bell on a cat.


“Mr. Van Helsing,” Sam said, swishing her skirt over the hilt of the knife.


Van Helsing eyed Sam. “What are you doing here?”


“Same thing you are, I expect,” Sam said evenly. She had a right to be there, she reminded herself, no matter how Van Helsing tried to unnerve her.


Van Helsing snorted. “That, I doubt.”


To think Sam had once looked forward to seeing him again.


Van Helsing—Jakob—hadn’t always been that way. All hunter and no heart. Sam remembered autumn evenings spent exploring the woods outside her home, when Jakob and his father had come visiting from the Netherlands, watching the wills-o’-the-wisp dancing between the dark trunks of the trees like blue candle flames. Jakob, still recovering from a near-fatal bout of scarlet fever, had liked to sketch the ghostly lights while Sam told him their stories. Until, that is, his father had caught them.


“Are you looking to die?” Professor Van Helsing had said, his eyes bright with fury. “To light a lantern of your own?”


“I think they’re pretty,” Jakob had said defiantly, stepping in front of Sam.


“You think.” Professor Van Helsing snorted. “They’re monsters. Spirits rejected by Heaven and Hell who wander the earth, tempting the unwary off the virtuous path. You know Samantha’s vulnerable to their influence. It’s your responsibility to keep her safe.”


“Like you did Lucy?” Jakob said. It had been the wrong thing to say. His father had gone very still, and then there was a slap, and Jakob’s cheek was red, his great blue eyes welling with tears.


Sam’s mother had, in her own way, been worse, for all she hadn’t so much as raised her voice. “Did you forget it was wills-o’-the-wisp that led your father to Dracula’s castle? You, who have so much more reason to be careful?” It was a song she’d heard before. Even before her parents realized Sam was a channel, everyone who knew the circumstances of her birth had seemed certain something must be wrong with her, the girl conceived when her mother was under Dracula’s influence. “You are never to follow them again. Do you hear me?”


“But I—”


“Swear it.”


That had been the end of Sam and Jakob’s evenings in the forest. She’d seen him on a handful of occasions after that, but it had never been the same.


By the time she’d crossed paths with him at that Society dinner, when they were teenagers, it was as if his father had scraped out everything of the boy she’d known, and poured himself into its place. A Van Helsing, through and through.


Van Helsing picked up the field agent assignment list off the scarred table, his eyebrows rising. “You’ve been assigned the Beast murders?”


“Jakob,” Sam chided. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you worried about me.”


“Don’t call me that. We’re not children anymore.” That much was obvious. The Jakob she’d known would have been happy for her, or perhaps wanted to come along. Van Helsing scowled. “There is something else going on here, and you know it.”


“Do I?” Sam said lightly.


The look Van Helsing gave her could have withered an orchard. “You really think they’d just give you the Beast murders? You, a girl, who has never been out in the field, and who screams when she sees a rat? You don’t have the stomach for it. Duendes. They have me doing duendes. I should be on the Beast murders.”


“The Beast doesn’t murder women,” Sam said, resisting the urge to clarify that his case dealt with trasgu—mischievous goblin-like creatures, which were in fact a subspecies of duende. “Besides, it’s not like I’ll be alone. I’ll be with Dr. Moriarty.”


“He put you with Lady M?” Van Helsing’s eyes tightened. “That’s even worse. Do you know who she is? What she’s done?”


“I know she’s solved more cases than you.”


“Her partners end up dead,” Van Helsing said flatly.


“It’s a dangerous job,” Sam persisted. “And she was cleared of all wrongdoing.”


“That just means she hasn’t been caught.” Van Helsing shook his head, as if she were very slow. And perhaps she was. She couldn’t seem to figure out what his aim was. First he seemed suspicious, then jealous, and now concerned. She wondered if even he knew what he truly wanted. “Go back to your library, Miss Harker. I’ll clear this up with Mr. Wright. I don’t know what could have possessed him to—”


“Don’t,” Sam said softly. Van Helsing paused, eyes narrowed. “We’re not children anymore.”


“Do you really think you can hide what you are from her?” Van Helsing drew nearer, so close the hot leather scent of him washed over her. “That she won’t find out? What exactly do you think will happen, when the monsters are more than ink on old paper? When you are stuck on some enigma, and can’t resist the pull of their voices? The secrets they promise?”


Sam cursed their spotted history—how well he read her fears on her face even now. Van Helsing was one of the few people who knew of her … condition. That Sam was a channel. She should have expected him to use it against her.


“You sound like my mother.” Sam was unable to keep bitterness from edging in.


“Mina’s a good woman. You should listen to her.”


“Being good didn’t save her.” The mark on her forehead was proof enough of that.


“If you think I will hesitate …” To put her down, he meant. To end Sam the way their parents had Lucy.


She remembered the elder Van Helsing lecturing young Jakob that Sam was his responsibility. That if she died, or worse, became a broken channel, it would be his fault. Jakob might have cared what happened to Sam—they’d been friends, once. But the Van Helsing that stood before her cared only for his reputation. She would do well to remember that.


“Thank you, Mr. Van Helsing,” Sam said coldly. The first rays of the sun glittered on the glass in the dome above. The carriage would be pulling up outside any moment, and it was past time she was on her way. “But I can take care of myself. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a job to do.”


And she swept out of the room, heels ringing despite the tremble in her limbs, leaving Van Helsing staring at the dagger piercing the marble floor behind her.


— —


The first thing Sam learned about Hel was that she didn’t do small talk.


“How did you know?” Hel asked, leaning in so her voice would carry over the creaking of the carriage and the clopping of the horses’ hooves. Just like that, without any nouns or anything.


Sam, offended on behalf of the English language, could only manage, “Sorry?”


Sam was snug in a white wool-and-velvet traveling dress with matching gloves she’d received from her mother, blonde hair piled up under a broad-brimmed white hat that was the first thing she’d bought for herself when she arrived in London. All of which, Sam was certain, were already suffused with that particular traveler’s perfume of road dust, freshly oiled leather, and warm horse. They’d been traveling for eight hours and she was on her sixth newspaper puzzle of the morning—studiously ignoring the siren call of the file Mr. Wright had handed her on Hel, her past partners, and the chances Sam was going to be murdered.


Hel, by contrast, looked precisely as she had the last time Sam had seen her, in a black suit, long tan coat, and crimson necktie, her ginger curls electric in the falling light. It led Sam to wonder if Hel had gone home at all the night prior, or if, perhaps, she was nocturnal, like the monsters they hunted. It gave Sam something of the feeling of being an unnaturalist, scouting out the habits and habitations of monsters.


“How did you know that the killer had wept over the man’s arm?” Hel clarified.


Oh. That. She’d been rather hoping Hel hadn’t noticed.


She should have known better. Sam had known what she was risking going into the field with Lady M—and it wasn’t just her skin.


“Just a feeling, really.”


“A feeling?” Hel prompted.


“Don’t tell me you don’t have them,” Sam said tartly.


Hel laughed. “All right, I won’t.”


From what Sam had read, preparing to leave London had once been tantamount to preparing for war. There had been a troll under every bridge, phantoms on every old battlefield, and highwaymen—most of them remnants of battlefields themselves—crying for you to stand and deliver at every bottleneck out of the city, which all sounded exciting and terrifying at once.


Now the primary danger would be Hel. Whatever people thought of Hel, she was, by all accounts, brilliant. What’s more, Hel seemed intent on keeping that brilliance focused squarely on Sam, and in their small carriage, their knees almost touching, there was nowhere to hide.


It would take the rest of the day to make it to Dover, where they’d catch the ferry across the English Channel to Calais, and then they’d spend almost a full day on the train to Paris. As far as Sam could tell, there was nothing but heather and potholes and the occasional churring of a nightjar for miles. And the chances Hel would uncover that Sam wasn’t just uncannily perceptive, but a channel, grew with every passing hour.


“Anyway, we don’t even know for certain the tears are from the killer,” Sam said, easing the conversation away from things that could get her committed. “As far as we know, the victim shed the tears himself, after his arm was torn off.”


“Unlikely.” Hel snorted. “The dead don’t cry.”


“Unless he wasn’t dead yet,” Sam said.


Hel waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, he was dead all right. There’s no swelling, just a splash of blood in the suit fabric, and bruising on the skin where blood pooled. All of which strongly implies a postmortem amputation.”


“It seems like you have it all figured out.” Sam was beginning to feel quite unnecessary.


“On the contrary, I missed the tears,” Hel said. “Was it something about holding his hand? Do you need to touch things to get these feelings of yours?”


Sam tamped down on a flutter of apprehension. Hel was just teasing, she told herself. That was something normal people did—unlike, say, holding hands with a severed arm, lacing fingers like lovers do.


“I could smell the salt,” Sam said. Life, she’d found, was easier when you could slip inside the stories others told themselves about you—when you didn’t challenge them or their views about the world. “I have a very good nose. Ask Mr. Wright about it sometime.”


Hel’s gaze flickered over Sam’s face. “Am I making you nervous?”


“No,” Sam said at once. But as she curled her fingers into her palms, her fingernails felt as if they might splinter. “Yes. Please. Let’s just talk about something else?”


“All right then,” Hel said, tucking whatever questions she had left under her tongue. Sam was absurdly grateful. “Tell me, what do you know of the Beast of Gévaudan?”


Sam perked up. She’d read quite a lot on the subject. “The Beast of Gévaudan reportedly ravaged the French countryside a century ago. It killed over a hundred people, until it was finally put down by a local hunter with a silver bullet.” Sam hesitated, then added, “The origins of the Beast are still unknown. While the silver bullet implies a werewolf, it remains unclear as to whether it was in fact a pack of wolves, a monstrous beast, or a werewolf.”


“Not that it stopped us from exterminating them,” Hel said. Fear of the lunar lycanthropes had caught on like wildfire across the continent, and then the world—hunters trading in their deer-hunting rifles for shotguns, melting down coins for slugs, stalking werewolves by the light of the full moon.


“So,” Sam said, “are you saying you think there’s a link to the Paris case?”


“The papers seem to think so,” Hel said, showing Sam the headline of the morning edition of Le Petit Parisien: “Le retour de la Bête du Gévaudan.” The Beast of Gévaudan Returns.


“But the victims are entirely different,” Sam objected. “The Beast focused on women and children and lone travelers, always outside the town’s limits. The killer in this case is focusing exclusively on adult men.”


“And wealthy ones at that,” Hel said dryly. “A most discerning palate for ravening wolves.”


A werewolf could be discerning, Sam thought. Moreover, they could operate a door. But the last known werewolf had been killed, stuffed, and put on display at the then brand-new Museum of Natural History in New York City thirty years ago, ten years before Sam had even been born.


Unless, of course, they’d missed one. Sam glanced sharply at Hel, who was watching her with a crooked smile.


“A living werewolf … ,” Sam breathed.


It was no certainty, but just the possibility of getting to study a living werewolf—even if that werewolf was a bit murderous—sent a frisson of excitement through her. For a moment, she forgot to be wary of Hel at all.


“Do you think—”


The carriage wrenched to a stop, pitching Sam and Hel forward just as the window burst right where Sam’s head had been moments before. Sam shook her hair out of her face, glass tinkling down around her, to see a sinewy arm with mottled green skin pulling back through the broken window, her beloved London hat crushed in its gnarled grip.


Sam screamed as a bloodshot yellow eye took the place of the arm, roving the inside of the carriage and settling on Sam. She scrambled back as far as she could in the suddenly claustrophobic confines of the carriage—a grindylow. Except it couldn’t be. Grindylows were amphibious ambush predators, denizens of lakes and rivers and fens. It could never survive the dusty southern heath. Not without help. But who—


Hel drew her revolver. Sam’s eyes hooked on the gleaming barrel.


Oh, Hel.









CHAPTER THREE


The Road to Dover, England


As Sam stared down the barrel of Hel’s revolver, she realized two things:


One, bullets didn’t work on grindylows.


Two, which meant that gun was for Sam.


Oh, Sam had been a fool.


“Hold still.” Hel cocked her revolver. Sam’s heart winged into her throat.


Three partners had died before Sam. Each of them under mysterious circumstances, each of them on the way to their case—exactly as Sam was now. Had Sam thought she was special? That she and Hel had a rapport? Mr. Wright had tried to warn her.


Before Hel could shoot Sam, the driver’s whip cracked. The horses screamed; the driver swore. The carriage didn’t move; the monster did. Hel’s and the grindylow’s attention snapped to the front of the carriage, and with a green, sawtooth grin, the grindylow passed out of sight.


Sam didn’t have time to think. She threw herself at Hel while she was distracted, wrapping her arms tight around her. The revolver clattered to the bottom of the carriage and went off, punching a hole to the dusty ground.


“Get off me!” Hel tried to push Sam off, but she clung tight, refusing to lie down and die.


“And make it easy on you?” Her whole body shivered as one of the horse’s screams cut off abruptly in a wet ripping sound. She had to get out of there.


“What are you—it’s not me trying to kill you, all right?” Hel said. “If I’d wanted you dead, you would be.”


Sam looked up, searched Hel’s eyes for a moment. She believed her, heaven help her, but she believed her. Only, that meant Hel didn’t know everything—a thought that was as reassuring as it was unsettling.


“It’s a grindylow,” Sam said quickly, releasing Hel, who recovered her revolver. “A water hag. A bullet won’t work.”


Hel looked at Sam sharply. “Impossible. They never venture this far from their lakes and rivers in the north, and its skin is dry as bone. It’s some variety of ogre, surely.”


Another of the horses’ screams cut off. They were running out of horses.


Thinking fast, Sam pulled out the satchel of rock salt she’d tucked in her skirts in case of ghosts.


Like frogs, grindylows breathed through their skin when they were in the water, and their mouths when on land. But that adaptability came with a price. Salt burned grindylows’ skin in small doses and it lethally dehydrated them in greater—like frogs left out in the sun, gone all leathery and stiff.


Ordinarily, the small satchel of salt Sam had pulled out would only antagonize the grindylow. But it was already parched—dry as bone—and the blood it was using to slake its thirst was in itself salty, the murderous equivalent of drinking seawater when you were too desperate to remember why it was a terrible idea.


It should only take a little to push it over the edge, provided they could get the salt to stick and not just fall off. Which, admittedly, Sam hadn’t figured out yet.


She thrust the bag of salt out to Hel as another horse screamed and went silent, her hands shaking. “Trust me.”


One of Hel’s eyebrows rose as if to say, Really?


Sam’s cheeks heated, acutely aware she was asking the woman she’d just accused of attempted murder to trust her. But whatever words Hel had for Sam, her response was interrupted by the squelch-thunk of the driver’s head hitting the carriage window—his salt-and-pepper hair matted with blood, his thick eyebrows raised in disbelief—before sliding down the window and out of sight.


Outside, the grindylow was holding the driver’s headless body above its mouth like an orange and squeezing. Its throat worked vigorously as blood poured out of the man in quantities seemingly bent on reminding you that humans were 60 percent water. Sam tore her eyes away, her gorge rising. They were out of time.


“Right.” Hel snatched the salt out of Sam’s hand and opened the door of the carriage. “Distract it.”


“Wait, what are you going to do?” Sam cried. But Hel was already gone.


Even crouched, the grindylow was as tall as the carriage, its body roped with muscle. It tossed the driver’s headless body aside like an empty bottle, its toad-like skin glistening with the blood that hadn’t made it down its throat. Sam jerked back inside the carriage and out of sight. Then the grindylow lifted its nose to the air and started a strange, wheezy trilling. Uh-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe. Uh-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe.


At first, it sounded far away, like the churring of the nightjars in the heath. Then, as if it were right outside. She could hear its nose working, scenting Hel out. Sam had to do something before it did—distract it, pull its attention back to her. If she didn’t, Hel’s plan would fail, and they’d both be done for.


Sam’s legs went limp as shucked stockings. She’d read about this phenomenon—how the body tried to help when it decided you were going to die. Shhh, don’t struggle. It will all be over soon. You won’t feel a thing. She’d found it reassuring at the time.


She did not find it reassuring now. How had Sam ever thought she could survive the field? She was a researcher for goodness’ sake. Her biceps were entirely theoretical, her greatest adversary the occasional paper cut. Neither of which prepared her to fight monsters. Even her body thought she was going to die. And Hel had taken her salt. Sam squeezed her eyes shut, tears leaking between her lashes.


It’s not enough, she thought. I’m not enough. What kind of diversion could Sam even accomplish, putting aside for a moment the fleeting diversion of her death—


Except wait, no, don’t put it aside—that was it, wasn’t it? That was the distraction.


Like a killdeer leading a snake from her nest, Sam’s potential death would capture the grindylow’s attention far better than anything else she might devise.


The hard part was going to be keeping it potential.


Sam stole a glance outside, her eyes lighting on the kerosene lantern, her mind catching with the reports she’d filed on Emma Livry and Mary Wilde—women who Sam was certain hadn’t spontaneously combusted no matter what defenses Charles Dickens mounted for the phenomenon in excuse for his books.


Far more likely the young women’s high-fashion, highly flammable dresses had proved the architects of their demise. And a plan came together in the back of her mind.


It was just in time. No sooner had she opened the carriage door than the grindylow’s arm came groping through the window, fingers scrabbling after her with thick, yellowed claws. Thinking quickly, Sam scooped up shards of glass from the broken window and threw them at the grindylow’s eyes.


It only bought her a moment, but a moment was all Sam needed. The grindylow recoiled and Sam scrambled out the other side of the carriage, tearing the petticoat off her mother’s dress as she ran, ripping pieces with her teeth and hands and then the little knife she’d somehow forgotten she had. She grabbed the carriage’s kerosene lantern as she raced past, her feet crunching on glass.


The grindylow’s bloodshot eyes were fixed on her as it loped around the far side of the carriage, making that horrible sound. Uh-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe. It took every tendon of strength she could muster not to answer the urging of her heart and run as she frantically spread the shreds of her petticoat in a nest around her.


The grindylow’s jaw gaped—so close, Sam could smell the coppery rot of its breath—and it lashed out with a hand big enough to squash her head like an egg. Sam held her ground and smashed the kerosene lantern down.


The effects were immediate. Glass shattered and fire burst up around her, flaring in the prepared circle of her petticoat. Sweat slicked her brow and dried in an instant. The grindylow shrieked, cradling its withering hand as the ring of flames danced around Sam.


It was uncomfortably like being burned at the stake—a destiny that might have been Sam’s had she been born a hundred years earlier. Still, Sam sobbed in relief, her tears evaporating off her cheek. For a blessed moment, she was safe.


Hel, whatever you’re going to do, do it now, Sam thought, not letting herself imagine what might happen to her if the other woman had already done it—abandoning Sam to be just another mysterious death on her list, probably filed under spontaneous combustion.


The grindylow paced the fire, a sack of skin on its neck pulsating with that horrible sound. Uh-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe-ehe.


Then, almost thoughtfully, the grindylow plucked up half a horse, like a daisy from a garden. It squeezed it, absently, though it had been long since drained dry.


“What are you doing? No, put that down. Stop—look at me!” Sam shouted, waving her arms to distract it. But there was nothing she could do, trapped in her ring of fire, except watch as it tossed the horse’s haunches onto the burning petticoat.


Deprived of oxygen, the fire beneath the half horse sputtered and went out. The grindylow’s sawtooth smile spread. Sam turned to run, but the fire still raged behind her, and her dress was highly flammable. She thought of Emma Livry again—she’d died before she could be doused. Sam would die caught by her own cleverness.


Why hadn’t she trapped the grindylow? Or just set it on fire, for that matter?


Mr. Wright had been right: she was no field agent.


The grindylow reached for her. Sam screamed, shielding her face with her arms.


Thump!


Sam cracked open her eyes, her vision hazy with smoke. The grindylow’s claws had just missed her. As she watched, its leg crumpled beneath it, a crater on the back of its knee spilling duckweed.


Hel cocked the driver’s coach gun as she walked fearlessly toward the monster, lining up another shot.


Bullets don’t work! Sam tried to shout. Given sufficient hydration levels, the duckweed flesh of the grindylow could pull itself back together again and again. But all that came out was a wheeze, the flames wicking away even the air from her lungs. If she didn’t get out of there soon, Sam knew, she’d have simply exchanged one death for another.


Howling with rage, the grindylow made a grab for Hel, but she deftly stepped past and, while it was off balance, shot it in the back of the other knee. Thump! It fell to its knees, hard, keening, as if in prayer.


At last, Sam saw the brilliance of what Hel had done.


Hel hadn’t fired shot—she’d fired salt.


The grindylow was unable to heal its wounds. The duckweed shriveled around the salt, spilling to the ground like so much rice. And between the salt, the fire, and the blood, the already dangerously dehydrated grindylow swayed on its knees once, and then passed out. Hel tossed the coach gun aside.


“You came back.” Sam stumbled out of the ring of fire over the charring remnants of the horse. “I half thought you’d run off on me—”


Hel turned to her and smiled crookedly. “There you are.” She drew her revolver and fired.


Sam flinched as the bullet popped past her ear. Turning slowly, Sam saw a man rolling in the heath, clutching his calf and screaming as his brethren—six more men, bristling with armaments—scattered in all directions.


Hel holstered her revolver, striding over to the man collapsed in the heather.


“You bitch!” the man sputtered.


“Fetch our medical supplies, will you, Sam?” Hel said, not taking her eyes off him. “This man’s been shot.”


“Y-yes, of course.” It wasn’t until Sam had plucked the small black bag of first aid from the carriage and was heading back that she noticed something she hadn’t before: gouges on the grindylow’s back. Marks around its neck and ankles, as if from a spiked collar and manacles. Burnt flesh on its back: a brand of ownership in the shape of a barghest, a monstrous black dog.


Fury snapped through Sam as the pieces clicked.


The grindylow, so far from the lakes and rivers in the north—it must have been bought off the shadow market by the highwaymen responsible for that brand. They seemed too afraid of the woman who’d slain it to have caught the grindylow themselves.


Now that she thought about it, she seemed to recall hearing something about Professor Moriarty selling monsters to the highest bidder.


The highwaymen must have kept the grindylow chained and collared, beat it when it misbehaved, and kept it so desperately dehydrated that when they let it out of its cage, all they had to do was point it in the right direction, and it would attack, killing horses and humans alike, risking the salt of its victims’ blood to quench its parched skin and leaving the highwaymen to collect the treasure left behind.


The cruelty of humans was far worse than that of literal monsters. At least the grindylow had a reason for acting the way it did. Like crocodiles pulling the weakest wildebeest into the river, they needed flesh to survive. Humans were their natural prey. The humans who had done this to the grindylow—buying it on the shadow market, dragging it from its home, torturing it, forcing it to murder passersby just to slake its terrible thirst—they had no reason at all but evil.


By the time Sam handed Hel the medical bag, she was glaring at the man so fiercely he actually flinched.


“Why did you attack us?” Sam demanded as Hel cut the trousers away from the bullet wound. Sam handed her tweezers.


“You all right in the head?” the man said. “That was a grindylow that attacked you, not—argh!”


Hel stabbed the tweezers into the sea of his flesh, fishing for the bullet. “I’d answer her question if I were you,” Hel advised when he stopped screaming.


“All right, all right!” he panted, his shirt damp with sweat. “Word was there were a couple of wealthy, um … ladies coming this way. Large travel trunks, no men. It was an easy job, of course we took it.”


“Was it?” Sam said acidly, and Hel gave her an amused glance. The bullet tinkled as it hit the pan.


“No!” the man said miserably, and then screamed as Hel poured iodine over the wound.


“Right, well, do your fellows a favor,” Hel said as she expertly packed and bound the wound, “and let them know never to trust whoever told you about this job again. Are we clear?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he managed.


“Good. Now get.”


Sam scowled after him as he staggered after his “friends,” but to her surprise, he didn’t try anything.


“So, you have some bite after all,” Hel said. “I was beginning to think you were applying for sainthood.”


“Those men tortured and enslaved that poor grindylow and tried to murder us with it!” Sam exclaimed. “I should think the use of teeth well deserved.”


“No doubt most men feel differently.” Hel laughed.
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