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Chapter one
First Night

Presently


The fog circled Newsie Blake as he slumped against the lamppost, the gas flame barely a flicker against the miasma. Though the fog muffled all sound, his mind told him those were the steady scratches of the enemies’ dragging feet and claws. Blast, if the coach is even a minute late…
Had it been just a week ago that he’d wandered into the Society’s office, cap in hand and hoping against hope for some kind of employment? Hellfire and damnation, where is that coach?
Newsie Blake hadn’t gone through all this to die now—not on his first night out. Not after he’d gotten the shock of his life.
Monsters were real. It still didn’t seem right, and one had come within inches of taking off his head. Since the moon clouded over, Newsie had looked dozens of the reanimated dead in the eye…sockets. He’d punched one square in the jaw.
He’d make his last stand here if he had to, but he wouldn’t go down cowering.
Newsie held up his fists. If only he could get them to stop shaking…or if the moon would just show itself, it’d all be right again. It would, wouldn’t it?
It was supposed to be a good night for a new fella to step out onto Elloc’s streets. Turned out, Employer was right.
There are no good nights on the streets of Elloc. Not anymore.
A silhouette lurched out of the mist.
They were almost upon him.
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Chapter two
A Very Off Job

One Week Earlier


As he waited in the tiny office that smelled of strong tea and musk, Henry Donally told himself that he could do any job. The advertisement had been vague, but that didn’t matter. Regardless of how menial or demeaning the work might be, it would be better than starving on the street. 
Henry was this close to regretting leaving Ireland for England, then England for Elloc. He stared intently at the closed door in the tiny second floor office, willing a better outcome for his gamble.
He had always had sharp cheekbones and bright eyes, but nowadays he was always close to feverish and his cheeks could cut mutton. Like so many young men who’d come to Elloc for the promise of work, he was always just a missed meal away from deadly illness. Winters were harsh and damp as anything on the isle—not to mention foggy—but the persistent sicknesses that plagued Ellocans these days were even worse.
He hadn’t come all this way to die like this. So he’d take it, whatever the fella behind that sealed door offered. If he offered.
Henry’s leg jiggled for so long it began to cramp. He needed a different distraction. He pulled out the scrap of newspaper from his back pocket instead. The one he’d shown to the disinterested female secretary, who sat there chewing her pen and not turning over a single page on her desk in the time he’d been there. He was beginning to suspect she slept with her eyes open.
Henry read the rumpled newspaper again, as if he could spot the joke somewhere:
WEST END OFFICE SEEKS CAPABLE YOUNGSTER. We take all kinds. Weekly pay for manual labor. Must be physically fit.
It didn’t say anything about people like him not needing to apply. But something about “We take all kinds” made him uneasy. All kinds of what? And what for?
He hoped it wasn’t stolen goods. He prayed it wasn’t. But if they offered him a job loading stolen goods, he’d take that, too. He had to.
The only thing worse than sharing a single room with three other lads with no coal for the stove, sleeping on a tattered blanket for a mattress and doing so beside the half curtain for privacy to use the chamber pot, was being evicted from said conditions.
Henry cleared his throat. The secretary didn’t so much as blink. Just as he thought. Sleeping with her eyes open. While chewing a pen.
Every part of this was off.
At last, the single door behind the dozing secretary creaked open. It had seemingly done so on its own, however, for no one appeared.
After a solid minute, another woman strode out, this one of a rich brown complexion that made him feel like a freckled ghost. She wore an elegant long wool coat with a lace collar peeping out, and a wide-brimmed bonnet, topped almost modestly by short feathers. The coat looked new, and warm besides. Henry could use a coat like that.
At least they must pay well here. Oh, what was he thinking? A girl like that could hardly do manual labor. She must be the niece, or wife, or—
Henry lost his train of thought as his eyes caught on her doll-like face. Blast, if I’m going to see such angelics in this line of work—whatever it may be…
A cluck of her tongue snapped his attention to her face. She gazed down at him haughtily, shaking her head at his ungentlemanly behavior, then tipped her bonnet low before tying the fluttering ribbons beneath her chin. She stalked out of the office in a hurry after that, the heels of her button boots clicking and her strides long and rather—well, athletic was the word that came to mind.
We take all kinds. Kings of old, did they really?
He was still staring at the door to the hall, long after the sporty young lady had shut it, when a prim feminine voice said “Mr. Donally,” startling him back to composure.
Damn it all if I’m not making a terrible impression.
He stood immediately, his cap gripped tightly in his hands. A woman of about forty years stood before him, a monocle held up to her one eye as she viewed him. She squinted the other, so that he almost did not notice her eyes were two different colors.
“That’s me, ma’am,” Henry said. His palms immediately began to sweat.
She looked him up and down. Brazen. The corner of Henry’s mouth quirked up. He liked brazen. ‘Course it made it that much more likely she worked for some thieving ring he was about to be drawn into, but there you had it. Maybe thieving was what it took to survive these days.
“Come into my office,” she said, spinning so that her skirt flared. She must’ve had some manner of strange stockings on, for he swore there were scales peeking over the high ankles of her boots.
He followed her anyway, toward a small office with a pair of narrow windows, the walls painted grayish blue and occupied by a massive desk. He’d have followed anyone, really. His stomach was empty enough to growl.
She held the door, gesturing for Henry to take the seat opposite her enormous dark oak desk. But just as he moved past her, she shut the door behind them.
Henry whirled. “Are you sure about that, ma’am?”
“Why?” the corner of her lip curled as she again held up her monocle. He saw now that it was attached to a string of pearls around her neck. “Are you the sort who can’t be trusted in private with a lady?”
“No, ma’am, it’s just—”
“There’s no one here but me and you. And Veronica, of course, but she’s quite trustworthy. I don’t employ anyone who isn’t. Are you trustworthy, Henry?”
He nodded fervently, falling into the chair like a schoolboy about to be scolded. “I am indeed, ma’am. You can trust me with anything.”
“No matter how outrageous?” she asked, her eyes—and that monocle—still on him as she rounded the corner of her desk.
He chanced a joke. “Goes double, if it’s outrageous.”
“Does it?” She didn’t laugh. Oh, God help me.
Henry rotated his cap in his hands. “I didn’t mean any offense, ma’am—”
“Tell me,” she interrupted, perching on the edge of her desk instead of in the high-backed chair behind it. She tapped her cheek with the monocle. “What color is my eye?”
“Which one?”
“What’s that, now?” She leaned in closer, as if she had misheard him. Henry audibly swallowed.
“I asked which eye, ma’am? They’re two different colors. One’s brown and one’s a dark green.”
She blinked at him. Slowly, a rather sly smile spread across her lips. “Very good, Mr. Donally. What else have you noticed about me?”
His mind raced. “Scales?”
She tilted her head. “Is that a question?”
“No, ma’am.” He cleared his throat, sliding to the edge of his chair. “I saw scales, on your ankles there, when you turned.”
She examined him for overlong. His cap felt damp from his sweating hands.
At last, the corner of her mouth turned up. She hopped from the desk. “If you’re anywhere near as observant with men as you are with ladies,” she said, “you’ve got the job.”
Even as caution pierced his mind, Henry’s heart leapt with joy. Maybe—just maybe—Henry Tiernan Donally would make it on the god-forsaken island of Elloc after all.
Even if, in the back of his mind, he still anxiously wondered, What sort of job do you get from a lady with scales?
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Chapter three
The Lamp Post Society


Limbs instantly trembling, Henry shot to his feet. 
You’ve got the job. She’d said it, and now she couldn’t take it back. Could she?
“Do you mean it?” he stammered. “I mean, of course I don’t just observe women, ma’am, or—well, not like that.” His lips snapped shut. “What I mean to say is, I won’t let you down. I—”
Oh, blast it. He didn’t even know what the bleeding job was. With all this fuss about observing, he was starting to wonder if it was a spy this lady was after. Which would make her a spymaster. Did she look like a spymaster? Guess that would make her a good one, then.
Pocketing the monocle, she settled into her chair, flipping through pages of some kind of ledger and plucking a pen from the chipped ceramic holder on her desk. He didn’t even know her name. She hadn’t introduced herself.
“Your name—I mean, what should I call you, ma’am?” Henry asked, his voice a touch squeakier than he would like.
“Ma’am will do fine, as will Employer.” She whetted the nib of a pen. “We don’t use names in the management. Though Driver is called Driver, for obvious reasons.”
“And what is—what will the job—”
“You aren’t timid, are you?” Employer’s head snapped up from her papers. “I do so hope you’re not.”
“Not at all, ma’am. Wouldn’t have come across the sea if I was.”
“As I thought. Elloc has a way of drawing only the most intrepid types. And a good thing.” The faint smile returned. It didn’t make him feel at ease. “And are you the sort of man who believes what he sees?”
“You mean have I got sense?”
“No, I meant, do you believe what you see?” She reached down. Half a heartbeat later, her leg was on the desk, her skirt pulled back to the knee.
Her entire leg bore no stocking, but since it was covered in greenish iridescent scales, Henry wasn’t the least bit scandalized.
He gawped at it.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” Lowering her leg, Employer scribbled something on the thick stack of papers before her.
“Sometimes you must believe your eyes, even if your mind wants a more rational explanation,” she continued at length. “But in this line of work, the obvious assumption is almost always correct. If something looks like scales, why then you must treat it as though it is scales, and respond accordingly. In this case, you have left your mouth hanging open for a full minute now. Not an unreasonable response, though perhaps not the most flattering one.”
Henry snapped his mouth shut. “Apologies, ma’am. I meant no offense—”
“Please. I’m well past being pettish about my scales. The point is”—the pen scratched away—“that if something doesn’t look normal to you, and if something doesn’t feel normal to you, you’d best go with your instincts. For the moment, I’d advise running.”
He pivoted in his chair. “You want me to run?”
“No! Not from me, silly boy. I want you to run from them.”
“Who?”
“The shamblers. The nightstalkers. The bogarts and the bogeymen. But not the barghests, those are actually quite friendly. Most’ll even take a chin scratch, if you’re so obliging.”
Henry blinked at her. “What?”
The pen stopped moving. “You do know about the disappearances, don’t you? They’ve been all over the papers—when our governor allows them to be printed, that is.”
Hoping Employer would not read the lie in his eyes, Henry nodded his head. Of course he’d seen something about it, when he’d scraped up the money to buy a newspaper or found one in good condition in the trash. He now wished he’d taken a closer look. Each time a headline caught his eye, he’d been more concerned with the small ads as he searched for decreasingly gainful employ.
Apparently, she mistook his nod for an honest one. Setting her hands atop her desk, Employer said, “Well, however distressing you might’ve found those sensational newspaper headlines, Mr. Donally, if you knew the truth, you’d be nearer to out of your mind with panic than nodding calmly.” Her upper lip curled slightly. “And for the record, those ‘disappearances’ aren’t disappearances at all.”
Henry swallowed. She’d seen right through him after all. “What are they?”
“Murders, Mr. Donally. Some would say killings, and others would say feedings, but the simple fact of the matter is that not every supernatural creature chooses to behave in such a manner. Excepting creatures like the ro-langs, of course. Utterly mindless blokes—or former blokes, if you will. In their case, it is their maker that is at fault.” 
Ro-langs? Henry moved his lips ever so slightly, testing out the words. “What—what do you mean, ‘maker?’” he managed.
“Evil sorcerers, and malevolent spirits.” Employer sighed, touching the voluminous sphere of her hair. “It’s a nasty bit of magic out of Tibet, and rather ancient, too. They may be mindless, but you can never underestimate them for that very reason. Both the magic and the makers are exceedingly clever.”
I feel like running now, ma’am, Henry nearly said. Did she actually believe all this tommy-rot?
His skepticism must’ve shown, for she said, rather wearily, “I see we shall have much to teach you.”
“But I’ve still got the job, haven’t I?”
Inwardly, Henry writhed in agony as the woman regarded him, her expression revealing only that she weighed something. Managers could smell desperation, he found. He hoped the wideness of his eyes read as earnestness and not anxiousness. 
Please don’t let her turn me away—not when I was so close. He didn’t fear boggarts and that other nonsense—and he’d believe whatever she wanted him to if it meant he got a hot meal tonight—but leaving without this job? Now that had him in a panicked state near to insanity.
“Hm,” was all Employer said.
Henry twisted his cap like a soaking wet cleaning rag over a bucket. “I do have it, don’t I?“ His voice was pitched so high it nearly broke.
“I need you to understand, Mr. Donally, this is not the sort of position one tries out and later discards.” She placed her monocle back upon her eye, removed it, breathed upon it, and then began to clean it with an embroidered handkerchief she might’ve plucked from the air. But that was impossible. Henry was simply not paying close enough attention.
Except he’d been gazing at her with barely concealed worry, for multiple reasons, the entire time.
“This position is a commitment,” Employer said. “A pathway of life, if you will, that is narrow and unerringly straight. Once you learn the ways of The Lamp Post Society, you will be unable to return to the life you had prior.”
Exactly what life did she think he’d be leaving behind? Henry thought on the little one-room apartment with its chamber pot and cramped sleeping space. He thought of his empty stomach, primed to growl. He could barely feed himself, let alone pay his rent.
He had no interest in going back. “I’ll take the job seriously, of course.”
“Yet you keep calling it a ‘job.’ Selling roasted chestnuts is a job. Hawking quality copper pots is a job.” She leaned back in her desk chair. “Becoming part of The Lamp Post Society is no job. It’s a vocation.”
Henry’s cap was practically a knot in his hands. “Yes, ma’am.”
“I see you still don’t understand.” With a sigh, she scratched at her decidedly greenish wrist. Were those more scales? “Just as well, I suppose. One cannot truly understand until one sees it firsthand.”
“And what”—Henry searched for the right words—“would one see?”
“The face of evil, some would say. Others would call it simple ill-will.” She raised a thin brow. “Others still, bad manners.”
“Oh dear, never that!” The jab slipped out before Henry could stop himself.
To his relief, his prospective employer laughed.
“Not that, indeed.” The smile faded quickly from Employer’s lips as the monocle returned to her eye. “You will find, Mr. Donally, that there is a great deal of rudeness out there in Elloc.”
Don’t I know it.
“Particularly in the dead of night, if one would excuse the expression.”
Why did it feel as though she danced around the subject? It was as though everything about this job—vocation—was some dark riddle. The longer she spent not telling him the nature of this vocation, the more he dreaded actually doing it.
“So the vocation, then,” Henry tried to prompt, “is…”
She blinked her green and brown eyes at him. “Do you want this position or not?” she demanded.
“I want it!” he cried, leaning forward in his seat. He needed it if he was to live.
“Then you’re going to have to do the unpleasant tasks of this island they call Elloc. If it’s a threat to innocent lives, it must go. Understand?”
Just as fervidly, Henry shook his head no.
She clucked her tongue. “Shall I be frank, Mr. Donally?”
Yes! “If you please, ma’am.”
The smile crept back onto Employer’s lips and added creases around her monocled eye.
“Your job is to hunt monsters,” she said.
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Chapter four
Gwendolyn


Henry stared. Just sat there and waited for Employer to say more words. Clearer ones, he hoped, because it sounded like she just said they hunted monsters here. 
“You still don’t get it, do you?” Employer said with a slight twitch in her brow.
Henry shook his head.
“Monsters go bump in the night. The Lamp Post Society bumps monsters on the head,” said Employer, “or shoots them through the heart with a silver arrow, whatever is the case. We. Help. Humanity. And all the other helpless creatures, for that matter. Do you know how to shoot a bow? Never mind, someone shall teach you. What’s your name? Your full name, mind.”
Henry’s mouth moved an entire half second before an answer tumbled out of it. “Henry Tiernan Donally. Why?”
Her high-backed chair creaked against the floor as she stood, jutting a hand toward him. “It’s very good to meet you, Henry Tiernan Donally. But you’ll excuse me if from now on I call you That New Fellow. Or Newsie, if you will. Actually…”
When she trailed off like that, it was impossible not to feel his intestines churning. Her fingers were ice cold in his palm.
Employer’s demeanor suddenly brightened. “Newsie Blake has quite a nice ring to it, don’t you think? A fresh start for our newest employee. Yes, that will do quite nicely.”
Henry had barely clasped her frigid hand when Employer yanked it away, seizing her pen to write something urgent.
“There,” she said, lifting the page by its edge, as if afraid the ink would run off onto her fingers. “Can’t have the forces for ill learning your true name, now can we?”
Before Henry could question that—or any of this—he had to jump out of the way. This caused him to trip over the chair he’d only recently occupied, tumbling to the floor as the page Employer held burst into flames.
Henry stared at it from the square of carpet, the light from the fire searing the backs of his eyes. This didn’t make sense. None of it did. But his eyes were rather emphatic about what they saw.
Employer had just made a piece of paper erupt in flames at will. And the rest of the ledger hadn’t caught fire along with it.
Holding the fiery page away from her desk, she bent down, retrieving a metal rubbish bin. She set the page down into it, careful none of the shrinking edges dropped soot onto her carpet.
Henry sat up. “Shall I—shall I open a window?” he squeaked as a thin stream of smoke licked the coffered ceiling.
Employer shook her head. “‘Fraid not. We must leave it until all the ink is burned up, else your old name might escape out onto the street.” Using her hand, she fanned a curl of smoke away from her face. “The good news is that magical fire causes very little smoke. That is how you’ll know it from the authentic stuff. One of many lessons you’ll have to learn now that you work for the Society.”
Slowly, Henry got to his feet. “I don’t know what’s happening,” he admitted.
“That’s fine. You’ll learn. They always do.” Employer waved her hand as if he was another tendril of smoke. “There, Newsie, it’s all been managed for you now. Why don’t you throw open the sash?”
He did as she commanded. The scents of Elloc—not all of them pleasant—rolled in through the open window. He detected a faint whiff of sulfur, as if someone had just struck a match.
“Thank you, Newsie,” Employer said. “I’ll have Veronica show you to your new apartments.”
“Apartments?” Newsie Blake whirled so quickly, he nearly bumped his head on the window frame. As it was, his cap—still dampened from his sweating palms—slumped to the bare floor at his feet.
“Oh, didn’t I tell you? The position comes with a rather adequate set of apartments,” Employer said, using the plural—as if she offered him multiple rooms.
Now that was impossible.
“I trust you’ll find them serviceable enough, or at least that you’ll make them so once you receive your first paycheck. Would you like an advance until Friday, Mr. Blake? I can allow you ten pounds or so at no interest.”
Ten pounds? If Newsie stayed in this office any longer, his eyes might jump from his head. “How does ten pounds sound?” he parroted. He’d never made even a pound a week in his life. “Just how much does this job pay?”
Employer looked up from the still-glowing trash bin, now located on the floor. A slight frown marred her perfectly smooth face. “Twenty pounds a week, plus the lodging. Is this not adequate, Mr. Blake?”
Bending for his cap, Newsie tried to catch his breath. This was a dream. It had to be. Employer had said it—if something didn’t look or feel right, it probably wasn’t.
“What’s the catch?” he demanded.
Employer folded her arms. “The catch is the calling. I’ve made myself perfectly clear. We hunt monsters. Is that not catch enough for you?”
“Bogeymen and rollings,” Newsie grumbled, barely managing not to roll his eyes.
“Ro-langs, Mr. Blake. They’re called ro-langs.”
Newsie huffed. Why was she so insistent all this was true?
Newsie.
Newsie?
Wait.
“Bloody ‘ell and all the saints of Ireland,” he exclaimed loudly enough to stop the traffic on the street below. “My name’s not Newsie. Newsie. No, it’s—”
Why wouldn’t it cross his lips? He opened his mouth wider, in case that would help.
“Newsie BLAKE,” he bellowed. “My name is Newsie GWENDOLYN BLAKE.” His eyes bulged. “Gwendolyn?”
Employer’s lips quirked. “One must have a bit of fun with all this grim business.”
All the breath left Newsie’s chest.
“What’ve you done?” Newsie began pacing the tiny office, wheezing and turning every five steps. “My name—you took my name!”
“You’re better off without it. You don’t want to know what can be done with a true name. You’re safer this way, trust me.”
“Trust you? You changed my middle name to Gwendolyn!”
Employer slammed her hands down onto her desk. In an instant, her pretty accent melted away and became something very familiar. “Stop your maudlin bawling, you sound like my grandmother’s cow! We all make sacrifices here. The safety of a new name in place of the old is hardly one of them.”
Newsie froze. She sounded—well, she sounded like him.
“King’s County,” she said, still in an Irish brogue, a self-satisfied glimmer in her eyes. Her plummy accent returned in the blink of an eye. “I’ll tell you that story one day, perhaps over a glass of port. But not today. For now, let’s make a deal.”
Newsie’s eyebrows lowered for the same purpose as a dog’s growl. He wanted no more of her magical humbugs.
“If you can last three months on the job, I’ll give you a new middle name,” Employer said, a warning edge in her own voice. “A proper one for a lad like yourself. Do we have a deal?”
Remaining rooted to the spot, Newsie wadded up his cap tightly in his hands. “If I said no, will I get my name back?”
She shook her head. “It’s gone for good now. There are forces out there who’ll smell the building on you and know where you’ve been. I can’t, in good conscience, return your old name, even if such a thing were possible.”
Shoulders slumped in defeat, Newsie berated himself. He’d known it when he’d seen the advertisement, hadn’t he? There was something off about this job. He should’ve listened to his gut.
He wouldn’t make that mistake twice.
“Well?” she prompted.
He crossed his own arms, echoing her earlier posture. “I suppose I’ll take my ten pounds and see these apartments of yours.”
“Of yours,“ Employer corrected. She raised her voice, sing-song. “Veronica!”
The bleary-eyed secretary stumbled into the room in unbuttoned boots, one of them popping off as she pushed open the door.
Where there should’ve been pink and white nails, or at least a stocking, Veronica had a bird’s brown talons on her toes.
All the old lords and half the new ones, too! What had Newsie gotten himself into?

      [image: ]What luck, Newsie Blake thought as he stared at the quartet of rooms the disinterested secretary showed him to. Sure, they were spacious—he’d marvel at that later—but he couldn’t get over how bright they were. What utter bloody luck!
As things had stood this morning, Newsie was about to pay rent on a frigid single room, shared with three of his countrymen, using a popped off button and the lint in his pocket. To make matters worse, one of his flatmates had just contracted a ragged cough. Each time he heard it, Newsie was torn between thinking I’m next and worrying about covering one-and-a-half shares of the lodging costs with his remaining roommates.
With what was still going on in Ireland—and the little famines leading up to it—grimness was the mood of the day. One had to be a realist.
Which is why Newsie had no idea what do now.
“I’ve died. Died and gone to Heaven, of all places. Me.” He stared at the comparatively blinding light of the windows in awe.
“It’s just an apartment,” the female secretary said in her piercingly nasal voice. 
Newsie startled. He’d almost forgotten Veronica was there.
“Is this really just mine? I’m not to share it?”
Veronica picked at the lace fringe on her collar. “Who with? Fie on it all, did Employer forget to ask if you’re married?”
“I’m not,” Newsie said, brow furrowed.
“No children?”
“No.”
“That you know of?”
“No!”
Newsie shifted uncomfortably. Egads, was everyone at this job going to be like this? Actually, Newsie would feel right at home.
Except for having his true name magically stolen.
And the boggarts and ro-langs.
Reality came crashing down as a cloud shrouded the ample light. “Miss Veronica,” he began, wishing he didn’t have to hear the answer, “what is it exactly that I must do to earn rooms like this?”
She raised an unruly brow. “Didn’t Employer tell you?”
“Sure, but the specifics—what would my day-to-day schedule look like, say?”
Veronica yawned, never bothering to cover her mouth. “Oh, you know. Wake up. Practice running.”
“Running?”
“S’what I said, in’t it?” Clearly, when Veronica was annoyed, a rather thick accent appeared. She looked crossly at her startlingly human fingernails.
“And by that, you mean running from monsters?”
“No, you dumb git, after them. You certain she told you what the job was?”
Again, Newsie nodded. Of course. Monster hunting. “So I run after monsters. And where do I find them?”
“All around these days, though mostly after dark. You’ll find one during the day, from time to time, but discretion does make it hard, and you’ve got to be sure what’s a monster and what’s just a supernatural.” Veronica began ticking off her fingers. “After that you’ll have breakfast, then weapons training. Strength and agility-building. Lunch. Naptime. Light supper. Excursions.”
Newsie held up a hand. “Hold on a minute, miss. Supernaturals? Employer used that same term. And they’re different from monsters—”
“I’d tread lightly, if I were you,” Veronica said, narrowing her eyes at him.
Right. Helpful.
Newsie leaned against the doorjamb to the tidy little sitting room, already furnished with a stuffy sofa his granny would’ve coveted. He narrowly resisted the urge to lean away from the
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