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          TUESDAY, JANUARY 15, 1889

        

      

    

    
      The last rays of the sun were setting fire to the high peaks when he caught her.

      She’d run for miles through the forest, fighting the black tide of the drug he’d slipped into her wine. Whatever it was made her feel as if she floated above her own body, weightless and without a care in the world.

      If not for the bitter cold, she might have sat down in the snow for a spell.

      The hard-eyed, sober part of her, which was not yet gone entirely, knew that would be a very bad idea.

      So she ran, focusing on the tidal rasp of her breath, the metronomic ticking of her heart. After a while, the sounds of pursuit grew fainter. She dared to hope she’d lost him.

      Then she’d twisted her ankle in an animal hole concealed beneath the snow.

      It wasn’t broken, though it hurt like the dickens even through the narcotic fog. At least the pain sharpened her wits.

      I am so bloody stupid, she thought for the hundredth time, leaning against a tree. I never should have….

      Should have what?

      Her eyes lost focus.

      What an intricate, miraculous thing snow was! She’d never noticed it before, each crystal outlined with perfect clarity. Deep cold was like swimming underwater….

      Her fingers tightened to a fist, the nails drawing blood.

      Drunk the wine, that’s what. Bloody stupid of me. Now get a grip.

      She studied the woods. Blue shadows gathered beneath the tall pines where the twilight deepened. All was quiet. But she sensed a presence, watching.

      There were wolves in these mountains. She’d seen one that morning at dawn, standing on a rocky tor. It stared at her with yellow eyes, then turned and loped away. She’d felt a sublime grace in its presence.

      She had no fear of wolves.

      Yet her heart hammered in her breast as she limped down the path. She wore stout boots and a high-necked wool dress over layers of petticoats and a cloak lined with dark blue silk. The path followed a frozen creek, its edges brittle with ice. Frost lay thick on the ground and the boughs of the trees.

      The light bled away as she reached the edge of the forest. A full moon rose, huge and bright. The nape of her neck prickled a warning.

      She looked back. A silent shape glided through the trees. Not a wolf. Not a man either, though it moved on two legs.

      In the distance, she heard the whistle of a train.

      She scrambled down a steep incline. Her ankle throbbed, but she thought it would hold for a few more minutes.

      A quarter mile off, the mouth of a tunnel led into the mountain. The tracks sat atop an embankment and she could see the glossy black engine chugging toward the tunnel. Light spilled from the windows of the passenger cars. The hood of her cloak fell back as she struggled through knee-high drifts. She tore a glove off with her teeth and freed the long iron blade sheathed at her waist.

      The clatter of the train grew louder as it approached a curve and slowed down. She veered left toward the white expanse of an open field. If she cut across, she might still catch the train before it accelerated into the tunnel. Silhouettes filled the windows and she imagined the people on the train, reading books or sipping coffee, in the warmth and light.

      She risked another glance over her shoulder. Whatever came was cloaked in shadow, but she sensed it speeding down the slope.

      She was halfway across when ice cracked beneath her boots. Not a field but a lake — and not solidly frozen. She flung out a hand, scrabbling madly as she slid into the frigid water.

      She tried to summon her elemental power but it drifted away on a black tide of tranquilizer. The train whistle sounded again and then it was swallowed by the tunnel.

      And the last thing she saw was two golden eyes, bright as the moon, rushing toward her.
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      "If the loup-garou were only a natural wolf, why then, you see” — the mayor cleared his throat — “you see we should think nothing of it; but, M. le Curé, it is a fiend, a worse than fiend, a man-fiend — a worse than man-fiend, a man-wolf-fiend!”

      —The Book of Were-Wolves: Being an Account of a Terrible Superstition
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          SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 10

        

      

    

    
      Vivienne Cumberland lit an Oxford Oval and exhaled a stream of smoke at the ceiling. She’d been about to leave for an early supper followed by a play at the Adelphi Theatre when the summons came from 19 Buckingham Street. There was no time to change so she was dressed for an evening on the town, in a red silk dress with matching hat and gloves.

      The hat had been tossed onto a side table. Fog pressed against the windows of the library, blurring the glass with chill droplets. A fire roared in the grate, but her hands still felt cold. She drew deeply on the cigarette, savoring the rush of nicotine.

      “Anne’s been missing for over three weeks and we’ve just been informed?” Vivienne asked with a frown.

      Henry Sidgwick, president of the London division of the Society for Psychical Research, gave a small cough, eyeing her cigarette with disapproval. He wore a dark frock coat nearly the same color as his thick black beard. He had stern features, but his voice was gentle.

      “The village was snowed in, Vivienne. It’s a tiny place. They don’t even have their own constable. Ten days passed before they could get word to the nearest real town. The authorities there contacted the British consulate in Bucharest, but they had no record of her. Anne neglected to bring her official identification. It took another two weeks to connect her with the Society.”

      Vivienne pondered this for a moment. “Where was she last seen?”

      “At her rooms in Mara Vardac. The mayor ordered a search party when the innkeeper realized she’d gone, but they found nothing. The snow had erased any footprints.” He clasped his hands together. “Her things were still at the inn.” A pause. “At least no body has been found. The others were all left in plain sight.”

      Vivienne’s black eyes flashed. “You should never have let her go alone.”

      He gave her a level look. “As if I could stop her. Anne is a bright, capable agent. For God’s sake, Vivienne, you know how she is. She prefers to work alone. And you and Mr. Lawrence were preoccupied with the Clarence case.”

      This provoked a stab of guilt. “I know. But she’s also my ward. I feel responsible for her.”

      Anne wasn’t a child and hadn’t been for a very long time, but part of Vivienne would always see her that way.

      “What did her last letter say?” Sidgwick asked.

      “Only that she’d stopped at Saint Sava College to pick up the books Cyrus wanted, and had arrived safely in Mara Vardac. That was January 12th or 13th. She seemed to think there was something odd about the place, but she didn’t say what.” Vivienne frowned. “How did we first learn of this case anyway?”

      He pushed a slim dossier across the desk. “Anne came across a news article from one of the Bucharest weeklies about a series of strange deaths in the mountains. Three so far.”

      Vivienne opened the file and scanned the top sheet of cheap paper within. The article was barely two paragraphs, though a few phrases leapt out from the jumble of Romanian. Savagely assaulted … strange bite marks … presumed madman.

      “The first victims were two children from the village, a brother and sister aged nine and twelve. Their throats were torn out.” Sidgwick sighed. “Then a woodcutter was found outside his hut, badly mauled.”

      “Drained of blood?”

      “No. Just mutilated. I don’t have any additional details. Anne planned to look more closely.”

      Vivienne frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a ghoul. They only want the blood. And why would the newspaper call it a madman? It sounds more like animal attacks.”

      He shrugged. “Most likely it’s wolves.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      His face was solemn. “I honestly don’t know, Vivienne. But three violent, mysterious deaths in a tiny village? I agreed with her. We’d be remiss not to investigate it.” He paused. “Is there any chance the Duzakh could be involved? Anne thought there might be.”

      “The Duzakh no longer exists,” Vivienne replied tightly. “Not for a hundred years.”

      “A rogue necromancer, then.”

      Vivienne exhaled, considering it. “They’re more than capable of such savagery, but they don’t like drawing attention to themselves. Leaving the bodies to be found…. That’s careless. Necromancers tidy up after themselves.” Her face darkened. “It’s why we’ve had such a bloody hard time finding any of them.” She stood and paced to the window. “It’s not the sort of assignment Anne usually chooses.”

      “No, but Central European folklore is one of her specialties and she speaks fluent Hungarian. She was the obvious choice.”

      “I suppose.”

      Henry Sidgwick cleared his throat. “My impression is that she was quite disturbed by the choice of victim.”

      “The children, you mean.”

      “Yes.” He frowned. “What do you propose, Vivienne? I told the consulate to wait before taking any action.”

      She sighed. Henry was brilliant in his own way, but he could be quite thick sometimes.

      “I’d better go to Mara Vardac myself. She may have followed another lead without telling us. She’s done it before.” In fact, Anne had done it many times, to Vivienne’s exasperation.

      Sidgwick nodded. “Take the dossier. It has the letter from the constable in Satinari. And be sure to bring your full credentials. I wouldn’t rely on a warm reception from the locals.” He paused. “What about Mr. Lawrence?”

      “He’s gone away for a holiday. After our last case, I can’t blame him. But I’ve no idea where he is. Somewhere near Morocco, I think.” She stood and pulled on her gloves. “I can handle this myself. “Cable Cyrus Ashdown if anything comes up in London.”

      Sidgwick nodded. “Field agents are supposed to report back regularly,” he said with a feeble smile. “When you find her, tell her I said that.”

      “I will.” Vivienne snatched her hat off the table.

      He sighed at her grim expression. “She insisted on going, Vivienne. If you hadn’t been preoccupied with Dr. Clarence—”

      “I know. I don’t blame you. Anne does what she pleases with little thought for those who might worry about her.” Vivienne took a last drag and tossed her cigarette into the fireplace. “Tell Cyrus everything. And check in with your liaisons in Central Europe, all of them. Find out if any have heard from Anne.”

      “I’ve already done so. Nothing yet, but it will take a while for the inquiries to trickle through.” Sidgwick gave her a serious look. “Be careful, Vivienne.”

      She nodded and left the S.P.R. offices off the Strand. It was just after five o’clock and already growing dark outside. Tendrils of mist rose curled around the streetlamps, softening them to dim smudges. Vivienne lit another cigarette. Her hand was unsteady and it took three tries to flick the wheel. If Anne had stumbled over something more dangerous than a ghoul or two, she could be in trouble.

      But it was far more likely she’d gone her own way. Anne always had an impetuous, headstrong streak and it had grown worse over the years.

      It was a short carriage ride to her townhouse on Park Place where the butler, Quimby, greeted her at the door. Tall and formidable, with a beaky nose and white side whiskers, he took her damp cloak and hung it up to dry.

      “His lordship is in the conservatory, milady,” he said.

      “Thank you, Quimby.”

      Nathaniel. She’d forgotten about him. Well, he deserved to know.

      Vivienne made her way to the glass-walled conservatory, an oasis of green facing the garden at the rear of the large house. The smell of living things filled the air, perfume from a dozen hothouse flowers and rich, moist earth. It was the one room where she never smoked.

      “Darling!” The Marquess of Abervagenny stretched like a cat, his blond hair adorably untidy. Nathaniel spent most of his time at his family seat of Eridge Castle in Sussex. He’d come up to London that morning to see his solicitors and wore an elegant blue morning jacket, open save for the top button, over a single-breasted waistcoat. A newspaper lay open on his knee. He gave it a tap.

      “I’m reading all about the Exposition Universelle. It opens in Paris in May. You must let me take you. Alec, too, if he ever decides to come back to us.” His grin died as he studied her face. “What’s happened?”

      Vivienne sank into a wicker chair. “It’s Anne. She’s vanished again.”

      Nathaniel’s vivid blue eyes narrowed. He was very fond of Anne, and one of the few people she seemed to like in return. He folded the newspaper and jumped up to pour them each a finger of brandy from the sideboard.

      “Tell me all of it,” he said, handing her a glass.

      Vivienne knocked the brandy back in one go and let out a sigh. “I don’t know much. She went to investigate some killings in a remote Romanian village.”

      Nathaniel nodded, cradling the snifter in his hands. He already knew that part.

      “Sidgwick thought it could be a ghoul. Anne wouldn’t have had any trouble with one of those. She must have made some inquiries in the village since she was there long enough to post a letter. But then she went out and didn’t come back. This place is miles from anywhere and it’s the dead of winter….” Vivienne trailed off, unable to meet Nathaniel’s gaze. “I must go after her. Immediately.”

      “Of course you must,” he said soothingly. “And I’ll come with you.”

      Vivienne gave him a tired smile. “It’s kind of you to offer, but—”

      “Nonsense.” He leapt to his feet in a burst of boyish energy. “I am your husband. Isn’t that what we’re good for? Sickness and health, good times and bad. Ghouls and goblins.”

      She gave him a level look. Their marriage was one of convenience, though they enjoyed each other’s company. Nathaniel had his dalliances — not of the female persuasion — and Vivienne had her work with the S.P.R. He knew some of what she did, but not the full truth of it.

      “It’s too dangerous,” Vivienne objected, realizing too late that this was precisely the wrong approach to take.

      Nathaniel got a glint in his eye. “Don’t be beastly, darling. It’s about time you let me help with one of your cases. And Anne is my ward, too. I promise I’ll be well-behaved and do as you say.”

      To her surprise, Vivienne found herself actually considering it. If she traveled alone, she’d spend the whole trip fretting. And Alec couldn’t be reached, damn him.

      “I don’t know how long it will take.”

      “It doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is Anne. I’ll make all the arrangements.”

      Vivienne felt a rush of gratitude for their friendship. Beneath the façade of an idle lord, Nathaniel was as dependable as English rain. She rose and kissed him lightly on the mouth. He smiled.

      “You’re a gem,” she said softly.

      “Take care,” he murmured. “I might have to make a proper wife of you.”

      She gazed into his eyes. They both burst out laughing and he strode off, bellowing for Quimby.

      What have I done? Vivienne wondered. Now she’d have to protect him if they did encounter monsters, though he was big and strapping and could certainly prove useful in a pinch. The master of Eridge Castle was not one of those soft-bellied aristocrats who spent their time playing cards and drinking. He preferred the company of dogs and horses to his fellow peers — the ones he wasn’t currently seducing, at any rate — and had the build of a middleweight boxer. At thirty-nine, he looked a decade younger. He was also charming and discreet. Lord Cumberland guarded her secrets and she guarded his.

      Yes, Vivienne reflected as she set her glass on the sideboard, Nathaniel was a gem. The year-old marriage suited them both. Vivienne was rich as sin and she’d saved him from having to sell some of his lands to pay off debts. In turn, she’d gained a title and some measure of respectability.

      Trusting her husband to arrange the details of the journey, she went upstairs to her bedroom where Claudine was airing out the bedding.

      “Filthy weather out there, milady, you must be half-frozen. Shall I draw a hot bath?”

      “Yes, please. It might be the last I get for days. And pack a trunk, if you would. My warmest things.”

      “Where are you going, milady?”

      “The Kingdom of Romania. Three days’ worth of clothes should be adequate. Nothing fancy. I intend to travel light.”

      Claudine didn’t bat an eyelash. She was used to her mistress leaving at the drop of a hat.

      “Will you take me along, milady?” she asked hopefully.

      Vivienne smiled. “Not this time, Claudine. But I promise to send you a postcard.”

      “Very good, milady,” she said with a sigh.

      While the tub was filling, Vivienne climbed up to the top floor and opened the door to Anne’s room, where she paused for a long moment. It was large and gave a fine view of Green Park but held few hints about the woman who lived there. The vanity was bare of powder or cosmetics. There were no photographs or keepsakes on the bedside table. In fact, it looked almost exactly as it had when she’d first moved her things to Park Place a year before. The only personal item was Anne’s violin, which lay in a case on the window seat. She was passionate about her music, but she wouldn’t have taken it along.

      One of the wooden panels protruded slightly from the wall. Vivienne pressed it and it sprang open, revealing a secret bookshelf. She suspected this was why Anne chose the room. It held a small library of volumes on folklore and witchcraft. They were scholarly works one might find in any decent library and Vivienne never understood why Anne kept them hidden away, as though she were ashamed of them.

      Vivienne traced her fingertips across one of the shelves. There were gaps where Anne had taken books with her — the most pertinent ones, she assumed. But she found one called Transylvanian Superstitions written by Emily Gerard and published only four years before. Vivienne flipped through the pages. They were well-worn, with creases on some of the pages, as though Anne had read it many times. Perhaps that was why she’d left it behind.

      Vivienne tucked the book under her arm and closed the panel.

      If anyone had harmed Anne…. Well, she would hunt them to the ends of the earth.

      And so would Alec Lawrence.

      For the first time in days, Vivienne opened herself to her daēva. She could sense him through the gold cuff around her wrist. He wore its match and little short of death could break the bond between them. Alec was well, though she felt the old ache in his leg. She wished she could send him a message, but the bond didn’t work that way. And the farther he was, the fainter the sensations were.

      Vivienne missed him more than she’d expected. Rather desperately, in fact. As much as she was loath to admit it, Alec was a part of her. But she wouldn’t drive herself mad with worry over him, too. Alec Lawrence knew how to take care of himself.

      He should be here, she thought angrily, though there was little real heat in it. He never went off on his own. But he had, and now she couldn’t find him when she needed him. First Alec, then Anne. The sudden conviction that everything was falling apart sent a chill down her spine.

      “There’s a ferry service leaving for the Hook of Holland from Harwich in six hours,” Nathaniel said from the doorway. “We can just make it if we go straight away.”

      Vivienne turned. “Thank you,” she murmured. “For everything.”

      He came forward and folded his arms around her. He smelled pleasantly of aftershave and a hint of brandy. “It was rather mad that she went off unaccompanied,” Nathaniel said. “Not because she’s a woman,” he added hastily. “But I thought you agents worked in pairs. I’m surprised Mr. Sidgwick would approve it.”

      Vivienne almost told him the truth then, that Anne was much more than she seemed, and Alec too, but it wasn’t her secret to reveal.

      “She’s handled cases alone before. He had no reason to think it wasn’t routine.”

      Nathaniel gave a mirthless laugh. “Not everyone would consider three brutal murders routine, darling. Well, I suppose I’d better help Quimby pack my things. We should get to the terminal at Liverpool Street as soon as possible. The train leaves at 8:30.”

      Vivienne took a quick bath and chose a blue woolen dress suitable for hard travel. Then she opened a valise and packed an assortment of iron blades wrapped in cloth. Two were short swords for close-quarter combat, as well five others of varying lengths she could stow in specially tailored slits in her bodice.

      As for the rest of it, Claudine managed to cram everything into a single trunk. Before it was latched, Vivienne took a small oval portrait in a silver frame from her vanity.

      It showed a serious-looking young woman who appeared no older than her late twenties. Her auburn hair was loosely upswept, covering ears that stuck out a bit. She wore a high-necked grey dress. Anne rarely smiled and she wasn’t doing so in the picture. She had a small, straight nose dusted with freckles and a pointy chin, but the most remarkable feature was her eyes, which were large and unsettling.

      It was the only photograph of Anne that Vivienne had.

      She slipped it into the trunk, along with two small carved wooden figurines. The first was a woman with the skin of a crocodile, her patron, Innunu. The second, Kavi, had nine arms, each wielding a flail.

      Vivienne worshipped the old gods and she could use all the luck she could find.

      And hour later, they were racing in a carriage through the dark streets of London.

      “We’ll find her, Viv,” Nathaniel said cheerfully, though she heard an edge to his voice.

      Vivienne gave him a wan smile. “Of course we will.”
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      The night crossing to Hoek Van Holland was not an experience Vivienne cared to repeat. Nathaniel seemed unaffected by the violent pitching of the ferry, but she clung to the rail, wishing for death. She’d never liked ships, but at least her last voyage with Alec had been on a Trans-Atlantic luxury liner. The Richard Young was a 240-foot paddle steamer that waddled through the troughs of the Channel like a fat dowager with a gouty leg.

      Half the passengers in the lounge were in a similar state and she couldn’t bear to listen to their retching, though it was freezing on deck. Nathaniel gamely kept her company, distracting her with amusing stories about country life, and Vivienne was very glad he’d come.

      Once on the train to Munich, she collapsed into their first class compartment and slept until they changed for another line to Vienna, and thence to Buda-Pesth. The train arrived near to midnight and they spent the night in a hotel near the station, then caught a local to Brasov early the next morning.

      Fields and forests raced by out the window, broken by the occasional medieval walled town. Vivienne had the sense of moving back in time to a land untouched by the modern world. She stretched, wishing for coffee, and dug out the book she’d taken from Anne’s room. It was a slim volume, bound in cloth with gold lettering.

      Nathaniel had propped his long legs on the seat next to her and sat drowsing beneath the brim of his hat. Despite four days of constant travel, he somehow managed to look fresh as an English rose. Vivienne started reading and barked a laugh.

      His sapphire eyes flickered open.

      “Listen to this. ‘Transylvania might well be termed the land of superstition, for nowhere else does this curious crooked plant of delusion flourish as persistently and in such bewildering variety. It would almost seem as though the whole species of demons, pixies, witches, and hobgoblins, driven from the rest of Europe by the wand of science, had taken refuge within this mountain rampart, well aware that here they would find secure lurking-places, whence they might defy their persecutors yet awhile.’”

      He raised an eyebrow. “One can hardly blame them. These poor people have been invaded by one army or another for centuries. I suppose clinging to the old ways is a tactic of quiet resistance.”

      “They’re a proud people,” Vivienne agreed. “I’m glad they finally gained their independence. It can’t have been fun to live between the jaws of the Ottomans and the Hapsburgs. Not to mention the Mongols, Goths, Huns and assorted other hordes.”

      Vivienne herself had met Genghis Khan briefly — and under inauspicious circumstances — when she and Alec were trying to close a Greater Gate to the underworld in Samarkand in 1220 and the Khan arrived to sack the place. It was another experience she’d not care to repeat.

      “Do you think there’s any truth in it?” Nathaniel wondered. “Witches and hobgoblins and the like?”

      “Of course there is,” she murmured. “They just have most of the details wrong.”

      “Such as?”

      Vivienne laid the book on her lap. “Ghouls are the spirits of restless dead who linger in the Dominion, the veil between the living world and what lies beyond. They have different names in different cultures. In Spain, they’re called brujas. Your medieval ancestors called them incubus or succubus. In the Philippines, mandurugo. In Germany, nachzehrer. There are literally hundreds of words for the same thing. But ghouls don’t appear randomly.”

      “Let me guess. Necromancers.”

      She laughed and dug out her Oxford Ovals. Nathaniel leaned over to light her cigarette with a match. “So you do know something.”

      “I overheard Alec and Cyrus talking in the drawing room,” he admitted.

      Vivienne blew a thin stream of smoke toward the window. “Yes, necromancers. Their power derives from human captives. When a captive dies, a ghoul comes through. Sometimes a wight. And when a necromancer dies, a revenant is born.”

      “Revenant?”

      She made a face. “They’re even nastier.”

      “So … a large number of ghouls in a given area is a sign there’s a necro hanging about?”

      “Often, yes, but not always. Once loosed, the creatures will travel until they’re caught and beheaded. But here’s the worst part. After they’ve consumed a few pints of blood, they gain the ability to mimic their victims. If you don’t know the signs to watch for it can be hard to tell the difference until it’s too late.”

      “That’s what happened with the Queen?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. Now there’s a special division of Scotland Yard devoted to hunting them down. The S.P.R. works as a consulting agency in tandem with the Dominion Branch.”

      Nathaniel looked impressed. “Go on.”

      “I wondered if there might be a necromancer behind the killings in Mara Vardac, but it doesn’t really fit their modus operandi. And ghouls drain their victims dry, but I’ve never seen one tear a throat out.”

      His smile died. “That’s what happened in this village we’re going to?”

      Vivienne nodded.

      “What do you think it is, then?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m sure the locals have their own explanation.” She opened the book and flipped through the pages. “Here we are. The people of the Carpathians call ghouls nosferatu, blood-suckers. ‘The living vampire is in general the illegitimate offspring of two illegitimate persons, but even a flawless pedigree will not ensure anyone against the intrusion of a vampire into his family vault, since every person killed by a nosferatu becomes likewise a vampire after death, and will continue to suck the blood of other innocent people till the spirit has been exorcised, either by opening the grave of the person suspected and driving a stake through the corpse, or firing a pistol shot into the coffin. In very obstinate cases it is further recommended to cut off the head and replace it in the coffin with the mouth filled with garlic, or to extract the heart and burn it, strewing the ashes over the grave.’”

      She closed the book. “That sounds like a standard ghoul. And I see they’re familiar with the head-chopping part. The garlic is nonsense.”

      He patted the pocket of his greatcoat. “Well, I brought my Beaumont-Adams revolver in case we need to shoot up any coffins.”

      Vivienne laughed. “I feel ever so much better.”

      “Don’t mock, darling,” he said with a wounded expression. “I happen to be a crack shot.”

      A few minutes later, the train pulled into the town of Satinari. Nathaniel and Vivienne collected their luggage and paid a lanky teenaged boy to guide them to a tavern near the station. Like many of the larger houses, the walls and window frames had been painted with intricate, colorful designs, giving the inn a quaint gingerbread aspect. A few men in long wool coats drank beer at tables inside, casting surly glances as they approached the mistress of the place. Her eyes widened a little at the sight of Vivienne’s brown skin, but she wiped her hands on her apron and bustled forward with a polite smile. Nathaniel greeted her in German, which she understood. But when he asked about hiring a carriage to go to Mara Vardac, she crossed herself and looked alarmed.

      “Oh no, you mustn’t go there, sir,” she said in broken German. “It is a bad place. Very bad.”

      Nathaniel glanced at Vivienne. “We know about the attacks,” he said gently. “We’ve come on official business. To help.”

      She didn’t reply, only crossed herself again and turned away.

      “Please, good mistress. A friend of ours disappeared. An English girl….” Nathaniel trailed off. The woman had retreated to the kitchen, slamming the door behind her.

      He looked over at the men, who’d buried their noses in the mugs of beer.

      “I have money,” he announced, pulling out a thick wad of Romanian banknotes. “Fifty leu to the gentleman who takes us to Mara Vardac.”

      It was a princely sum. The men shifted, eyeing each other.

      “A hundred.”

      “I’ll take you.” The oldest of the bunch rose on unsteady legs. He had a red, bulbous nose and his coat was worn and patched. He spoke in Magyar, which Vivienne had a smattering of. She knew dozens of languages, and hundreds of local dialects, though she tended to forget the ones she didn’t use often.

      His friends shook their heads. A low-pitched but heated argument broke out. The old man wouldn’t be dissuaded, tugging his sleeve from their grasping fingers. One of them muttered something about drunk fools and made a sign to ward off evil.

      “They say it is too late in the day,” Vivienne murmured. “That no amount of money is worth being caught out after dark near Mara Vardac.”

      Nathaniel frowned. “Well, it’s hardly noon. How far is it anyway?”

      “Only seven or eight miles, I think.”

      The man led them to a farm wagon behind the inn. He fetched a pair of roan horses from the stable and they all squeezed onto the bench. He cracked the whip and the cart lurched off at a brisk pace, passing through the town and up a narrow road that climbed into the foothills. The snows of late January had given way to a thaw and patches of green showed in the fallow fields and orchards. It was a spectacular countryside, riven by deep gorges and heavily wooded slopes of pine and spruce.

      “Thank you for agreeing to take us,” Nathaniel said companionably in German.

      The man grunted, staring straight ahead, the brim of his black hat pulled low.

      “We plan to stay the night. I suppose there’s an inn?”

      Vivienne translated the words to Magyar, though she knew he’d understood.

      “Lock your door,” the driver muttered. “And pray to Saint George to preserve you ’til dawn comes.”

      Vivienne relayed his reply to Nathaniel, who gave a respectful nod. “What do you think would disturb us?” he ventured.

      The driver merely hunched his shoulders and gripped the reins with gnarled hands, driving the horses to greater speed.

      The sun was bright, the sky blue, yet Vivienne felt a sense of foreboding as they left Satinari behind and ascended into the higher passes. The land grew more rugged and wild, the forests thick and dark. They passed above the thaw line. A blanket of snow covered the road with no sign that any other travelers had passed this way in weeks.

      The driver kept glancing anxiously at the sun, cracking the whip above the poor horses’ heads as it began descending to the west. The cart raced along, taking the curves at perilous speeds. Foam flecked the beasts’ flanks, their breath plumed white in the air, and Vivienne was about to object that it would do them no good if the cart overturned when they rounded a bend in the road and Mara Vardac came into view. The driver let out a sigh of relief and slackened his grip on the reins.

      At first glance, it looked no different from any of the other tiny villages Vivienne had seen from the train. Two dozen whitewashed houses with tile roofs nestled in an open valley, a vista of snowy mountains rearing up to the north. There was a small church and a smithy with smoke coming from the forge. But as they approached, she saw the village was enclosed by a palisade of sharpened stakes, the wood still green. Stumps at the edge of the forest signaled where the trees had been felled.

      The driver passed through an opening in the palisade and guided the cart down the main street, pulling up abruptly in front of an inn. It was an ancient-looking building made of mortared stones with a sagging roof. Nathaniel jumped down and offered Vivienne his hand. Faces watched from the windows of nearby houses, but no children played outside and the whole place had a desolate air.

      The driver helped unload their trunks in an obvious bid to see them on their way as fast as possible. He quickly saw to the horses, filling a bucket of water from the well and rubbing them down with a musty blanket, every movement fraught with impatience. The instant Nathaniel handed him the banknotes, he climbed back onto the cart, not even bothering to count them. The journey had sobered him up, and she saw pity in his eyes as he gave them a final glance.

      “Isten vigyázzon rád,” he muttered.

      God watch over you.

      He shook the reins and the cart raced away toward the pass leading back down to Satinari.

      “Charming fellow,” Nathaniel grunted, hefting a trunk in each hand.

      “He meant well. He’s just frightened.” Vivienne looked around. The faces had disappeared, but she saw curtains twitch and felt sure they were still being watched. “They all are.”

      The inn was dim inside and empty of custom, though a dozen tables and chairs were scattered through the common room. Heavy wooden beams, black with age, supported a low roof. The great hearth was cold and the place smelled of old wood smoke and beer.

      “Hello?” Nathaniel called.

      A door closed and footsteps approached. A middle-aged man emerged from a passage at the back, his dark hair shot through with streaks of grey. He stopped dead when he saw them, his face expressionless.

      “Good afternoon,” Nathaniel said in German. “I am Lord Cumberland and this is my wife, Lady Cumberland. We’ve traveled hard from London.”

      The innkeeper blinked. He glanced through the window as though hoping whatever conveyance had brought them here would still be waiting outside. When he saw the cart had left, his brows drew down in a frown.

      “We’d like to take a room for the night,” Nathaniel prompted.

      “I’m sorry, we’re full,” he said in heavily accented but fluent German.

      Nathaniel looked around. There was no one else in the common room and no indication anyone was staying there. The man was obviously lying. Vivienne found her patience wearing thin.

      “My ward lodged here,” she said curtly, taking the photograph of Anne from her pocket and holding it out. “Surely you remember her.”

      The innkeeper barely glanced at it. “You must leave,” he said firmly. “Strangers are not welcome in Mara Vardac.”

      “Now see here—” Nathaniel began.

      Vivienne touched his sleeve. He followed her gaze through the window to the street, where a crowd was gathering in front of the inn. They were all men and most carried shotguns. The innkeeper crossed his arms.

      “You can walk back to Satinari,” he said softly. “Or….” He shrugged, his face defiant.

      The mob was swelling by the moment, its angry  murmuring clearly audible. Vivienne reached into her cloak to produce her credentials just as the door banged open.

      A roughly handsome man with thick, wavy black hair strode inside the common room. He was in his middle thirties, but grief lined his face, making him look a decade older. He hissed something in Magyar to the innkeeper, his eyes never leaving Vivienne.

      She was used to hostile stares even in London, which at least had a small population of African descent. But here in the hinterlands of Romania, Vivienne guessed she was the first dark-skinned person this man had ever seen.

      “We’re not here to cause any trouble,” she said calmly in Magyar. “If you’ll just let me—”

      The man scowled. He gripped his shotgun loosely, but Vivienne had no illusions that he would hesitate to use it.

      Nathaniel moved to stand in front of her, his face pale.

      “If any of you lay a finger on my wife, it will be the last thing you ever do,” he snarled in German.

      The newcomer gave no sign he understood — which was likely for the best. But then he forked his fingers at them in a sign to ward off the Devil, the watching crowd outside began to surge forward, and Vivienne felt the first stirring of true fear.

      “What’s going on?”

      A small man with a prosperous belly and hard eyes pushed through the mob. Vivienne thrust the dossier at him, forcing her hand to steadiness. His words had been spoken in Magyar and she replied in the same language.

      “We’ve been sent by the British Crown, with the full approval of the authorities in Satinari.”

      He eyed the papers with suspicion.

      “Please, just take them.”

      The man snatched them from her hand and studied them for a long minute. One bore the seal of Queen Victoria, mounted on horseback and holding a scepter. It authorized the bearer to act in her name on behalf of the Dominion Branch of Scotland Yard. That letter was in English, which she doubted he could read, but the second was from the constable in Satinari.

      The man read it through several times. His face softened a bit. “It is Dobrescu’s mark. I recognize it.”

      Both the innkeeper and shotgun-toter looked startled, then abashed.

      “I am the mayor of Mara Vardac.” He handed the papers back. The tone was not precisely warm, but Vivienne sensed the tension ebbing. “I think we’d best speak privately. Excuse me for a moment.”

      While the mayor went outside to settle down the villagers, Vivienne showed the innkeeper the photograph of Anne again.

      “Miss Lawrence is my ward. I understand she stayed here.”

      His shoulders slumped as he gazed at the cameo. “The English girl. Yes, she was here.” He sighed. “We already told everything we know. I am very sorry.”

      Vivienne’s gut tightened. “Has she been found?”

      He saw immediately what she meant and shook his head. “No, no. But my wife and I…. We fear the worst. You know what has happened in our village? The curse?”

      Vivienne nodded.

      “Then you understand why we are not trusting.” His eyes flicked to the picture again. “It was four weeks ago Miss Lawrence came. Such a nice girl, very quiet and respectful. She must have gone out on her own. We warned her not to.”

      “No one saw her leave?” Vivienne asked.

      Again, he shook his head. He beckoned them to a table by the window and sat down heavily. “She was interested in the old stories. She said she collected them.”

      So Anne had not identified herself as an investigator of supernatural phenomena. No doubt a wise decision.

      “Tell me all you remember of the day she disappeared.”

      “Miss Lawrence took breakfast in the common room. Then she went up to her room. She liked to read her books there.”

      “What was the weather like?”

      “Snowing a bit, not very heavily yet. I went out to help the blacksmith shoe two of my horses. Elena was in the kitchen baking for most of the morning. Miss Lawrence must have gone out then, though we didn’t realize it until later. When she didn’t come down for supper, I knocked on her door. There was no answer. The storm outside had grown worse by then.”

      He clasped his hands. “It made me worried when she wouldn’t answer so I fetched Elena. She knocked again, then went inside. Miss Lawrence was gone, but all her things were there. We thought she must have gone for a walk in the village. Her Hungarian was very good and she had a friendly way about her.”

      Vivienne smiled. “Yes, Anne can be quite charming when she puts her mind to it.”

      “We expected her to return at any moment. It was snowing so hard. When it began to get dark…. That is when we grew truly afraid. We went around the village, knocking on doors, but no one had seen her. We saw no footprints, but if she’d left early enough, they would have been covered by the falling snow.”

      “But where could she have gone?”

      “I do not know, Lady Cumberland. She said nothing to either me or my wife. By the next morning, the road was impassable. It was several days before we could summon help from outside.”

      “What about the other deaths here? Did she ask about those?”

      For the first time, he looked away, not meeting her eyes. “Yes, she did. She said she’d read a newspaper report about them. I told her it was wolves. That they get hungry in the winter and she should be very careful not to stray far from the village.”

      “Have there been any more deaths since she disappeared?” Nathaniel asked.

      The innkeeper crossed himself and shook his head. “Thank God, no. I still have her things, if you’d like them. The constable from Satinari looked them over but didn’t take them.” He looked up as two men entered with the mayor. “Ah, this
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