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To Axel, for believing in me when I didn’t believe in myself.



Wayward souls

“Wayward Souls is a genre-blending knockout! A richly detailed historical fantasy, cloaked in spooky, Gothic vibes, infused with a pulse-pounding, twisty paranormal/mystery, and lightly sweetened by a swoony romance—it is one addictive ride. Hands down, one of my favorite reads of the year—historical fantasy fans, do not sleep on this one!” 

—Sadie Hartmann, Bram Stoker Awards–winning author of 
101 Horror Books to Read Before You’re Murdered 

“A thrilling mix of magic, danger, and romance. I’d die for either of these two amazing heroines as they quest to fight the monsters of the world—while desperately trying not to become them.”

—Stephanie Burgis, 
author of Wooing the Witch Queen and Good Neighbors
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STRANGE BEASTS

Book One in the Harker and Moriarty Series 

“While the novel’s world is based on well-known Dracula lore, Morris delivers a fresh, unique tale that will delight mystery, fantasy, and horror readers alike. Give it to fans of C. L. Polk, Alix E. Harrow, and T. Kingfisher.”

—Library Journal

“Strange Beasts is filled with the sensual, lush prose that is the mark of a dynamic writer—but with mystery, murder, and monsters on top. Such an absolute joy to read. Highly recommended.” 

—TJ Klune, New York Times bestselling 
author of The House in the Cerulean Sea

“A riveting gas-lamp fantasy that’s equal parts bloody mystery and flat-out supernatural romp. Morris deftly weaves existing lore—from both the classic literature her characters are born of and a taxonomy handbook’s worth of supernatural creatures—into a vivid feminist tale where the pages fly. A delightful debut bursting with affection for its magical world.”

—Melissa Albert, 
New York Times bestselling author of The Hazel Wood

“Strange Beasts offers us fantastic and fresh new stories about old monsters and legends. Morris displays exceptional skill with her prose and storytelling as she leads readers through the dark and atmospheric underbelly of gothic Victorian Paris. Sam and Hel are a great team up and will make you want to know what happens next well after you reach the last page. It’s going to be a terrible crime to have to wait for the sequel!”

—Wesley Chu, #1 New York Times bestselling 
author of the War Arts Saga series

“What a luscious and fantastical treat! With virtuoso world-building, Morris effortlessly transported me to an enchanting realm teeming with monsters, mysticism, and the paranormal. Prepare to be utterly absorbed. Strange Beasts is a magical debut!”

—Emily Habeck, USA Today bestselling 
author of Shark Heart: A Love Story

“A whip-smart, lusciously atmospheric adventure through the dazzling theaters and chilling catacombs of turn-of-the-century Paris.”

—Frances White, Sunday Times bestselling 
author of Voyage of the Damned

“A propulsive collision of historical fiction and fantasy, all tied together with an opulent gothic bow. A terrifying delight.”

—Signe Pike, 
author of The Lost Queen series

“Engaging and delightful, Strange Beasts draws the reader into a gothic setting that seems all too real. I was at once intrigued and a little spooked by all the familiar names, especially when I began to realize just how effectively Susan J. Morris has used our own nightmarish archetypes to trap us in her tale.”

—Troy Denning, New York Times bestselling 
author of more than forty science fiction and fantasy novels




How to Use this ebook

On compatible devices, you can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


CONTENTS

About the Author

Also by Susan J. Morris

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Acknowledgments





Chapter One

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

Six Days Before Samhain

Samantha Harker folded her hands on the scarred mahogany table, grateful her emerald-green riding habit would disguise any hint of sweat. Her fingers itched to adjust the tortoiseshell comb half tumbling from her honeyed curls, and she reeked of road dust and warm horse. She wished she’d been given time to change or, if she were wishing, to bathe, but the men who’d accosted her had been . . . most insistent.

Flickering gaslights illuminated burgundy walls bristling with rowan-wood stakes and silver knives, iron-studded whips and heavy crossbows. Beneath them, hand-scrawled maps and diagrams of monsters fought for space with apothecary cabinets, their hundred tiny drawers brimming with poisons and holy relics.

This was where every hunter in the Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena prepared to go on assignment. Where Sam prepared, ever since that business with the Beast in Paris, when she’d first left the haven of her library to venture into the field, chasing the ghost of her grandfather’s numbers.

It was also, apparently, where agents were interrogated about their partners. At least, it was when their partner was the notorious Lady M—rebel daughter of the criminal mastermind Professor Moriarty. He’s a whisper of information, Hel had said of her father, a nudge on someone’s baser instincts. A finger on a domino whose effects spiral out in unseen designs.

She’d also said Sam ought to punch him in the mouth.

“It’s a simple question, Miss Harker.” Mr. Wright’s chair creaked as he leaned forward. The director for the Society looked every inch the gentleman explorer with his salt-and-pepper beard and flared moustache. His petrified hand, courtesy of a cockatrice, was tucked into his silver waistcoat. He might have come from tea with the king, save for the whiff of blood that clung to his cane, which Sam knew hid a blade.

Sam didn’t know the two men sitting to either side of him, but given the stiffness in Mr. Wright’s posture, they outranked him.

“Did you or did you not witness Miss Moriarty murder Dr. Gastrell?” Mr. Wright repeated, pulling her attention back to him.

“Doctor,” Sam corrected.

“Your pardon?” The man to Mr. Wright’s right was weedy and monocled, in a tweed jacket and tan breeches, as if he were on a brief respite from a fox hunt, which, as far as Sam knew, he was.

“Did I or did I not witness Dr. Moriarty murder Dr. Gastrell,” Sam clarified. “Unless, of course, she’s been stripped of her doctorate?”

Mr. Wright sighed. “Fine. Did you or did you not witness Dr. Moriarty murder Dr. Gastrell?”



Sam smiled. “I didn’t see her shoot him, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Oh, for the love of—” The man on Mr. Wright’s left looked to be of a height with Sam, but broad as an ox, in a leather duster and black gloves. A part of his jaw had been replaced with a brass replica, and whenever he took a puff on his pipe—a curved ivory thing that gave the unnerving impression of his gnawing on a bone—smoke leaked between his metal teeth. “Did Dr. Moriarty lock Dr. Gastrell in a basement with vengeful spirits, bar and salt the door, and hold it shut until he stopped screaming, or not?”

“If by ‘vengeful spirits,’ you mean the young women—”

The brass-jawed man waved a thick hand. “The origin of the spirits is hardly relevant to this deliberation.”

“I’d argue it’s exceptionally relevant, sir,” Sam cut in. “Given there wouldn’t be any vengeful spirits if Dr. Gastrell hadn’t murdered them.”

“He was human,” Mr. Wright said sharply, as if that excused a little murder. But of course, that wasn’t what he meant. He meant Dr. Gastrell’s victims weren’t human anymore, even if they had been once.

At least three young women had gone missing in East London. Three young women who, according to the match girls who worked at the factory nearby, had all answered adverts for Dr. Gastrell’s practice. Sam had seen sketches of them on broadsides plastered to the walls in East London, under hand-scrawled headlines that read Missing.

It was nothing the police were concerned with—young women of that variety went missing all the time. Besides which, it must be noted that these women were hardly ladies. Who was to say they hadn’t simply run off? Or tried to seduce Dr. Gastrell and, having been rebuffed, fled in shame? That sort of thing happened all the time, according to the police, and Dr. Gastrell was, after all, a doctor.

Sam near bit through her tongue at that. There was a man at the market in Covent Garden who sold suspensions of radium and called it medicine, it didn’t mean it was good for you. And if there was one thing Sam had learned in her encounter with the Beast, it was that when women whispered, you listened, even when the police didn’t. Especially when the police didn’t.

And then the good doctor had the audacity to complain of a haunting.

“Miss Harker,” Mr. Wright said, a warning in his voice, “we have had this discussion before, and I’m not inclined to have it again.”

“But—”

The foxhunter cleared his throat almost delicately. “No one is questioning the effectiveness of Miss—Dr. Moriarty’s actions, if, indeed, they were hers, which we have yet to establish. Only the unacceptable loss of human life and deviation from Society protocol. I’m sure you understand. We have a reputation to maintain, after all.” And a budget, Sam thought bitterly. “So if you’ll answer the question: Did Dr. Moriarty’s actions, direct or indirect, lead to Dr. Gastrell’s death?”

Sam closed her eyes. It was always going to come to this eventually. These men knew what answers they wanted, and they wouldn’t stop until they got them. It didn’t help matters that they were right.

“Yes,” Sam admitted at last. “But—”

“Good,” Mr. Wright interrupted. He was going to dismiss her; she could feel it. He was going to cut her off and stop her from saying anything that might exonerate Hel. And suddenly, it was intolerable, that these men would use her to end Hel’s story.



“What did I tell you?” The man with the brass jaw waved a hand. “Like father like daughter.”

“If I may,” Sam cut in sharply. “Whether her actions were warranted or not in this case, it is my professional opinion that despite the best efforts of her father—”

“If he’s still alive,” the foxhunter muttered.

“Dr. Moriarty’s risk profile remains well within the norms of the Society’s field agents,” Sam pressed on, as if she hadn’t heard him. “To dismiss an agent with Dr. Moriarty’s remarkable record would be to the detriment of the Society.”

“Thank you for your report.” Mr. Wright didn’t even look up from his file as he waved her away. “You’re dismissed, Harker.”

Fury wicked through her, so hot it stole her breath. Sam and Hel had found bones buried beneath the floorboards of Dr. Gastrell’s practice, for goodness’ sake. His victims’ organs had been auctions on the shadow market. He’d been responsible for the creation of three vengeful spirits—all of whom had been laid to rest with his singular death. But that wasn’t in question, was it? It was whether women who were already dead were worth fighting for.

It was whether Hel was worth fighting for.

The men leaned back, as if Sam were already gone, discussing whether they ought to have lobster or steak for dinner. Hating herself for it, Sam swallowed her fury and left, the taste of ash on her tongue.

She found Hel outside, leaning against the wall between a statue of Perseus holding the head of Medusa and an oil painting of Ophelia drowning beautifully. As ever, Hel wore a long tan coat and black suit, her tie a slash of crimson at her neck. Her revolver had been confiscated when they’d returned after their latest assignment, and its holster sat empty at her hip. It looked wrong—Hel disarmed. But they were fools if they thought it made her any less dangerous.

“There are easier ways to free yourself from the shackles of employment, Harker,” Hel said, pushing off the wall, bringing herself alongside Sam as she strode down the darkly ornate hall. She didn’t know where she was going, just away, as if she could outpace her emotions if she only walked fast enough.

“I’m just so tired of him treating you like that! I can’t—”

Hel caught her hand, and Sam lost her words. They were close—so close, Sam could breathe in the electrifying scent of her, the gunpowder and rosin. Ginger curls escaped her black trilby hat like so many snakes, her eyes the gleam of broken glass.

Sam’s eyes traced the line of Hel’s crooked nose before dropping to her lips. Desire tangled through her, sharp and brutal and impossibly complicated.

It had been a month since Sam had changed into a Beast and fallen asleep with Hel’s fingers knotted in her fur, and despite their stolen glances and lingering touches since, Sam still wasn’t certain what they were to each other, other than important. Or at least, Hel was important to Sam. The past few days had Sam wondering if she’d imagined the whole thing.

Sam wet her lips. “Hel—”

Hel dropped her hand and nodded at the wall—no, at the ampoule of Gorgon blood Sam had very nearly knocked over with her wild gesticulating.

Sam flushed. She wasn’t sure what was more embarrassing. That this was the second time she’d nearly knocked over the Gorgon blood—which really ought to be kept somewhere more secure; the last time a vial had shattered, it had taken weeks to weed the venomous serpents out of the air vents—or that she’d thought Hel had been about to kiss her.



“Mr. Wright is a fool,” Hel said, her voice rough as she turned her face from Sam, leading the way down the hall to the investigation room. “But I’m used to it.”

“You shouldn’t have to be!” Sam argued, forcing the mess of her feelings down. This was not the time for it, not when Hel might be arrested or worse. But then, it was never the time for it, was it? “Just because your father is Professor Moriarty, they act as if you can’t be trusted, calling you Lady M, as if even saying your name is enough to bring down a curse—”

“My father is a curse.”

“If you’re referring to his fondness for murdering your partners,” Sam said, “that curse is broken.” Sam had not been murdered yet. Whether that was due to Professor Moriarty’s greater designs for Sam or because of Sam and Hel’s ingenuity in escaping said designs was beside the point.

“So far,” Hel said, pushing through a set of heavy carved doors. Marble floors, patterned like a checkerboard, underlay dozens of mahogany desks. A handful of eyes fell on them and slid away, as if looking at Hel too long risked contagion.

Hel ignored them, making her way to Heathcliff’s cage on her desk. It was, of course, empty. In the month since they’d brought Heathcliff back from Paris with them, he’d become quite the escape artist. Fortunately, he never went far—perhaps on account of all the exotic cheeses they kept bringing him—and was presently curled in the puddle of Sam’s scarf. Hel held her hand out to the black-and-white rat, and he yawned, stretching, before scampering up her arm to perch on her shoulder.

“They think he died,” Sam whispered. “That you’re behind everything.”

Hel’s shoulders sagged. They had spared Arsène Courbet to get a lead on Hel’s father, and instead, as a last act of revenge, he’d told them the man they were hunting had perished alongside Sherlock Holmes, claiming it had been Hel all along.

It was, Sam was loath to admit, a good story. After all, what was more likely? That a man whom no one had seen or heard from since Sherlock Holmes died was secretly pulling the strings behind a shadow empire, or that he’d died alongside Sherlock Holmes, and his daughter, a woman under active investigation, was continuing her father’s legacy?

Never had Sam so regretted an act of mercy.

“There’s still time for you to go back to your books, Miss Harker,” Hel said softly, as if reading the tenor of her thoughts.

“I never left my books. It turns out they’re portable,” Sam said tartly. But Hel only grimaced. “Wait, you’re serious.” She expected this sort of thing from Mr. Wright—who’d refused to give her a desk of her own on account that she might yet run back to the library—but not from Hel. It hurt more than she’d anticipated.

“Sam—” There was an unfamiliar ache in Hel’s voice, and Sam got the impression she’d misread the situation entirely.

But she would never find out what Hel might have said, for a new voice cut in: “There you are.”

Jakob Van Helsing strode toward them. Perhaps the most efficient hunter the Society had to offer, the only son of Professor Van Helsing looked much like the statue of Perseus and was nearly as likely to be carrying about a monster’s head. Though he was, blessedly, wearing clothing. He was tall and muscular, like many men who thought themselves heroes, with a straight nose and brown hair grown unruly in the field.

“Mr. Van Helsing,” Sam said. “Shouldn’t you be out on assignment somewhere? Or have you run the world out of monsters already?”



“Nothing would please me more,” Van Helsing said, watching her narrowly as if, even now, he expected her to turn monstrous. Honestly, sometimes Sam wished she could. “But Mr. Wright requires you in his office. Immediately.”

Hel raised an eyebrow. “Running errands for Mr. Wright now, are you?”

Van Helsing shifted his gaze to encompass Hel, his lip curling with distaste at the sight of Heathcliff on her shoulder. “Both of you.”

Hel shrugged, and they turned to go, only for that familiar jingle to chase their steps.

“Why don’t you go on ahead?” Sam said, having heard quite enough of his spurs in Paris. “I’m sure you must be terribly busy.”

For the first time since she’d rescued him, Van Helsing smiled. “Orders, Miss Harker.”

Fear shifted beneath Sam’s skin. They must have discovered evidence of Sam’s channeling—this would be the asylum come again. But it was reflexive, and Sam shook the notion free almost as soon as she’d had it. There was no reason to suspect that.

It was the affair with Dr. Gastrell and the rumors that Hel was pulling the strings of her “fallen” father’s shadow empire, which was more than enough. Hel was going to be arrested because Sam had just had to argue with Mr. Wright, instead of simply telling him whatever he needed to hear to let them off. Oh, why couldn’t Sam simply keep her thoughts to herself? It was as if she’d lost the trick of it. Once, Sam had known exactly what to say to Mr. Wright to avoid exciting his suspicions. It was as if she could see his expectations written in the shifting of his eyes and the twitching of his lips—her part in his story. She needed only give it voice.

Sam could still see it, but she’d gotten too used to saying whatever came to mind the moment it did. Now it seemed she could not shut it off.

Hel was a terrible influence.

The walls of Mr. Wright’s office were papered in black florals and hung with the bleached skulls of trolls, basilisks, and even a vampire, still with a bit of brick between its teeth. It made Sam uneasy. There was something unwholesome about having a skull so like a person’s on display—a reminder that humans were not so very different from monsters. That if you weren’t careful, you might become one.

Ancient books and maps were piled haphazardly on narrow bookshelves. Fat candles burned on a heavy scrollwork desk, red wax splattered over a scattering of case files, as if the whole bunch had been hastily shoved aside. A radiotelegraph was tap-tap-tapping on the desk, so like the ones her grandfather used to have that her heart ached. The eerie light of a will-o’-the-wisp lapped at the walls, drawn to the radio waves like a moth to a flame.

Unthinking, Sam pulled meaning from the Morse code: M-o-r-i-a-r-t-y.

“Mr. Wright,” Sam said in a rush, “it wasn’t Dr. Moriarty’s fault, she—”

“Moriarty. Harker. Good, good,” Mr. Wright said, as if he hadn’t heard her. Sam frowned. He was nervous, repeating himself, the lines under his eyes somehow deeper than they had been minutes ago. There was no sign of police, nor the strange men from before. “We have a situation.”

“What kind of situation?” Hel asked.

“Men have been disappearing in Ireland.”

Hel sharpened, every angle of her a knife. “How many?”

“Four,” Mr. Wright said, but then he grimaced. “Though perhaps more than we know. The reports out of Ireland mark a significant increase in abnormal phenomena of a more . . . violent persuasion. More even than is expected this time of year.”

Beyond its cities, Ireland possessed a rugged coastline and a cutting wind that swept in off the sea, over rolling hills and forests pocketed with ancient peat bogs and ruins older than memory. You could get lost in the mists of its untamed wilds, even without walking over a fairy rath that might spirit you to the Otherworld or catching the attention of the Folk, who might steal you away to dance your shoes through on an endless night that would turn out to be a hundred years.

It was particularly dangerous this time of year, so close to Samhain, when the veil between the Otherworld and our own would be at its thinnest. Sunset on Samhain would bring a night of prophecy and hungry ghosts—when bonfires were lit for protection and monsters roamed freely.

There were rituals the Irish did to turn the worst of it aside, such as leaving iron tongs over a baby’s bassinet to prevent their being stolen and replaced with a changeling, or keeping a bit of bread tied with red string in your pocket to escape enchantment. If you didn’t, well. Disappearances were the least of it. Still . . .

“Aren’t disappearances the province of the civic guard?” Sam asked. “Why send for us?”

“They’ll explain when you arrive,” Mr. Wright said tightly. He doesn’t know, Sam realized, a thought that was as surprising as it was unsettling. “A carriage will be here within the hour to take you to the train station at Holyhead. You will be on that train, and tomorrow morning’s express ferry to Dublin. I’ve allotted you each a generous stipend to purchase what you don’t have time to pack.”

“But we don’t even know what to research!” Sam exclaimed. Ireland had a far greater concentration of abnormal phenomena than the rest of Europe. There were theories that it was on account of the lack of industrialization—something the English were keen to address—but no one truly knew why.

There remained, also, the question as to why the Irish themselves weren’t handling this. They had resisted the formation of any sort of formal Society, but they had the fairy doctors—those who knew the ways of the Folk and helped others with problems of an Otherworldly nature—who served much the same purpose. But she knew better than to ask Mr. Wright that much.

“I’m certain you’ll manage,” Mr. Wright said. “Trinity Library has one of the greatest collections of books in the United Kingdom. I’m assured you’ll have full access for the duration of the assignment. You do remember how to request research materials from the field?”

“Why are we just hearing about this now?” Hel cut Sam off before she could respond. Which was probably for the best.

“We’re not,” Mr. Wright said. “The last field agents we sent out after them disappeared, too.”

“So you’re sending us,” Hel surmised. “Glad to know we’re such valuable members of the team.”

“You’re Irish, and Miss Harker’s American. Even better, you’re both Irish Catholic,” Mr. Wright said. “I’m afraid you’re the least objectionable field agents we have at the moment.”

The Irish were famously unkeen on talking to the English—and the Society had never had an excess of the un-English—so it very nearly made sense. Except for the fact that Wright had just interrogated Sam on the matter of Hel’s loyalty. Not to mention his ongoing suspicions as to Sam’s willful channeling. So why was he sending them on a mission into the heart of the Moriarty empire?



Sam ought to let it be. One didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Of course, that was because it was often filled with metaphorical Greeks. But in the end, she couldn’t help herself.

“I thought you didn’t trust us?”

“I don’t,” Mr. Wright answered. “That’s why Van Helsing is going with you.”







Chapter Two

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

Six Days Before Samhain

“This is intolerable,” Sam said the moment they made it through the War Room and into the Closet.

It wasn’t really a closet, of course. It was a chamber adjoining the War Room, with moss and golden fern wallpaper, mahogany privacy screens carved like lace, and a large brass mirror rumored to be haunted. The walls were hived with dark wood shelves on which crowded a vast assortment of travel chests, and it was on this account that it was affectionately known as the Closet. As field agents, Sam and Hel were each permitted to maintain a travel chest within the Closet for the ostensibly rare occasions on which they wouldn’t have time to go back home before shipping out again.

Sam clambered up the ladder, attempting to balance as she yanked on the iron handles of her travel chest. It didn’t budge. She tried again, her biceps protesting. Sam didn’t remember it being quite so heavy. Then again, the last time she’d moved it, it had been empty.

“I can’t believe he’s sending Van Helsing with us!” Sam managed, struggling with the trunk.

“The only thing that’s hard to believe is that it’s taken him this long.” Hel had already shrugged out of her coat and suit jacket and slid the pin out of the collar of her shirt.

Sam gave a little cry as she nearly overbalanced. A hand on the small of her back steadied her.

“Thank you,” Sam gasped as she climbed down, shaking a little. She would grab what she needed and borrow a carpetbag; the travel chest could just stay up there until it rotted.

“Let me,” Hel said, rolling up her sleeves.

“Oh, I—um.”

Hel brushed Sam aside, pulling her trunk down with ease, the only sign of strain written in the flex of her forearms, the tug of cloth between her shoulder blades. Sam’s cheeks flushed.

“Here you go.” Hel handed the chest to Sam, who nearly dropped it but managed to make it appear as if she were simply setting it down. Right in the middle of the floor. As one did.

“Mmmm,” she managed, caught between pique and something else entirely. Not daring to look at Hel, Sam gathered up an armful of clothing and fled behind a privacy screen. Get a hold of yourself, Sam! She resisted the urge to slap her own cheeks. Hel was just being helpful, which was what partners did for one another. They were helpful. The way Sam helped Hel when it came to people.

But ever since the Beast, there had been this . . . terrible fury inside her mind. It rose within her at the most inopportune times, choking her if she attempted to swallow it down. She tried to tell herself it wasn’t hers, that it was some remnant of the perfume that had turned her into a Beast, but she knew that for the lie it was.

Something had awakened within her. Where there had been fear, there was wrath. It was becoming a problem. Perhaps this was what happened to channels when the corruption took root—when they began to break.

Nerves simmered beneath her skin as she tugged off her riding habit and began the process of wriggling into her white wool-and-velvet traveling dress. She’d just sewn in a new petticoat after the whole “setting the old one on fire” business. It still smelled vaguely of smoke.

Being a field agent was a terror on one’s wardrobe. Sam knew she ought to exchange her fine fashions for more sensible attire. She’d nearly twisted an ankle on more than one occasion and ruined more dresses than she dared recall. But every time she forced herself to consider it, a part of her shriveled up and died. Fashion was the only language in which Sam had always felt free to express herself. It was a kind of armor against the world, as much a part of her as her rabbit-brown eyes. Besides which, there was value in being underestimated.

“What am I supposed to do, Hel? I can’t—I’m not . . .” Sam stumbled; she couldn’t make herself say that she was a channel, not within Society walls. Not when someone might hear. “I’m useless with Van Helsing watching.”

Hel snorted. “You’re not useless. I never would have solved the riddle of the Beast if it weren’t for you.”

If it weren’t for Sam’s channeling, she meant.

“Would you have let me come along if I hadn’t”—she still couldn’t say it—“if I hadn’t smelled the salt?”

Hel went quiet. Sam’s heart ached. It was confirmation enough. She sat down heavily and began finger combing her hair in front of the allegedly possessed mirror. Her face looked haunted in its shadowed glass, her eyes hollow, her teeth a little too sharp.

Sam shouldn’t have been surprised at Hel’s reaction. What value did Sam have in the field, outside of channeling? Oh, she was observant enough, but not more so than Hel. Her legs went limp instead of, say, running when pursued by monsters, let alone any of the more offensive maneuvers Hel employed. She was, as Van Helsing had so eloquently pointed out, a hazard with a firearm and a liability without.

“Would you have ever left your library,” Hel said at last, “if it weren’t for your grandfather’s numbers?”

It was Sam’s turn to fall quiet. The truth was, Sam might have spent all her days in the library—delving the endless-seeming stacks and gorging herself on rare books in the flickering gaslight—if it weren’t for the slim, improbable hope of finding her grandfather.

But that wasn’t what this was about: Hel was trying to distract her. Sam could feel it in the distance between them, in the suggestion that Sam go back to her books. In the name the radiotelegraph had dropped before them like a stone.

Moriarty.

“What did he tell you?” Sam demanded.

Hel stilled, so briefly that if Sam hadn’t been watching for it, she would have missed it. “I’m afraid you’ll have to be a bit more specific.”

“There on your arm,” Sam said evenly. “That’s a bee sting, isn’t it.”

Hel didn’t so much as glance at it. “The wasps are ornery in October. They know they’re going to die.”



“You already knew we were going to Ireland, didn’t you?” Sam pressed. The sharpening of Hel’s body, it hadn’t been for Ireland but because it confirmed something she’d already known, something that had implications. “You think your father’s behind the disappearances.”

“I don’t know what you—” Hel began to pull away.

Sam reached after her. “Hel—” The moment her fingers brushed Hel’s, she gasped, a feeling ghosting through her like smoke. Hel snatched her hand back, but it was too late. Blood bloomed on Hel’s discarded coat, right over her heart. Hands shaking, Sam knelt and pulled a curl of paper from its pocket, no bigger than a wood shaving, a yellow bristle still caught in the glue.

She’d been right. Heart in her throat, she read the message: Luke 15:11–32.

“The parable of the prodigal son?”

“Sam,” Hel warned, but Sam shook her head—she wasn’t letting this go.

Hel was the prodigal son, that much was obvious. She’d left home with all the gifts she’d inherited from her father—her training in the clandestine arts, her skill with weaponry, and her mind, sharp as a splinter. Arsène Courbet had warned Hel she’d never appreciated the gift she’d been given in her father. One might even say she’d wasted it, whereas her brother, Ruari, continued to work for their father, like the brothers in the parable.

Sam recalled what Ruari had said of his father’s plans for Hel: She will be alone, without allies or lovers or friends, until the day she comes home. Father will make sure of it. Like the prodigal son, he meant for Hel to exhaust her welcome in the wider world, forcing her to return home. At which point, the father slaughtered a fatted calf to celebrate.



But who was the fatted calf? Sam wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to find out.

Hel snatched the curl of paper back.

“What does it mean?” Sam asked.

“It means it’s not safe,” Hel said flatly. “Not for you.” Sam was the fatted calf, wasn’t she. She’d been a queen before. She wasn’t sure she appreciated the downgrade.

“And it is for you?” Sam pressed, but Hel didn’t answer. “If this is about your father, I made you a promise.” That they’d be sharks, that they would scent out Hel’s family, that they would stop them together.

Hel grimaced. “I release you from that promise. I shouldn’t have let you make it in the first place.”

“That’s not your decision!” Sam made a frustrated sound in her throat. “Hel, we’re supposed to be partners. You said you’d try.”

Hel looked away. “You don’t want this. Trust me.”

“You don’t get to tell me what I want,” Sam said stubbornly. She reached for Hel, but the other woman pulled away. Her fingers curled into her palms. “What are you so afraid of?”

“Him!” Hel said with a quiet intensity, tension running through her body like a current. “And you’re a fool if you’re not. You thought he had eyes in Paris, that he still has a mole in the Society—there is nothing he does not see in Ireland, no whisper he does not hear. His library is brimming with forbidden magic, and that’s not counting the monsters. He is going to have me arrested for his crimes, and if you are associated with me, you will go down with me—if he doesn’t kill you first.”

Hel had accepted her own death and disgrace when she’d taken up against her father. But when it came to Sam, death and disgrace were suddenly unacceptable. It was a weakness—Sam was a weakness—and so Hel wanted to do what she’d done every other time she’d found a weakness in herself. She wanted to cut it out. Unfortunately for Hel, Sam wasn’t that easy to be rid of.

“He’s still just a man,” Sam said, plucking up a broad-brimmed hat festooned with a cloud of white feathers and pinning it viciously to her head. “And men can be beaten.”

“Sam, I left, and I still play my part in his game,” Hel said. “Every victory is at his sufferance, ever counter furthers his design. Even the Beast murders—”

“We saved Josephine Heroux,” Sam protested. “We stopped Arsène Courbet.”

“After he had achieved my father’s aims,” Hel said. “Even there, we did my father’s work.”

Sam remembered what Hel had said before: Men like that don’t leave pieces on the board. Arsène Courbet had died shortly after his initial confession implicating Hel, before he could be cross-examined, his clothes found crawling with a rare variety of ant said to come all the way from Australia. But Professor Moriarty had only killed Arsène Courbet because he had been caught. He couldn’t possibly have intended on Sam and Hel killing him the whole time . . . could he?

“My father is my problem to solve, not yours,” Hel said grimly, and at last, Sam recognized the look in Hel’s eye. Like a gunslinger when the law closed in around them, preparing for their last stand. “I can’t let him take you, too.”

“He won’t,” Sam said firmly. “Hel, I need you to trust me.”

“It’s not you I don’t trust,” Hel said. But when Sam followed her from the room, dragging her trunk inelegantly behind her, Hel didn’t move to stop her.
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Dublin Port (Irish: Calafort Átha Cliath), Ireland

Five Days Before Samhain

Sam looked out over the rail of the passenger ferry, sea spray stinging her cheeks. A cutting wind rose off the water, whipping the fog like it was carding wool, but through it Sam could just make out glimpses of Ireland: white froth crashing on the rocks and the red flash of a lighthouse, like Avalon emerging from the mists.

Or Dracula, Sam thought, her nerves rising with the skirling of the lighthouse siren, recalling her father’s stories of the ghost ship that had carried the vampire to England, of the dead captain tied to the wheel. There had been fog then, too, and a terrible storm to rival the Night of the Big Wind, despite the fact that a strong wind ought to have torn through fog like salt through a ghost.

And then there was the strange singing in her blood, which no one else seemed to hear. It had started when they’d entered the harbor—a humming in her flesh, a fluting in her bones. She heard it every time she closed her eyes, and sometimes when they were open, and it was getting stronger. It was unearthly, lilting and sweet, with a yearning that filled her with a terrible grief. She couldn’t quite make out what it wanted, but she felt certain that if she listened long enough, she would.

Sam wondered if this was how her mother had felt when Dracula had called to her.

It wasn’t vampires, Sam told herself sternly. Mr. Wright would have told her. Although he didn’t seem to have a full grasp of the details. Whoever Sam, Hel, and Van Helsing were working for, they were powerful enough to order the Society’s field agents out from under Mr. Wright and seemed under no obligation to share why.

Sam itched to pick over it with Hel, but the other woman had made herself scarce. Having searched the steam-packet from bow to stern, Sam was just about to check the rigging—which, as it was the last place Sam expected to find Hel, was probably where she ought to have started—when she heard the jingle of cowboy boots.

“I hardly require an escort, Van Helsing,” Sam said without turning.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Van Helsing replied, drawing next to her and leaning back on the rail. “It’s a small ship. I came for the air.”

“And if I should choose to go inside?”

“Then I must concede: The spray is a bit much.” He sounded amused, her irritation but one more perk of the assignment.

Sam rounded on him. “What exactly do you think is going to happen should I make it out of your sight for more than the time it takes me to powder my nose? Are you afraid I might steal a moment’s peace? That I might enjoy myself?”

“People have been disappearing, Miss Harker,” Van Helsing said, as if he hadn’t been haunting her the entire trip. Even Sam’s shadow gave her more consideration—at least at noon it went away. “I had assumed you wouldn’t want to be one of them.”

“And I require your assistance for that, do I?” Sam said.

“You seem to have misplaced your usual escort,” Van Helsing said.

So he’d noticed. Sam lifted her chin. “Perhaps Dr. Moriarty simply trusts that I can handle myself.”

Van Helsing stepped close, the wet-leather scent of him washing over her. Instinctively, she tried to step backward, but found herself against the rail of the ship. Fear flickered in the hollow of her throat, as if to prove that no, she couldn’t handle herself, that in fact she very much needed her escort, wherever she had gotten to.

“Miss Moriarty is not like us,” Van Helsing growled. “You and I, we understand that there are certain lines you do not cross, and that the rules are there for a reason. There is no line she will not cross, no rule she will not break. Whatever she has done to earn your trust—”

But Sam was stuck on that first part, lodged in her throat like a fishbone. “I am nothing like you.”

Something like surprise crossed over his face, as if he’d truly thought them similar. Then his expression darkened. “No. Perhaps not.”

“Dr. Moriarty!” Sam called, relief coursing through her as she caught sight of Hel striding toward them, Heathcliff perched on her shoulder like a parrot, her long tan coat whipping in the wind. Sam was gratified to see Van Helsing lurch away from her.

Hel’s gaze flicked toward Sam. Are you all right?

Where were you? Sam’s look returned.

Van Helsing interposed himself between them, cutting their game of glances short. “Miss Moriarty,” he said, as if he hadn’t just been trying to turn Sam against her, “you’re from Ireland, right?”

“How spectacularly observant,” Hel said dryly. “Did you figure that out yourself?”

“What are we looking at?” Van Helsing continued. “I’m afraid I’m a little rusty on Irish monsters. Do you think it’s fairies? They’re the ones that abduct people, aren’t they?”

“Don’t call them that,” Sam said sharply. Hadn’t he read any books on the Good People at all? Sam was afraid to think the word, let alone give it breath.



Van Helsing snorted. “What, fairies? Whyever not? They seem easy enough to deal with. Vulnerable to iron, right? Or a net, I imagine.”

“If you don’t stop,” Hel said, “you’re going to find out.”

“Fine then, what do you call them?”

“The Good People,” Hel said. “Or the Folk. Anything so long as it’s not their name.”

“What are they, really?” Sam asked. The books Sam had read were unclear on the subject, full of contradictions and what she was fairly certain were metaphors. But the Folk couldn’t truly be “the scream before a death” or “the laughter when you lost your way,” could they?

Hel shrugged. “They are Themselves. Some call them the old gods, and others the dead. Some call them nature spirits, and others fallen angels.”

Sam remembered her grandfather’s stories of the Tuatha Dé Danann: Manannán mac Lir, the son of the sea and guardian of the Otherworld; Brigid, goddess of poets and wisdom, healing and smiths; and the Mórrígan, also known as the phantom queen. But also, the humble brownie, the shapeshifting pooka, and the mischievous leprechaun.

“You’ve got to be joking,” Van Helsing scoffed. “They’re monsters, like all the rest. Not gods or fallen angels. Besides, nothing can be all those things at once.”

“That is exactly what they are, and only fools call them by name,” Hel said, with a hard look at Van Helsing, who had the decency to flush. “But we can count ourselves fortunate: They’re not the ones behind the disappearances.”

Van Helsing frowned. “How do you figure?”

Sam understood at once. “The Folk tend to take people they like.”



The very fact that the English were upset meant the people who had disappeared were unlikely to be the sort the Folk might take a liking to, let alone love well enough to abduct. Even if they were, these people had likely lived in cities, to which the Folk had a particular aversion on account of all the industry and iron.

Sam couldn’t help but feel a vague sense of disappointment. She knew the Folk were nothing like the winged nymphs of English imagination, but she couldn’t help but find them fascinating. Inconstant, glorious, and undefinable, they were a dangerous puzzle.

Sam glanced at Hel, but the other woman’s face was a mask.

“Well, there are plenty of other monsters in Ireland,” Van Helsing said. He was right, of course. Sam had cut her teeth on stories of kelpies, the vicious water horses who drowned and devoured their prey, leaving only their livers to catch in some fisherman’s net, and there were plenty more besides that.

“If the monster is even from Ireland,” Sam murmured, half to herself.

Van Helsing’s brow furrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” Hel said, “that between the Chimera in the southern heath and the strigoi in the salt flats of France, the creatures can’t be counted on to stay in their usual ranges. My father’s business trafficking monsters on the underworld’s shadow market has seen to that.”

Van Helsing frowned. “Why haven’t I heard of this? Does Mr. Wright know?”

“Yes,” Sam and Hel said simultaneously. Though why Professor Moriarty’s monstrous affairs had been kept from Van Helsing, Sam could only guess. Perhaps it had something to do with his lack of subtlety. Or his inability to blend in. Or the sheer decibels of him.

Van Helsing gave them an odd look, and seemed as if he might say something more, but then the captain was calling him over as sailors threw lines over to the dockhands and readied the gangplank.

“Where were you?” Sam asked Hel once Van Helsing was out of earshot, trying not to sound accusing. It wasn’t Hel’s job to stay by her side, whatever Van Helsing might imply, but Sam had thought she might want to. “I looked everywhere for you.”

Gently, Hel slipped Heathcliff into her pocket. She didn’t meet Sam’s eyes. “We’re in my family’s territory now.”

“On a ship?” Sam laughed.

But Hel wasn’t laughing. “We need to pretend not to care too deeply about each other. My father can scent such weakness a mile away.”

Despite the implication that she might be murdered, a thrill shivered through her. So Hel did care—deeply. Sam wanted, right then, nothing more than to feel the heat of Hel’s eyes on her, that sharp and fascinated gaze, the way she looked at Sam like she was a puzzle in want of solving. How she made Sam ache to be solved.

“Hel, he already knows.” Sam reached for Hel’s cheek. For an agonizing moment, Hel leaned into her touch, before pulling away, her lips scraping Sam’s palm so briefly it might have been an accident.

“He knows I find you useful,” Hel bit off. “That you’re a valuable game piece. Which is not the same thing.”

Sam’s own words thrown back at her.

“Not the same thing as what?” Sam demanded. If Hel was bent on denying Sam, she wanted her to say it.



At last, Hel looked at her, and it stole the breath from Sam’s lungs.

“You know what,” Hel rasped.

Sam was suddenly unable to meet Hel’s gaze. “So what do we do? We can’t simply avoid each other; we’re working a case together.”

“We’ll have to,” Hel said.

It was going to be Paris all over again, Sam could feel it. Hel was going to slip away, rousing the Society’s suspicion against her and leaving Sam alone with Van Helsing. Only this time, Sam wouldn’t be able to follow without making everything worse. Unless . . .

“What if we make a game of it?” Sam said, a plan coming together in her mind.

“A game?” Hel furrowed her brow. But she didn’t, Sam noticed, say no.

“All we need to do is tell them a story.” Sam stepped closer, warming to the idea. She’d read about this before, in her romantic detective novels, which were, admittedly, fiction. But the theory was sound. It was something she used to be good at. “A story they want to believe. Say, that you’ve finally tired of your favorite game piece . . .”

Hel leaned in to meet her. “And that you’re done with my deceptions.”

“Just so,” Sam said. They were so close it felt like a dare, but Hel didn’t back away.

“If this is to work,” Hel warned, her voice catching, “we’ll have to give them reason to believe we’re at odds.”

“Naturally.” Sam swallowed. “You mustn’t take anything I say to heart.” It would be harder than that, and there would be none of this—whatever this was. At least, not in public. Unless . . .

“We can use a book code,” Sam said quietly, quickly. “Meet in private. Speak when no one is watching.” Perhaps do other things, beyond speak.

It sounded almost exciting when she put it like that.

“All right,” Hel said at last, leaning back. “We’ll try it. But if it doesn’t work—”

“I know,” Sam said before Hel could say it, and she hesitated. “Are you certain you shouldn’t change your name? People won’t . . . react poorly?”

“There are so many Moriartys in Ireland there are nicknames for the different branches,” Hel said dismissively.

Before Sam could ask whether her particular branch had a nickname, the jingle of spurs cut her off.

“Is that so?” Van Helsing said, arms crossed, as if Hel had let slip something vitally important.

“Yes, and we all know each other, and commit crimes together,” Hel said dryly.

Van Helsing scowled. “The ship is setting off soon. I’d advise you to deboard, unless you want to swim.”

“So soon?” Sam said, surprised. “Don’t they have to resupply?”

“Apparently, some otterish sea monster has taken to destroying English ships,” Van Helsing said.

Sam blinked. “Just the English ones?”

“The Dobhar-chú,” Hel murmured. Another name Sam recognized from her reading, though she was more accustomed to their informal name: King Otters, called so for their size rather than any sovereignty. From what she recalled, there were always two. Mated pairs. Kill one, and the other would chase you over land and sea until they tore out your throat. It perhaps said something about Sam’s state of mind that she thought it romantic. “The captain is being overcautious. The Dobhar-chú, like most Irish monsters, is nocturnal.”



“Not anymore, apparently,” Van Helsing grumbled. “I told them I’d take care of it, but they said it destroys the ship before surfacing. Punches right through the hull, then plucks the sailors out of the drink like it’s bobbing for apples.” And his revolvers wouldn’t be able to touch it until it surfaced. No wonder Van Helsing was so sour—there was a monster and he wasn’t permitted to kill it.

“But why didn’t they tell us the problem is nautical in nature?” Sam asked. What they needed was a whaling ship, with harpoons to tire it and force it to the surface.

“Because it’s not our quarry,” Hel said. She was right: The Dobhar-chú was killing people, not disappearing them. This, then, was part of the aforementioned increase in violent abnormal phenomena. It made one wonder why this wasn’t their assignment.

Van Helsing led the way onto the pier—seagulls shrieking and wheeling above. It occurred to Sam that they’d arrived in the Dublin Port without so much as a snapped rope or runaway train. It hardly felt real. They weren’t out of the woods yet—selkies might grab their feet from under the docks, dragging them under the cold and crashing waves, or a horse might spook in the street—but regardless . . . Professor Moriarty was late.

Professor Moriarty was never late, and if Hel’s suspicions were correct, if her father knew precisely where they were and what they were doing . . . It sent an uneasy feeling worming through Sam’s gut. Was this how Hel’s father showed his approval? Sam wasn’t certain he knew the word. More likely, it was a trap, and they were walking right into it.

Sam’s journal burned in her pocket, the message she’d translated from her grandfather’s numbers whispering in the back of her mind: Don’t follow me. Saint Brigid hide you and keep you safe. Love always, Grandpa.



The necklace he had given her, a medal of St. Brigid, was a reassuring weight against her chest.

Ten years ago, Professor Moriarty had stolen Sam’s grandfather from her. She couldn’t imagine what was so important about an old man who liked to tinker with radiotelegraphs that Professor Moriarty had chased him all the way to the United States. Nor did she have the slightest idea how to track him down now that she was finally in Ireland. It wasn’t as if he’d be listed in the Blue Book, and she doubted anyone would have seen him—a man in his position was unlikely to be permitted to wander.

It was a trap, it had to be. And Sam recalled what Van Helsing had said in the catacombs of Paris: It’s not a trap if you know about it. It’s an opportunity.

For perhaps the first time, Sam hoped Van Helsing was right.







Chapter Three

George Keogh’s Pub, Dublin (Baile Átha Cliath)

Five Days Before Samhain

“This is a waste of time,” Van Helsing grumbled.

The fog rubbed against Sam’s skin like a cat as it threaded the streets of Dublin, passersby and carriages seeming to emerge as if from a dream. The aforementioned waste of time was a pub, taking its ease on the corner under the stained-glass eye of a baroque church. It endeared itself to Sam at once by looking like nothing so much as a leather-bound book slid between brick apartments, with its green cornice and ornate red scrollwork and George Keogh painted across the front like a title on a spine.

Despite the shadow of Professor Moriarty, Sam couldn’t repress a sense of excitement. She had heard stories of the pubs in Ireland that made them sound like something of a living library. It was where all the best poetry was found, and half the best people. A place where authors bickered with university students, building castles out of words in place of cards and daring each other to greater flights of wit; where informants drank alongside revolutionaries, and Gaelic revivalists alongside titans of industry. A place, in short, where everyone was welcome. Except, of course, for women.

But then, Van Helsing had to be good for something.

“We should be at Dublin Castle by now, getting debriefed,” Van Helsing groused. “Not going to get a pint of ale.”

“We already agreed,” Sam reminded him. A woman could, she recalled, go into a pub, were she escorted by a man.

“That’s before I knew he was recommending a pub!” Van Helsing said, exasperated.

The captain, in his wisdom, had advised Van Helsing that he ought to see George Keogh about a priest. Heeding his wisdom, they’d sent their luggage on ahead to the Shelbourne and gone in search of the man. It hadn’t taken long to find out George Keogh was the proprietor of a pub by the same name, and that a priest was, by extension, a sort of drink, if a variety none of them had heard of.

“And you don’t think that was some sort of code?” Sam said.

Van Helsing snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. Why should he need to tell us where to get the details of our assignment in code? We’re field agents, not spies.” All that, he managed without an ounce of irony. “I doubt the man even knows who we are. He probably just thought we looked thirsty. Moriarty, tell me you’re not on board with this.”

Hel shrugged. “Worst case scenario, we get a drink.” She looked as if she could use one.

When Van Helsing pushed open the door, the clinking of glasses and laughter washed over them. The floorboards were worn, and Sam caught glimpses of yellow walls between whiskey mirrors and beer advertisements, theater posters and photographs. The air was rife with smoke and poetry, students in
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