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CHAPTER 1

I’ve just had to rescue a third groundskeeper from drowning in the ornamental lake,” said Sir Francis Varney over the phone, sounding put-upon. “I am beginning to suspect the wretched ornamental lake of harboring something unpleasant and tentacular that drags people into it—or possibly with this rain, everyone has become sufficiently wet and cold to develop suicidal tendencies. Also part of the roof’s fallen in. Again.”

It was pouring. Greta Helsing watched out of her office window as debris bobbed and swirled in the gutters of Harley Street—hardly gutters so much as small rivers, after the second week of practically ceaseless rain. Autumn this year had apparently given up on the mist-and-mellow-fruitfulness bit as a bad job, and gone straight for the Biblical aesthetic instead.

“Which part of the roof?” she asked. Varney’s ancestral pile, Ratford Abbey, went by the much more stylish epithet of Dark Heart House, and was in the process of being renovated at considerable expense.

“The part over the green drawing room, which is not exactly benefiting from the experience. I rescued all the bits of jade and malachite that could be moved. At least the wellmonsters seem to like this weather; they’re having a lovely time splashing around in the gardens.”

“Well, that’s something,” said Greta. Dark Heart and its park had been pressed into service as a shelter for dispossessed supernatural creatures earlier in the year, and one of the species housed there was somewhat amphibious. “Is—”

Over the phone she could hear someone else’s voice, and Varney’s inventive cursing. “—Sorry,” he said after a moment, “Greta, I’ve got to go, the stable block is apparently flooding—I’ll call you later, all right?”

She could picture it, and bit her lip. “Yes, of course. Go sort things out, don’t worry about me.”

“I can’t help it,” said Varney, “I think it’s a permanent condition. Talk soon.”

Click.

She took the phone away from her ear, and it was probably only her imagination that the rain seemed even louder as it spattered against her window. Only her imagination, now that Varney’s voice wasn’t there with her. When she set the receiver back in its cradle, that sound, too, felt much too sharp.

I could go home, she thought. There weren’t any appointments in her calendar, and it was extremely unlikely that anyone would bother slogging their way through this mess to come and see her, this late in the afternoon—

But if they did, she finished, not without bitterness, they’d really need me, and anyway, being out in this weather appeals even less than sitting here and listening to the clock tick.

She watched through the moving blur of rain on the window as a plastic lemonade bottle negotiated a series of rapids across the street, wondering vaguely if it was going to escape the maw of the storm drain in its path or simply vanish into the darkness of the undercity. Into the coigns and brick-arched vaults of Bazalgette’s Victorian sewers, where anything might be waiting for it.

I hope the ghouls are all right, Greta thought, not for the first time. They lived in the deep tunnels under the city, in the places rarely if ever visited by humans; she knew they were more than bright enough to have evacuated the lowest-lying tunnels as soon as the weather really turned vicious, but it was still a present worry in the back of her mind. Presumably they could, if necessary, seek shelter in the cellar of Edmund Ruthven’s house, as they’d done once before under rather different circumstances. Assuming the cellar wasn’t already full of water.

She hadn’t heard from Ruthven in several days, and allowed herself a brief flicker of resentment at the fact that he was hundreds of miles away, on the Continent, probably having an absolutely lovely time with his unsuitable boyfriend—and thus not around to let her stay in his Embankment mansion until the weather stopped being quite so vile. Resentful or not, the fact that he was not only traveling, a thing he hadn’t done much of for about two hundred years, but doing so in the company of said unsuitable boyfriend, was something Greta found enormously pleasing.

She’d known Ruthven all her life—he was a friend of the family, had extended his generosity to her father before her—and for most of that acquaintance he’d been thoroughly single and stayed firmly ensconced in his large and luxurious town-home, the end of a block of buildings separating Inner Temple Gardens from the Embankment, stirring abroad only very occasionally on some philanthropic venture or other. It hadn’t been until the previous autumn that he’d felt up to leaving London, let alone the country, for the first time in decades. Granted, the house had been partially destroyed by fire at the time and he’d had nowhere to stay, but still.

That journey—a holiday in Greece, one which he’d shared with Greta herself, along with Varney and another friend of theirs—had been the first of many, including the trip to Paris this past spring during which he’d met an equally stylish and sardonic vampire who’d come home with him after some complicated subterranean adventures. Which she didn’t care to recall in close detail. It was much nicer to think about Ruthven’s warm bright kitchen and the luxurious spare beds, plural, which he had available for guests; nobody did hospitality like a vampire.

Greta was, in fact, still so wrapped up in the thought of that luxurious home, and the way her old friend seemed to have lost decades off his not inconsiderable age now that he had someone to share it with, that it took her three rings to notice the phone’s renewed demand for her attention.

“Dr. Helsing,” she said when she picked up, aware that she didn’t sound quite as brisk and in charge as usual, not caring enough to really make the effort.

“Greta,” said the voice on the other end, warm with relief. “Thank God you’re in town. Are you terribly busy?”

She sat up. It had been at least a year since she’d talked to Ed Kamal, at a supernatural medicine conference in Germany; his job kept him too busy for much by way of socialization. “Ed? No, I’m not in the middle of anything, what’s the matter?”

“I absolutely hate to spring this on you with no notice whatsoever, and I completely understand if you can’t do it,” he said, sounding both apologetic and hurried.

“Do what?”

“I—something’s come up and I have to go back to Cairo, more or less immediately, and there’s—no one I can really leave in charge of the spa, nobody with the experience to oversee the patients we’ve got, nobody who really understands the therapeutic regimens and the principles we’re using—you’re so good with mummies, and it’d only be for a few months, four at most—”

Greta stared at the phone, and then at the rain spattering against the windowpane. “Wait,” she said. “Let me make sure I’ve got this right. You want me to spend four months in Marseille overseeing Oasis Natrun.”

“I know it’s a hell of a lot to ask,” Dr. Kamal said, sounding wretched. “I mean—my nursing staff’s fantastic, I’d never want to imply they’re not competent to keep the place going, but I need a medical director who knows this stuff inside and out and—we have some particularly tricky clinical cases at the moment and I can’t leave without being sure they’re going to have an expert managing their care whom I trust without question—”

Oasis Natrun. The private and exclusive mummy spa and health resort. Where Greta had sent her own mummy patients who could afford a course of treatment, whenever she possibly could. Where cutting-edge therapeutic, restorative, and cosmetic techniques were being pioneered all the time.

Which was located in the south of France. Where it almost certainly was not currently pouring with rain.

“—Ed,” she said, cutting him off in the middle of another compound-complex self-referential loop of apology, “I think the phrase I am looking for here is oh God yes please.”

The mummy Amennakht was over three thousand years old and on his third set of replacement fingers, but this didn’t severely impact his typing speed. On a good day he was capable of about sixty-five words per minute.

It was useful to be able to work from home—he hated the word telecommute, he wasn’t commuting at all, that was the point—when you couldn’t exactly go out in public without people noticing certain peculiarities in your personal appearance. Nobody cared what you looked like when you existed solely as a source of e-mails and completed assignments.

(Sometimes, when he was feeling particularly philosophical, Amennakht reflected that in certain senses the function really did shape the entity: he was a Thing That E-mailed, and a Thing That Sent in Code, and he could feel the metaphysical parameters of that in a way that people who weren’t largely made up of magic would never be able to manage.)

The other benefit of working from home was that you could fuck around on the Internet as much as you liked, as long as you were getting the job done, and no nosy manager could peer over your shoulder to read your RP posts or critique your Twitter banner image design. Amennakht had a couple of Slack channels open almost all the time, while he coded; he was expert at flicking back and forth between windows without taking his hands off the ergonomic split keyboard. Right now he was half paying attention to an ongoing conversation about the likelihood that anyone would ever design a functional fusion reactor while he slogged away in SQL. Not in my lifetime, however long that is, he thought, and smiled a little: his face creaked faintly. He at least had most of a face; he considered himself pretty good-looking, as Class B revenants went, even if he did need rewrapping rather badly.

He was halfway through a line when abruptly, viciously, a wave of terrible dragging weakness flooded through him. It felt like being pushed downward by a sudden G-force—the strength he was using to simply sit upright at the desk was not there, and he both felt and heard himself creak as he slumped forward—he felt like he was falling—

And just as suddenly as it had come, the feeling was gone. Well. Mostly gone.

Amennakht sat up again, slowly, with another creak. He still felt faintly weak and dizzy, but the awful sensation of weight had disappeared as if it had never been there at all.

He looked around. Nothing at all had changed: same cluttered apartment overlooking Boston’s Mattapan neighborhood, same stacks of magazines, same canopic jars sitting in a neat row on the mantelpiece. Nor did he himself look any different.

He saved his work—that was automatic, a completely ingrained habit—and then after a moment closed out of the fusion reactor discussion channel and opened a rather different one, with a more complicated name. There weren’t many people on it at this time of night: mostly his people were either in various parts of Western Europe or in Egypt, and the time difference was kind of hilarious.

Weird question, he typed after a minute of staring at the screen, has anyone else had a kind of . . . dizzy spell out of nowhere recently?

Nothing. He went on staring, the dim pinpoint reflections of his eyes looking back at him. And then, from his friend Mentuhotep—what he was doing up at four in the morning London time was a mystery in itself—You, too?

A glossy black sedan slipped out of the usual chaotic honking mess of traffic on New York’s Fifth Avenue to pull up precisely within the NO STANDING ANYTIME zone in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art; the uniformed driver got out, as impassive and impressive as his vehicle, and came around to open the back door.

The woman who got out was no longer young. It was impossible to determine how old she was: behind the enormous sunglasses she had the kind of peculiar agelessness common to wealthy women with high-priced plastic surgeons at their beck and call, and yet the visible parts of her skin appeared neither artificially taut nor sagging. Her hair, cut and shaped expertly, was silver-gilt, the pale shimmer of electrum; her clothes and shoes, in shades of sand and beige, spoke of stratospheric price tags. The bag the driver handed to her, hooking the straps over one negligently outstretched wrist, was a cinnabar-red crocodile Birkin.

Without a word, she turned and began to climb the monumental steps—moving with perhaps more energy and confidence on four-inch heels than might have been expected.

Inside, the security officer whose job it was to peer into people’s handbags attempted to stop her, and found himself transfixed with a hazel glare that felt like a physical blow—for only a second or two, before the sunglasses went back on and the bag was opened with an I suppose I must put up with this ridiculous nonsense sigh. He blinked hard, seeing afterimages, squinted past them into her bag, stammered out a thank you, ma’am that shook, and was extremely glad when she reclaimed her property and stalked on past.

Two people were waiting for her at the octagonal information desk in the center of the entry hall. “Ms. Van Dorne,” said the taller of them, hurrying forward. “I’m so sorry about that—we do have to make sure no one is carrying anything dangerous—”

The woman cut him off with a gesture of one gloved hand—and did not pause, clearly expecting the others to keep up with her, turning to head toward the Egyptian wing of the museum. She was moving quite quickly, despite the crowd; it seemed as if people simply and instinctively got out of her way, parting to let her through. The others had a little more difficulty shouldering their way past tourists standing in line.

“As I said on the telephone,” she said, still walking—stalking was more accurate—“my concern today is the integrity of your security systems in the areas of the museum where my artifacts are displayed. Unless I’m satisfied that they will be completely safe here, I have no interest in going any further with this loan agreement.”

“Of course,” said the museum’s director, the taller of the two staff accompanying her. He glanced across at the chief curator of the Egyptian Art Department, who swallowed hard.

“We quite understand your safety concern, Ms. Van Dorne,” she said, “especially in light of the recent series of antiquity thefts. Of course, all the incidents I’m aware of have involved private collections or auction houses, rather than museums . . . ?”

“Precisely,” said the woman, stopping to stare at a statue; the others had to stop as well. “Which is why I believe it’s possible that my most valuable items will be safer here. Possible, but not certain. I understand you have installed a particularly sensitive security system for certain new acquisitions?”

“Yes, of course,” said the chief curator, “I’d be happy to show you—just this way.”

The curator led the three of them past the reconstructed Tomb of Perneb, into the smaller rooms deeper into the collection. They drew stares as they went: Ms. Van Dorne’s heels clicked briskly against the terrazzo tile of the floor, and the silver-gilt hair and the huge black shades made a noticeable impression.

It was entirely characteristic of Leonora Irene Van Dorne, thought the curator, not only to keep her oversized Dior sunglasses on indoors, but to wear as her only visible ornament an absolutely exquisite three-thousand-year-old lapis scarab that the curator could not look at for very long without wanting to snatch it away and put it safely in a case. The last time this particular museum patron had been by to inspect the display of a donated artifact, several months ago, she’d worn a gold-and-carnelian pendant in the shape of a falcon, which the curator tentatively dated to the reign of Senusret II, 1897–1878 BCE.

Ms. Van Dorne knew it, too. That was almost worse: she wasn’t just the kind of rich that liked to collect ancient Egyptian art and artifacts, she had studied them—on her own, of course, as far as the curator knew she’d never gotten a degree in it—and was considered something of an authority on Middle Kingdom jewelry. She knew the absolute irreplaceable importance of the pieces she was wearing, and did it anyway. They were her property: she could do whatever she liked with them, wear them to walk her dog or go grocery shopping or do whatever esoteric kind of yoga she undoubtedly did—no one that age should look that good, move that fluidly. She had to be in her late fifties at the least—the curator knew that for a fact, since the Van Dorne family was sufficiently important to have their own Wikipedia page—but she looked a hell of a lot younger than that.

And now I’m just being catty, the curator told herself. So she looks great, so what? She’s the kind of rich that can get her everything lifted, not just her face, which means she’s the kind of rich that this place desperately needs, and she just happens to like playing the cultured philanthropist as well as the amateur scholar. You can’t argue with endowment support at that level. You have to keep her happy, that’s all that matters.

Aloud she said, “And this is our most recently installed case. As you can see, temperature and humidity are under complete control as with all our other installations, but this particular case has certain security upgrades that we believe will meet all your requirements, Ms. Van Dorne, and set your mind at rest.”

“You know,” said Edmund Ruthven, leaning against a handy block of two-thousand-year-old stone, “you were absolutely one hundred percent right about this.”

He had his hands in his pockets, sleeves rolled up, dark red silk shirt open at the throat, a wing of glossy black hair drooping over his left enormous silver eye, and could have stepped directly out of a fashion editorial; looking effortlessly chic and art-directed was one of the more irritating of the classic vampire characteristics. The Roman Forum provided a particularly effective backdrop at the moment: pale tumbled stone and ruined columns against the racing clouds of an autumn sky.

“Are you perhaps having some sort of cerebral incident?” said his companion, thinking how nice it would be if all the tiresome modern railings—and the tiresome modern human tourists—could be removed for the sake of aesthetics. “You never admit it when I’m right. What am I right about, anyway? Of the many things that come to mind just at the moment.”

The companion’s name was Grisaille, and he, too, looked intensely stylish with a cigarette carelessly held between two dark fingers and his long black coat rippling in the breeze. Unlike Ruthven’s, his eyes had gone bright red during the change, and he didn’t bother with contacts to camouflage this fact. He favored one shoulder ever so slightly due to an injury sustained that spring, in the catacombs under Paris, and only partly did so for effect.

“This,” said Ruthven, gesturing. Grisaille watched as he flicked the hair back, and as it slipped down over his eye once more, very black against the alabaster of his skin. “Rome. All this. I haven’t been here for centuries; I’d forgotten how much I like the place, even if it is lousy with churches. I was having a perfectly lovely time in Bavaria, but I’m glad you talked me into coming here after all.” They had been in Italy now for two lazy, self-indulgent, and absolutely wonderful days.

“Oh, that,” said Grisaille. “I’d about had enough of the old place, anyway—it was sort of nice to go back there, to see Ingolstadt again, see where it all happened, tying up loose ends, style of thing.” He hooked two fingers in a sardonic air quote. “Closure. Consider me entirely closed. Fermé. Chiuso. And I wanted to throw sticks into the Tiber and get riotously drunk on partygoers in Trastevere and make everybody in the world die of jealousy.”

His tone was light, as it almost always was; right now the lightness was very deliberate. About two hundred years ago he’d been peripherally involved in a very nasty situation featuring a school-friend’s attempts to resurrect the dead, and his own failure to stop this friend from trying the unthinkable had been weighing on Grisaille ever since. This spring’s events in Paris had made his life both simpler and more complicated—and introduced him to Edmund Ruthven and his big shiny silver eyes, which was an excellent complication.

Ruthven was watching him, head tilted slightly. “Well,” he said. “We can certainly manage two out of those three, although I doubt my capability to make everyone in the world jealous. Just most of it.”

“They will be jealous of me,” said Grisaille comfortably, “the reason being I’m the one who gets to go back to the hotel with you at the end of the night and take off all your clothes, possibly with my teeth, and they do not.”

Very faint color came and went in Ruthven’s face. Grisaille grinned: it was always intensely rewarding to elicit that reaction. “Well,” Ruthven said, “if you put it like that. Give me one of your cigarettes and let’s move on before another herd of tourists is upon us; this place is filling up.”

“Your wish is my command,” said Grisaille, presenting his black cigarette case with a flourish. “Back to the hotel? The sun’s beginning to get a little insistent, I think.”

Ruthven nodded. “Back to the hotel. And . . . if you were particularly moved to explore the logistical difficulty of undoing buttons with your teeth, I do not believe I would desire to stop you.”

That faint brush of color high on his cheeks was back; he smiled, and Grisaille thought all over again, as he had countless times over the past six months, I am in so much trouble here—and a moment later and I so want to be.


CHAPTER 2

Greta’s clinic wasn’t among the grandest and most ostentatious of the Harley Street premises: like most of the rest of the street, the first story consisted of pale rusticated stonework with a balcony running along the whole of the second floor, surmounted by an additional two stories of brickwork. Her reception and waiting area, exam room, and the surgical operatory took up most of the first floor—the equipment was so heavy, she hadn’t much wanted to risk locating it any higher up—and her office was on the second floor, along with a small conference room, a kitchen, and storage; she had set up two private bedrooms on the floor above, for the infrequent times when she really did need to keep someone for observation overnight. The upper floors were accessible not just by the stairs but by a small neat elevator; her father had put the original in at great expense when he’d bought the place, and Greta’s recent refit of the premises had included a replacement for the elevator as well as for her medical equipment: one more thing for which she had Edmund Ruthven to thank.

In fact, it had been Ruthven who’d introduced her to several of her extremely helpful friends, some of whom were currently sitting around Greta’s conference table and drinking tea out of mismatched but cheerful mugs. Outside it continued to pour; two out of three of her guests were still a trifle damp from their travels, and the third only looked faintly smug about the fact that her hair not only didn’t seem to get wet in the rain, but was—apparently of its own accord—absently tying and untying scarlet tendrils of itself around her hoop earrings.

“You do know how distracting that is, right?” Greta said, watching. Nadezhda Serenskaya, jobbing witch and general eccentric, grinned. Beside her sat her girlfriend Hippolyta, and on the other side Anna Volkov, Greta’s part-rusalka nurse practitioner, who was also trying not to smile.

“It’s easier to just let it do what it wants,” Nadezhda said, “than try to keep it contained. It likes to take hairpins out and drop them on the floor with a clatter at the most inconvenient moments—it’s got roughly the intelligence of a stunned iguana, but it’s very determined when it wants to be.”

Prehensile hair was not a trait Greta had encountered before she’d met Nadezhda, but it was apparently linked to the particular strain of magic Nadezhda’s family had inherited; a strain which, fortuitously, seemed to work rather well with the ancient Egyptian magics involved in Class B revenant medicine. Nadezhda wasn’t as good as an actual mummy would be, of course, in terms of the pronunciation and inflections of the spells needed during procedures and when placing amulets, but she was certainly good enough to satisfy Greta’s need for the chanting side of mummy treatment.

It was one of the reasons she had been able to agree to take over for Ed at the spa for a few months: Nadezhda, Hippolyta, and Anna were entirely capable of running the clinic in Greta’s absence. “Okay,” she said. “Technically only Anna’s supposed to be operating the equipment, if you want to get legal about it, but Dez, I know you know perfectly well how to work most of the stuff: use your best judgment. Hippolyta, you’re going to be in charge of the administrative side of things, but at least I’ve got a decent computer system these days and it’s not too excruciating to use.”

Hippolyta Hollister was American and blonde and cheerfully sardonic and also, like Greta herself, entirely ordinary and human, without any supernatural abilities whatsoever. Greta found it somewhat refreshing not to be the only one. “I’m all over it, Greta,” Hippolyta said, “don’t worry about a thing. Your records will remain in tip-top shape, I promise.”

“You’re good at organizing things,” said Nadezhda fondly. “Things, and sometimes people. There’s appointments to be made and supplies to order and telephones to answer and peculiar people to greet; you won’t be bored.”

“Trust me,” said Hippolyta with a smile. “I’m looking forward to this. Only I am gonna have to insist that we get this place a decent coffeemaker, stat. I can survive only so long on Starbucks.”

“I’ll allow it,” said Greta. “Now, all my scheduled surgeries are going to have to be taken over by Dr. Richthorn in Hounslow; I’ve talked to him already and he’s agreed to adjust his schedule to accommodate it, but all the patients need to be contacted about the change. Everything else you three can take care of here, I think, without too much difficulty, and you’ll be able to call me pretty much whenever you need to, if I’m not with a patient. Anna will handle all the prescriptions. I’ve told the staff over at the Beaumont Street pharmacy that I’ll be gone for a while and to expect a lot of scripts from NP Volkov instead.

“With regard to explaining the change in practitioners, Dez, I think it’s probably best if you just do what you’ve been doing every time you step in for me: tell patients exactly what you are, a medically trained witch. Most of them will be absolutely fine with that, but if they’re not, no one can argue with Anna’s credentials. We’ll keep the hours the same unless there seems to be a reason to change them.”

She sat back, looking at the three of them. “Unless anybody’s got questions, let’s go show Hippolyta the rest of the place and how the computer system works—and then I’ve got to go, Varney’s picking me up at three.”

Nadezhda smiled. “I promise I won’t let him see the hair doing its thing this time.”

“See that you don’t,” said Greta, pink but smiling back. Varney had not reacted terribly well to Nadezhda’s hair demonstrating its curiosity the single time they’d been seated together at Ruthven’s dinner table, for which she couldn’t really blame him, but it had still been hilarious to watch him flail at an importunate tendril trying to investigate his ear. “We’re going straight to the airport, my flight’s this evening, assuming it can take off in solid rain instead of actual air.”

“Sun and fun in the south of France,” said Anna. “You’d better send us lots of postcards, Greta. Lots of them.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

There was something pleasantly soporific about being driven through heavy rain; the rhythmic creaking of the wipers and the steady hissing of the wheels combined to make Greta feel drowsy and content. It was also nice not to be the one who had to drive in it.

Sir Francis Varney owned two automobiles: a small and intensely high-strung MG convertible and an elderly but dignified Mercedes CLA 250. He had only very recently reentered the world after spending a great many decades in hibernation, and the adjustment to the present day had not been easy—but once he had begun it, he had learned very fast how to pretend to be a person. She couldn’t picture how exactly he had gotten a driver’s license, or gone car shopping: Varney simply did things, quietly and unobtrusively, and at some point he had apparently determined that he should become a motorist, and proceeded to cause this to occur.

He drove well, Greta thought, watching the long mobile hands on the wheel and shift knob as he moved in and out of traffic. Not quite as effortlessly as Ruthven, who had apparently actually driven ambulances in the Blitz, but certainly well enough for her to feel confident enough to doze.

Which she did not want to do. It would be four months before she saw him again—that was the only real drawback to this whole business, really, the fact that she was going to miss the hell out of him—and she did not want to waste any of the time she still had in Varney’s company.

Greta smiled at herself. It was perhaps not surprising that she should have reached her mid-thirties before experiencing actual romance; she lived a particularly strange life, in a liminal space between the mundane and the supernatural, and it had been practically impossible to find anyone with shared life experience, even if she’d had the time to spend on the search. Nor was it surprising that the person she’d happened to fall for was a vampyre: most of Greta’s friends weren’t human, one way or another. It was, however, amusing that someone as courtly and old-fashioned as Sir Francis Varney should have developed a thing for her: she was uncompromisingly modern, mostly practical, and devoid of glamour except for when Ruthven had done her makeup properly.

“You’re very quiet,” he said, glancing over at her. His voice was the most beautiful thing about him; tall and spare, long-faced, melancholy, he lacked the effortless style of the classic draculine vampires, but the voice was absolutely lovely. “Are you all right?”

Greta laughed. “I’m fine,” she said. “Just thinking unimportant things.”

“Worried about the clinic?”

“No. Not really; I know Anna and Dez between them can run it, especially with Hippolyta to back them up on the admin support—and it’s not like it’s the only supernatural-medicine care location in the metropolis.” She yawned. “I don’t particularly like Dr. Richthorn as a person, but he’s perfectly competent and he was jolly kind to agree to take my surgeries for a couple of months. It’s nice not to be the single care provider in a specialization.”

“Speaking of which, Emily’s getting along very well,” he said. “Studying for the application to the Royal Veterinary College. Learning how to be a vet seems even more difficult than learning how to be a doctor.”

“It absolutely is,” said Greta. “Well, harder than being a human doctor. You have to learn so many different physiologies. I sympathize.” Emily was a young vampire—very young, nineteen, and would remain nineteen for the rest of her existence—whom Varney and Greta and several other people had liberated from a bad situation in Paris earlier in the year, shortly after she’d been turned. Currently she was living at Varney’s country house and helping take care of the rescued monsters while she adjusted to the limits of her new existence, with Varney as a sort of guide along the way. It had done Varney good as well, Greta thought, to have someone to teach: it was a lot harder for him to slip into his usual dolorous melancholia with someone young and energetic around the place. Even when beset by ridiculous weather.

“She is . . . determined,” said Varney with a little flicker of a smile. “Most determined. You should have seen her stalking around with sandbags the other day, engaged in flood mitigation.”

“How is the place, anyway?”

“Battered,” he said. “And partly underwater. I keep wondering if this rain is quite natural.”

“Natural?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Non-occult in nature. It seems a little improbable that it should rain steadily for this long, without some sort of—I don’t know, sinister purpose behind it. I mean, where does all the water even come from?”

“That’s climate change for you,” said Greta, who had in fact been thinking about arks not so long ago. “At least we aren’t having hurricanes and wildfires and fifteen feet of snow, even if everyone is going to start growing algae if it goes on much longer.”

“Climate change,” Varney said disdainfully. “I don’t know if that’s worse or better than malign supernatural force. It seems untidy, man-made weather change. Humans shouldn’t be able to have that kind of influence; they misuse it.”

“They do,” said Greta with a smile. Varney changed down to pass a particularly anxious driver, and she watched his hand on the gearshift, how he drove; pushing the knob down just with the fingers of his left hand, and then up into fifth again with it cupped in his half-closed palm. It was the gesture of someone entirely confident in their ability to do a thing, without having to think about it. She could clearly remember how unsure he had been of himself, back in the beginning, when they’d first met: he’d been wounded by a peculiar weapon and she had been called in to treat him, and the first thing he had done on introduction was instinctively lunge at her with his teeth bared. And then apologized profusely, in a fit of miserable embarrassment. That Sir Francis was a far cry from the one beside her, Greta thought, and then: I’m lucky.

Since that time he’d been involved in a rather complicated mess—the business in Paris, in which she’d managed to get herself abducted by the sort of vampires who wore body glitter unironically and called themselves the Kindred; Greta had extricated herself from that particular situation on her own, and had promptly gone right back down underneath the city with the aid of Varney and Ruthven and several others in order to deal with the coven and an associated tear in the fabric of reality. She tried generally not to think too hard about the tear in reality; that had been weird shit on a level difficult to comprehend, and had required the assistance of Greta’s old family friend, the demon Fastitocalon, and a couple of jobbing remedial psychopomps with improbable names, and—all in all it was a pleasure to contemplate four months of just doing her job in one of the world’s premier facilities for her particular favorite specialization, rather than getting involved in anything metaphysical. Going back to France wasn’t something that frightened her, despite the previous experience. France hadn’t been all bad; after the dust had settled, while Greta went about patching up their various war wounds, she and Varney had found themselves alone in a quiet corner long enough to kiss for the first time.

She’d been a little afraid that it had been nothing more than the aftereffects of desperation, that he would have thought better of the entire business; but when Francis Varney made decisions, he made them apparently all at once, and whole-heartedly. That had been the first of a great many kisses, some exploratory and uncertain, some rather more enthusiastic and inexact.

They were—taking it slow, however, physically, and she was surprised to find she didn’t mind: being courted was something new and rather lovely in its novelty. She did, however, hope like hell that Varney could be convinced to visit her in the south of France at least once during this trip, and that perhaps the romantic surroundings might be sufficient impetus for him to lose his last inhibitions and take her to bed properly.

“Greta,” he said, bringing her out of the reverie. “I—I’m going to miss you.”

It sounded like an apology. Like a confession. She smiled, reached over to put a hand on his shoulder for a moment. “I’m going to miss you, too. You know that, right?”

“I—logically, yes, that makes sense, it’s just—not so easy to believe in my heart. After so long. But I’m trying.”

“I know you are,” she said, “and I know it’s hard. You’ve been alone for centuries and you’ve had a very thin time of it even when you were in relationships. It’s all right, Varney. I do know it’s difficult.”

Varney looked over at her, faint color mantling his cheekbones. “That’s so strange in itself,” he said. “That anyone should know, or—or understand, once they did know, and not run the other way. I’m not used to it.”

“Get used to it,” she told him with a smile. “I’m not going anywhere. I mean. Other than to Marseille, but that doesn’t matter, it’s—I want to be something you can be sure of, no matter where either of us happen to be. Varney—Francis—I’m not going to think better of this, and decide to throw it over.”

“Ever?” he asked, and then had to snap his attention back to the road.

“I’m pretty sure,” she said. “Ever.”

“Ah,” he said, and navigated around a Rover that wasn’t sure what lane it wanted to be in. “Well. That’s—good. That’s very good. I’m—glad to hear it.”

Greta knew that tone, the retreat-into-impenetrable-politeness, and also what it signified, and she waited patiently. After several minutes he ran a hand through his hair and said all at once, a small dam breaking and spilling out the words, “That’s awfully convenient, because I do not think I will, or can, change my mind, either, and—do you like diamonds, I know you don’t wear big fancy rings because the settings catch on your whatsit, exam gloves, but—there are designs that wouldn’t, and—do you like them, because that’s the first thing that matters?”

Greta could feel all the little hairs on her arms and legs stand up at once, a long shimmer-wave of sensation; her face went hot for a moment. This she had not expected exactly, or—not for a long time yet, if at all. She had sort of known that one of the reasons Varney hadn’t taken her to bed yet, other than his natural reticence and disinclination to inflict his dead and monstrous person upon the living, et cetera et cetera, was that he was almost certainly not very comfortable with sex outside of wedlock. Now, in the moment—despite all the time she’d spent turning over the idea and never quite being sure how she might react, if it ever happened—she found there was no hesitation whatsoever.

“Yes,” she told him with a cloudless smile.

Being near a very happy vampyre was a little intoxicating. He kept a strong hold over his thrall—the sanguivore trait they used as a hunting technique, a kind of intense hypnotic control—but nonetheless she could feel the pleasure emanating from him. When he could look away from the road for a moment, she was a little surprised at how much his face changed, when he was this pleased with the world; he’d never be beautiful, not like Ruthven, but the joy lit his face up, transformed the sharp lines and hooded eyes into something quite different. Just for that moment Greta thought she saw the face of Varney as he’d been alive, all those centuries ago, before all the weight of sin and death and misery came down on him in their repeated waves.

“Then you shall have them,” he said. “And—if it is not too disruptive to your patients and to your schedule at the spa—I should so very much like to bring them to you sooner rather than later.”

“You are very welcome,” she said, and felt that she was saying many things at once. “Please come, whenever you can, whenever you like; I’ll miss you terribly.”

All around them the ceaseless pelting of the rain, the swish-thump of the wipers in their Sisyphean task, the blurred tail-lights of other cars no longer seemed to matter at all: they might as well have been in a summerhouse on some long-ago estate, or in a gold-lit ballroom, or on the surface of the moon. Varney took her hand in his, lifted it to his cold lips, kissed it, feeling like a promise.

“Then I will,” he said, and the world came back.

It was more of a relief than Greta would have liked, flying direct to Marseille rather than connecting through Charles de Gaulle. She didn’t harbor ill will against Paris, but there was something undeniably unsettling about the idea of being so very near to the places where she’d been held prisoner not that long ago.

The flight was short and entirely uneventful: she spent it rereading articles on mummy medicine on her laptop. There was bound to be a somewhat sharp learning curve, despite her years of experience: she knew Oasis Natrun had absolutely up-to-the-minute equipment which put hers to shame; it would take her some concentrated effort to get up to speed, and she was looking forward to the opportunity to learn.

Ed Kamal was waiting for her in the airport. He looked exactly as he had in Germany: tall, rangy, the skin around his eyes perpetually darker regardless of his level of sleep deprivation. He wore a linen shirt with the collar open and the sleeves rolled up, the pale fabric a pleasant contrast to his dark skin, and looked less like a doctor and more as if he’d just come from a central-casting audition for Intrepid Adventurers; he smiled when he saw her, but Greta thought his mind was at least partly on something else.

“Greta,” he said, and strode forward to shake her hand and take her luggage, despite her protestations that she could manage. “Thank you so much for coming, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this—I couldn’t leave the place in anybody else’s hands, there simply isn’t anyone I’d trust who could drop everything and come over to play locum for four months who knows anything about the specialty.”

“It’s my pleasure, Ed,” she said. “Did you know it’s been raining for approximately forever back at home? I notice that it is not raining even a tiny little bit in these parts, which feels like a gift. Really, I can carry that, it isn’t heavy.”

He gave a rueful smile and relinquished one of her suitcases. “Fair enough. This way—it’s not a long trip, you should be able to get there in time to enjoy the sunset from the terrace.”

She followed him. “I thought it was all the way up in the mountains above the town.”

“It is,” said Dr. Kamal, and she realized that instead of leading her toward the taxi rank or the airport’s parking lot, they were heading for general aviation—the part of the airport that handled private aircraft.

She was beginning to get the idea that perhaps her mental image of the place they were heading lacked certain important details. Dr. Kamal grinned at her; the grin turned into actual laughter at her expression when he led her to a gleaming and very beautiful—and new—helicopter.

“You should see your face,” he said.

“I didn’t know Oasis Natrun had its own helicopter,” said Greta, wide-eyed. “How much money do you actually have?”

“A thoroughly vulgar amount. Come on, let’s get going. I have to be back here for a flight to Cairo this evening; the schedule’s pretty tight.”

“Yes, of course,” she said, and climbed in. The interior of the helicopter was configured as an air ambulance, to accommodate stretcher cases—or patients still in their original coffins, she thought, and had to smile—with several seats also available for ambulatory passengers and their medical attendants. It was undoubtedly the most elegant and well-appointed ambulance she’d ever seen, and she said so.

“It’s necessary,” Dr. Kamal said. “So many of our patients need absolute discretion and privacy; being able to provide secure and entirely confidential air transport to and from the facility has improved our services enormously. It’s—like a great many of our large pieces of equipment—paid for with funds from a private foundation.”

Extremely, Greta thought, and then had to swallow as the pilot pulled up on the collective pitch control and the tarmac fell away beneath them, frictionless, unnerving.

They didn’t talk much on the short ride—for one thing, Greta was far too distracted by the scenery outside her window to hold any kind of serious conversation—but as the helicopter began to descend, Dr. Kamal leaned over to peer out of Greta’s side.

“There it is,” he said, and the warmth of pride in his voice was obvious. At first Greta didn’t see what he was pointing out—the pale rock and scrubby vegetation below them looked like the rest of the landscape—and then, with the sudden shift of a magic-eye picture, the shapes resolved.

Oasis Natrun was partly built into the hill. Which made sense, when you thought about it—mummies were most comfortable in rock-cut tombs—and also significantly decreased its visibility. She couldn’t see how far back the rock-cut part extended, but the surface section of the complex consisted of a series of round-to-oval pavilions connected with corridors and steps, cantilevered out from the hillside. All the colors had been designed to blend into the surrounding landscape. The whole complex was tucked into a triangular valley, the confluence of three streambeds meeting in a Y.

“There are major wards on every approach,” said Dr. Kamal. “We have them checked weekly. No one who doesn’t already know it’s here is going to be able to see it. There’s one road in and out, and it’s gated several times. Seven, in fact.”

Greta could see the road now, a narrow but very well graded pale ribbon leading down from a wide turnaround area, out into the rest of the world. A fleeting sense of claustrophobia closed over her, just for a moment—she would be isolated up here for four months, partly living underground—and then faded again.

The helicopter descended smoothly, so quiet inside that it was only by looking at the dust kicked up by the rotor wash that Greta could get an idea of how powerful a machine it actually was. They landed on the wide turnaround space, waiting for that dust to subside before climbing out, and Greta was only a little surprised when she checked her watch to find out that the whole ride had taken less than fifteen minutes. The sun was low in the west, but the light hadn’t begun to change color just yet.

Dr. Kamal picked up her suitcases again and smiled. “Welcome,” he said. “I hope you’ll like it here, I really do—I’ll introduce you to the staff and then I really must be going, I’m sorry to have to leave like this but I need to catch that plane.”

“Ed,” she said, smiling, “it’s fine, I understand, and give me back at least one of my goddamn suitcases, okay?”

He smiled back at her, a crooked charming little smile, and handed over her bag. “Absolutely, Interim Medical Director.”

“I like the sound of that,” said Greta, and let him lead her inside.

café., in Greenwich Village, all lowercase italic, punctuation included, was the kind of coffee shop that changed its menu frequently based on individual sacks of beans and featured more gleaming borosilicate glassware than a medium-sized laboratory. The baristas, achingly hip, had an average body-mass index of approximately sixteen and wore unrelieved black without even the slightest hint of a name tag. Either they had transcended the need for individual nomenclature or you were just expected to know.

All of which was largely lost on the two individuals sitting at a corner table, being stared at—partly because in this shrine to Coffea arabica they were drinking weak herbal tea, and not one of the esoteric hipster blends of it at that, and partly because they were both identical and exquisitely, alarmingly beautiful. It was a kind of beauty you didn’t see outside of excruciatingly expensive fashion photography or runway shows. In fact, these two kept themselves in watery chamomile by having their pictures taken; they were very pale, with white-blonde hair and absurd white eyelashes that somehow avoided looking rabbity, complexions like translucent rose-milk, perfect and androgynous bone structure, vast violet-blue eyes. They were wearing slightly different variations on the theme of grey, long coats and sweaters, scarves, all of it the kind of fiendishly simple that spoke of price upon request.

They were either unaware of the stares or simply didn’t care about them, locked in intense and largely inaudible conversation with one another. What little could be overheard was definitely not in English, which lent further credence to the assumption that they were models: models tended to be foreign. As it happened, these two weren’t from anywhere around here; the language in question was Enochian.

“The land is full of adulterers,” one of them was saying, looking peevish. “Adulterers and harlots and infidels and beggars and demons. And blasphemers. For because of swearing the land mourneth; the pleasant places of the wilderness are dried up, and their course is evil, and their force is not right.”

“I saw one of them again today,” said the other. “The demons. The one who has an art gallery. It was walking past a church and didn’t even look up. As if it didn’t affect it at all. As if it didn’t notice. I hate it here.”

“Sin of hatred,” said the first one, whose name was Zophiel, the way one might say you’ve got spinach in your teeth. The second one, Amitiel, looked immediately contrite.

“I shall pray for forgiveness,” he—they sounded a little more masculine than feminine, but still fairly vague on gender—said at once. “I am not worthy to conduct this great and glorious task that is laid upon us.”

“All fall short of the glory of God,” said Zophiel, nodding. “I confess I wrestle with the sin of hatred myself. It is a trial, to be in this world, even if the purpose is glorious and just.”

“And a madman shouted at me,” Amitiel added, wrapping his hands around his teacup. “About blasphemies and the end of creation.”

“Courage,” said Zophiel. “Many shall be purified, and made white, and tried; but the wicked shall do wickedly: and none of the wicked shall understand; but the wise shall understand.”

Amitiel sighed, smiling a little. “It’s always better when you tell me holy words,” he said. “It—feels nice?”

Zophiel, who—like all of his kind—had an encyclopedic memory for scripture, reached across the table to pat his companion’s hand. “It will be well,” he said. “We are near to our goal, to accomplishing our mission, and then we will be able to return home and leave this terrible place forever. You know it was not simple fortune that presented us with the woman to use in our efforts; it was the providence of the Almighty, a sign of favor.”

“Heaven will be pleased with us,” said Amitiel, not sounding entirely convinced.

“Very pleased,” said Zophiel. “Soon her greed and vanity will be her undoing, and with her will come about the end. Already she has caused so much damage to the world barrier; it cannot be long before it is breached completely, and the great and terrible battle can begin.”

“Tell me again about the end time,” Amitiel asked, wide blue eyes beseeching. “About the battle and the righteous destruction?”

“Not now,” said Zophiel. “Not here. There are too many humans listening. But—Amitiel, you are unhappy.”

“I am weak,” he agreed. “You can bear the iniquities of this world better than I.”

Zophiel shrugged, a slightly constrained gesture, as if he was used to something heavy weighing down his shoulders which was currently in abeyance. “Praised be God, and not my strength for it—but even though this world is heavy with sin and wickedness, there are still places that should be holy. If besmirched, still holy of a sort. I will take you to this world’s Rome, and perhaps being near this version of the Great Basilica will help you feel easier in your mind.”

“You take great care of me, Zophiel,” said Amitiel with a little smile.


CHAPTER 3

She had thought the interior of the spa would be oppressive, or at the very least remind her unpleasantly of the time she had spent in another rock-cut complex underground, but whoever had built the place had taken the danger of claustrophobia into consideration. The surface sections of the facility were airy-bright, all pale golden wood and floor-to-ceiling windows and warm stone, accented with the deep blue of lapis and the red-orange of carnelian; but the parts of Oasis Natrun that were carved into the mountainside were not only high-ceilinged and cleverly lit, but also painted with exquisite care. Tomb paintings, Greta thought, and a moment later, That’s perfect.

Ed Kamal had introduced her to the chief of nursing, Sister Brigitte, who was approximately eight feet tall and gorgeous; she wore white scrubs that didn’t look like pajamas so much as some kind of ceremonial garb, brilliant against her deep brown skin. Greta had had to look quite a long way up to meet her gaze, feeling extremely small and unimportant, while Sister Brigitte gave her a narrow-eyed once-over; it was a considerable relief when she abruptly smiled and offered her hand. “I have heard good things about you, Dr. Helsing. Welcome to Oasis Natrun.” Her accent was French, noticeable but not distracting.

Now—having seen Dr. Kamal off in the helicopter, which Greta still could hardly believe was real—Sister Brigitte was showing her around the facility.

“We have a nursing staff of twenty,” she said, walking with Greta through the administrative offices into the underground section of the complex. It didn’t feel underground; the corridor felt just like any corridor in a nicely appointed office building, except for those gorgeous mural paintings. “Six of those are nurse practitioners,” Sister Brigitte continued, “which is why we generally don’t have more than one physician in residence. At any given time we have up to ten patients—our capacity is fifteen—but generally it’s closer to six, about evenly split between clinical and resort.”

“What kind of cases do you see most often?” Greta asked.

“A lot of it’s cosmetic and relaxation—we have a patient at the moment who’s had a total rewrap and is on complete rest for a couple of days, and one who always comes in every autumn just for the hot sand treatment—but on the clinical side it’s mostly reconstructive.” She looked down at Greta with a sideways smile. “Your paper on the use of layered elastic bandage to replace missing muscle is required reading, by the way.”

Greta went pink. “Oh, God, I wrote that years ago, the field’s come on a lot since then.”

“Nevertheless,” said Sister Brigitte. “Would you like to meet the staff first, or tour the imaging suite?”

Imaging suite, she thought, and had to work hard not to wrap her arms around herself in glee. Even after her clinic’s recent refit, she didn’t have a ton of high-end equipment at home: being here was a little like being handed the keys to a Ferrari. Still—it could wait. “Staff first, I think. And the patients. How many do you have right now?”

“Seven,” said Sister Brigitte, and there was for the first time a faint hint of concern in her voice. Greta looked up at her; the beautiful face was briefly clouded. “Three resort, four clinical. One of those is partly quarantined—canopic teletherapy for TB—and we have one complicated reconstruction case.”

She’d never actually seen canopic teletherapy in practice—treating the patient’s individually preserved stomach, intestines, lungs, or liver separately from their body—and the clinician in her was jumping up and down in excitement. Nonetheless, that brief expression of uncertainty on the nurse’s face was bothering her. Greta had a feeling Sister Brigitte was ordinarily very certain indeed.

“Is something else wrong?” she asked.

“No,” said Sister Brigitte, and then, “...not really. It’s—you’ll see, Doctor.”

That wasn’t ominous in the slightest. Greta raised an eyebrow, and then had to walk a little faster to keep up as Sister Brigitte quickened her pace. They had been walking through the rock-cut section of the complex; now Sister Brigitte led her back toward the external pavilions. “The nurses’ ready room is this way, as well as the residential quarters—all the areas assigned to humans are outside the mountain; some people find it oppressive to spend all their time underground. You
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