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      Scotland, 1867

      That blasted dog was at it again.

      Sniffing the soil.

      Snarling at the air.

      Howling loud enough to wake the dead.

      "Virgil!" Rob sprinted after his brother's Border Collie. The pup had been dodgy all morning. "Virgil, get back here!"

      Rob started off strong and fast, but he was no match for Virgil's agility. By the time he crested the last hill, Rob doubled over, palms against knees, wheezing. "Bad dog," he reprimanded the thatch of thistle sprouting between his boots. "I'll flay you alive! See if I won't!"

      Massaging the stitch in his side, Rob squinted through the haze. Virgil had receded into a black and white dot on a field of green.

      The drizzle stung his cheeks and seeped through his hunting jacket. Rob was used to the foul Highland weather, but he didn't want to spend his birthday catching pneumonia and smelling like wet tweed. He stifled a cough, longing for the warmth of his father's library and the shelves of leather-bound books. He would've been content turning seventeen while reading about shooting if it weren't for Alec dragging him outside and shoving a rifle into his scrawny arms.

      Kill something.

      Be a man.

      These were his brother's orders—the laird's orders. How could he possibly disobey?

      He lurched down the hill and into a glen.

      Whipping off his cap, Rob collapsed against a spire of rock protruding from the valley like a towering monolith. The rock dug into his backside, a small discomfort when his entire body hummed with pain. He wiped cold drizzle from his brow and glanced up. A fortress of intimidating black brier and evergreens loomed before him, barring entrance to the dark woods where the fae, gremlins, and evil spirits walked in the spaces between the trees.

      In the distance, Virgil scouted the forest line, ears perked and fur standing on end. Rob stripped off his rifle as Virgil snarled at the moss-covered trunks.

      "Slacking, are we?" Alec's voice boomed in his ear. A hand with big blunt fingers descended upon his shoulder. His brother's smile was a white crescent against a swarthy face. Rob shrugged the hand away, feeling pale and insignificant so close to Alec—a rabbit next to a bear.

      Rob nodded to Virgil. "What the devil is wrong with him?"

      "He's just primed and ready to take down a stag."

      "He's a Border Collie," Rob muttered. "They herd sheep."

      "I ought to have Virgil herd you." Alec ruffled Rob's helmet of carefully pomaded hair. "England has made you soft."

      Rob slicked his hair back, making sure each white-blond strand was in place. He got the same treatment at Eton, except the chaps there did more than muss up his hair. They dribbled ink on his dress shirts, pissed on his pillow, made him lick the horseshit off their boots. Boarding school life descended into a special circle of Hell when they discovered the sonnet penned on the edge of his Latin conjugations. They wrote a poem about him that day. It was called "Faggy Rob" and spawned a nickname he'd rather forget. Though it should be noted their poem was horrendously spelled and blatantly disregarded iambic pentameter.

      Dashing the unpleasant memory away, Rob nodded to the string of dead grouse pinned to Alec's side. "I think we've shot enough poultry to feed the entire estate."

      "No, brother. I shot the poultry. You've yet to shoot a thing. We're not turning back until you've hit something." Alec scrubbed his jaw, fingers scraping thick black stubble. Another week or two and Alec would look like Blackbeard.

      Rob palmed his own smooth cheeks. He'd tried growing a mustache once. A year later, he was still trying. "I did hit something."

      "Empty air." Splotches of sunlight glinted off the sapphire ring on Alec's pinky. Rob shuddered at the unimaginable horrors "Faggy Rob" would've endured if he wore a ring like that to Eton—a treatment his big brother would never know.

      He remembered hiding in the shadows outside his father's bedroom as the laird lectured Alec about his birthright. The sapphire, along with their land, was a gift from Bonnie Prince Charlie to the first Earl of Balfour, their great-great-grandfather. Father wore it until the crofters dragged his body from the loch. Now it was Alec's turn, and the ring fit as if the gold had been forged for his finger. No surprise. Alec was born to lead, while Rob, born last, born sickly, was destined for smaller things.

      "Up!" Alec looped a hand under his elbow and yanked him to his feet. "We've got to shape you up before you set foot on that ship, and you haven't given me much time." His bushy brows furrowed as he scrutinized Rob's slender frame. "Five years is a long time to be away from home. Who will look after you if you have a relapse?"

      "I haven't been ill in years and well you know it." Rob brushed the wrinkles left by Alec's hand. He'd only just returned from England and was already suffocating beneath his brother's fretting. With both parents dead, Alec was mother and father to Rob and their sister Waverley, but sometimes Alec could be a right tyrant. Rob's commission from the Royal Geographical Society, finalized right after graduation, couldn't come as a more welcomed escape.

      The West Indies.

      His mind swirled with accounts of the old captains' logs. Of white sand beaches and palm fronds swaying on a distant shore. Rob's heart drummed with excitement. In a week's time, he'd leave his brother's shadow and finally be able to walk in the sun.

      "I don't see why I need to learn how to shoot." Rob propped his rifle—a hand-me-down from Alec's enormous collection—against the boulder. "Collecting and cataloging insects is hardly a treacherous activity."

      "Not treacherous?" Alec shouted above the incessant barking of his Border Collie. Virgil scrambled back to his master and nudged Alec's thigh with his snout. "Tell that to Hugh Mornay. He sailed to Africa collecting beetles and butterflies, just like you. Where is he now?"

      Rob stiffened at the mention of the infamous scientist. "Mornay used to study insects."

      But in Mornay's final days, his interests had changed to creatures of a different nature. Rob was still in school when he read the headlines of the ill-fated Mornay expedition and the ghost ship docking in Liverpool with only one survivor.

      "We're living in a time of monsters." Alec picked up the rifle and shoved it into Rob's unwilling hands. "Take care of yourself. I won't always be there to protect you."

      "'A time of monsters' is actually a falsity," Rob hitched the gun over his shoulder, "a bastardization of Mornay's lecture at the Society of Unnatural Creatures." He recited the transcript by heart. "Monsters have lived in the shadow of man since the dawn of creation. Now their numbers are multiplying. The height of our empire is also the golden age of monsters."

      "How stimulating." Alec rolled his eyes. "Race you to the woods?"

      "What race? You always win." Shoving his hands in his pockets, Rob attempted to kick a pebble and missed. Coordination was not his forte. "This better not take all day."

      "It's only as long as you make it." Alec slapped his thigh and whistled for Virgil. "Come on, boy!"

      Virgil circled his master's legs. With a low-throated growl, the Border Collie darted into the brambles.

      "Virgil!" Alec jogged after his dog and halted in front of the tree line. "What do you suppose has gotten into him?"

      "That's what I've been trying to tell you all morning." Rob stared past his brother's broad back to the briers straining to reach the sky. Even in daylight, the forest was suffused in darkness.

      Rob listened for rustling, heard nothing. The villagers called the divide between forest and glen "The Gates of Hell." Cheery lot, the local folk. He'd never been one to believe in superstitious rot. Now, he couldn't help but wonder if Virgil had stumbled into another realm.

      Good riddance. He and the dog never got on anyway. "It's a sign we should go home."

      "What's that?" Alec whistled. "Virgil! Stop playing games!"

      "I said, maybe we should call it a day."

      Fingers drumming against his leg, Alec hollered into the dark woods, "Virgil! Come back, boy! Virgil!" His voice bounced off the neighboring crags. He turned around, forehead wrinkled in worry. "He's never like this, Rob. Never..."

      "He may be sick. Rabid. You might have to consider the possibility of...well," Rob paused, nodding to his brother's rifle, "putting him down."

      His words hung in the air with the drizzle—cold, wet, and portentous. Alec blanched and Rob wished his physician, Dr. Jekyll's, bedside manners had rubbed off on him.

      Alec's jaw tensed. "I'm going after him."

      "Shall I go with you?" Rob offered, even though the prospect of wandering the forest in the damp was not exactly inviting. Please say no. Please say no. He coughed into his fist, drawing a hacking fit out of a tickle.

      Alec swatted him on the back until Rob cleared his throat. "I won't be about a minute. Just..." He seized the loose ends of Rob's wool scarf and knotted it. "Take care of yourself."

      Rob chewed on his inner cheek to keep from grinning. Being the family invalid had its advantages. "I'll just wait here."

      With a nod, Alec whirled on his heels and slipped inside the forest.

      "That was easy." Rob found a comfortable spot in the grass.

      Plucking a leather journal from his breast pocket, Rob turned to the page he'd been working on before Alec dragged him outside. He tapped the pencil's tip on his tongue, tasting lead, as he tried to recall the song he'd invented to accompany the fireside story he'd made up for Waverley. His sister had requested a tale about buccaneers and buried gold.

      He scribbled a few lines, scratched them out, then wrote: Fifteen men on a dead man's chest.

      Rob leaned against the boulder and stared at the sky. The sun peeked through shifting grey clouds, casting a radiant light on his pages. As Rob set to work, his chills and aches seeped away. It no longer mattered that he was fragile, thin, prone to coughs and fevers. In letters he was a titan. A king confined to a pointy line of scrawl.

      Rob burned through ten pages when the boom of a gunshot snapped the lead off his pencil. Birds exploded from the canopy, cawing, screeching, flapping in chaotic zigzags.

      BOOM!

      Rob flinched, shoulders bucking against the boulder.

      A second shot?

      Seafaring dreams of schooners and maroons quite dashed, Rob scrambled to his feet. His notebook tumbled to the grass. The first serpent of trepidation slithered inside his stomach.

      Knees knocking together like a newborn calf's, he stumbled to the fae woods and halted at the line where the green grass ceased growing. Rob glanced over his shoulder. Should he run back for help? Would he have enough time?

      BOOM!

      Three shots?

      Christ, Alec. How many times are you going to shoot the poor mutt?

      He got his answer when the third shot gave way to screams.
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        * * *

      

      His rifle landed in the soft peat bed. Rob knelt and scooped up the gun with trembling hands.

      The screams, cut short long before he summoned the courage to venture into the woods, echoed in his head. Never before had he heard a man—or another human being for that matter—make such a desperate sound. It reminded him of the same high-pitched shrieks the piglets made when the farmers took them to slaughter.

      Rob forced himself to move.

      Kill something.

      Be a man.

      His boots trampled across mushy leaves. A droplet splashed on the back of his hand. Rob glanced at the sky. Scant light diffused through the canopy, turning early morning into darkest night. The forest creaked and groaned like a set of moldering bones.

      "What am I doing here?"

      He was no man. No brave hunter. Alec was all of those things and more. Alec was trying to teach him how to hunt and he'd refused to listen.

      He wished he had. Oh God, he wished he had. Now Alec had ceased to scream.

      A twig snapped.

      Whirling around, Rob aimed his rifle at a wild hare. The hare glared across the barrel, whiskers twitching.

      Rob lowered his rifle and the hare darted through the underbrush. If he couldn't scare a rabbit, what made him think he could take down a⁠—

      These are glorious times, gentlemen...

      As Hugh Mornay's words rang in his ears, Rob willed himself not to jump to conclusions.

      A golden age of monsters.

      Every phenomenon under the sun could be explained coolly, logically, with the aid of reason.

      My blood is singing.

      Rob trekked on. Alec was laird. The best shot. Never sick a day in his life.

      He was going to bring Alec home.

      The forest hushed to an unnatural quiet save for his harsh breathing and the crunch of leaves beneath his boots.

      His lips moved soundlessly, "Fifteen men on a dead man's chest..."

      Fifteen dead.

      The newsprint of that year-old article swirled before him. Cold statistics drummed up by reporters who had never been there.

      15 May 1866.

      Fifteen lost to the jungle, including Hugh Mornay, never to see the light of day.

      The rest slaughtered on board ship. The deck stained with blood. The bodies in the hull, ripped to pieces. One survivor. A girl gone mad.

      As he entered a clearing, Rob wrinkled his nose. The reek of carrion pervaded the air. Flies swarmed and buzzed in a black cloud.

      Covering his nose, Rob peered around a fallen trunk and recoiled at the sight of a dead ewe, her fleece stained with blood and dirt. The carcass was missing several crucial parts, notably her head and foreleg.

      She had been ripped apart.

      He stumbled to the nearest tree and retched. This was not how he'd expected to spend his birthday, hacking up this morning's porridge. Wiping his mouth, Rob stared at the maggots squirming inside the ewe's decapitated stump. He recalled the hushed conversations between Alec and his housekeeper in the days after Rob's return. The tenants were complaining about wolves making off with their livestock. The McBains' rooster. The Abernathys' heifer. Two or three sheep from the Callahans' flock.

      Click.

      Rob surveyed the gaps between the trees.

      Click.

      He thought he heard a faint rasp and rustle of leaves. Except there was no wind. The air was heavy with the stench of death. The calm before the storm.

      Then the storm struck.

      Saplings snapped and bent like an archer's bow.

      A shadow yawned across the clearing.

      Rob raised his rifle. The barrel bobbed in the air. As his index finger grasped for the trigger, the rifle tumbled to the ground.

      "Useless. So bloody useless." His hand hovered above the rifle, slender and white, no calluses except for the writer's bump on his index finger. These were not the hands of a hunter. As this morning's lesson sadly demonstrated, he couldn't hit the hide of a cow.

      Rob grabbed the gun. A newspaper article flashed through his mind and the most inopportune questions bombarded him. The sole survivor. Hugh Mornay's daughter.

      Catriona.

      Gone mad after months on board with a monster. How did she manage to live when the others perished?

      The blurry newsprint came into focus: Found under a pile of corpses.

      The last of the branches snapped and a swarming blackness encroached upon the clearing. In a blind panic, he forgot about the gun and leaped over the trunk.

      Landing next to the sheep carcass, he wiggled as close to the dirty fleece as he could stand. Broken branches snagged his shirt and scraped his stomach. Bile rose in his throat. If he lived through this, he was going to scrub his skin with lye.

      Catriona. He'd thought of her often. In the dark of his dormitory at Eton and under crisp sheets. He fantasized about meeting her one day. What would she look like? A Greek goddess, obviously.

      Catriona.

      Rob recited her name like an incantation; he'd never dreamed the day would come when he would call upon this goddess for guidance. Seizing the ewe by a leg, he crawled under it and gagged soundlessly in the dirt.

      Something pounced in the air and landed at the exact spot where he'd stood seconds before. Its shadow stretched and slithered over him. It sniffed the air like a wolf, but when he expected it to growl, it made a clicking sound much like the transmission of Morse Code.

      Click. Click. Click.

      With a final sniff, the creature began to move.

      The crush of leaves echoed through his ear. It crawled with remarkable stealth and perched upon the log. Rob squeezed his eyes shut. A maggot plopped on his wrist and wriggled on his skin. He sensed the creature's eyes boring down on the top of his head, felt a blast of hot air as it opened its mouth. A foulness beyond measure sliced through the stench of the sheep.

      Click. Click. Click.

      Another nasty little worm tumbled down the back of his neck and squirmed along the base of his spine. He clawed the dirt, grounded his cheek more firmly against the forest floor.

      An eternity passed.

      The creature waited and it occurred to Rob this entity, this monster was a devious thing.

      It was studying him, trying to determine if he was indeed dead.

      It waited for him to slip up.

      A plump maggot writhed between his fingers. He formed a fist, squishing the maggot into pulp. The creature crouched forward and sniffed the carcass.

      Rob stifled a scream. If he moved or breathed, he was as good as dead. Just like Catriona Mornay, Rob felt his mind disintegrating, descending into madness—mathematical equations, sonnets, sonatas unraveling like a spool of yarn.

      The air pressure shifted again. The ground trembled. The creature sprang off the log.

      Rob dared to crack open an eye. The thing scrambled up a trunk like a lizard and leaped.

      Tree after tree bowed under its weight. Shielding his eyes from the shower of debris, Rob caught the sunlight glimmering off the creature's armored back.

      Black plating.

      A foreleg three times the size of a horse's.

      Talons.

      The creature disappeared into the leaves, absorbed into the pores of the forest.

      Stiff and dazed, Rob crawled from under the carcass.

      A whimper greeted him. He lifted his head. "Virgil!"

      Breaking into a smile of sheer relief, he flung his arms around that blasted pup. If Virgil was unharmed, surely Alec must not be far behind.

      "Where's Alec, boy?" He scratched the dog behind the ear. The fur was slick and sticky. He glanced down at his blood-smeared palms. Rob scanned the forest, searching for his brother. "Where⁠—"

      Virgil held something in his mouth: a hand with big blunt fingers.

      Rob's smile vanished. His bottom smacked the earth with a thud. Virgil dropped the severed hand and whimpered. Trotting toward Rob, the pup buried his blood-smeared muzzle in his new master's side.

      A gust of wind stirred the canopy, casting dapples of daylight over his brother's sapphire ring. Rob tilted his head at the section of sky. The clouds dispersed and the sun blazed, glorious and bright, the beginning of a new day.

      And somewhere in the distant treetops, the creature lifted its head to the sun and screeched.
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      Scrambling to a river ditch, Cat clamped her hands over her ears and surrendered to the nightmare. Her screams slashed across the moors, igniting a chorus of caws from the ravens on the bridge. Black birds circled the sky and for a moment, Cat wished she could shed her body and join the flock.

      Just fly away.

      Far, far away from this waking hell.

      Cat hugged her knees and rocked. Even with a year and an ocean between them, she could still hear the crew of the Hispaniola. They were sea dogs cured by the sun into jerky. Hulking men who could swing two barrels of molasses over their shoulders without breaking a sweat. But in the face of the creature, they wept for their mothers and screeched for God.

      Poor fools. There was no God in the jungle where blood orchids bloomed and insects walked like men.

      With a growl, Cat stripped off her leather knapsack.

      Her crossbow landed in the mud with a thud. Daggers clinked against the ivory handle of her pistol. She found the parcel beneath a hunk of stale bannock her sister Vivian packed for the journey. As the shrieking in her head reached a crescendo, she unrolled the parcel and took out a vial of Hyde's Elixir. Her hands trembled as she filled a glass syringe with the emerald-colored drug.

      Cat rolled up her sleeve and tapped her forearm. She located a vein beneath the mass of purple bruises and jammed the needle into her skin.

      The drug was quick—as she knew it would be.

      Although she'd never met him face to face, Cat trusted Mr. Hyde to take the edge off her nightmares, and he'd never let her down. For the exorbitant price the elusive dealer charged, there'd better be absolution in every drop. Lolling her head against the stone pilings, Cat gazed at the wide expanse of sky. A sea of wild heather stretched before her. The moors had never seemed so infinite or sublime.

      She sank her fingers in the mud and sighed in ecstasy.

      It was a new world.

      Glorious.

      Muted.

      A world without monsters.
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        * * *

      

      The sun disappeared behind the roof of the Hawkins' pisshole shack and the world, once so glorious, was a dark and unfriendly place.

      Cat held her breath against the stink.

      Her latest client, Widow Hawkins, didn't believe in bathing. Nor did the brood of children swarming behind her like lice. Cat counted ten filthy faces. The eldest, a girl of no more than fourteen, cradled a wailing infant in her arms. Cat's gaze lingered on the girl's hangdog expression before focusing on the brown smears on the infant's legs. The babe had soiled himself and no one had bothered to change his diaper. Cat wrinkled her nose. Country folk.

      The old woman held Cat's calling card up to her nose and squinted at the block letters. Greasy strands of grey clung to a face with the complexion of rancid gravy. Shaking her head, the woman handed the card back to Cat. "I can't read."

      "It says I kill monsters." Underneath her cloak, Cat scratched and clawed at her arms. When Elixir wore off—and it wore off faster these days—Cat itched all over. There were worms under her skin, and she'd like nothing more than to take a knife and cut them out.

      "You're the Cat Mornay?" Widow Hawkins' lazy-eyed gaze lingered on Cat's trousers and boots. "You're a skinny slip of a thing. How old are you?"

      "Old enough." She was only nineteen, but no one need know that. She looked old for her age and Liam Barclay, her sometimes mentor, was fifteen when he slew his first monster.

      "Is it true, then? That you lost your mind in Africa?"

      I lost more than my mind. Cat yanked her hat brim over her eyes. Eager to start back to Edinburgh with her earnings, she cut to the chase. "You've a creature in need of killing. In your letter, you wrote"—paid someone to write—"that you already have the creature in captivity." Strange request. Normally, she'd have to catch her quarry, but after a long day's travel, Cat couldn't be more grateful for the easy job.

      Widow Hawkins barked at her daughter to mind the children and shut the door. She stepped outside, barefoot. Cat couldn't tear her eyes away from the woman's feet. They were truly ugly specimens of weeping sores and crusty talons.

      "Were I not a God-fearing woman," the widow said, "I'd have burnt the demon the moment they'd taken my Jim."

      Cat frowned. "They?"

      "The wee folk."

      The fae. "And Jim, I gather, is your son?"

      "My real son is dead." She handed Cat the agreed upon fifty shillings. "I'll show you where I keep it."

      Infants switched at birth. A fairy child sent to foster and feed off the human world. A changeling. A parasite.

      "How old is Jim?" Cat asked.

      "Ten."

      She harbored a moment's misgiving. To all outward appearances, the monster would look like a boy. Whenever Cat felt herself growing soft, she remembered Africa and what the creature did to her friends, her father, and her heart filled with hate. It could look like a bleeding archangel for all she cared.

      Cat pocketed the money. "I'll wipe it off the face of the earth."

      As Cat followed the crone through a weed-choked turnip garden, she fumbled inside her cloak for her trusty dagger. The blade was long and curved, made from rare dragon's bone. Her thumb glided over the jade carving of a Siamese cat's head on the pommel. The dagger, along with a vial of Elixir, came as a package straight to her home after her first assignment. A note accompanied it:

      To my little kitten, who caught her first fish.

      Cordially,

      Mr. Hyde

      When her sister demanded to know what the note meant, she'd been too ashamed to tell Vivian about the nature of her new job. Whenever she unsheathed the dagger, she was instantly transported back to the Isle of May, where the sea ran red with mermaids' blood.

      Cat and the widow plowed through a peat bog before hiking to a windowless shed. The door was barricaded from the outside with a chain and lock.

      Cat tugged on the chain. She remembered her father's lectures at the Society of Unnatural Creatures. Iron weakened the fae. She glanced at the mother. The woman watched her while picking at a boil on her neck.

      "How long have you been keeping him locked up?" Cat yanked the chain. Sturdy. Unyielding. Must be one dangerous ten-year-old.

      Widow Hawkins reached into her apron for a skeleton key and fiddled with the lock. The chain clinked and coiled at her feet like a snake.

      "Since he grew old enough to bite." She held out her grizzled hand and rolled up her sleeve.

      Cat examined the scars on her wrist.

      Teeth marks. Tiny teeth. Baby teeth.

      Her stomach roiled. Nevertheless, she readied her dagger. She'd been paid to do a job and always delivered.

      She pushed the door open.

      The stink hit her like a punch to the face. Cat covered her nose with the back of her hand. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw the source of the stench: a wooden bucket filled with shit.

      Dagger at her side, Cat looked to the pathetic sack of rags in the corner. She took a cautious step toward the boy, who hadn't acknowledged her presence. His eyes were fixed on the slats in the ceiling. Cat tipped her head, following the direction of his gaze: a section of night sky filled with stars. Da had a wild theory about monsters. All creatures of darkness crave the light. The changeling was no exception.

      "Don't bother trying to speak to it." Widow Hawkins leaned against the doorway. "He's never spoken. Can't even get him to scream. I give him a poke once in a while to keep him in his place."

      Cat's grip on the dagger slackened and she knelt in front of the changeling. She studied the boy's lice-ridden hair. He shifted and the starlight bounced off the wounds on his arms. Taking him gently by the hand, Cat examined the burn marks—the old ones were black welts, the fresh ones bleeding pus. She set his arm down and tugged at his collar. More burns. On his chest. Raised scars on his back.

      "Good work, that," Widow Hawkins boasted. "As good as any professional hunter."

      The prison cell closed in around her. A memory stirred from her childhood. She and Da were playing at King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. As Sir Gawain, Cat proclaimed that she would grow up to be a knight, slay dragons, and save the world.

      The changeling boy's big black eyes flickered over the curved blade of her dagger, fearless and ready in the face of imminent death.

      Da used to say "man was the only creature with a choice." Choose to live in harmony with our unnatural brethren or choose to become their overlords. He believed the monster hunter, who preyed on and exploited these beautiful creatures, was the lowest form of vermin.

      Standing up, Cat backed away. In many ways, she was glad her father was dead so he'd never see what his knight had become.

      Widow Hawkins seized her arm. "Where are you going?"

      "I won't do it."

      "What do you mean 'you won't do it'? I'm paying you, ain't I?"

      Cat looked to the hand detaining her arm. This "madness" the papers spoke of, well, it was a dormant beast about to wake up. It took all her self-control to keep from seizing this bitch by the throat and snapping her neck. Cat reached inside her cloak and chucked the money at the hag's feet.

      "Shove it up your arse." She walked away.

      "Coward!"

      Cat's shoulders tensed. Halting at the door, she turned around.

      Widow Hawkins approached until they were nose to wart-covered nose. "I thought you 'killed monsters.'" The crone's foul breath blasted Cat in the face, triggering the stench associated with the jungle.

      Of men ripped to pieces and left to ripen under the sun.

      And the creature's maw, dripping Da's blood over her cheeks.

      "I do..." Cat watched Widow Hawkin's rubbery lips contort into a sneer. She bet this woman liked to laugh. Bet this witch just laughed and laughed while she gave Jim his dose of hot poker. The Great Mother played with her food, too. The youngest of the sailors had only been thirteen. The creature kept him alive while she peeled the meat from his bones...

      Widow Hawkins spoke, though Cat couldn't hear a word over the sailor's screams. She stared inside the woman's maw and found a black hole through which she could see orchids blooming.

      "I do..." With a flick of her wrist, hot blood splayed across Cat's face, her clothes, her skin. "I do kill monsters."

      The widow collapsed against Cat and the madness, born in Africa, flowed and overflowed in wave after glorious wave.
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        * * *

      

      Huddled beneath an archway of the old Roman aqueduct, Cat scrubbed the blood from her hands.

      It was a ritual she performed after every kill, checking under the fingernails, making sure her palms were clean and saintly white. It kept her mind from running through facts and figures.

      Three days wasted.

      Fifty shillings forfeited.

      Debts, debts everywhere.

      With her sister growing thinner by the day and Mr. Hyde hounding her to pay her debt, Cat wondered if refusing to kill the changeling boy was the biggest mistake of her life. She should've, at the very least, nicked the money from Widow Hawkins' corpse, but even now, her wispy dreams of knighthood and honor lingered.

      Cat leaned against the crumbling arch and watched the lightning fork the sky. Rain pounded the lonely moors, turning the foot roads and horse trails into mud.

      Drawing her cloak against her body, Cat shivered. Black hair snarled around her cheeks and dribbled icy water down her neck. Distant screams echoed in her ear. The sailors again, crying for mercy. And the screech of the Great Mother as it tore them limb from limb.

      Mercy.

      Ha.

      She'd seen the monster's eyes loll to the back of its head as it gorged itself with blood. The creature knew nothing of love or hate. It killed to feed and the only thing it answered to was the omnipotent eye of the sun.

      Cat dug her fingernails into her scalp and moaned. She rooted in her knapsack and found an empty vial. Without Elixir, she was in for a long night. Cat banged her head against the damp stone, hoping the pain would drive away the screams, but only succeeded in giving herself a headache. She chucked the empty vial; it sailed through a curtain of water and landed at the bare feet of the changeling boy.

      "You again!" Cat sighed. "Stop following me!"

      The boy stared at her with eerie black button eyes. He'd been trailing her from farm to farm, across rocky ravines and steep crags. Never once tiring or making a sound. And all in his bare feet.

      Cat grabbed a handful of pebbles and hurled them at the boy. "Sod off!"

      The rocks pelted the boy's narrow chest. Instead of scaring him off, the boy crept closer.

      More annoyed than frightened, Cat unsheathed her dagger and slashed the air. "You want me to kill you like I killed your mother? I will! I'll cut off your head and feed it to the wolves!"

      The boy cocked his head to the side.

      "All right." Cat's shoulders slumped. "Climb in. Climb in."

      Cat scooted back as the boy climbed into the archway. Hugging her knees, she studied the changeling's sticklike arms and legs, his dirty feet and tiny hands. Brown hair, washed clean from the rain, was plastered to his forehead. His ears were pointy like an elf's.

      "Jim Hawkins," she said.

      The boy's eyes lighted at the sound of his name. He had a long nose and a high regal brow. In the fae world, he could be royalty—a prince who'd grow up to rule empires, but here on earth, he would've died in a shed.

      Fumbling with the clasp of her cloak, Cat draped it around Jim's skinny shoulders. Then she fished the bread from her knapsack. She sat back and watched Jim wolf down her supper. Licking the last crumb from his fingertips, he looked to her.

      "Do you expect me to entertain you, too?"

      Jim stared at her, unblinking. Did his eyelids even work?

      "Stop staring at me."

      The boy continued.

      Cat chewed on her inner cheek. "You trouble me, demon child," she said, rooting in her knapsack for a necessary distraction. She fished out her most prized possession.

      "Do you know what this is?" She shook a glass vial filled with tiny silver pills. "There's no other of its kind in Scotland."

      A pang ripped through her heart as she recalled the market stall in Beijing and the shelves stocked with sun-dried scorpions and jars of pickled ginseng. The shopkeeper's face crumpled like rice paper as he handed her father the vial.

      Da knelt down to show her his purchase. His face was ruddy underneath his pith helmet and his khaki shirt was damp from the stifling heat. She remembered the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled and his dark mustache, always meticulously waxed, twitched as he placed a silver pill into her palm. The pill was round and lumpy, the size of a musket ball.

      What's that, Da?

      I'll show you, my brave knight. The Chinese call these...

      "The Chinese call these 'Dragon's Breath.'" Uncorking the vial, Cat dumped a silver pill onto her palm. "Want to know why?"

      Jim nodded, watching her every movement with wonder.

      Ducking her head outside, Cat collected rainwater on her tongue. She popped the pill into her mouth and blew a plume of fire into the night.
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      Rob twirled his brother's ring around his pinky.

      It was too big.

      The fire crackled in the hearth, casting sinister shadows on the stone wall of the caretaker's cottage. Rob ran a thumb over the polished facets of the sapphire, replaying the morning of his birthday. Had he known it would be Alec's last moment on earth, he wouldn't have acted like such a prig. Alec was going to teach him how to be a man. Now he'd have to learn alone.

      "Lord Robert?" Brandon, the caretaker's son, stood behind a concrete slab on which Alec's remains rested. He wielded a pair of shears.

      Rob blinked and wiped his eyes. "Call me Rob. Just Rob."

      He noticed a scuff on the toe of his boot. Normally, he made it a habit to keep his boots polished and pristine, but he hadn't time to think about his appearance during the past two days.

      When he was certain his voice wouldn't crack, Rob asked, "Did you cut the shroud?"

      Brandon shook his head. He was a brawny chap about Rob's age with guileless green eyes and a big moon face studded with freckles. "It's a most unusual request, Lord Robert, er, Rob. I warrant you leave this alone and wait for the funeral."

      Rob slid the ring on his thumb and strolled over to the hut's one window. Tugging his wool scarf loose, he peered out the frosted glass. In the tiny cemetery, two girls flitted like sprites amongst the weeds and headstones. He spotted Waverley, dressed in knee-length britches, mousy brown hair woven in a sloppy braid. For the thousandth time, he reminded himself to force his sister to dress like a girl. She was eight now. In a few years, she'd be a proper lady. He looked to Brandon's sister, Jenny, primly gathering dandelions while Waverley whacked a wooden sword against a headstone.

      Rob sighed. In the last two days, he'd aged fifty years. Childhood for him was long over. Time enough for Waverley to grow up. Let her have one more night of peace. Let her believe—as their servants and the village believed—that wolves had mauled Alec.

      His attention swerved to the woods, dark and menacing even at high noon. Ground mist swirled around the tree trunks as Rob shivered and rubbed his chest through the layers of wool and tweed. Covering his mouth with a fist, he coughed—a nasty, wet cough.

      Brandon said, "You're ill."

      "I've been sitting too close to the fire." Rob cleared his throat, but a strongman had his lungs in a mighty grip. He was probably catching a summer cold, a likely explanation since he hadn't slept in forty-eight hours. He'd never sleep again until he got some answers. "Let me see my brother."

      "Now, Lord Robert." Brandon planted his feet apart. "You really should get to bed and take care of that cough. The wolves weren't kind to your brother."

      Rob shook his head. There had been a hunt in the aftermath of Alec's death. Eight bloody wolf pelts now hung in the village square and yet, the slaughter of the entire pack did nothing to erase the fear in his heart.

      He'd seen the bloody thing, heard it bray in ecstasy after it tore his brother apart. The creature was both beautiful and grotesque. The curves of its body: almost feminine. Her movements: human and insect.

      Rob had no idea what manner of evil haunted the woods by his home or how the village men managed to slip in and come out alive. Perhaps the creature had been too full after feasting on Alec to eat again.

      But of this he was certain: she was no wolf.

      Rob coughed again. "No man or animal."

      "What's that?"

      Prying himself away from the window, Rob stumbled toward the slab. He reached into his breast pocket and handed Brandon a tooth three times the size of his forefinger.

      "Do wolves have jaws that big?" Rob watched Brandon turn the tooth, round face growing paler with each rotation. Finally, Brandon shook his head.

      "Let me see my brother."

      As Brandon picked up the sheers and snipped away the shroud, Rob listened to the screaming match outside. He hoped Waverley refrained from shoving Jenny's face in the dirt like last time.

      Brandon pried the linen apart.

      Rob diverted his eyes to the soot-stained ceiling. How many times had his father slapped him for crying? A real man never cried. Look at Alec. Why can't you be like Alec?

      Yes. Look at Alec.

      Neither breathing nor moving, Rob stared down at the gruesome collection of parts.

      A leg. Severed from the knee down.

      The hand brought to him courtesy of Virgil.

      A naked torso torn at the waist.

      A bloody stump where the head had been lobbed off.

      No head. Where was the head?

      Brandon crossed himself. "Ungodly."

      The tears flowed hard and fast. Brandon swatted him on the back. What did it matter if it was unmanly to cry? His brother was dead. Butchered.

      Alec...

      Alec, who always made sure he had the choice slab of mutton for supper. Alec, who wrote him poorly spelled, grammatically horrendous letters every week when he was away at school. Alec, who fussed with his scarf and made sure Rob wore three layers of sweaters so as not to catch a chill.

      For this gentle soul to meet with such a violent end and be denied a proper burial...

      Sniffing, Rob wiped his nose. He didn't hold much with ghosts. He thought Mrs. Nix, his housekeeper's, monthly séance gatherings to speak to her dead husband an unnecessary—and ridiculous—hobby. But he couldn't help imagining Alec's spirit barred from Heaven, wandering the woods in search of his head all because this creature, this monster...

      "Rob!"

      He flinched, startled by the pounding on the door.

      "Rob!" Waverley sounded close to tears. "Let me in!"

      Rob locked eyes with Brandon. They both stared at the corpse. The doorknob rattled, then creaked open. In three quick strides, Rob slammed the door on his sister. "Stay outside!"

      "But Rob, I'm done playing with this stupid, stuck-up slag. I hate her. Let me in. I wanna go home!"

      "Do as I say! We'll go home in a moment."

      The rattling ceased, followed by a defiant kick. "I hate you, too!"

      Rob crept toward the window and watched his sister swing her sword at a Celtic cross marker.

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      Brandon pulled the shroud over the body. He stood motionless beside the slab, taking it all in. "A monster, then?"

      Rob nodded.

      "What kind?"

      "What species, you mean?" Rob fell into a pensive silence. He'd only seen flashes of the creature. And while he harbored a suspicion, he prayed it went unfounded. This species was not native to the Highlands. Or the British Empire for that matter. But if he was right, they were in a lot of trouble. "I know a thing or two about insects. Monstrumology is not my forte."

      For all his bulk, Brandon trembled, knocking the tooth to the dusty ground. "What do we do? Do we warn the village?"

      Rob fiddled with the laird's ring. A wasted face stared back at him from the many prisms. He rubbed the spot between his eyes. His brow was hot to the touch; he might be running a slight fever. Explained the congestion in his chest.

      "See to your family first. Leave the others to me." He strolled to the door. "I'll see you at the funeral."

      When Rob stepped into the cemetery, Waverley was decapitating dandelions with her sword. He tapped her on the shoulder. "Come on, Duck..." He called her "Duck" because she was a filthy thing, prone to dirty feet and sticky fingertips, ugly as a duckling. "Time to go home."

      Waverley shrugged his hand away. "To hell with you."

      Sighing, Rob casually scanned the crooked grave markers and spotted a mangled wreath strung atop a tomb. The kirkyard was empty. His heart skipped a beat. "Where's Jenny?"

      "Jenny!" Wiping his hands on a rag, Brandon shut the door and called, "Jenny? Come on now. Stop hiding. Jenny?" His voice escalated into panic.

      As Rob watched Brandon scout the graves and jog into the clearing, fear trickled down his spine. He seized Waverley's shoulders and whirled the girl around. "Where did Jenny go?"

      Waverley rolled her eyes. "Don't know."

      Rob gritted his teeth. "Yes you do. You were fighting. What about?"

      Waverley chewed on her inner cheek, brown eyes flashing with a defiant light. She turned around and swung her sword.

      Rob caught her by the wrist and pried the toy from her hand, flinging it away. It clattered in the weeds. He shook her by the shoulders until her teeth chattered. "Tell me!"

      "You!" Suddenly her eyes brimmed with tears. "That daft cow said you were jealous of Alec. That you fed him to the wolves so you could become laird. I told her she could rot in Hell and she ran away."

      "Ran away where?" He drew her into his arms as she descended into uncontrollable sobbing. "Ran away where?"

      Burying her face in the crook of his shoulder, Waverley pointed to the woods.
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      The moment Cat walked through the door, her sister drew her into a crushing embrace.

      Nestling her face in Vivian's hair, Cat caught a trace of their mother's honeysuckle soap. She shut her eyes and pretended she was in the warm circle of her mother's arms.

      "You're unusually pleasant." Cat felt her shoulder dampen with tears. Her fingers glided over skin and bones. "I hardly know you."

      Pulling away, Vivian pinched her arm. "Selfish git!"

      "That's the sister I remember."

      "You were gone so long I thought you were dead." Vivian's grey homespun made her look like a dove covered in grime, but even the most unflattering dresses couldn't disguise her sister's exquisite beauty. Vivian was a rose while Cat, with her gangly height and unruly hair, was a weed. At least there was one good thing about being a weed.

      "I'm indestructible." With a sad smile, Cat tucked a golden curl behind her sister's ear. Their mother had plans for Vivian: finishing school, a parade of balls and soirées, and marriage to a handsome duke. Mama would've been so disappointed. Under Cat's care, Vivian had begun to wilt. "Unfortunately."

      Vivian frowned. "Is there something wrong?"

      Cat nudged the front door with her toe. With his back turned, Jim Hawkins gawked at the gas lamps and rows of redbrick town houses.

      Vivian's eyes widened. "Who's this?"

      "The monster I was hired to kill." Cat stripped off her hat and propped it on the stand. Snarls of damp black hair clung to her cheek. She brushed them off and motioned the boy inside. "Meet Jim Hawkins. He's a changeling prince from a fae kingdom. I don't care for children, but this one is mute and quite tiny. I can rest my elbow on his head if I tire."

      "Oh Cat." Vivian rubbed her brow.

      "In any event, I've decided to keep him as a pet."

      A whistle shrilled through the smoggy darkness. Jim raced to her side and seized her hand.

      "It's all right." She nodded to the cluster of smokestacks in the distance. "It's just the factories signaling the end of the workday."

      Jim's brows pleated into a frown.

      "You probably don't know what factories are, do you?" A horse-drawn hansom clattered by, wheels churning on cobblestone. Cat knelt down and gripped him by the shoulder. Another whistle sounded. The street reeked of steaming horseshit, and the blue hydrangeas on the neighboring sill were covered in soot. Cat looked to the polluted sky and couldn't spot a single star. "Jim Hawkins, welcome to Edinburgh. Welcome to the fastness."

      As Cat led Jim inside the townhouse, Vivian touched her arm. "You don't have the fifty shillings then?"

      She shook her head. Anger flashed in Vivian's green eyes before dissolving to tears. Cat stared at her muddy shoes. She hated making her sister cry, but there was no help for it. Her existence was a disappointment.

      With a defeated nod, Vivian knelt in front of the boy and forced an inviting smile. "Let's have a look at you."

      Cat nudged Jim on the back. "Don't be shy. She'll nag but she won't bite."

      "My, but you are a handsome lad," Vivian said.

      The boy stepped forward, took Vivian's hand and gave it a peck. "I do believe, Cat," Vivian sniffled, "that you brought home a charmer."

      While Vivian got acquainted with the new addition to their family, Cat slinked down the hall. She stood in the center of the parlor, staring at the bare walls, which, only a month ago, had been covered in paintings. The rug was missing, as were several pieces of furniture.

      Cat sat in front of the pianoforte and lifted the lid. She tapped a clumsy rendition of Mama's favorite composition, The Last Rose of Summer.

      She could see her mother so clearly. Golden ringlets against green brocade. The graceful tilt of her head. Slender hands fluttering across the ivory keys like doves' wings.

      Cat's hand hovered over the piano.

      This was where all their troubles began. Had it only been two years ago? When her mother, playing and singing after supper, descended into a coughing fit and splayed the keys with blood.

      Standing up, Cat circled the empty parlor. She pressed a palm, then her nose to the damask curtains. The faint scent of tobacco still lingered in the fibers, conjuring up memories of Da in his favorite armchair, puffing on his pipe and reading the paper. That was how Cat wanted to remember him. Dignified. At home. Instead of in the clutches of the creature.

      "Cat?" Leading Jim by the hand, Vivian tapped Cat on the shoulder. "Jim is absolutely filthy. While I give him a bath, will you add more water to the stew?"

      Cat quickly rubbed her eyes. "Give him my share." She strolled to the door, propped her hat back on her head. "I won't be staying for supper."

      "Where are you going?"

      "Out." The cloak came next.

      "I can see that. Where are you going?"

      She slipped out the door. "To catch up with old mates."

      Vivian chased her down the steps and onto the sidewalk. "Mates? I know about your mates. I know where you're headed. You're off to buy more Elixir."

      "I don't know what you're talking about." Cat hurried her pace.

      Her sister caught her arm. "Stay. Please, Cat? Come back inside."

      And spend an evening amongst ghosts?

      "Indestructible." Cat pecked Vivian on the cheek and yanked her arm free. "Remember that."

      With a swirl of her cloak, Cat ran into the city and the darkness swallowed her whole.
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        * * *

      

      Rob shielded his match against the wind. The rain stung his cheeks and chilled him to the bone. Lighting the kerosene lamp, he ascended the crag and joined the search party. The men and boys from the village parted for him.

      "Where did you find her?" he asked Hamish Abernathy, the blacksmith's youngest.

      "Outside there." The boy pointed to the forest. "Slung across the branches of a tree."
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