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            Prologue

          

          Hazel

        

      

    

    
      October 1888

      London

      

      Something is dripping on my face.

      It doesn't splatter when it lands on my forehead, it merely runs along my temple down my cheek, slowly and thickly. Its consistency reminds me of the oil that I use when I tinker on inventions with Father.

      Thick. Wet. Viscous.

      Disgusting.

      I try opening my eyes, but they're crusted shut, rendering it impossible. I try to rub the crust away, but my arms feel like they're made from lead. In fact, my entire body aches.

      What happened to me?

      The last thing I remember is joining my older sister Catherine for a hunt in Whitechapel. There's a murderer on the loose, and he's killed six women in the past few months. Scotland Yard had shown Catherine and me photographs of the crime scenes, bloody, grisly visions of death. Nothing human would have done something like that—the newspapers called the murderer a monster.

      Catherine and I recognized the killer for what he truly is—a vampire. And we were going to kill him before he could get to any other women.

      I remember getting ready with Catherine. I remember taking a carriage to Berners Street and bidding our cabbie farewell. We had talked to an old woman who pointed us down an alley, and then I remember seeing a dead body, then Catherine aimed her weapon at me, and—

      I flail, trying to move. Her name comes to my lips as I reach out for anyone to hear me, to help me.

      "Catherine!"

      My voice comes out as a hoarse croak, barely audible. It's as if I hadn't had a drink of water for the past week.

      I finally force my eyes open, though it's painful.

      And there's Catherine's face looking back at me.

      For a split moment, I think it's her looking down at me, to help me with a fever or some other ailment, like I've been sick, and this is just me waking up from a nightmare. Her green eyes look into me, but there's no recognition there. Nothing. In fact, she's completely still, with a dull, hollow look to her. And I realize that she's been tossed aside near me, the rubbish around us propping her body up a little above me. Her dark hair is swept over her face and hangs in damp, sticky clumps.

      Then I see the gaping wound in her neck and the source of whatever has been dripping on my face for however long I've been unconscious.

      I've been lying under my dead sister's body while her blood drips onto my face.

      "Children must think I am the Bogeyman," Catherine had told me before we left our house on our hunt. She'd been looking at her reflection in the mirror, making sure that no one could see the scars on her face, evidence of the disease that was slowly killing her. A vampire mixed his blood with hers, and instead of Turning her like it did normal humans, it infected her with a flesh-eating disease that killed her.

      I remember standing behind her, memorizing the planes of her face and how her once-delicate beauty had been marred by a red scar that claimed one side of her face. The more-infected sites had open sores on them and oozed pus and other bodily fluid.

      Despite hunting vampires at night, Catherine was a kind soul. I knew it killed her that children screamed when they saw her.

      I had given her a sad smile, hoping to ease some of that hurt. "And you can tell those children that you hunt their Bogeyman."

      And now, lying underneath her dead body and looking up in her face, it's me who screams.

      Not children.

      Me.

      Her younger sister. The one person who tried to help her face the public when the disease ravaged her body.

      I scream and scream and scream, tears creating rivulets through the dried blood on my face. I try to move, to do anything to get away from Catherine's dead body. My hand touches something wet and soft and I turn in horror to see another woman—this one most likely a whore—discarded like yesterday's rubbish. Her lips are still rouged, and her skin is powdered to cover up the smallpox scars on her cheeks.

      But I have accidentally stuck my hand through her abdomen. She's been completely gutted, her intestines and innards all over the place.

      In horror, I realize that I've been lying on top of her dead body, while Catherine has been heaped over me.

      The very last thing I remember is seeing this dead woman's body. Catherine was at my side, and we realized that the Whitechapel Murderer had freshly killed another victim. No, not just killed a victim—set a trap. And Catherine, in a moment of acting like my big sister, turned her disrupter pistol on me to incapacitate me and make me seem like the dead.

      Because she knew we wouldn't be able to win against the vampire.

      I scuttle away from the rubbish heap, away from the two bodies. My mind scatters to hundreds of different directions at once. At the pain and betrayal of Catherine not trusting me to be able to help her. At the fear of knowing what this vampire is capable of. At my own helplessness when my sister needed me most.

      I scrabble at the cobblestones, my limbs still not quite working properly after having been paralyzed. How long did Father say the disrupter pistol would leave a victim unconscious? Two, three hours?

      I think about Father and the rest of my family. They were expecting both Catherine and me to come home, victorious in killing the Whitechapel Murderer.

      And here I am, alone. A failure. Helpless.

      I cup a hand to my mouth in an attempt to stifle my cries, but I can do nothing for the tears that continue to fall from my cheeks.

      I'm going to have to tell Father, my younger siblings Margaret and Thomas, and Mrs. Hudson, our family retainer, that Catherine was killed at the age of twenty-five. She'd been sick, dying from infection given to her by the vampires, but we were working toward a cure, dammit. We would have saved her.

      And now...

      At some point, I manage to get to my feet, and I stumble out of the alleyway. I'm looking for a policeman or someone to help me bring back Catherine's body. My walk is slow, stilted, like I'm already dead. I can't seem to get my feet to work correctly, so my shuffle must do for now. It gives me time to think, but there's nothing left to ponder.

      My world has been turned upside down.

      A woman spies me from the street and she screams in terror. "Help! Someone help me! There's a monster out there!"

      As if in another sort of dream, I look down and realize that I'm painted in Catherine's and the other woman's blood. Not a scrap of fabric has been spared from the onslaught of blood.

      My new life has been baptized by their blood.

      I must look a fright. And the thing is, I don't care at the moment. Because my sister's body lies broken, discarded in a dark alley in the worst part of London. I feel empty, dead inside. Like the Whitechapel Murderer didn't just scoop out the whore's insides; he did mine as well.

      There's nothing left of the woman who left her house earlier this night.

      "You there!" A policeman runs to the alley, answering the woman's cries, but even he stops and gapes at me. I meet his eyes, frowning at him. He licks his lips, and his own gaze travels all over my body, taking in my state. He has his pistol out but doesn't aim at me.

      "Who—who are you?" he asks. "What are you doing here?" He pauses, as if trying to process everything. "What happened to you?"

      I swallow back the lump in my throat, finding my voice once again. A single tear slides down my cheek, carving another path through the dried blood on my face.

      I decide to answer his first question, since that is the easiest and the hardest one for me. Being a man of the law, he would recognize my station, which would help with any further questions.

      "My name is Hazel," I tell him. "And I am the new Harker."
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      June 1889

      London

      

      The French have beheading down to an art. A bloody, gruesome sort of art, but an art nonetheless.

      I've seen a guillotine once, and never have I seen it in practice, but there's something so compact and effortless about a blade that beheads in one fell swoop. As someone who dabbles in tinkering and inventions, I'm amazed at the simplicity of the machine. And how horribly effective it is at its purpose. Revolutions have been created at the foot of a guillotine.

      For better or worse, it makes killing and dismembering easy.

      A convenience I wish I had right now.

      I spit out a mouthful of blood and attempt to wipe some of it off, but it just smears across my face. It's not my blood, which makes it that much worse.

      "How's it going over there?" my hunting companion and cousin Elizabeth Cypher asks as she works at hacking apart her vampire prey.

      "As messy as it always is, Lizzie," I tell her. I try to get more of the blood off my face, but I'm just moving it around. The only thing that will get it off now is a warm bath back home. Even then, there are some stains that are impossible to remove with any amount of washing. I feel like my soul is dirtied beyond repair at this point.

      I raise my sword again and bring it down on the dead vampire's neck. The blade makes it most of the way through the spinal column, but it imbeds itself in a vertebra. The shockwave of the sudden halt jitters me all the way to my bones. That is what I get for using a magical sword that comes out of the palm of my left hand. It’s a gift from being the Harker, something that I inherited when Catherine died, and while it’s sharp, it’s still a part of me. My teeth ache from all of it, and I grimace. More blood—too much blood—spurts out of the corpse's neck and covers me again. Again, I get it in my mouth.

      There must be a better way of beheading bodies than this. I only have so many dresses I can get bloodied up.

      "I think Silver Bane needs to be sharpened again," Lizzie quips, referring to my enchanted sword by name. She brings her own cold steel sword down again, and this time, the vampire's head separates from the rest of the body and spins its way toward me. The head finally comes to a stop, and the vampire is facing me, his mouth forever open in a silent scream. Lizzie straightens and gives me a wide grin. "That was a bit of a to-do."

      I sneer at the face of the vampire and turn back to the corpse that I'm trying to deal with. I bring down Silver Bane one last time, and thankfully, the head separates from the rest of the body. It covers me in another spray of blood.

      Yet I feel invigorated.

      These two hungry vampires will never roam the streets of London ever again. I wish I could say there were no more vampires in London, but that is just wishful thinking.

      I have yet to find the vampire that is known as the Whitechapel Murderer. The vampire that murdered my sister.

      Thinking of Catherine, my hopes deflate, and I retract my sword back into the palm of my hand. I am such an imposter. She should have been here instead of me. She would have saved the vampire’s victims before they were murdered.

      She would have been able to hack off these heads with one strike.

      I was taught that a well-placed stake to the heart stops vampires, but after encountering a few vampires who tricked us into thinking they were dead, Catherine and I had started beheading them.

      An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, even though I feel as though I have pounds and pounds of bloody prevention all over me.

      “Shall I dispose of their bodies?” Lizzie asks as she searches in her satchel for her combustion pistol. Invented by my brilliant father, the combustion pistol issues a stream of kerosene, which is then ignited by a spark of gunpowder at the very tip of the weapon. It is a brilliant way of starting a fire.

      In the case of a frightened London, fires are a good way of not frightening the public. I can only imagine the hysteria there would be if someone found these bodies.

      “Please do,” I say with a sigh. I’m too tired to deal with them myself. It’s a bone-weary, aching kind of tired that seeps through my joints and into my soul. I have been feeling this way since Catherine died.

      As if I may never find rest again.

      Lizzie lights the bodies on fire with her combustion pistol, and I watch the controlled blaze, welcoming the heat. It seeps through to my numbness. I contemplate jumping into the fire, just to feel more. Even if the flames eat my flesh away.

      I blink a few times to clear my vision and those thoughts away.

      “Catherine used to be able to use her magic to conjure up fire,” I tell Lizzie. “I have yet to gain that ability.”

      Lizzie glances over at me, her expression grim. “You are new into your role as the Harker. Your magic will come.”

      “Right.”

      I do not believe her, though. It is just another reminder that my older sister was a better vampire hunter than I’ll ever be.

      “Hazel, behind you!” Lizzie shouts suddenly, reaching for me.

      I turn, a moment too late, to see the shadows behind me move, the moonlight catching a silver blade. Pain lances my shoulder as the blade enters me from the front, and I find that I’m facing a hooded figure.

      The figure—a man, I believe, although it’s hard through the haze of pain and night to make out his features—lets out a grunt as he withdraws the blade from my shoulder. It’s a long, skinny sword that he sheathes inside a cane.

      And with that, he turns to flee through the alleys of Whitechapel. Lizzie shouts and gives chase, while I stagger to one knee. My skirts tear as I lean up against the wall. I raise a hand to my wound, to try to staunch the flow of blood, but it comes out between my fingertips.

      There’s a hazy quality to my eyesight now, and my thoughts scatter like marbles skittering across the ground.

      Poison. Nothing life-threatening, or else I would feel my heart speeding up. No, it’s meant to keep me from giving chase.

      “I’ve lost him,” Lizzie says coming back into the shadows. She’s heaving great breaths, clearly distressed as she looks around before kneeling beside me, covering up my hand with hers. “Hazel, I’m so sorry, I lost him.”

      “I think he meant to just stab me and run,” I say. The notion is both ridiculous and intriguing.

      Lizzie frowns. “Why do you say that?”

      “There was an anesthetic agent on the blade.” My words begin to slur. “I think he just wanted to incapacitate me, so I couldn’t chase after him.” Which means that he knows who I am.

      “Why?” I lift my good shoulder in response, but she still gives me a stern look. “Don’t do that, Hazel.” She tears the hem of her skirts into a strip and starts wrapping my shoulder. “This will need some attention and my potions.”

      I chuckle. “Just like old times with Catherine.” Except Catherine would still be able to hunt the attacker.

      Lizzie ties off the strip harshly and I grimace. “Can you stand? Should I have you taken to the hospital?”

      “No,” I say to her question about the hospital. If a physician gets a closer look at me, he may throw me in an asylum. Like Bedlam, in which I have already been a patient. It had been to hunt a vampire there, but I do know that some neighbors would love to see me institutionalized.

      In their eyes, I am a strange woman. I tend to agree.

      “I do think I can stand if you help me,” I say. My mouth feels dry as I swallow. “Papa will be able to help, too.” I only mean that he will help with my injury. I do not think he’ll be much use now.

      “Right.” Lizzie sits back on her heels. “I suppose you aren’t too heavy.”

      “I feel like I should be offended by that.” I suck in a deep breath as she helps me to my feet.  I sway on my feet. Everything inside me feels leaden. Whatever my attacker used has me barely able to hold myself up.

      “You’ll just appear as a drunkard to anyone who notices,” Lizzie says, grunting under my weight. “Should I be worried that you’ll pass out on me?”

      I shake my head, and the world swirls around me. Need to not do that. “I think he merely meant to keep me from chasing him down.”

      My feet stumble. Thankfully, Lizzie catches me before I fall. “But to what end?”

      “He must know who I am,” I say. My words run together like popcorn on a string at Christmas. “He must know I’m the Harker. And he’s protecting someone.” Or something.

      I am not entirely sure beyond that.

      “Let’s get ye ‘ome,” Lizzie says in a bad imitation of a Cockney accent.

      My laugh turns into a grimace before I can help it.
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      Mrs. Hudson throws open the door before Lizzie takes me up the steps to my family’s home on Baker Street.

      “Hazel Harker!” she cries, her hands flying to her mouth in horror at my sad state. “What on earth?”

      “She was injured, Mrs. Hudson,” Lizzie says. “Attacked, and then her attacker ran before I could catch him.”

      Mrs. Hudson inspects my shoulder, and I hiss in pain. The effects of the anesthetic have worn off a slight bit, but I’m still in a mental fog as dense as that on the Thames. She clucks her tongue in disapproval. “Really, Hazel, you should be more careful.”

      I give her a grim smile. “I will try, Mrs. Hudson.”

      “After what happened to your sister…” Mrs. Hudson’s voice trails off and I see her stricken expression. She smoothes the front of her apron while regaining her composure. “Well, you either have to be careful, Hazel, or maybe you should give up your nightly follies.”

      There would be no chance of that. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t give up my place as the Harker. There are too many vampires and would-be victims in London for me to quit. Catherine wouldn’t give up on them. Neither can I.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I lie, suddenly wanting nothing more than to curl up in my own bed and fall asleep. I feel heavy, like I need to sleep for a thousand years.

      I cry out as Mrs. Hudson slips underneath my hurt shoulder to help me up the steps. That is one thing about Mrs. Hudson: she will do anything to help me when I need it. Even if it hurts.

      “Mister Harker!” she roars as we enter the foyer of my home. “Mister Harker, your daughter needs you!”

      For a moment, nothing happens. Then the door to my father’s workshop opens, and Papa comes out with a cloud of smoke following behind him. His face is covered in soot, including the goggles that he wears to do his tinkering. He wipes his hands on his leather apron as his goggled gaze turns toward me.

      “Hazel?” he exclaims. He removes the goggles from around his eyes and puts them on top of his head. ”What happened to you?”

      “Got careless, Papa,” I say weakly. I feel as though there is a chasm between us that has been growing ever since Catherine died. Whenever Catherine came back injured from her hunts, Papa would be out front to meet her and to take care of her.

      Here, he stands away from me at arm’s length. I know that he blames me for her death. Feels that I could have prevented it.

      So do I.

      Now I feel the distance between us as much as this injury in my shoulder. It hurts like hell.

      “She got run through by a man with a sword,” Lizzie explains. “I got her home as quick as possible.”

      “Rather unfortunate,” Papa says, but he doesn’t move.

      “Don’t just stand there,” Mrs. Hudson huffs. “Come help, Mister Harker, before Hazel faints.”

      At her words, I realize that I am indeed close to fainting. The world is tilting on an unnatural axis right now.

      Mrs. Hudson’s words cut through Papa’s stoicism, and he starts to move to help me. And for a moment, there is a look of concern on his face as he reaches out for me. Like old times, when he saw me as his daughter and not as a failure.

      “Oh my! Hazel!” I glance over to the top of the stairs, where my younger sister, Margaret, stands in her nightgown, holding the neckline closed with one hand while she holds a candle with the other. Even in the dimmer light upstairs, I can see the concern on her face. She pads down the stairs, and I think she would have thrown her arms about me if not for Mrs. Hudson’s stern glance. “Hazel, what happened to you?”

      “She got acquainted with a sword,” Lizzie says blithely.

      Margaret, sweet Margaret, gives us a shocked expression. “A sword? Vampires carry swords now?”

      Being the third daughter in the Harker family, she hasn’t been as exposed to vampire hunting as Catherine or me. In fact, among the four of us—Catherine, me, Thomas, and Margaret—my little sister has had the least amount of training. Even Thomas has had more training, but he could never be the Harker, as he’s a man. Even if he were the last of our line, he would never get the powers or the gift that comes from being the Harker and he wouldn’t pass it on to his own daughters.

      “He wasn’t a vampire,” I say through gritted teeth. “Just a human with a bit of steel.”

      Margaret stares at me. “Why would a human do such a thing?”

      “There are many, many dangerous people out there,” I tell her. “Not only vampires.” I grimace as everyone tries to help me upstairs to my bedroom. “Sometimes humans are more monstrous than vampires.”

      Not all vampires, though. I think about the Whitechapel Murderer who has ripped bodies apart in a violent fashion the likes of which I’ve never seen before. The Whitechapel Murderer isn’t a human.

      He’s the vampire that killed Catherine. And I haven’t been able to kill him yet.

      Our room is small, dark, and cramped, and I can’t help but worry about bloodying the sheets as Lizzie and Mrs. Hudson help me onto my bed. Margaret rushes to the washroom to get some towels and supplies to dress my shoulder.

      “Papa,” Margaret says, glancing at our father, “you should step out. Can you bring up some of your potions from the workshop?”

      Papa hesitates a little longer in the doorway before giving a curt nod and leaving. I feel a pang in my chest at his departure. He didn’t say anything about hoping I get well. Or even getting angry at me for being so careless.

      Any emotion from my father other than his impassive demeanor toward me. I would give anything for that.

      “You’ve gone and ruined your dress, Hazel,” Mrs. Hudson chides as she peels me out of my clothes and the strips that Lizzie used to wrap my shoulder, leaving my shoulders bare.

      “That’s not all she ruined,” Lizzie murmurs, and the entire room lets out a collective gasp at the wound in my shoulder.

      “This went all the way through,” Margaret says. She dips a washcloth into a bowl of water before dabbing it against my skin to clean the wound. “It must hurt.”

      “Yes,” I say. I close my eyes as I hiss at the pain that runs through my body. “At least it’s only a flesh wound.”

      Margaret scoffs at my understatement.

      “Next time, it could be more.” Lizzie produces a bottle of ointment from her satchel. “Margaret, be sure to rub this in.”

      My sister takes it from her, removes the stopper, and makes a face at the smell. “Oh, that’s foul.”

      Lizzie scoffs. “No one ever claimed that the art of healing smells like roses. Just use it.”

      Margaret presses some onto my shoulder, and I grimace at the sting from the ointment on the wound. “Sorry.”

      The next half-hour is spent cleaning and dressing my wound. Margaret works quickly and efficiently, her hands that are so talented with tinkering are just as agile with stitching wounds close. By the time my shoulder is wrapped, sleep grabs at the edges of my consciousness.

      “Lizzie, dear,” Mrs. Hudson fusses as she links her arm through my cousin’s, “I believe it is time for you to go home. Hazel looks like she is just about to fall asleep.”

      Lizzie stops for just a moment before throwing her arms around me, and I let out a little cry at the abrupt contact. She doesn’t seem to notice the pain that it causes me before she ducks out of my room.

      Mrs. Hudson leads her out the door and down the stairs, and the door shuts behind her, leaving Margaret and me alone in our room. It isn’t until now that I realize how much I want to have some peace and quiet.

      Margaret senses my relief.

      “You should rest, Hazel,” she says as she is silhouetted against the dim lamplight.

      “You should as well,” I murmur sleepily. I lay my head on my pillow. “What time is it anyway?”

      “Long past bedtime.”

      I let out a low laugh. “There are no bedtimes for the Harkers. You should know that.”

      “Well,” she says with a sigh as she sits on the edge of her own bed, “I was asleep until you came home, half alive from your hunt.”

      “Apologies,” I say, on the edge of sleep.

      Yet then, Margaret says something that rocks me out of my descent into sleep. “I may not be a Harker much longer.”

      I open my eyes and stare at her. “What?”

      She’s smiling at me, positively radiant. “You know Mister Holmes?”

      I give a slow nod, processing this turn of events. “Yes, I do.”

      Margaret pulls her covers back and slips into her bed and turns on her side to look at me. “He said that he would come calling tomorrow, Hazel. That he has a particular question to ask me.”

      I startle. “Margaret, that’s wonderful news!”

      My little sister is grinning widely, her expression brighter than the lamp in our dim room. “It is, isn’t it?”

      Mister Henry Holmes has been courting Margaret for the past four months with Papa’s approval. In fact, I think that a lot of Margaret recovering from Catherine’s death has been from the attention of Mister Holmes.

      A tinkerer and a widower, Mister Holmes has made his intentions toward Margaret very clear to Papa from the outset. His wife, Adelia, passed away three years ago now, and he has had a respectable time to mourn her. As a tinkerer herself, I can’t think of a better match for Margaret, as he can challenge her intellectually and can provide a good home for her.

      Except, I can’t help but think about Margaret as my little sister. Pure and sweet. She’s my only sibling who has any hope of a caller. Catherine’s dead. Thomas is not interested in having a family, having moved out of the house to deal with his grief in his own...way.

      As for me...well, there’s not much here for any man to care about. After all, at twenty-five, I’m practically considered a spinster and too old to marry. I’d had one gentleman caller, William, when I was younger, but that was a long time ago, and we hadn’t been meant for each other.

      Not only that, I don’t think I can marry knowing what kind of future I’d set forth for my husband. My inevitable early death. Leaving him a widower. I think about Papa and how he’s distanced himself from me. I wouldn’t want that to happen to the husband and children I’d leave behind.

      There’s something comforting knowing that my little sister will be taken care of. Now if only I can assure that she won’t have to carry the Harker legacy once I’m gone.

      I swallow back the lump in my throat. “You’ll say yes?”

      She nods. “It’s a good match, isn’t it? I know he’s older and not the handsome prince of fairy tales, but...I think he’ll be good for me, Hazel.”

      I nod, feeling a weird sense of elation, coupled with sadness. “I think he will, too, Margaret. You deserve every happiness.”

      As she turns off the lamp, I realize that her news has me wide awake, and I lay in bed for a long time later, thinking through everything.

      I may not be as good a Harker as Catherine. But there’s nothing I won’t do to protect my family. We’ve scattered in the wake of our sister’s death, yet I will do what I can to keep them safe.

      Even put my own happiness on hold.

      Because, truly, what happiness is there for the Harker?
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      “You cannot be serious,” Lizzie tells me the next day. “Please tell me you are joshing me, Hazel.”

      I keep my injured arm in a sling as I slip on my fencing foil mask over my head to cover my bright red cheeks at my proclamation. I expected her reaction. What I hadn’t expected is my own reaction.

      “I am serious.” I pick up my foil. “En garde.”

      Lizzie shakes her head in disbelief as she puts on her own mask. “But...Hazel…”

      I grit my teeth. I know that my idea will be met with consternation and lectures, yet I spent last night thinking about the ins and outs of my plans. “Êtes-vous prêtes?” I ask, wanting to move forward with our fencing practice. Anything to keep Lizzie from asking more questions and chipping away at my resolve.

      Despite my injury from the night before, I refuse to spend the day in bed. As the Harker, I heal quickly with a preternatural ability, so in a few days, I should be as right as rain. Perhaps a scar where I was stabbed, but my body has many scars, inside and out.

      For now, though, we are in Lizzy’s family’s home practicing our fencing forms and abilities, and I welcome the chance for clearing my head.

      Lizzie assumes her starting position, yet she isn’t done with her questioning. She sighs, “Hazel…”

      “Allez,” I declare, and I lunge forward.

      Fortunately for Lizzie, she is one of the few people who can keep up with me, even in my injured state. She parries my attack, and our swords clash in a blur of steel. We both move in quick, precise movements, and I keep Lizzie on the defensive, not allowing her a moment to ask me any more questions.

      She merely needs to think on it longer, to realize that this is the only way forward for my family. And if fighting her like this keeps her mouth shut, then I can keep this up for as long as she’ll let me.

      I’ve trained in fencing my whole life, as well as Eastern martial arts, archery, swordsmanship, knife-throwing, wrestling—truly any sort of combat that can prepare me for battling vampires.

      It’s Lizzie who gives up first. After a bout that lasts at least fifteen minutes, she finally holds her foil out to the side and allows my foil to touch her jacket.

      “Again,” I pant, dropping into my starting position again. “En garde.”

      “No,” Lizzie says, and she takes off her mask. She’s red in the face and sweaty already. I hadn’t realized that we’d been sparring that long. “No, Hazel, I’m not doing this anymore. Not until you tell me what you are thinking.”

      I look at her for a long moment before sighing and taking off my mask. “Fine. Speak your mind.”

      She stares at me. “You cannot have a child out of wedlock. Not merely to have another person in line for the role of the Harker.”

      Hearing it out loud, it sounds horrible. Yet…

      I heave a great sigh. Apparently, I’m sweaty and out of breath myself. “I’ve been thinking about it, Lizzie. And I do not see any other way around it.”

      “You’re still mourning, Hazel.” Lizzie steps forward, imploring me with her gaze. “You need to allow yourself time before you make any rash decisions.”

      I grin mirthlessly at her. “I’m twenty-five, Lizzie. Soon, no one will be interested in an old maid like me. I scare men away already.”

      Lizzie presses her lips together, because she knows I’m right. While there may still be the odd gentleman who comes calling, I am running out of options.

      “Margaret will be getting engaged soon,” I say. “I can’t, in good conscience, leave the role of the Harker for her and her children.” Both Lizzie and I know that Margaret wouldn’t be able to survive as the Harker. She is of my blood, but she’s not a hunter like Catherine or me. Or even our mother.

      Lizzie knows this. And despite her protests, she knows that Margaret can’t replace the Harker.

      Yet it runs in our blood. And the most able-bodied female in my family will be Harker after me.

      “What about Thomas?” Lizzie asks, searching for another answer. “Thomas can still find a wife. Can still get married. Can still have girls to be the Harker after you.”

      I shake my head. “I doubt that Thomas will be interested in marriage any time soon.”

      Catherine’s death hit my younger brother in a deep, unexpected way. We’ve all been grieving in our own ways, but Thomas is the one who moved out of our house into a room in St. George’s-in-the-East where I suspect that his nightly entertainment is of the opium and prostitute variety.

      A pained look crosses Lizzie’s face. “Surely, there’s another way, Hazel.”

      “I’ve thought long and hard about it,” I explain. “No one wants a wife like me. I will do anything I can to protect my family. All I need to do is find a strong man, who won’t care that he fathered a child, to give me his seed and I’ll train up my daughter to be a better, more prepared Harker. So that when I am killed—” I swallow uncomfortably saying it out loud as an eventuality, “—she can be the Harker instead of anyone on Margaret’s or Thomas’s line. Because they won’t be capable of carrying on the legacy. They simply don’t have the demeanor.”

      “But what would the neighbors say?” Lizzie asks.

      I let out a harsh laugh, thinking about the various families that live near my home. A child out of wedlock. The neighbors will surely talk, and society will shun me. But that has been my reality my whole life.

      “The Middletons have already tried having me committed for hysteria. And I doubt that anything I do will change their perception of me.”

      Everyone around my family always considered me to be a strange woman, outside of societal norms. It’s to be expected since I spend my nights hunting vampires, yet it does hurt that I fall under their scrutiny.

      Lizzie throws her hands up helplessly. “But, what will you do?”

      I smirk. “I plan on visiting the London docks and finding a foreign sailor—someone who will be in another country for the rest of his life—to give me a child.” I suppress a shiver that wants to run its way down my spine.

      Lizzie’s expression falls. “So you’re giving up on...on marriage? On your happiness.”

      I shrug. “I haven’t been happy for a long while, Lizzie. I’ve never been a proper woman. Let me do this and protect Margaret and Thomas. Let me save them.”

      She swallows uncomfortably. “But what about your daughter?”

      I spent last night steeling my heart at that thought. That I’d basically be condemning my child to my same fate. But I was condemned when I was born.

      I try to not think about my memories with Papa. The good ones and the bad ones. I’d be denying my child a father and instead offering a life where she would be shunned by society.

      But to protect Margaret and Thomas, to protect my own heart... I know that I need to do this.

      “I’d train her,” I say. “I’d train her to be the best damn Harker there ever was. So that she wouldn’t get killed. And so, she’d protect Margaret and Thomas from this fate.” In that way, I’d be protecting my siblings and my daughter. By making sure that she’s well prepared.

      Even better than I am. Better than Catherine...

      “If Margaret becomes the Harker, she will die before she has an heir. And that would be even worse,” I remind Lizzie.

      “And what if it’s a boy?” she ventures.

      I’ve thought of that, too. “I’d just try again for a daughter.” Even though the thought of it is terrible. Like my son would be a disappointment. I try to not show her my discomfort at the thought.

      Lizzie puts her hands on her hips to glare at me. “So you’ve thought all this through. When you have a mad man who ran you through with a bloody sword, Hazel. Shouldn’t you be searching for him?”

      “The trail is cold,” I tell her. I even went back to where I’d been attacked last night to search for clues with a clear head. There was nothing, almost like my attacker had come back and cleaned the alley after we left. “I’m sure he’ll show up when he has a reason to do this.”

      Lizzie gives me a dubious look.

      “I have to do this.” I look at Lizzie, imploring her with my eyes. “Surely you know this is the right way. The only way.”

      No one will be hurt. There will be no widower left behind to mourn my passing. Margaret and Thomas will have a happy future. The only cost is my own future. And I’m willing to do that. For them.

      “I can only do this with your support,” I tell her. “I have to know that if something were to happen to me, you’d help raise my daughter to be the Harker.” Father will be furious. Mrs. Hudson may treat me like a harlot. I have no idea how Margaret and Thomas will react, but I know that it may not be favorable.

      I trust Lizzie though. I trust her with my life. And now I trust her with my child’s future.

      She licks her lips uncomfortably. “You know I will, Hazel. I just hate that you’ve reached such a horrid solution.”

      “Can you think of another?” I challenge her. “Put yourself in my position and tell me you know of a better way.”

      I know there’s not. And she slowly reaches the same conclusion as well.

      “It’s just…” Lizzie struggles for words. “It’s just so sad.”

      I chuckle. “It’s the lot of the Harker family. Be glad you are my cousin and not my sister.” And by cousin, I mean a cousin far removed. Somewhere along our family’s history, Lizzie’s line split on the paternal side, meaning that she has little claim on the Harker line.

      Still, and it’s to the Cypher family’s credit, they’ve remained at the side of the Harkers. And I don’t think I can do this without Lizzie.

      There’s a long pause from her. “I will do whatever I can,” she promises finally.

      “Good.” I nod and put my mask back on and pick up my foil. “En garde.”
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      London is not New York City.

      As many times as I've seen the skyline of London, it never fails to feel so different than my home back in America.

      I lean against the rail of the SS Vermont, a merchant ship that departed New York twenty-five days ago for London, exporting iron and steel to the British Empire. We'll stay docked here for a week, transporting our cargo off the ship while getting our land legs back underneath us before taking the route back across the Atlantic back to New York. And that's how it will be, through storms and bad weather until I either die of old age or the sea claims me before then.

      The life of a merchant sailor. At least it's better than my life back in New York.

      Thinking about that, my lip curls in a snarl and my hand makes a fist. I became a sailor to escape that life. I traded it in for this.

      "I swear, London gets foggier e'ery time I see it."

      I look to my right to see my friend and shipmate Rob Chandler as he leans against the railing as well. A man in his fifties with wiry gray whiskers, he's been on these seas much longer than I have, and it's made his skin a dark, bronzed shade of wrinkled leather. He thoughtfully chews on tobacco, looking out to our destination, and raps his knuckles on the steel beam of the rail.

      "Or is it just me?" he asks, glancing over at me.

      "Not just you." I smirk. "But I do think your eyesight may be failing you, old man." I nudge him. "At least you got the city right this time."

      On one of our trips to Antwerp, Rob had been drunk on beer and mistook the Belgian city for New York City. He had stood on the bow of the ship hooting and hollering that we were finally home in America and nearly fell into the ocean. The whole crew still makes fun of him for it.

      He hates to be reminded of it, though.

      He mutters under his breath. "Shut your bone box, boy."

      I quirk an eyebrow. "Boy? I'm twenty-five, Rob."

      He snorts and shakes his head. "Exactly. Boy. When you've been on the seas for thirty years, then you're no longer a boy."

      "What are you, then?"

      "A damned idiot, that's what."

      I bark out a short burst of laughter, even though he does not look amused. Rob seems to have less and less to be amused of these days, his demeanor getting more cranky with every crossing of the Atlantic. He says it's because the cold out on the high seas chills him to the bone, but I wonder if there are other reasons. Maybe at his age, he's wondering about the life choices that he's made.

      Or maybe I'm just giving a grumpy old man too much credit.

      "Cannot wait to set foot on land again," I say. I've been a sailor for five years now, and I'm still considered a landlubber by the whole crew, given that I still feel more at home on land than on a ship. There's just something that eases in my chest, less to worry about, when I'm on dry, solid ground. Not to mention that I'd have a much-needed bath. I stink to high heaven, and I have yet to get used to it.

      "I doubt ye'll e'er be a true sailor," Rob mutters with a shake of his head. "Why not work on building those tall skyscrapers back in New York? They could use a young, scrappy man such as yourself. You'd have your heads in the clouds, but at least you'd be on land at night."

      I shake my head. "No." And that's where I always end that conversation.

      He sucks in air between his gapped teeth, assessing me for a long moment before giving me a nod. "Right. Right." As much as I have worked with Rob over the years, I don't divulge much about my past. And, thankfully, Rob doesn't ask.

      We have a good, working relationship like that. He knows that many sailors join merchant ships to escape their pasts, and, honestly, I'm no different. Add in a sense of never belonging, and that's why I ended up on a merchant ship. I've seen much of the world. And there's still much more to see. But it doesn't help my sense that I don't belong anywhere.

      "I bet yer excited 'bout finding a lady to warm yer bed," Rob says. "A man on the seas after such a long voyage deserves to have a bit 'o fun, eh?"

      "Perhaps," I say mildly. I've been known to take a whore or two to bed when I'm at a port, and the women in London tend to have an exoticism about them that American women don't have. This time, though, I plan on finding my way to a local pub and not leaving until the Vermont leaves for New York again. Anything to keep my mind occupied.

      Rob snickers. "And that makes me wonder if you're actually a dead man, Jared."

      I look at him, curious. "A dead man?"

      "Cold, unfeeling." He smirks. "Like you'd have to be dead to turn down a whore's advances."

      "You don't have to be dead," I tell him. "Just smart enough to know where your nob should and shouldn't be."

      He blinks at my words and then starts chuckling to himself, which leaves him in gasping, short breaths. "I suppose yer right." He looks back at the murky skyline of London as the Vermont nears the mouth of the Thames, heading for the docks. "I suppose yer right."

      "Come on," I tell him, straightening up from my spot on the rail. We must get ready to dock and unload. Most fun a sailor can have."

      "No, boy," Rob shakes his head as he follows me. "That's where yer wrong. That not the most fun a sailor can have."

      And he winks and rolls up his sleeves, ready to start the day's work. I roll up my own sleeves, ready to join in.
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      I’m nicely sore from my fencing practice with Lizzie, aching, and my injured shoulder is stiff despite my best intentions not to use it.

      There’s no one to greet me as I enter my home, which makes me worry. Usually Mrs. Hudson is at least hurrying to the foyer, fussing over me. I pause as I shut the door, and check to make sure that it’s still light outside.

      In any other family, it wouldn’t be suspicious to be alone in my house; however, I have this fear that I’ll come home to find everyone murdered by vampires.

      “Hello?” I ask, my voice ringing throughout the house. I undo my bonnet with my one good arm, the other still in its sling underneath my cloak. I don’t want the whole city to see me with my arm in a sling—too many questions and too much gossip could start if too many people see me, when it will be healed within a few days. There are those who know who I am, but to most, I’m simply Hazel, a spinster and a wild woman.

      Not someone who patrols the streets at night to keep the vampires of London in line. And certainly not someone who would be run through with a sword.

      Perhaps I’ll go on another hunt tonight. There haven’t been any more vampire sightings and Scotland Yard hasn’t approached me with any other murders, but I do need to make my presence known in order to keep vampire activity low in the city.

      Still, though, I need to investigate who it was that attacked me. That person knew who—or what—I was, which means that they are either in league with the vampires—which has happened in the past, or they’re someone I know, whether in Scotland Yard or in my family.

      Any of those possibilities make me unhappy.

      Mrs. Hudson comes out into the hallway, wiping her hands on her apron. I place my hand on my chest and sigh in relief.

      “We’re in the sitting room, dear,” Mrs. Hudson says, beckoning me over to her. I notice the tears in her eyes.

      “Mrs. Hudson, what’s wrong?” I ask, alarmed.

      “Nothing, nothing. Come, come,” she says most insistently as she takes my elbow and directs me into the sitting room. Perplexed, I follow her, where I understand why she is crying.

      They’re tears of joy.

      “Hazel!” Margaret exclaims, rising from the sofa to embrace me. She’s exuberant, radiant, and I see the ring on her finger with a deep, dark ruby that glitters in the light. “Mister Holmes proposed! And I said yes!”

      I hug her back, and notice the gentleman sitting in the armchair facing Papa. I recognize him immediately and bow my head to him in a gesture of respect as he rises to his feet. “Mister Holmes.”

      Mister Henry Holmes is in his late forties, with a full mustache that mostly covers his mouth and clear blue eyes that show his immense intelligence. His top hat is on the coffee table, and while he does have mutton chops, the top of his head is balding.

      I remember what Margaret had said about him not being a handsome prince like they are in fairy tales. Mister Holmes is far from that, being over twice Margaret’s age, as well as being a widower. However, swirling within the intelligence in his gaze is affection for my little sister, nevermind that I know he’s wealthy enough to provide for her and he’s her match when it comes to tinkering and inventions.

      And that makes him just the perfect match for Margaret. Despite the dysfunction my family has, he saw beyond that to court my sister while we were all grieving. Me and Margaret had been at odds with each other as rivals ever since Margaret showed a knack for tinkering in her early years.

      Somewhere along the way, that turned to affection.

      He saw my sister for the kind young woman she is. And I approve of their courtship.

      “Good to see you, Miss Harker,” Mister Holmes says, giving me a smile as he comes to his feet to shake my hand.

      “Please, we’ll be family soon,” I say. “Call me Hazel.”

      His eyes sparkle. “Then call me Henry.” He frowns, his gaze going to my sling. “What happened to your arm?”

      “Shoulder, more like,” I tell him. “Sprained it when I slipped in the bathroom.”

      Margaret’s cheeks turn bright red, and she adds to help my lie, “Hazel is the most clumsy out of my siblings.”

      That is true.

      I chuckle and turn my attention to Papa, who has not looked once in my direction since I came into the room. The feeling of elation that I had felt in my chest diminishes at his snub of me, and I swallow back the lump that’s forming in my throat.

      Papa doesn’t acknowledge me. His eyes skirt away from my gaze, and, instead of looking at me, he brings his whiskey to his lips and takes a drink.

      Fine then. I squash the disappointment, yet then I’m disappointed in myself, aren’t I?

      I turn to Margaret and lead her by the hand over to the sofa. For her reservations when she spoke with me yesterday, she is the vision of happiness and warmth for the man at her side.

      “You’ll have to tell me all about it,” I tell her, smiling.

      Margaret exchanges glances with Mister Holmes.

      “Well,” Margaret says, grinning, “Hazel, you would never believe it.”

      And she tells me of all the details, how he took her to the theatre today and later to the park where he had proposed. “And of course, I said yes,” Margaret adds, beaming at her betrothed.

      I watch their interactions, how it seems like Henry’s every movement revolves around Margaret. I’m happy for them, as I feel an ache in my chest as it’s something that I’ll never have.

      Papa may be disappointed in me, and he’s right. Yet, if anything, this solidifies my position and my idea.

      I must do what is best for Margaret. Sweet Margaret. I will do anything it takes.

      Even sacrificing my own happiness.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s wonderful news!” Lizzie says as she and I stroll through London’s East End. “I always knew that Margaret would be the first to get married.”

      “Yes,” I murmur softly. “It’s great news.”

      Lizzie seems to be in good spirits, while I’ve spent our entire hunt in contemplation, wondering what lay in store for me.

      I need to be mindful of our time on the streets, yet I’m so wrapped up in my own thoughts, as to be a danger for both Lizzie and me. If a vampire were to approach us now, I’d be useless.

      The gas lamps flicker in the night, barely illuminating the streets. The store fronts and shops are dark, and the sky is cloudy, making the night feel even more dark.

      I should be paying more mind, but my thoughts keep scattering.

      “Hazel,” Lizzie says, drawing my attention to her. She gives me a bewildered glance. “Have you been listening?”

      “I have to do it,” I tell her. “In a few days’ time when my shoulder is healed. I have to follow through with my plans.” I’ve done the maths as well—I should be at my most fertile in a few days, due to its proximity to my monthly bleeding.

      I massage the wound on my shoulder. I had a look at it before our hunt tonight, and it looked even better than it had this morning. A few days more and it will be good as new.

      My plans to dress up as a lady of the night won’t be marred by an arm in a sling. No one will have to question it and, if anything, I’ll better be able to protect myself.

      “Hazel.” Lizzie’s expression falls. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I do.” I chuckle softly. “This just solidifies it. I want Margaret and Mister Holmes to be happy.”

      We pass by an alley where there’s a man and a lady of the night in the throes of their passion. For a moment, I see myself in the whore’s position, subjected to the whim of their client for the night.

      I won’t be that woman, though. I’ll be in control of the entire situation and…

      The woman looks over at us, and I startle, seeing the blood on her lips. A vampire. The client—the man, who I thought was her client—crumples to the side, and I immediately notice the double puncture points.

      The woman hisses at us, and I suck in a deep breath as I summon my sword from my palm. Good thing the sword comes from my good hand.

      “Harker,” the woman hisses, spittle flying.

      “And Cypher,” Lizzie adds. She sighs as she pulls out her own stakes, testing the heft of them in her hands. “Why do no vampires remember me?”

      The vampire blinks in surprise at her response, and it gives me enough time to close the distance between us, and I swing the sword in a downward arc toward her neck. The vampire dodges—as they usually do—and bounds away, landing on all fours.

      She snarls at me. “You are half the Harker of the previous one.”

      I pull out my own stake and throw it, catching her in the chest. The vampire squeals and looks down in surprise.

      “I know,” I tell her as I hold up the sword to slice off her head, and she lets out a raspy, breathy laugh that stops me in mid-swing.

      “You’re in over your head, Harker,” she wheezes. “Once we find the serum, you’ll never have a moment’s peace.”

      “Serum?” I ask, shivering. “A serum for what?”

      She chuckles, and before I can stop her, she grabs the stake in her chest and with deft movements, twists it and plunges it deeper into her heart. She lets out one last death rattle as the life fades from her eyes, and she dies.

      “That was...strange,” Lizzie says as she comes up to me. She huffs a bewildered breath. “What did she mean by serum?”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea.”

      But if the vampires are up to something, I’ll have to let Scotland Yard know so they are aware of anything the vampires are up to.

      “Did she mean to warn us?” Lizzie asks.

      I shake my head. “No, she meant to tease us.” I call my sword back to my palm. “She knows that Catherine was killed before me, and she’s trying to make me doubt myself.” I nod toward the man. “Let’s see if he’s still alive.”

      If he is, then he’ll have a horrid time when he wakes up next.

      But that’s better than not waking up at all.
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      “A serum?” Detective Inspector Earnest Doyle blinks in confusion. “What kind of serum?”

      I shrug, my hurt shoulder protesting in answer. “I’m not certain, but I thought it would be of value to you in your investigations.”

      It’s the morning after the lady vampire had taken the stake and killed herself. The morning after she nearly killed a lower-class gentleman. And it’s barely been twenty-four hours since Margaret became engaged to Mister Holmes.

      So much had happened between yesterday and today. I am exhausted from a night of patrolling the streets and dealing with the injured man. It’s not every time that we come across a vampire during our hunts. When we do, however, I can barely keep my eyes open the next day.

      Yet to fulfill my duties to the Metropolitan Police Service, I alert them to this new development.

      Doyle raps his knuckles on the worn wood of his desk as he considers this news. We’re in Scotland Yard’s headquarters on Whitehall Place, and I pay attention to the comings and goings of the various people within the building. There are drifters, robbers, and those who smell like piss. Yet there are also those who come in of genteel class that I know are here because of debtors.

      London is a big place, and there are plenty of those who would wreak havoc if left unchecked. And I’m not even considering the vampires in that group.

      “Do you think this has anything to do with the Whitechapel Murderer?” Doyle asks, breaking into my thoughts. I’ve worked with Doyle most of my life, especially after Mother passed away, so I know how to read his facial expressions. He hates bringing up the Whitechapel Murderer, because he was the one who had to come get me the morning after Catherine died. He had seen how shocked I was and the bloodied state of my dress. He knows how vulnerable I am right now.

      “You mean the Ripper?” I ask. The Detective Inspector nods. “That I don’t know.”

      I had considered it, but I don’t see the connection between a serum and the vampire that that had torn apart Catherine’s body.

      “Besides,” I add, “we haven’t had any sign of the Ripper since October.”

      Doyle nods absently, and I can see that he hasn’t stopped that consideration. “Yet we never did find him.”

      I nod. “Yes. But the only attacks since have been conventional vampire ones.” And I’m not sure what I would do if I came face to face with the vampire that murdered my sister.

      Doyle sighs and glances back at me. “Is there anything else? Anything that could be a hint as to what this serum could be?”

      I shake my head. “She knew who I am.” I frown as there’s something else that niggles in the back of my mind. “She also said that there would be nowhere for me to hide.”

      Doyle looks up with a start. “Nowhere to hide?”

      “Again, I haven’t the faintest idea what that means. Only hope it helps.”

      “Right.” He looks at the files on his desk, and I can practically see the thoughts forming in his mind. He holds his hand out and stands as I rise from the seat opposite from him. “If you learn of anything else, Miss Harker, please let us know.”

      “I shall.” I take his proffered hand and he gives it a firm shake. I give him one back, and he removes his hand and rubs it on his trousers.

      He always seems so surprised by my strength. I give him a demure smirk. “Until next time, Detective Inspector.”

      I turn to leave.

      “Oh, Miss Harker,” Doyle says, and I glance back at him. “Have you heard from Thomas lately?”

      My younger brother? I shake my head. “He moved out on his own several months ago. He hasn’t come around much since.” Like he cannot stand to be around my family. Much like Papa.

      “My men have seen him in St. George’s-in-the-East,” Doyle says. “He does create some trouble for the policemen there.”

      I frown. “I will call on him more often.”

      Doyle winks. “Keep an eye on him.”

      “I will try.” As if I do not have enough to handle already. Such as my mad idea.

      I can only hope that he won’t be at the London Docklands in a couple days. Because there, he will see a Hazel that he won’t recognize.

      Hopefully no one else will recognize her either.
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        * * *

      

      Two nights later, I sit at my vanity, powdering my cheeks and adding rouge to my lips, turning them a bright scarlet red. The color of a woman who is putting herself on display, advertising herself to any man who would be willing to pay a few shillings for a night with her. Despite her protestations, Lizzie has helped me cinch my corset as tight as it will go, making my ribs ache. I cannot help but think that if there were to be a vampire attack, I wouldn't be able to draw enough breath to chase after him.

      My shoulder has mostly healed, a light, pink scar over where the wound had once been. Good thing, too, because I doubt a man would be interested in a woman with her arm in a sling.

      Then again, as I examine the curves of my breasts in the mirror, the neckline just barely above my nipples and the corset making them look full and luscious, I wonder if any would care.

      I do not necessarily have the ideal figure of a woman. While corsets help me achieve that much-coveted hourglass shape, I'm too slim and have too many muscles from a lifetime of fighting vampires to be considered a true beauty. Hopefully this makeup will help take out some of the more severe lines of my face—I can't seem to bring myself to smile much these days. Hopefully it will do more flirting than I can.

      "I don't like this," Lizzie says behind me. She stands with her arms crossed, frowning at my reflection.

      I meet her gaze and sigh. "I don't like it either. But I see no other way."

      "You could find a man. A widower like that Mister Holmes that Margaret is engaged to," Lizzie says. She's basically saying that there may be some man out there desperate enough to take a chance on the wild and strange Hazel Harker.

      "And tie myself down to a man who may not otherwise understand my duties?" I ask her. "Or understand that I must have my independence as the Harker? If he doesn't commit me for hysteria first." I turn around in my seat to face Lizzie. "And if he were to understand—which I doubt I'd be able to find a man like that, Mother got very lucky with Papa, and even he has grown detached from me after Catherine's death." I swallow back the lump that forms in my throat. "If I were lucky enough to find a good man like that, I'd leave him with our children once the vampires caught up with me."

      And they will catch up with me. I'm sure of it. Since making this crazy decision, I feel as though I only have so many sands of time to get everything in order before I do get killed by a vampire. I'd train my daughter to be an effective, deadly vampire hunter so that she'd be able to last and stand up against the vampires until she comes to her own crazy conclusions. I'd protect her through her training.

      That's more than I can do for Margaret, who doesn’t have the same training or skills to follow through with hunting vampires nightly.

      Lizzie shakes her head. "I still don't like it."

      I sigh as I turn back to the mirror. "If you didn't like it, Lizzie, then why did you help me into my corset?"

      "To see if you'd come to your senses," Lizzie scoffs. "And because Mrs. Hudson would be scandalized if you asked for her help. She would probably blame me for putting you up to it."

      I grin. "She would, wouldn't she?" And the thought makes me somber a bit. Poor Mrs. Hudson, who has faithfully served my family for years, keeping our secrets as vampire hunters. Her husband had served us as well until his death, and I think of Mrs. Hudson as more part of the family than a servant.

      "She's only looking out for you, Hazel," Lizzie says.

      "I know."

      "I'm only looking for you, too."

      "I know. And I appreciate it."

      "I just hate the thought of you being sullied like this." She sighs and sits next to me at the vanity, imploring me with her gaze. "Not only for your family, but yourself."

      I chuckle. "I'm already sullied, Lizzie."

      "That's not what I meant."

      "That is what you meant," I tell her. I wink. "Remember William Yates?"

      My words take a moment for her to process, and she cocks her head, looking at me in disbelief. "The storekeeper's son? Him?"

      I nod. "I was sixteen and Mother had just been killed, so I was looking for comfort in the arms of a man. William was there to offer it to me." I shrug. "It wasn't anything special." In fact, it had been a downright terrible experience. I'd heard from other women how they had felt something like a rose blossoming within their chests during lovemaking. Or something to that effect.

      With William, though, it had hurt and was over too quickly, and as a woman like myself, I had tried taking control over the deed. In the end, I think William had been too embarrassed by the whole thing for courting me after that, and my young, childish love wilted like a rose starved of water. And maybe that is why I haven't been interested in being pursued by a man.

      Maybe that's why I'm in this situation now. If anything, though, I'm glad that I know what to expect and that my maidenhood won't be broken during this tryst. I'm supposed to play the part of an experienced, keen whore.

      I wouldn't have a great chance of that if I were still a virgin.

      "Why didn't you tell me that, Hazel?" Lizzie asks, shocked by my admission. "Did anything...happen?"

      I shake my head. "No, nothing happened beyond that. He went his own way, I went mine. And now I'm here. Doing this." I check my reflection one last time and get to my feet, checking that my boots are strapped on correctly. For some reason, I feel like I need to be more prepared for this than any fight I've had against vampires in recent memory.

      Maybe that's why Catherine and I were unprepared for the Whitechapel Murderer. But I refuse to be caught off-guard again.

      Lizzie frowns. "You're not arming yourself?"

      I shake my head. "I won't be able to conceal any weapons. If everything...works as it should," I say, and as I speak, butterflies take flight in my stomach. Nerves. I'm growing nervous. "If everything works as it should, there would be nowhere to hide a blade on a naked body. Besides." I hold up my left hand. "I do have my sword with me at all times."

      "But..." Lizzie's voice trails off, and she crosses her arms again. "I don't like it. You should always be more armed than that."

      I hug her. "I know."

      She holds me closely for a moment longer than a normal hug, like she doesn't want to let me go. Finally, I'm the one who straightens up and gives her a grim smile. "It will be fine, Lizzie. Trust me."

      "I do trust you," she says. "But I don't trust anything about this."

      And that's something that we're both going to have to live with.

      I grab my cloak and wrap it around me, making sure that my more exposed style of dress goes unnoticed by Mrs. Hudson or Margaret. Papa, I'm sure, could care less about what I look like when I leave the house. There will be nothing I can do about my makeup.

      "I'm ready as I'll ever be in the face of the unknown," I whisper to myself as I steal one last glance in the mirror. I hardly recognize myself as the powder and the rouge have smoothed out the lines of my face, giving me a more pleasant, softer demeanor. My scandalous clothes are now hidden by my cloak, but I feel as though I'm more exposed than ever.

      "You're not saying good-bye to Margaret or your father?" Lizzie asks me, and I'm struck by a similar conversation that Margaret had with Catherine the night she was killed. Catherine had been sick, dying of an infection given to her by the vampires, and she knew that her time was short. When Scotland Yard had approached us to face the Whitechapel Murderer, she had gotten dressed in a very different fashion that night to what I am wearing right now, but with the same amount of gravitas to it.

      She had known that night would be different. Just like I know this night will leave me a changed woman.

      That night, Catherine had tried to sneak out of the house and go unnoticed by our family, including Thomas, who had been still living with us at the time. But she had been caught on her way out, and I still remember the look on Margaret's face at the near betrayal of her slipping out.

      “You were going to go on a hunt without saying good-bye, weren’t you?”

      Catherine had looked stricken and pained at Margaret’s voice. As I'm sure I do now.

      Oh, Catherine, I'm so sorry you had to go through that. I understand now. I understand everything, and I feel closer to my sister now than I have since her death. I feel like I understand a lot of what was going through Catherine's head at that moment.

      "I can't have them see me like this," I tell her. Even though it is tradition to say good-bye to our family, I can't bear their scrutiny right now or their questions. They know there are many things that a Harker must do that she cannot speak of.

      And this is one of them.

      "I'll be back in the morning," I say to Lizzie.

      "The morning? You're going to spend the whole night doing this?"

      I shrug. "Well, if I'm earlier, let's just say it was a disappointing start."

      And with that, I sneak downstairs, watching out for the one floorboard that creaks and will let Margaret know in the workshop below the house that I'm leaving. Catherine, for all her skill as the Harker, never seemed to remember that floorboard and it would creak every time she tried sneaking out.

      Or maybe she wanted to alert Papa and Margaret to the fact that she was leaving every night.

      I slip out of the house and into the early dusk. I hail a carriage a few blocks from Baker Street and settle into the seat.

      "Where ya headed?" the cabbie asks me as his clacks the reins to spur his horse forward.

      "Take me to the Dockyards," I say, practicing my confidence even before I set foot in the realm of the sailors. I need to act like I'm well-prepared and well-versed in pleasing a man.

      "The Dockyards?" the cabbie asks, shocked himself. "Are you certain?"

      For a moment, I consider my options, I consider everything there is to this. That this may be my last chance to lose my nerve, turn around, and figure something else out.

      No. I must do this. For Margaret and Thomas. For Papa.

      And for Catherine's legacy.

      I suck in a deep breath. "Yes," I say. "I'm certain."
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      It’s been three days since we docked in London. Three days of unloading the cargo of the SS Vermont and three days of loading it up with silks and teas to bring to New York on our return trip, and my job has been to make sure that the steamer is in ship shape to head back across the Atlantic.

      Of course, one of the boilers broke, so I’ve been below deck trying to get it up and running, which is a lot harder and more stressful than it should be. I’ve burned myself on the damn thing more in the past three days than I ever have. I knew it was temperamental, but it’s never been like this.

      This isn’t what I signed up for.

      It’s been exhausting and not necessarily the relaxing retreat to the pub that I had hoped for. I wanted to get lost into the bottom of a mug of beer, not work my ass off for days.

      The whole crew has been unhappy about the amount of work that has been needed. Many, I’m sure, have been sneaking off the ship to satisfy their needs in other ways. I’ve been thinking about heading off myself, wondering if I should do so as well.

      “It’s a wonder this rust bucket ever got here in the first place,” I mutter as I wipe oil off my face. Of course, I just manage to smear it.

      “It’s been through worse,” my friend Timothy tells me, and he sighs with the weight of it. “Let it go, there’s nothing we can do for the moment.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” I tell him, shaking my head, and he just chuckles behind me as I head up above deck.

      It’s almost dusk outside, casting the city in a hazy light. At night, London takes on an almost sinister appearance. I don’t know what it is, almost like there’s something unsettled about it. I don’t get it back in New York, and I don’t think it’s because it’s home.

      No, there’s something happening in London that I can’t quite put my finger on.

      “Jared!” Rob hails to me. He’s leaning on the railing of the ship, smoking a rolled-up cigarette. “C’mere.”

      I barely conceal my snicker as I walk over to him. “You’re done early.”

      He grins at me. “Bad back. Can’t do much with the loading.”

      I want to point out that if he can’t lift, then he probably shouldn’t be a sailor on a merchant ship.

      “How’s the engine looking?” he asks, blowing out a plume of smoke.

      I sigh. “We’ll be stranded here for another few days. The whole thing is blown.”

      He shakes his head. “Means we can have a little bit of fun while we’re waiting, eh?”

      I take out my tobacco stash from my pocket and start to roll my own cigarette. “Maybe,” is all that I give him.

      Really, all I want to do is just sleep. Forget going to a pub or drinking. Battling the engines for three days has made me feel like I’m barely human.

      I light my smoke and join Rob in people watching from the Vermont. Other than helping with the unloading and loading of the ship, I haven’t set foot much on English soil this trip. Maybe I should disembark and at least go for a drink.

      The London Docks are always teeming with people, regardless of the time of day or year. There’s always something happening; peddlers selling snake oil, prostitutes approaching sailors, men haggling over the most useless items. I’ve heard that the Thames freezes over at certain times, stifling ships coming in or out, yet even then, the city runs Frost Fairs to keep it busy.

      Truly remarkable, and I enjoy a moment where I’m worried about nothing. No boilers. No steam engines or ships. Just a moment to relax.

      Then I spot her.

      Walking among the bustle of all the sailors and traders is a woman in a red dress. Her dark hair is pulled back, her alabaster skin smooth and creamy. There's a severe confidence about her that I can see even from here, like she's uncomfortable with her surroundings, yet she is acting like she's been here all along.

      "Would you look at that, Rob?" I murmur, nodding to her.

      Rob peers right next to me, follows my gaze, and lets out a low whistle that I am pretty sure is involuntary. "Lordy." He elbows me playfully. "These English women certainly know how to dress up."

      I lean further over the railing, frowning. "Think she's lost?" After all, she keeps looking about surreptitiously, like she's looking for someone.

      Hopefully not her husband or betrothed.

      Rob considers my question, then shakes his head. "No, I think she's right where she wants to be. She's working."

      "Are you certain?" I don't know whether that's a good or bad thing.

      He leans further out than I do and points. "She's wearing a corset that has her breasts nearly falling out. She's more made up than a reputable woman." He snickers. "Trust me, Jared. She's out looking for money."

      I frown, watching her as she avoids bumping into the sailors around her. She easily sidesteps them, confident on her footing, almost like a dancer or a performer of some sort. Her nose scrunches up in distaste at the stench of everything around her.

      If she is looking for money, she seems to almost be afraid of it. The prostitutes that I've seen who have been around the docks for any amount of time have grown immune to the scent of sweat and months at sea.

      Not this woman. She looks like she's trying to blend in, but there's something about her that demands attention. Demands taking her away from all this.

      The other sailors on the docks notice it, too. One whistles loudly. "Hey, beautiful!" he calls to her.

      She whips her head at the sound, her movements oddly reminding me of a cougar that once preyed on my family's farm back in America. Predatory. Graceful. Calculating like she's debating on whether she wants to eat him or even bother.

      Where the hell did she come from? She certainly looks like a prostitute, dresses like one, and is acting like one, but there's something...different about her that I can't put my finger on.

      She tells the man something that I can't hear from this far away, but he gives a short laugh and reaches for her. She sidesteps him easily and continues rushing forward, with that predatory gaze that I'm not sure is entirely human.

      "She's pretty light on her feet," Rob mutters appreciatively. "Makes me wonder how she'd be in bed."

      Something ugly raises its head in my chest. The thought of her in someone else's arms as he took her, and not in the way she deserves. Something tells me that she wouldn't enjoy it. Not the way she should.

      I think that's jealousy I'm feeling.

      I swallow thickly. "She shouldn't be here."

      Rob chuckles and nudges me. "Jared, lemme tell ye something. These whores—this is what they do. They’re here for our pleasure. For our entertainment. And if ye want to fuck her brains out tonight, all ye have to do is pay yer way. Like we've done in the past." He held up a few gold coins.

      "I think she'd be different," I say. "She's different."

      He blinks before letting out a loud guffaw. "Mate, if I didn't know any better, I'd say you were smitten with her."

      I straighten up and clench my jaw. I can't even deny it. There's just something about her that calls me to her.

      Rob lets out a loud laugh and shakes his head. "Oh my. Jared, you've fallen hard. You know you're not supposed to fall for a whore."

      Before I can stop him, he puts his two fingers to his lips and whistles loudly, drawing her attention our way. She pauses in the middle of the walkway, her green-eyed gaze going to him, where I can see her lip curl in response to him. Rob only laughs, and she rolls her eyes in distaste.

      But then her gaze shifts, and our eyes meet.

      And I'm frozen to my spot by her beauty.
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      The docks of London are no place for a lady, especially a respectable lady from an upper-middle-class family like me. There's just so much here that feels dirty.

      The smells assault me from left and right, and it's everything I can do not to cover my mouth and nose to protect me from it. There are too many unwashed bodies here. There's also the smell of rot and death, and I wonder if there are vampires here who have claimed these docks for their own. I make a mental note to hunt here more regularly.

      This place is dirty, diseased, and deplorable in every fashion.

      Yet that is exactly where I head to in order to find a man who will help me.

      Someone who is from another country. Someone who would return home none the wiser. Someone who wouldn't mind fathering a child during their stay in London.

      I've heard tales of the sailors who come to London. Men from all reaches of the world. To survive life on the high seas, they must be strong enough to weather deplorable conditions and strenuous work. They are roguish, tough, and with questionable morals.

      And, to my benefit, they have been starved from female contact for months. I know why the ladies of the night hang around the docks, and I know that they get their best clientele there. Sailors have money. Sailors want to have fun.

      And I'm about to give a man the time of his life in exchange for his seed.

      I try to hide my shiver at the thought of one of these men with their hands on my body.

      This is why you are here, Hazel. It is just for one night. If even a full night. I tell myself that I am prepared for this, that I am strong enough to lock this time away in my brain. I'm here for a purpose, and I must not lose sight of that.

      I just hadn't expected everyone to look so...rotten.

      One such sailor whistles after me as I try to avoid bumping into the crowd around me. A prostitute would look up and flirt with the sailor. That is how she would get companions, anyway.

      So I look up to find the source of the whistle and see an old man waving at me from a ship. He lets out another holler, but I can't fight my snarl as I try to imagine his body over mine. Sweating, thrusting, grunting.

      No, I can't do it. Not with him. There is no amount of money or guarantee of a child that would make me have sex with him.

      Some prostitute I am.

      I make to turn away, but my eyes latch onto the younger man at his side. He is a sailor, but it appears that the grit and soot that is on his skin doesn't go as deep as it does for his friend. His eyes are a bright blue, and his hair is cropped short. A mustache and a little dusting of hair on his face round him out.

      I take quick stock of the rest of him. Beneath his clothes, I can tell that he has a muscular body. Strong, well-built, like he’s used to hard labor on the ships. Not too old and not too young.

      If I am to find a sailor to share my bed with tonight, I probably won't be able to find anyone better than him. There are far worse options here, as I'm reminded of when someone bumps into me.

      His gaze is locked onto me as well, like he cannot look away. Maybe I can use that to my advantage.

      So I do what any lady of the night would do. I stride up closer to the ship, putting a more slithering gait to my steps as I approach him. I lean forward, making sure that he has an unobstructed view of my cleavage and blow him a kiss.

      "You look lonely, guv'nor," I drawl, putting a fake accent to my voice and making sure that I ooze sex. "Might I warm ye bed tonight?"

      The man's companion laughs and claps him on the back. "Jared, I think she's interested in ye, mate!"

      The younger sailor—Jared, if I am to base it on this conversation—glares at his friend before straightening his jacket. For a moment, I think he's going to punch the older man, but that doesn't happen. Instead, Jared looks embarrassed.

      It's almost endearing.

      An unspoken conversation passes between the two men, and I wonder, for a moment, what is transpiring, but Jared turns back to me.

      "What's your name?" he calls out to me.

      I blink, not realizing that I would need an alias for tonight. I imagine prostitutes don't give out their real names, and I don't want there to be any way for this man to trace tonight back to me. So I say the first one that comes to mind.

      "Catherine."

      Shit. What a way to sully my sister's name. Bile rises in the back of my throat at the thought. But I manage to keep my grin steady. "What do they call you, sir? Is it Jared?"

      He leans forward on the railing, as if debating what to tell me. Finally, he nods. "Jared Etheridge."

      I grin at him. "Ye sound American. Just in town for a wee while?"

      "Just until the ship is up and running again." He thrusts his thumb behind to indicate the whole ship.

      I do the calculations in my head. To be honest, the situation sounds perfect. A foreigner who's here for a short time. A man who would be none the wiser that he fathered a child with the woman he thought was a prostitute back in London.

      A queer sort of thrill runs through my body, a mix of fear and anticipation. Anticipation in that I have found the perfect candidate. Fear in what he would be doing to me.

      I bite back the swell of emotions and give him my most flirtatious grin. "Would ye like for me to show ye 'round? A han'some man like ye shouldn't be alone tonight."

      I can almost see him considering my offer, and I wonder, briefly, if I had put enough rouge on my lips for me to look enticing enough to a traveler. Maybe I should have pushed the neckline of my corset down far enough for him to see more of what I’m offering. No man would be able to say no to that, right?

      Finally, he nods and straightens up. "I'll be right down."

      Shit, it really worked.

      He disappears from sight, along with his friend, who lets out a wild whoop. I can hear what he's saying to Jared, giving him advice on everything he should do to me tonight.

      I blink rapidly, to get rid of my tears. I hadn't expected the swell of emotions that would rise when I finally found the man who could possibly be the father of my future child. There's a mixture of relief and fear that is swirling inside me. Do I want to do this? Do I want to put my reputation and family name on the line in order to continue my duties, to curse my unborn child to my fate?

      You are the Harker, I tell myself. And it's that thought that I grab and hold close to my heart. I am Hazel Harker, the younger sister of Catherine Harker, the protector of the innocent from the vermin of the dark. I've killed hundreds of vampires in my time. I've held my family together, even when it was bursting apart at the seams after my sister and mother died. I've had vampires beg me to spare their lives. And I've given them no quarter. I've faced the darkness and my fears. I've dealt with things that would drive a lesser person mad.

      I can follow through with this task. It's something that everyone has done—everyone is a product of sex.

      I tell myself this, but there's still this hollow feeling in my gut as I wait for Jared to join me here. It feels as though I've given up on my dreams. That I'd never find a love or happiness in my life.

      You're doing this because you don't want to leave behind a grieving widower with a child.

      No, I'm just going to leave behind a bastard orphan who will be trained in the art of killing vampires. And somehow, that's both better and worse.

      I press my hands flat to my stomach, calling upon every trick I have to keep my breathing steady. I can do this. I must do this.

      Because I am Hazel Harker and I do not falter.
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      "Hello."

      I blink and look up as Jared joins my side. He's taller than I thought he'd be, standing nearly a head over me, and I'm not a short woman. He had changed his jacket, and I think he had even washed his face clear of oil and swept his hair to the side. Like he cares about his appearance to me.

      I give him my brightest smile, using that last thought to warm me up from the inside out. "Hullo," I say, hoping that I'm as striking to him as he is to me in this moment. Then I remember my place, that I'm meant to be a prostitute, and I try to match their flirtations and their movements. "Yer a bit taller than I ‘spected."

      "My pa was a tall man"

      He doesn't smell as awful as the rest of the sailors around me. Sure, it seems like he hasn't washed since leaving America, but his scent is a mixture of sea salt and his own musk, which I don't find as repulsive as the other men I have to choose from.

      I can do this.

      "Is yer root in proportion to the rest of yer body?" I move forward, putting myself up nearly against the heat of him as I place my hand on his trousers, right where his manhood is already hard. I can tell that it's sizeable, larger than my previous experience with a man's cock. His breath catches in his throat, and I use that moment to cover up my own shock.

      "Where should we go?" he asks, his voice strangled.

      For a moment, I wonder if he has enough experience with prostitutes to expect me to take him back to a brothel—which won't do. But I have a place in mind that will work if he lets me guide him that way.

      "There's some lodgings a short ways away." I give him what I hope is a seductive wink. "I hear the beds're soft and the baths're warm."

      It's also a hotel for common folk, those who are less wealthy than my family. There, I have less of a chance of running into anyone who would recognize me. And after tonight, I don't plan on going back there any time soon.

      But I don't tell him this. I just bat my eyes and hope he takes my hint.

      He watches me intently before giving me a nod. He holds his arm out for me to slip mine through. "Lead the way."

      I try to take him away as quickly as possible from the docks. What I find during that time is that even though I appear to be a lady of the night who has a client, that doesn't stop the other sailors from trying to get their hands on me. No, if anything, it just makes it worse. To these sailors, it only confirms that my engagement is of the business sort.

      "Hey, lady," a man with rotten breath says in my ear as he grabs me from behind. He gives my breasts a painful squeeze before I can even react—more shocked by the experience than anything. I bring my hand back to slap him across the face—and with my anger so sharp in my mouth at the moment, I'm not holding my strength back, so I'd probably concuss him, but Jared comes to my rescue.

      He grabs the man by the collar and roughly hauls him away from me. "Don't you dare touch her!"

      I'm taken aback by the vehemence in his voice, how he's willing to be at odds with this other man in my defense.

      The sailor gives him a grin, showing that he only has three teeth. "Hey, guv'nor. I just thought she was willing to suck off my cock, too."

      I hide my shudder at the thought.

      Jared surprises me again and punches the man, decking him across the jaw. Not bad. The sailor pinwheels back into the crowd, who catches him with uproarious laughter. Jared stands between the man and me, huffing in anger. "Touch her again, and I'll kill you," he promises him.

      The crowd makes catcalls and teases both Jared and the other sailor—but they give us wide berth now. They're afraid of Jared.

      I swallow back the lump in my throat, making the decision that we need to get out of here as soon as possible. I tuck my arm with his. "Come on," I whisper. "He's not worth it."

      Jared glances back at me, his eyebrows pinched together in confusion, and I realize that in my shock, I had dropped my fake accent.

      Shit.

      "It's just a lil further," I drawl, sliding back into my less-educated self.

      To keep from saying anything else, I just lead him by the arm as quickly as possible to the small hotel that borders on the Thames. I'd passed by it many times during my hunts, and I know that there are a great many prostitutes that bring their clientele here. My overnight stay with an American wouldn't be out of the norm for them to see.

      Jared pauses outside of the establishment, frowning up at the sign. "'The Fuzzy Duckling?'"

      "You can read?" I ask, momentarily dropping my accent again. I had believed that he wouldn't know how to read, being a sailor.

      He glances down at me. "My mother was a school mistress until she met my pa. She taught me to read before she died when I was thirteen."

      I avert my eyes in respect. "I'm sorry. I lost me mum when I was fifteen."

      What the hell am I doing? Showing him sympathy and talking to him about my mother? I am going to tell my family that all Harkers need more theatrical training, because I am not very good at this. Then again, most of the training was focused on Catherine, since I was considered a replacement should she ever pass.

      Jared gives me a pained grin. "Life is hard, isn't it?"

      I meet his eyes and nod. "Yes. I find it best to live one day at a time."

      He watches me for a long moment before smiling softly. "Me too." He looks down at our linked arms. "How did you...get into this line of work?"

      I startle. "I beg yer pardon?" Do clients even ask those kinds of questions?

      "Sorry, I just mean..." He licks his lips. "You don't seem like other...ladies in your profession."

      "I..." My voice trails off, because I don't have an answer for that. “Hard times,” I finally say. “Better to use what the Lord gave me than to let it go to waste.” As I say it, I realize the truth in it.

      I see it then. Pity in his eyes, like we’re connecting on a deeper level than just a professional one.

      I need to get this done before I get too emotionally invested or lose my nerve. "Come on."

      We head up the steps to The Fuzzy Duckling, an establishment which doubles as both a pub and a hotel. The proprietor at the front gives me a lewd smile as Jared pays for board for one night. I count backward from one hundred to calm myself, because I would bash his head in otherwise. I have to keep my thoughts on the task at hand.

      Jared, sensing my discomfort, hurries through the pleasantries and hurries through checking in. Our room is on the third floor, and I let out a loud exhale as he opens the door and we're inside.

      The place is, in a word, filthy. I've slept in worse places, but this is certainly not the kind of place I would normally want to spend the night in. As Jared lights a lamp in the corner and the room is cast in an orange glow, I see cockroaches scuttle away.

      "Are you all right?" Jared asks, and I look back at him. He's silhouetted by the light from the lamp, his eyes are dark and hooded.

      "I'm fine," I say. I smooth out my skirts and fight the sensation that there's something crawling up my legs. I've seen plenty of death and gore in my time, yet there's something about cockroaches that always makes my skin crawl.

      Jared walks over to the adjoining bathroom and peers in. He looks back at me and gives me a wide smile. "There's even a bathtub in here. This is nicer than I thought it'd be."

      Right. I suppose that is a good thing for a whore when you're about to service a client.

      "Where'd ye like to do this?" I say, peeling off one of my gloves. "The bed? The bathroom? The floor?" That last option just popped out of my mouth, although I'm not against having sex on the floor, even with the cockroaches scuttling about. After all, I just want to get this over with as soon as possible.

      I peel off my other glove and I set it on the vanity. I perch myself on the edge of the bed, hoping that I can make myself as enticing as possible for him. I sit forward just a little bit more so that he can get as best a view as possible of my breasts.

      He only watches me in silence.

      "We can do it bent o'er the vanity if ye like," I offer, wondering if he's looking for ideas. "Anything that pleases ye, sir."

      And has me on my merry way.

      He nods distractedly and passes a hand through his hair. "Well, I've...I've been on a ship for the past few months," he said. "I could really use a bath to get some of that grime off."

      Shit.

      I smile sweetly at him. "Would ye like me to help?"

      He lets out a low laugh. "Well, I know that I smell bad, so I wouldn't want you to be subjected to that."

      Of course, I chose the only sailor at the docks who cares what he smells like. I appreciate his consideration of me, but the longer I sit here, the more likely I'll lose my nerve with this entire endeavor.

      I must look disappointed because he quickly amends his words, "Give me ten minutes, and I'll be right back. Is that all right?"

      His boyish question almost makes me laugh. I hold it in. "'Course."

      He gives me one last nod and disappears into the bathroom, and I get to my feet, suddenly nervous. Does a prostitute take off her own clothes for a client? Does she expect him to disrobe her?

      In the end, I settle for a halfway point, where I remove my dress yet keep my corset and pantalettes on. I shiver as the cold air hit my skin. When did it get so dark outside?

      And now, should I sit like a sultry goddess on the bed? Wait for him by the door and invite him into the bed?

      Does he even want to do this on the bed?

      I run my hands down my corset and adjust the way my breasts are situated within it, and I check to make sure that my hair is smooth and untouched.

      I am a cool, calm, and collected working woman. I can do this. I can do this with a stranger, and this may be the only time I have to worry about this.

      "Do not falter, Hazel," I murmur to myself.

      The door to the washroom opens, and Jared steps out, freshly scrubbed and washed. Seeing him without the grime of the sea and the months of sweat and salt gone, I notice that he's even better looking than I had originally thought. His dark hair is smoothed back, and his blue eyes are bright as he watches me. He's more muscular, too, the months of hard work at sea sculpting his body to one that could compete with a marble sculpture.

      A towel is slung around his waist, and I can't help my eyes as they wander down the planes of his chest to just above the cotton of the towel.

      I swallow thickly. Well, at least it will be easy to enjoy this more than I had expected. Small blessings.

      "Hi," he says shyly.

      I smile at him. "Hi."

      "I'm all clean now."

      I nod. "I see that."

      Neither of us move. I don't want to push this forward any faster than it needs to. I don't want to seem too eager. Yet, infuriatingly, he doesn't move either.

      "How do we do this?" he asks finally.

      I let out a breath. "Anyway you want."

      He considers this, then looks back at me, more intently now, letting his gaze roam my body. I feel like I'm put out for him, like cattle on display at an auction. His scrutiny is uncomfortable.

      Finally, he steps forward, closing the distance between us, and he puts his hands on my shoulders. My skin nearly jumps at his touch, and he hesitates.

      "May I kiss you?"

      I lick my lips involuntarily before I catch myself. Kissing is intimate, close.

      Then again, what we're about to do is intimate. And if I close my eyes, perhaps I can believe that this is as real for me as it is for him.

      "Yes." My voice is stronger than I expected.

      He leans down to kiss me, and his breath tickles along my skin. I close my eyes, and I nearly convince myself that I want this.

      Tentatively, he brushes his lips against mine, as if seeing if I'll run away. I manage to keep myself still as he explores. His kiss grows more confident, more fervent, and I inhale him deeply as his hands slide down my arms and down to my hips. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and hold him close to me.

      There's a sound. A moan.

      It's coming from me.

      He breaks the kiss as his hand comes up to my breast and massages it. He touches his forehead to mine, his eyes downcast, paying attention to his hand on my skin.

      "Do you have—what do you English call them?—French letters?"

      I blink, momentarily taken aback by the blunt question. A French letter—he means a prophylactic, and I'm momentarily amused that he knows the word for them. Of course, using a prophylactic is antithetical to my purpose, but I'm struck by the fact that he's concerned about conception.

      The exact thing that I want. And I wonder if this is cruel, tricking him like this.

      Don't worry about it, Hazel. You won't see him after tonight. He'll be none the wiser.

      "I've been doing this for years," I drawl, using the excuse I had been practicing for days now. "Never had to deal with that. I'm barren."

      Something akin to pity flits in his eyes. "I'm sorry to hear that."

      "It is what it is." I shrug, trying to keep my face straight. His concern is endearing and touches me. "It's to yer benefit, guv'nor."

      He watches me for another long moment, before he kisses me tentatively on the lips. And whether it's his perceived concern for me or the fact I just want this over with, I surge forward and kiss him again.

      No more talking. I need this done.

      I unwrap the towel from around his waist, and it drops unceremoniously to the floor. And I nearly step back at the size of his manhood as it's revealed. I'd felt it earlier at the shipyards, but seeing his cock now, I'm taken aback. It's at half-mast, and it's still sizable.

      Damn, my past sexual experience was nothing compared to this.

      Jared grins. "Like what you see?"

      "Yes," I say, and it takes me a moment to realize that I'm speaking the truth.

      He closes the distance between our lips and kisses me again, now unhooking my corset and taking it off me. This close to him, I sigh deeply and close my eyes once again as his lips trail down the exposed parts of my body. I help him take off my corset and slip off my pantalettes, and he glances down at my body.

      And he gulps, visibly.

      Other than my stockings, I'm completely naked in front of him, and he only looks at me long and hard. In answer, his cock stiffens more. And, despite myself, I find that I'm aroused, too.

      "Let's do this on the bed," he says, his voice somewhat strangled.

      But he doesn't move, like he can't take his eyes off me. So I must take this moment further. I push him backward, until the backs of his knees hit the edge of the bed. He sits down, and I keep going further. I crawl up onto his lap, straddling him. The hard length of his cock presses against me.

      I kiss him, desperate. He holds my hips, holds me to him.

      I shift, and I take his cock in my right hand, positioning him beneath me.

      "Easy," he breathes.

      And as I sink further, I know what he means. I let out a hiss as his tip pushes past my opening. It has been way too long since I was first with William. Almost like it’s my first time again.

      Jared notices my grimace and holds my hips. "Are you all right?"

      I meet his eyes and rally enough of myself to smile at him. "Wonderful, sir. Yer just bigger than I expected."

      I'm certain that all prostitutes tell their clients that—every man likes to hear that they're larger than normal. Except, in Jared's case, it's true. And I'm beginning to realize that I may be in way over my head with this entire debacle.

      He kisses me, taking me at my word, and allows gravity to take over again to enter me. As I slowly sink further, I feel myself stretching to accommodate his girth and size. He holds me to him, his hands a gentle presence on my back. I don't know where to look so I look into his eyes, at his gaze, which grounds me into the here and now. That brings a deeper connection to our actions, like we're connecting on more than just a physical level.

      Once fully seated, I grasp his back, allowing myself to relax and open up to him. I've heard from midwives and family friends that a woman has to be relaxed in order to conceive. I'm not sure whether or not that's true—after all there are some mothers who I believe have never been relaxed—but I want to give myself the best odds possible for conceiving a child. I don't want to have to go through this again.

      I don't want to have to bare my soul like this to anyone else ever again.

      "Hey." Jared tilts my chin up to look into his eyes, and this queer swirl of emotions fills me as I look at him. Emotions that I hadn't thought I had. He studies my face for a long moment, as if debating on saying something or just letting this moment go by as planned.

      I don't want him to doubt this union nor to doubt who I am. So I lean forward and kiss his lips again, crashing into him like the waves on the beach. He welcomes my kiss, and his tongue sweeps my mouth, filling my head and filling my womb with just him.

      He starts to move then, using my hips to grind against him. Gentle at first, and I gasp because I can feel everything, from the way his cock slides in and out of me to the way his chest heaves against my breasts. My nipples are painfully erect as they brush against his skin, something that I hadn't expected to happen. He takes notice of this and cups my bottom with one hand while grabbing one of my aching breasts and gives it a squeeze. I bite my lip to keep from moaning, but he senses that I'm trying to fight it and kisses me again. Then he bends down and takes my nipple in his mouth and gives it a long, tempting suck.

      I gasp at the contact.

      "You're so beautiful," he murmurs, looking up at me. "So goddamned beautiful."

      He truly believes those words. I've never heard them from anyone else, not even William. I was the more wanton one in that relationship. I got what I wanted out of it.

      Just like I will get what I want out of this. And if it's more than a child, then so be it. There are no laws or rules that say that a woman can't enjoy sex. If Catherine's death has taught me anything, it's that I should enjoy the finer pleasures of life. I brought this American to my bed for one purpose, but I hadn't expected him to be so sweet. Or for these thoughts to be running through my head.

      I'll be damned anyway. I might as well enjoy this last bit of pleasure before that's taken away from me, too.

      "Love me," I whisper to me. "Tell me you love me." Lie to me. Make me believe those words like you believe that I'm beautiful.

      He meets my eyes again and leans forward, into the crook of my neck. "I love you," he murmurs. "I love you..."

      Something closes in the back of my throat, and I close my eyes, relishing those words for a moment, wrapping them around me like a warm blanket. They give me strength and hope. Even if they're a lie.

      I push him down onto the bed and grind my hips against him, my need for him more raw and real than ever before. I need more of him inside me, faster and faster until my breasts bounce with our movements and sweat glistens our bodies. There's a noise that I don't recognize in the room, panting and moaning and half-startled crying—and I realize that it's me. He's making noises too, and he's holding onto me for dear life, but I'm the one bringing the charge for this.

      A sensation builds within me at the rhythm of our bodies, increasing in strength and speed. I lean my head back with it, letting my hair cascade down, and ride it until I feel myself come undone. I cry out hoarsely as the orgasm hits me, tears springing in my eyes and I don't know which way is up or down, only that there's both pain and pleasure in this. I hear him grunt beneath me moments later before his hands around my hips clench hard enough to bruise. He arches back against the pillows and the sheets and calls out one word as he fills me with his seed: "Catherine!"

      Hearing my sister's name acts as a reminder of what I just did, and shame burns me from the inside out, clearing away the fog of my orgasm. I feel my bottom lip quiver as I use the cover of darkness to lay down on the bed beside him, his still-hard cock inside me. I need to make sure that I don't lose any of his gift to me, so I unwrap my leg from the side of him and lay on my back, letting myself stay still for as long as possible.

      I blink up at the ceiling, fighting back my tears, unable to believe that I just did that—I just made love to a complete stranger to conceive a child who will be doomed to a life of running and hunting like mine. Except, theirs will be worse, because they won't have a loving a father around.

      What kind of a monster am I?

      "Are you all right?" Jared props himself up on his arms to look down at me. He's silhouetted by the dark, so I can't read his expression. In that same vein, I hope he can't see mine.

      "Yes, I am," I say, not bothering with my fake accent, feeling too weary to pretend anymore. "I'm fine. Thank you."

      My gratitude isn't just for checking to make sure that I'm all right. It's for trusting me enough to have sex with him, even though I'm under the guise of a prostitute. It's for giving me a child that he won't ever know he'll have.

      I see the shadows on his face shift enough to suspect that he's grinning down at me. "You're welcome," he murmurs. "I'll be right back."

      My side immediately grows cold as he slips out the other side of the bed and makes his way to the bathroom. I roll away from the doorway as he turns the lamp on and shuts the door behind him. I stay still for another moment until I hear the water running for the bath. Will he expect me to come in after him? I don't want to wash myself if there's a chance of losing a drop of him inside me.

      But there's no call from the bathroom to join him. And I admittedly feel a little sad that he doesn't call for me. Or say anything further.

      Maybe, despite calling me beautiful and telling me he loves me, I truly was only a prostitute to him. A lady of the night, someone to fuck and to just forget later.

      If so, then I need to leave before I get too wrapped up in all this. I need to believe that I was using him as much as he was using me.

      I sit up—trying not to notice how sore I am and at the stickiness I have between my legs—pull on my undergarments as soon as possible before grabbing my clothes. A woman's clothing is not quick or easy to put on, but I at least have a cloak to wrap around me to cover up my less-than-proper dress. I cast one last glance around the room, making sure there's nothing of mine to leave behind for him to identify who I am.

      And then I leave.

      I manage to make it down three blocks toward home before I break down and cry.
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      Shit, I think I just told a working woman that I love her. What kind of amateur does that?

      And the worst part is, I'm not sure that I was lying or that I simply said something in the moment. I think, for as little as Catherine and I have been together, that I have fallen for her as much as a man can in the space of a couple of hours.

      It's silly, really. That I feel this way.

      There's something so...vulnerable about her, something that makes me want to protect her and keep her safe from the world around her. She seems hardened by life, but not in the way that other prostitutes are. There’s just something different.

      And that hardness reminds me a lot of myself. Like we’re kindred souls, and I'm just now processing everything that happened.

      I sit in the hot soaking bath, my head propped against the rim of the tub, and blink up at the ceiling. I half-expected her to follow me in here, but perhaps that is outside of her job description.

      One and done. And I ran to the bathroom like a coward.

      I wonder what I could have done differently. Not told her that I was in love with her, sure. Regardless of my feelings—convoluted as they are—she might have been scared by my admission. How many men tell their prostitutes they love them within the throes of passion? She's probably heard it plenty of times, might even be laughing about it in the room now. Besides, she asked me to say it. I wonder what kind of prostitute would ask their bedmate to profess their love. Perhaps she needed to hear it, and that thought saddens me further.

      I sit up out of the tub, the water sloshing around me. I should go out there, and...what? Apologize? Tell her that I didn't mean it?

      Or maybe just talk to her. Get to know her a bit more before I panic and say anything else that is stupid.

      I pad over to the towel, wrap it out around my waist again—for modesty more than anything else. She's already seen me fully naked, but to have a conversation with her, I need to have some sort of barrier or clothing. I open the door to the bedroom and turn toward the bed.

      Where the lone gas lamp in the room shows that Catherine is gone.

      I stare at the rumpled sheets for a long moment, then glance around the room, wondering if I missed her or if she is somehow hiding. But there's nothing in the small room. Just me and my memories of the time spent between the sheets with her.

      As if in shock, I sit on the edge of the bed, looking at my callused, worn hands. I shouldn't have told her that I love her. I should have done a lot of things differently.

      "You're a damned idiot," I mutter to myself.

      Trust Jared Etheridge to scare off a prostitute. It's then that I realize that I haven't even paid her. She left without so much as a coin from me.

      I smirk. Maybe I was that terrible at sex that she'd rather flee than have to deal with me like this.

      I sigh and fall back on the bed, looking up at the ceiling again. I can still smell her scent here, like she's still in the room with me. I grab a pillow, hug it to myself, and somehow, despite all the self-doubt, I fall asleep.

      And dream of her.
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      Lizzie, rather than Mrs. Hudson, is waiting for me when I finally arrive at home in the early hours of the morning. I don't even have a chance to knock on the door or unlock it—when I go up the steps, she throws open the door to look at me, her expression as scared as I feel.

      "I did it," I tell her, feeling an odd hollowness inside me. "I found a sailor and I did it." I look down at my hands, unsure what to do with them. "We'll see if anything comes out of it."

      Anything being a daughter. I'm such a terrible person for thinking in those terms.

      At the same time, I certainly hope I achieved my goal, because I don't think I can go through that again. It isn't as if Jared had been a bad "client." Quite the opposite, and I shiver, remembering his hands on my body. But I don't think I can find another client to have sex with and then leave him. I don't think I can pretend again.

      She looks at me for a long moment, before her face falls and she reaches out to embrace me in a hug. "Hazel, I'm so sorry."

      I hold her tightly in response. "I didn't think it would affect me as much as it is."

      "William was that bad of a lay, huh?" she says, and I laugh despite myself.

      Lizzie is eerily close to the truth with that question. Now, comparing him to Jared, I can definitely say so.

      "Let's get you inside," Lizzie says.

      "Mrs. Hudson and Margaret—?" I ask.

      "They're asleep, thinking you're out on a hunt."

      I look at her. "Without you?" Since Catherine died, Lizzie has been my hunting companion. As a general rule of society, women aren't supposed to be alone, and with the streets of London as dangerous as they are, I have been going on hunts exclusively with Lizzie to make sure that we're both safe.

      Lizzie winks at me before giving a couple of pathetic coughs. "I've come down with," she coughs again, "a cold. So I'm currently under the comforter in your guest room."

      I chuckle softly. "Lizzie, I swear sometimes that you're a genius."

      "Only sometimes?" She steps back and examines me, her expression changing to scandalized amusement. "Are you naked under your cloak? Come inside, come inside."

      "I've only got my pantalettes and boots on," I tell her as she ushers me inside and shuts the door. I take off my satchel, which has the rest of my clothing shoved in there. "I wanted to get out of there as soon as I could."

      "That bad, huh?" Lizzie asks.

      "No, that good," I murmur, and her expression turns puzzled.

      She shakes her head, clearing away her puzzlement. "I hope you realize how stupid it is wandering around London in nothing but a cloak, Hazel."

      I nod. "Indeed. I need a bath."

      She snorts. "Thought as much. Come, we'll deal with this in the guest room. Wouldn't want to awaken Margaret to your new nighttime career."

      We go upstairs to the room that had once been Thomas's, but now acts as a guest room for Lizzie to stay in whenever she needs to. I pass by the room that I share with Margaret and see that the door is slightly ajar. She's waiting for me to come home. Margaret, in her own way, has always been looking out for me, just as I'm looking out for her.

      I sigh and duck into the guest room where Lizzie is already running a hot bath for me.

      I stand in my cloak, running the events of the night through my head, wondering what had happened and what I could have done differently.

      Timidly, almost frightened, I put a hand over my abdomen, and I wonder if this had worked. If I am with child. There's no way of knowing, not until I miss my monthly bleeding. If I do.

      "I'm sorry," I whisper, and I'm not sure to whom I'm speaking.

      Lizzie helps me out of my cloak and undergarments and helps me into the water. I let her. Now that I've made it home from my night, I'm in a state of shock more than anything else. I feel as transparent and frail as a pane of glass, able to be shattered at any moment. I keep running through my thoughts, doubting everything.

      Mother and Papa had loved each other, had raised a family together. While there have been sad times, there have also been gay, happy times. I remember the Christmases we spent together, Mother's grace as she taught us everything that our grandmother had taught her. Papa had been happy. I'd been happy too.

      And I may have possibly denied my child that.

      "I'll be out here if you need anything," Lizzie says, recognizing my need for privacy. I only give her a shocked nod as she shuts the door behind her.

      Leaving me alone in my thoughts.

      I sigh and lean back against the rim of the tub, looking up at the ceiling.

      "You did right," I whisper to myself, trying to convince myself of my choices. "You did right."

      I close my eyes, and with measured breaths, I try to slip into a meditative state. If I were a true Harker, I could transcend this meditative state and enter what’s known as the Void. It’s a place between life and death, where I can contact the Harkers of the past and get advice for what to do next.

      I’ve tried doing it so many times since Catherine died. To ask her if she blames me for her death. To see if she’s disappointed in me.

      As of yet, I haven’t been able to. No matter how hard I try, even now.

      I open my eyes and I’m still in the bathtub in the physical world. I let out a disappointed sob.

      No, I haven’t managed to do the one thing that I’ve wanted to since I became the Harker.

      I shiver and cross my arms. “I’m sorry, Catherine,” I murmur, wondering if she can still hear me, even though I’m not in the Void.

      I stay in the bath until the water grows cold, and with a numbness, I put on the nightgown that Lizzie had laid out for me. And when I step out of the bathroom, Lizzie is already sound asleep and snoring.

      I slip under the covers next to her, curl up on my side, and cry myself to sleep.
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      I feel a bit better in the morning, despite Lizzie's constant snoring that woke me up several times throughout the night. Her nighttime idiosyncrasies only make me appreciate Margaret's consideration in sharing a room with her.

      I didn't dream last night, which I consider to be a good thing. Better to have no dreams than nightmares.

      Mrs. Hudson already has breakfast spread out on the table by the time I make it downstairs. Margaret and Lizzie are already sipping their tea and tucking into their meals. Papa's place is empty, though. As it has been ever since Catherine died.

      I feel his absence deep within my soul as I take my seat and pour myself some tea.

      "You were out late, Hazel," Mrs. Hudson says, giving me a suspicious glare as she sets down my plate of ham, eggs, beans, and toast. Crumpets and preserves are situated at the center of the dining table.

      "My prey eluded me all night," I tell her, giving her a wry smile. I spoon some butter onto a crumpet. "I hope you didn't wait up for me."

      She crosses her arms underneath her ample breasts and inspects me up and down. "My dear, if I waited up for your family every time you went on a hunt, I'd never get a night's peace."

      "So you didn't find the vampire?" Margaret asks, peering over at me.

      I shake my head, feeling the extent of my lie grow and grow with every word. "They've been crafty of late."

      "Crafty," Lizzie says with a snort. "Right." I shoot her a look.

      "You seem to be much better this morning," Mrs. Hudson says, eyeing my cousin.

      Lizzie only gives her a demure smile. "It's because of your kind attention that I'm able to recover so swiftly, Mrs. Hudson."

      Our housekeeper looks as though she doesn't believe her, but she simply sighs and turns back to washing dishes.

      "Hazel," Margaret says excitedly. "I have something to show you."

      I bite into my crumpet and look at her curiously. "Something to show me?" I’d be lying if I said that I don’t enjoy her latest pieces of work. It has been too long since she created something new, the last being the disrupter pistol that Catherine had turned on me that fateful night.

      There used to be new weapons with nearly every hunt. This would be the first in over half a year.

      Margaret winks proudly. "It's a surprise. I'll show you after breakfast. Perhaps it will help you with your hunts."

      Margaret's enthusiasm is contagious, and I feel even better as I grin at her. "I guess I shall have to hurry then."

      Mrs. Hudson lets out a dramatic sigh as I eat my breakfast faster than what is proper, but after last night, I'm not entirely sure what constitutes proper versus not. At the same time, I'm not sure I care, either. If Margaret is excited, then I am too.

      Margaret is a brilliant tinkerer and inventor. Between her work and Father's, there have been some incredible inventions that have come out of their workshop. The advent of harnessing steam has helped them to come up with frankly insane ideas that have made hunting so much easier.

      So I finish up my breakfast as quick as possible and hurry downstairs with Margaret and Lizzie to the workshop where Papa is hunched over a table, soldering his latest project together. He doesn't even look up as the three of us trudge down the stairs.

      "Papa," Margaret calls to him, "Hazel's here with Lizzie.”

      Papa glances up from what he’s working on, blinks at us, and then offers a grin that doesn’t meet his eyes. It’s the same smile he’s given me since Catherine died.

      “Ah, Hazel,” he says with the same familiar distance. “Elizabeth.” He nods to her before glancing at me. “How was your hunt last night?”

      “Unsuccessful,” I lie. I hope it’s a lie, at least. Even though I was hunting something other than vampires, I hope I was successful in acquiring my mission. I clasp my hands together, as I’m not sure what to do with them otherwise. They may still shake after last night.

      I clear my throat. “What is it that you’re working on, Papa?” Anything I can do to reconnect with my father. My father had tinkered to create weapons to make Mother’s hunts easier. Tinkering is his passion, and I miss that light he gets in his eyes when he’s excited by his latest creation.

      He looks back at the bits of scrap metal that he’s been working on. He looks like he’s going to consider saying something, to break into one of his long speeches about his latest creation

      “Oh,” he says distantly. “Nothing.”

      I clamp down on my words and cross my arms. Margaret clears her throat and presses her lips together. I think she’s given up on trying to bridge that distance between Papa and me. You can only help those who wish to be helped.

      “Hazel, Lizzie,” Margaret says, and she brings us over to her station, where she has some new weapons laid out on the bench.

      Lizzie lets out a gasp and picks up the closest one to her, a weapon that resembles a revolver. “How ingenious!”

      “That,” Margaret says, taking the weapon from her, “is an automatic stake revolver.” She unlatches the cylinder of the weapon so that we can see the chambers, which are far larger than that of a normal six-shooter. “You load up five stakes and,” she closes the cylinder, “you have five rounds of stakes that you can fire at vampires.”

      “Brilliant,” I murmur. I indicate the middle weapon. “And this?” It looks like a hand cannon, if not for the harpoon that sticks out the end.

      Margaret picks it up proudly. “A steam-powered hook shot. I know that you have many instances where you need to get to higher ground in a hurry, and Henry thought—”

      “Wait,” I interrupt in alarm. “Henry? As in Mister Holmes?”

      Margaret sways at my outburst. “Yes, Henry.”

      “He was down here? In the workshop?”

      “Yes?” She gives me a bewildered look.

      I shake my head and seize Margaret’s hands. “You cannot bring him down here.”

      Margaret’s bottom lip trembles. “Why not?”

      “Because.” I fumble for words, for a way of explaining my misgivings, and I don’t really have an answer for it. “Because you’re bringing an outsider into our world.”

      “Hazel,” Lizzie murmurs, but I ignore her warning.

      “Henry is to be my husband,” Margaret says. “He won’t be an outsider for much longer.”

      “And you are not the Harker,” I tell her, gritting my teeth. “And you will never be the Harker.” Not if I can be sure of it. Her eyes flash in anger that I’ve drawn that line in the sand, that I’ve excluded her from my position. “The more people who know about us, the more risk we put ourselves in. Does he know about vampires? Does he know what I am?”

      She lets out a disbelieving laugh. “I will never be the Harker?” She shakes her head. “Listen Hazel, I hope that’s true, that you won’t die at the hands of a vampire,” and I feel a pang at that, “but you’re acting as though Henry will tell the whole world about your duties.”

      “He’d better not,” I mutter. “But there is a mad man out there who stabbed me.” I rub my shoulder. “Or did you forget about that, too?”

      Margaret shakes her head. “I don’t believe this. No, Henry did not do that. He will have to know about our family at some point. Papa knows about this.” She gestures to our father in the corner, who hasn’t even looked our way once during this exchange. “Even Scotland Yard knows who we are, and they’re not a part of our family.”

      “Because they have to.”

      “And at some point, Henry will have to know.”

      I cross my arms. “That is my burden to bear. Not yours.”

      “No, it is not!” Her voice raises in anger. “We’re a family, Hazel.” She sweeps her hands over the assortment of weapons. “You use my weapons during your hunts. This my way of helping with your burdens. And Henry is brilliant, Hazel. He can help protect you, too.”

      “Let’s all keep calm now,” Lizzie says, stepping between us, but by that point, both Margaret and I have our hackles raised.

      We glare at each other for a long moment. I take a deep breath and shake my head. “No, the only one who needs protecting is you.” And I am not even certain why I said that, because it’s too close to what I spent last night doing.

      Tears spill over Margaret’s cheeks. “You’re so cruel, Hazel.” She whirls away from me, hikes up her skirts and storms up the steps to leave the workshop.

      I stand there for a long moment as the door slams upstairs, and it’s Lizzie, Papa, and me down in the workshop. I look over and see Papa looking over at me, and his expression is sad.

      “Hazel.” His voice is rough and hoarse, and for a moment, we look at each other, and I feel a spark of my old father again. He opens his mouth, closes it, then opens it again. Finally, it seems as though he settles on one thing and says, “Let Margaret make her own choices.”

      I stare at him, aghast. She can’t make choices like this, not when they directly impact me. Not when I’ve already set actions into motion that will protect her.

      My own choices.

      He and I stare at each other a little longer before I shake my head with a groan and go upstairs.

      “Have a good day, Uncle,” Lizzie tells Papa before she follows me. I hear him speak in response to her, a muffled reply, but it’s lost to the workshop downstairs.

      In the hallway of the house, I sigh and lean against the wall.

      “That could have been handled better by all parties,” Lizzie says blithely.

      “She shouldn’t have brought him down there.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “That is my concern.”

      “She is your sister. And the next in line for the Harker.”

      I eye her. “For now.”

      Lizzie snickers. “And until she’s not, trust her instincts.”

      “I do trust her. It’s others I don’t trust.” I rub the spot in my shoulder where I’d been stabbed. “Do you think—?” I falter. “Do you think he was the one who attacked me the other night?”

      She shrugs. “To what cause? And you’ve seen him since, and he hasn’t done anything untoward, correct?”

      “Yes,” I agree, thinking on it. I close my eyes and exhale sharply. “There’s too much happening at once these days.”

      Lizzie pats me on the back. “And if your...liaison last night was successful, your hands are about to get even more full.”

      And with that thought, dread settles deeply into my gut.

      I wonder if Jared is upset that I left without saying good-bye. Yet that is ridiculous, as I was nothing but a whore to him. Still though, I remember the way he kissed me, the way he looked at me.

      And even though nothing happened beyond just procreation, I can believe that there had been more to it.
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      Sunlight streams in from the window, flickering over my eyes with the fluttering curtains. I groan, roll onto my back, and comb a hand through my hair as pieces of the night before come back to me. The worst part about it is that Catherine isn't here in bed with me.

      That part of my dreams didn’t come true.

      I blink several times before sitting up. This is the last time I'll let Rob suggest anything to me other than finding a pub.

      I feel like I need a drink. Or thirteen.

      “Damn,” I mutter as I roll myself a tobacco cigarette and strike a match to light it. I check my pocket watch which lays on the nightstand next to the bed. “Damn,” I say again, as I realize that I’m late to get to the Vermont.

      I’m never late. Even during my most inebriated moments at port, I’m still at the ship before everyone else who spends the night landside. Hell, the captain may even dock my pay for showing up late. I may have to scrub the decks, even deal with the literal shit from the other sailors.

      Which makes me feel like the lowest of the low.

      I blow out a plume of smoke, still trying to understand the night before. Like what I had done to make Catherine flee like that. Without payment. Maybe she forgot that we hadn’t exchanged money first. Seems unlikely, but this whole experience has been unlikely from the outset.

      I button up my trousers and my shirt, throw on my jacket and my boots, and head downstairs. The proprietor of the Fuzzy Duckling is at the front desk as I come down, a gruff, heavy-set man who sneers at me as I give him the key to the room. Like he’s judging me.

      I give him a tight smile and don’t say much as I settle the bill. To my relief, Catherine hasn’t stolen my wallet, or else I’d be in worse trouble.

      I step out onto the street, and as I muss my hair, I realize that I haven’t the faintest clue as to where in London I am. Catherine had been the one to lead me here, and I was so enthralled, so nervous by the whole experience, that I hadn’t paid attention to where we were going.

      I’ll have to ask for directions, which only goes to show how much at her mercy I was last night. If she had devious intentions, I would have been in serious trouble.

      I’m still not sure that I wasn’t in serious trouble, to be honest.

      In the daytime, the area seems even more seedy than I originally thought. Large smokestacks reach up to the sky, spewing brown clouds of smog, making the dreary skies of London seem even more dreary. The streets are filthy and filled with shit, and despite my efforts to keep clean, I’m already dirty before I locate a policeman.

      “Can you direct me to the Millwall Dock?” I ask him.

      The policeman eyes me warily for a moment, his mustache twitching in irritation. I’ve apparently approached the wrong policeman this morning.

      “A yank, eh?” he asks. “What are you doing here?”

      “Spent the night at the Fuzzy Duckling,” I answer, giving him the truth. “I’m just trying to get back to my ship.”

      Another twitch of his mustache. “Which one is that?”

      What is it with all these questions? “The Vermont,” I tell him. “Home port is New York City.”

      “You’re quite a ways from the Millwall Dock,” the policeman continues. “Can I see your papers?” He holds out his hand.

      I blink. “Papers?”

      “Yes.” The policeman sounds irritated. “Papers. You must have papers to be here in London legally.”

      “Right.” Of course, I am getting hassled by the very person that I asked for help from. I pat the pockets of my trousers and my breast pocket. “They’re on the ship,” I realize. And it’s true. I’d been in such a hurry when I left the Vermont in case Catherine disappeared, that I hadn’t even thought about bringing identification with me. She left me anyway, which is an irony of itself.

      “On the ship?” the policeman asks, raising an eyebrow. Like he doesn’t believe me.

      I nod. “Yes. The Vermont at the Millwall Dock.”

      The policeman gives me a thin-lipped smile. “Then let me escort you there, sir.”

      Of course, an escort to the ships meant a ride in a horse-drawn carriage with bars while the policeman, who I learn is named Officer Patterson, sits across from me, watching me with a grim expression. I feel like I’m being turned inside out through his gaze.

      We arrive at the docks, and it’s just as busy as ever. I wonder, perhaps a little too hopefully, if I’ll see Catherine among the crowd. But between the sailors, merchants, peddlers, and prostitutes, I don’t spot her.

      There is another thing that I don’t spot.

      “It’s not here,” I say in disbelief. I push open the door and step out of the carriage, my shock settling in a moment at a time. “No, no, no.” I grab at my hair. “No, it’s not here.”

      “What isn’t here, Mister Etheridge?” Officer Patterson says, stepping out of the carriage behind me.

      “The Vermont,” I say, turning on him. Because in the spot where I’d left the ship yesterday is an empty berth. Like it was never there.

      I was late to the docks. But not this late. It wasn’t supposed to leave for at least another couple of days. Rob wouldn’t let them leave without me. Surely.

      “Are you sure this is the Millwall Dock?” I ask, turning around. The rest of the area looks familiar, if not for the steam ship that should be here. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

      “Are you sure that you’re looking for the right ship?” Officer Patterson offers.

      I glare at him, even though that may not be the smartest thing to do. “I…”

      Everything I had was on that ship. I had my extra change of clothes. More money. My identification papers. If the Vermont has truly left me, then I’m stranded with the clothes on my back and the few things I have in my pockets.

      Nowhere near enough to even buy passage home. If I can survive that long.

      The policeman purses his lips in amusement. “Perhaps, Mister Etheridge,” he says, drawing out his words, “we should talk about this back at Scotland Yard.”

      I meet his eyes, and a beat passes between us in which I consider all the consequences of running and why I shouldn’t do it.

      And I take that chance.

      I bolt, running into the crowd as fast as my legs take me, trying to blend in as much as possible.

      “Stop!” Officer Patterson shouts. I hear a shrill whistle, blowing once, twice. “Stop that man!”

      Fortunately, no one moves to stop me. Everyone is too busy going about their daily tasks. My feet pound the cobblestones, and I duck into a dark alley, nearly tripping over a drunk. The man doesn’t even notice me as I continue running.

      The whistle sounds again, joined by more whistles from other policemen who join the search. I run. And run.

      Leaving the whistles behind me. And the dock where my ship was.

      After a while, I stagger against the wall of a building and sink to my knees, cursing under my breath.

      What do I do now?
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      I look at my undergarments, at the light red spots on them and feel my hopes and dreams sink.

      Blood. Not a lot of it, and it’s a light flow, but it’s blood nonetheless. Earlier than I expected, too.

      I’m having my monthly bleeding, which means that I am not pregnant.

      I stare at the spots, and the longer I look at it, the more hopeless I feel.

      It was all for nothing. That night with Jared, the night that I gave up myself for the greater good. I gave up so much of myself, felt things and conflicts and fretted so much.

      And now…

      I do not have anything to show for it. I’m not with child. There will be no daughter or son in my future, at least not starting from this month.

      And I’ve sullied myself in the process.

      My vision turns watery as tears fall down my cheeks. I toss the undergarments aside, lean forward and start to cry even harder. I’m not even sure why I’m crying so hard, it’s not like I’ve lost anything, other than what was left of my dignity.

      I think it is just too much happening too quickly. And to find that it didn’t work so soon after all that I have done, I just feel…

      Defeated.

      I straighten and wipe at my eyes. It wouldn’t do to have anyone see my cry. Perhaps I shouldn’t even tell Lizzie about what happened, because she would consider this a sign. And perhaps it is.

      I simply don’t think I can do that again. Not with another strange man. Not after that night with Jared feeling whatever it is that I felt that night.

      Triumph. Not the defeat I feel now.

      I sigh and open a cupboard to retrieve a sanitary belt and slip it on over my legs, my cheeks burning in shame. I look at myself in the mirror, making sure that I’m proper enough to avoid questions. My hair is askew, and my eyes are bloodshot, but I am passable.

      I step into my bedroom and finish getting ready. I glance over at Margaret’s bed, which was made before I even woke up this morning. Ever since she and I had that disagreement over Mister Holmes’s involvement in the workshop, our relationship has been strained.

      I debate if it’s worth repairing. Perhaps pushing Margaret away from me will do her good. She’ll marry Mister Holmes and move on with her life. And I will find another way to carry on the Harker line.

      The door chime rings—Papa’s own invention—and I step out on the landing just as Mrs. Hudson opens the door.

      “Inspector,” Mrs. Hudson says, recognizing the man from our previous dealings. “What brings you to Baker Street?”

      “Beg your pardon, Mrs. Hudson,” Detective Inspector Doyle removes his hat and bows his head. “Is the elder Miss Harker at home?”

      “I am,” I call down the stairs, my voice stronger than I thought it would be after what I learned in the bathroom. I pad down to the ground level of the house. “Is something the matter, Detective Inspector?”

      Doyle bows his head again up at me. “It’s Mister Harker, miss.”

      I frown. “Papa?”

      “No,” he says, and I remember what he said about my brother. “It’s Mister Thomas Harker.”

      “Is he in some sort of trouble?” Mrs. Hudson asks in alarm as she clutches at her pearls, scandalized. She always had a soft spot for my brother. “What has Thomas gotten himself into?”

      “I’ll take care of this, Mrs. Hudson,” I say, patting my housekeeper’s arm. I grab my cloak and wrap it around my shoulders. I look up at Doyle. “Where is Thomas?”

      He hesitates, his eyes on Mrs. Hudson before he looks at me. “Newgate Prison.”

      Mrs. Hudson gasps.

      I inhale deeply, steadying myself at the news. This day just keeps getting better and better. “Take me to him, please.”
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        * * *

      

      During my years of hunting vampires, speaking with witnesses, and talking to prisoners, I’ve been to different prisons in my time, even served time myself, and I’ve yet to ever get used to them. There is a depravity and a sadness that seeps through the stones of the prisons. So many are gaoled here for horrible reasons. And so many are here for completely innocent ones.

      I’m not certain of which camp Thomas falls into at this moment.

      The gaoler takes Detective Inspector Doyle and me down the galleries on the third level to a damp, dark cell. I stop in front of it, and I can barely make out anything in there.

      Save for the one lone figure huddled in the corner.

      I reach out and grasp at the bars of the cell. “Thomas?”

      The huddled man looks up from his spot and turns his head my way. “Hazel? Hazel, is that you?”

      “Yes, dear brother,” I say, smiling softly.

      He gets to his feet and comes to the bars, grasping at them as he blinks at me. I’m startled by the change in his appearance since I last saw him. Thomas has always been a tall, wiry man, as evidenced by Mother’s and Papa’s inability to keep him from outgrowing his trousers. There’s a gauntness to him now that wasn’t there before. His eyes look wide and lidless, and his hair is in greasy clumps.

      He’s a shell of the Thomas I once knew.

      “You’ve discovered the opium dens, I see,” I tell him.

      “Hazel,” he sighs, “don’t be like that.”

      “Don’t be like what?” I say tightly, giving him a fake smile. “Concerned for my little brother’s wellbeing?”

      He casts his eyes to the floor. “I’m fine.”

      “Which is why you’re in Newgate as a debtor,” I remind him. “I daresay, if you were fine, you would have found much nicer accommodations. What happened, Thomas?”

      He shifts uncomfortably, and I feel like I’m scolding a child. “I missed a few payments on my rent. That is it, Hazel.”

      “That is all?” I gasp in mock surprise. “Well, the bill I just paid your creditors seemed to be much more than a few missed payments. You are fortunate that we have a few hundred dollars stashed away for emergencies such as this.”

      He doesn’t say anything.

      “You should have asked for the money, Thomas,” I say, leaning into the bars. “Why didn’t you come to us if you needed help?”

      He meets my eyes with his own hollow, shifty gaze. I hardly believe this is the innocent Thomas that I grew up with. “I was doing just fine. Things simply got away from me.”

      “Away from you?”

      “It’s difficult to keep track of everything,” he says glumly.

      “Do not let it happen again.” I nod to the gaoler, who unlocks the cell and swings the gate open.

      Thomas looks at him suspiciously. “I’m free to go?”

      I smirk. “One of the perks of having your sister work with the police force.”

      “One of the only perks,” he mutters under his breath, and I know he’s thinking about Catherine.

      “You should be grateful that your sister came to your rescue,” Doyle tells him. “Many debtors stay here for months to pay off their debts.”

      Thomas smirks and the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Right.” He steps out of the cell with nothing but the clothes on his back. I suppose he didn’t bring anything with him to Newgate, but as he steps further into the light, I’m shocked at his state.

      In short, he hasn’t been taking care of himself. If anything, he looks like he has a few steps to go before he falls into an early grave, and I have already had too many early deaths in my family.

      “Thank you, sir,” I tell the gaoler, and I give Detective Inspector Doyle a grateful nod before I take Thomas by the arm and lead him out of Newgate. No words pass between us during our trip, and he stumbles several times before finding his footing. It may have been because I’m walking quickly, but I think it’s because he still has some alcohol and opiates in his system.

      “Where are you taking me?” he says once we’re down the street. He shoves my hand off his arm and glares at me. “My home is that way.” He points in the opposite direction.

      I shake my head. “No. Baker Street is this way, and I’m going to call a carriage to take you home to recover.”

      His eyes narrow. “No, Hazel. I’m not going back there. Thank you for paying off my debts and coming to get me out of Newgate, but I have built a life for myself, thank you very much.”

      “What, in opium dens and in the arms of a different whore every night?” Because much of Thomas’s debt had been to the various brothels across the entire city. I saw the bills when I paid them off.

      He shrugs. “What’s the difference if I find companionship with them or a wife? I have needs, Hazel. Just because you haven’t found a husband and are miserable, that doesn’t mean that I can’t have a little fun.”

      Before I know what I’m doing, I slap him soundly across the face. After everything I’ve been through in the past couple of weeks, what I’ve done to protect Margaret and him, after taking Catherine’s place as the Harker, I deserve better treatment from him.

      Unfortunately, the problem with me slapping anyone without restraining myself, is that it bowls him over and he falls to his knees before sliding a few feet on the cobblestones.

      It wasn’t even that hard of a slap, but coming from me, any slap is like being hit by a freight train.

      He clutches at his cheek and looks up at me with fear in his eyes, and I immediately feel regret at my actions.

      “Thomas,” I say, horrified at myself, “I’m so sorry, I—”

      He scrambles to his feet, watching me like he’s afraid that I’ll strike him again. We’re lucky I didn’t break all the bones in his face. Or worse. I could have easily killed him.

      “If this is your idea of rescuing me, Hazel,” he says, “then leave me be next time.”

      He turns on his heel and strides away from me.

      “Thomas!” I call after him. “Thomas!”

      But he doesn’t look back at me, and he disappears into the crowd. I can’t help but feel that this may be the last time I see Thomas alive. The next time may be in a morgue. Or in some back alley.

      I failed at conceiving a daughter to protect Margaret. I failed at bringing Thomas back home.

      I’m the Harker, meant to protect the innocent from the vampires lurking in London’s seedy underbelly. And I cannot even protect my family from falling apart.
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      “Are you going to pay for your drinks?” the barkeep asks me. “My pub isn’t a charity.”

      I look up from my mug and sway as I give him a lopsided smile. The barkeep, a big man with arms that look like they could crush me, doesn’t look amused.

      “What?” I ask in mock horror. “Why, I thought all the pubs in London were for the charity of the poor and depraved like me.” I lift the empty mug and turn it upside down. A drop of beer spills out onto the counter. “I do believe I need another one to settle the bill, kind sir. For charity.”

      The barkeep leans into me, and I blink. His breath smells awful. Then again, I’m sure that I don’t smell much better. Sleeping on the filthy streets of London for a fortnight tends to do that to a person.

      “You need to pay up before you see another mug of beer,” he snarls at me. “In fact, you need to pay up or else you’ll see my fist.”

      Is he threatening me? I look back at those massive arms and decide that I should probably listen to the man before I make him more angry.

      I slap a few coins on the bar, trying not to feel guilty about how I procured them. Since the Vermont left me with nothing, I’ve had to resort to pickpocketing in order to get by. I had promised myself a long time ago, when I set foot on my first ship, that I wouldn’t ever pickpocket again.

      Ironic, then, that I must do it again after my ship left me stranded. I steal only what I need to get by. Which is apparently eight beers at the local pub.

      I’m at least trying to numb myself against this crushing feeling of loss. Beyond that, I can sleep on the streets and deal with life in that way. But I need a steady stream of alcohol to keep me from realizing just how shit my life is right now.

      The worst part is, I’m not sure how I can fix it.

      The barkeep eyes me before taking the coins off the counter, inspecting them.

      “They’re real,” I slur.

      He glares at me once more, and then takes the mug from in front of me and turns away to fill it up at the barrel behind him.

      I sigh in relief. Success. I just need to keep it coming. Before I can figure out how to fix it.

      “Jared?” a voice asks behind me, its familiar Irish lilt ricocheting through my addled brain. “‘Zat you?”

      I spin around on my stool and grin at the first friendly face I’ve seen in a fortnight. Perhaps I have had too much to drink if I’m hallucinating. Still though, it’s welcome after everything I’ve been through.

      “Rob? What are you doing here? I thought you’d be halfway across the Atlantic by now.”

      If I look like I’m in dire straits, then Rob is in an even worse state. He’s wearing the same outfit that I last saw him in, and his face is smudged with dirt and shit and heaven knows what else.

      But he at least looks glad to see me, even if he looks more mad than before.

      “Jared,” he says as he embraces me, his voice a broken sob. “Jared, I’m so glad t’ see ye. Terrible things. So many terrible things.”

      We hug and pat each other’s back, brothers in our predicament. I step back to both get a better look at him and to take a breath of fresh air, because whatever Rob has been up to since I last saw him has him smelling eye-wateringly bad.

      A fact that doesn’t have the barkeep happy. “You,” he points to Rob as he sets my mug down on the counter, “out. Now.”

      Rob’s face falls at the disgust in the barkeep’s tone. He’s had a rough go of things, whatever happened to him, so I put an arm about his shoulders as I down my beer with one gulp. “We’ll both leave, thank you kindly.”

      I set the mug down, toss another coin on the counter, and leave without looking back. I’ll probably never be welcome in that pub ever again, but the barkeep is a brute anyway, and there are far more pubs in the city than I can ever get kicked out of.

      I take Rob down an alley where we both sit on the curb of the street. Rob lets me lead him, like he’s a child in need of minding. His eyes are listless, and he keeps wringing his hands, like he’s mulling over his thoughts and not entirely present with me.

      “Rob,” I say, harsh enough for him to look at me, “what happened to you? Why aren’t you on the Vermont?”

      He shakes his head, and he mutters something that I can’t follow.

      “Rob?”

      “The ship left in a hurry,” he says. His hands have gone to his beard, where he’s plucking and twisting the strands. Yet he keeps shaking his head. “Something spooked the cap’n. Scared the living shit of him. He wanted out of London as quick as he could.”

      “While some of his crew were still ashore?” I ask. Obviously, that did happen, or Rob and I wouldn’t be here. But this entire time, I’ve wondered if I had slept for a week or went mad for a time to confuse when the ship would leave port.

      Yet if the captain left early on purpose, of his own volition, something had to have happened. Maybe he’s a wanted man. Or a creditor wanted to throw him in jail. I can’t imagine any other reason why he would abandon his crew and leave. The captain has always been a bit of a meek man, and I have no idea how he came to command a whole merchant ship, but I don’t think he would have left us behind if he could have done otherwise.

      But Rob nods. “The crew pointed that out to him. And I left the ship to try to get ye, Jared. I left to find ye, to bring ye back before the cap’n left. But I was too late. Too late.”

      “What spooked him like that?” I ask, trying to remember what happened that night. I spent it with Catherine, so I don’t know what happened on the ship or on the docks. Something specifically with the Vermont? Or more?

      “There’s something ‘appening here, Jared,” Rob says. “Something bad.”

      Aside from a level of depravity in the East End, I’m not certain what he is referring to. My life here has been a nightmare since I was left behind. Pickpocketing and sleeping on the streets or in flea-ridden beds if I find enough coins that day.

      I can’t imagine much worse than that.

      Rob starts crying openly, and I’m shocked at his response. He’s a grown man, terrified of something, yet he can’t comment on it.

      “Don’t leave me here,” he says softly, rocking himself. “Don’t leave me out in these streets.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” I assure him. If it takes me robbing a bank to get enough money for passage back to New York, I’ll do something to save us. And possibly throttle the captain if I ever see him again. There are things on his ship that I can never get back, my own identification and work papers, my life savings. Not much else, but my livelihood is on the Vermont.

      Without it, I’m a lost man. And judging based on Rob’s demeanor, I need to do something.

      “We’ll figure something out,” I promise him again.

      I hope I’m not making a false promise.
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      “I slapped him, Lizzie,” I tell my cousin, putting my head in my hands, pinching the bridge of my nose to ease the tension that’s building there. I’ve also managed to get rid of my tears, but only just. Only enough to be in public without scrutiny.

      “I slapped Thomas when all I was trying to do was help him. And he looked at me like I was a monster.”

      “As I told you,” Lizzie says as she pours me another cup of tea, “it sounds like he deserved it.”

      I shake my head. “No one deserves a slap. Especially one from me.”

      “That is giving you too much credit, my dear.” She pours herself a cup. “Don’t trouble yourself over his indiscretions.” She picks up a scone and takes a bite out of it. “We’re here to enjoy ourselves, not to fret over perceived problems.”

      We’re sitting in a tea room around the corner from Lizzie’s home, a little shop where we’ve been sitting for hours. After I showed up on her doorstep, sobbing about what happened at Newgate Prison, Lizzie took me here to cheer me up.

      “We’re not going hunting,” Lizzie had told me as she grabbed her cloak. “We’re going to take the night off and have a good time.”

      But here, sitting across from Lizzie, all I can think about is what I did wrong, how Thomas’s clothing hung from his too-thin frame. How I’ve managed to alienate everyone in my family.

      “You did nothing wrong,” Lizzie says. “In fact, I would have left Thomas in there longer to think about his actions. At least there, you know he won’t be passed out drunk somewhere.”

      “I couldn’t leave him there.” I sigh and clasp my hands in my lap. “After everything, I couldn’t leave Thomas there to rot.”

      “And that,” Lizzie says as she holds up her cup, “is why you’re a far better sister than I ever would be.” She takes a dainty sip from her cup and purses her lips. “Needs another sugar cube, I think.” She spoons one into her cup. “Would you like one?”

      “No, thank you.”

      Lizzie smirks. “I think you like it bitter.”

      “Perhaps.”

      I look down at my hands, thinking about what happened even before I went with Detective Inspector Doyle to Newgate. My failed attempt at making a difference in Margaret’s life.

      “There’s more, too,” I say, soft enough so that prying ears can’t hear.

      There must be something on my face to indicate the severity of what I’m about to say, because Lizzie scoots forward and leans into me. “What is it, Hazel?”

      I wet my lips, trying to find the words. “I started my monthly bleed.” I meet her eyes. “It didn’t work.”

      She processes this for a long pause before sitting back in her chair. “Maybe it’s a blessing, then.”

      I cock my head, wondering if I heard her correctly. “A blessing? After everything I went through for...nothing?”

      “You were devastated when you came home that day,” Lizzie explains. “And I know you are trying to protect Margaret, however, maybe this isn’t the right way.” She gives a surreptitious glance around the tea room. “This may be a good thing, Hazel.”

      I think about Jared, his hands on my body, the way he made me unfurl within myself. Lizzie thinks I was devastated because of what I’d done—it’s more that I’m devastated at what I’m giving up.

      I want to have that. I want to feel like someone loves me. And the man who made me feel that way is halfway to America by now.

      To try it again, I’d have to find another sailor or man who will leave again. I groan at the thought. “I don’t think I can do that again. Not so soon.”

      Lizzie gives me a sympathetic smile. “Let yourself recover.” She sits back. “Think on it. And then decide what you want to do beyond that. Margaret will be fine.”

      “Unless something were to happen to me,” I say.

      Lizzie winks. “That’s why you have me. I’ll make sure nothing happens to you. Now,” she pushes my saucer closer to me, “drink up and eat your scone. I’ll take you home before it gets too dark. The night is no place for a lady. Especially when we are only lightly armed.”

      Lizzie, ever the pragmatist, is right.

      I glance out the window and see the sky darkening with the sunset. I pick up my tea cup and take a tentative sip. “You’re correct,” I say, setting down the cup and picking up a teaspoon for the sugar. “It is too bitter.”

      Lizzie smiles, and I feel marginally better. Bit by bit, and the longer that we’re at this tea room, the more I feel like a normal, everyday woman. Not the Harker. Not a woman who spends her nights hunting vampires.

      We finish up our tea, and Lizzie is wonderful at taking my mind off the troubles I have at hand. By the time we’ve finished up our tea, I’m smiling again and laughing.

      “There’s the Hazel that I know,” Lizzie says, patting my hand. “Good girl. Better?”

      I nod. “Better.”

      “Right.” Lizzie stands. “Then let’s go home.”
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      Despite the warm summer night air, Rob hasn’t stopped shivering since he found me in that pub.

      I sit across from him in the alley, watching his hands shake as he sits and rocks himself against the wall. I haven’t been able to get much out of him since he told me what happened with the Vermont. It’s almost as though he has retreated into himself and is living in another realm.

      I need to get him off the streets and into a hotel. Perhaps to a bath to clean him up. Maybe being clean will help him snap out of whatever is ailing him.

      The problem is, I used the last few coins I had at that pub, planning on spending another night out on the streets. I hadn’t accounted for finding Rob here. I hadn’t planned on needing to get him into a warm bed.

      He’s terrified out here, as if the very shadows around us will attack him. His eyes keep looking to any sign of movement.

      With night coming on even darker, it’s imperative that I get him off the streets.

      Which means more pickpocketing.

      I’m dreading it.

      After leaving the hills of Pennsylvania for New York City when I was thirteen, I’d lived on the streets, as part of an unruly gang of pickpockets. I had run-ins with the police, scuffles with rival gangs, nearly lost my life a few times. It wasn’t until I joined the merchant ships that I scraped a different life for myself.

      I promised myself that I wouldn’t steal again. Yet, here I am, resorting to that very thing for our own health and sanity.

      “Rob,” I whisper to him. “Rob.”

      My companion doesn’t say anything, other than mumbles.

      “I’ll be right back,” I promise him. “And then, we’ll get ourselves a nice room where you can rest. All right?”

      It just requires me finding an unsuspecting passerby to steal from. Although I’m not certain as to who will be outside at this time at night. Most likely those who I don’t want to encounter. But encounter, I must.

      I get to my feet and stick my hands in my pockets, attempting to look like I’m going for a simple, leisurely stroll at night. Not intimidating at all. Any more leisurely, and I would be whistling, but that would be pushing it too far. Damn, I wish I had tobacco for a cigarette, so I could have something to do with my lips, because I’m damn nervous. It’s one thing to be stealing for yourself.

      It’s another entirely when someone is depending on you. If I’m caught, I may be thrown into prison, and Rob will be none the wiser, if he even survives on his own after this.

      I cannot get caught. I won’t get caught.

      I leave the relatively sheltered area of the alley and head out onto the cobblestone street. Most of the windows are dark, and the only light comes from the gas lamps that dot the street. Damn, I should have tried this earlier when there were more people out and about, yet I had been so concerned for Rob’s wellbeing, I hadn’t realized how late it was getting.

      He just declined steadily since I found him, like he had been holding everything together long enough to find me. And now that he’s with me, he finally broke like fine china falling off a table.

      But now the streets are nearly empty. It’s going to be hard to get close to another person without them being suspicious. I hope that I can do it successfully.

      If worse comes to worst, I’ll have to grab their wallet and run, drawing attention away from Rob until the coast is clear and I can come back for him.

      Two options. Two ways to go about it.

      And I keep my eyes open for it.

      There.

      I see two women walking along the street on the opposite side, dressed like two proper genteel ladies and chatting with each other. I loiter a little longer, watching as they walk to read their alertness, the way they move, looking for any sort of clue as to their dispositions.

      Completely unaware, completely absorbed in their conversation, these ladies seem to be unconcerned with their surroundings. Even better, I see a handbag.

      Easy prey.

      I give one last glance around the street to see if there is anyone to sound the alarm.

      No one.

      This should be easier than I initially thought.

      I cross the street, meaning to intercept the two ladies. My gait takes a lackadaisical approach, almost stumbling. I need to let these ladies think that I’m a drunk on my way home from the pub, just another, harmless man. Because when I bump into them, I’m going to have to act confused and apologize profusely as I hand back the purse.

      Minus any money inside. And they’ll be none the wiser after it.

      I near them, close enough to where I can see the fine embroidery of their clothes, the bounce of their bustles. I can do this.

      Just a bump and then…

      One of the women turns around before I can reach her. Like she could hear me the entire way. She’s stunning, her skin flawless and her blond, almost silver, hair pinned back. Her eyes alight with mischief as her blood red lips part in a wide smile.

      “Hello, love,” she purrs. “This should be a bit of fun.”

      Then I see the fangs just before she strikes.
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      We’re near home on our walk back from the tea room when I hear the scream. A man’s scream cut abruptly short, as though a knife sliced through it.

      Men don’t scream like that, not unless they’re in mortal danger or terrified beyond all compare. I’ve heard it many times in my life.

      I know the urgency that it needs in order to save that man.

      I glance at Lizzie, telling her without words to hurry. She gulps nervously—hell, I’m nervous, too—because we’re caught with the barest minimum of weapons.

      We hadn’t expected to see vampires tonight. Not when I simply wanted to feel better and enjoy my night.

      Yet we must meet this danger head-on. It’s our duty to the innocent of London.

      It’s our purpose.

      I flick my left hand out to the side and call my sword to my palm while I hike up my skirts with my other hand and take off in a run in the direction of the scream. Lizzie is just behind me as I run across the street and down an alley. I skid to a halt at the corner and peer over the corner to get a peek at what we’re dealing with.

      There are two vampires in the alley with their backs to me. That’s all I see, not the source of the scream. Not the man who made it.

      “This one is handsome, is he not, Florence?” the blond vampire asks, although I can’t see what or who she considers to be handsome. She moves with the grace of a predator, her movements fluid. Like a cat preying upon a mouse.

      There’s something about her that I recognize, although I can’t quite place it. Something that I feel like I should know, something important.

      “Yes, he is,” the other vampire croons.

      The blond puts her hands on her hips. “You can share, can’t you?”

      The vampire, Florence, snarls. I realize that her mouth and neck are dark with blood. “No, Adelia,” she snarls. “He is mine. And I doubt there’s enough blood left to be of use”

      I blink in surprise.

      Adelia. I know that name.

      But before I can place it, I see the victim they are referring to, a man draped across Florence’s lap. I hadn’t noticed him earlier because his black-and-brown attire blended into the shadows of the alley. Yet, now that I see him, I wonder how I could have missed him. His neck is a ruined mess, and there’s blood everywhere.

      It’s his blood that’s on Florence’s mouth. It’s like she tore his throat out.

      My heart shudders to a stop as I see his face. Because this victim is a man that I expected never to see again.

      Jared?

      How? Why is he here? I thought he was on a ship bound for America. He told me that.

      So how is he still here? And more importantly, how did he end up with two vampires?

      Before I can come to terms with the different thoughts bouncing around my mind, Adelia, the blond vampire, straightens.

      “I know you’re there,” she calls without turning around. “Your heart is pounding hard enough to alert the whole city to your presence.” She peers over her shoulder and gives us a coy smile. “I see you. Harker.”

      I know this vampire. Or, rather, I knew her when she was still a woman.

      She’s Mister Holmes’s wife who has been dead for three years now.

      Mrs. Adelia Holmes.

      I sweep up Silver Bane and hold it in front of me to face her.

      “You’re dead,” Lizzie says in shock, obviously recognizing her as well.

      Adelia smiles demurely. Even though it’s been years since I’ve seen her, I remember that she’d been beautiful in life. As a vampire, she’s beyond any conventional definition of beauty.

      She’s breathtaking.

      “Undead, you mean,” Florence corrects. “You should join us, it’s lovely.”

      Adelia sneers at my weapon. “And you really think your little toys will do anything to me, Harker?”

      My sword wavers at her taunt.

      She’s trying to distract me, and she’s doing a damn good job of it, too. It’s hard to remain focused on her while Jared lays in a ruined heap in Florence’s lap. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.

      Do not let her get inside your mind, Hazel.

      I shake my head. “Don’t act like you don’t know me, Mrs. Holmes. Adelia.”

      She chuckles dryly. “Don’t be afraid to use my Christian name, Hazel. God has abandoned me anyway—it’s nice to hear that someone else hasn’t.”

      “We’re only abandoned for being terrible people,” Lizzie says. “Seems like even the devil himself may have left you to rot.” She nods at the body across Florence’s lap.

      She doesn’t know that’s Jared. She doesn’t know my connection to him.

      And if I let that rattle me, then we’re all dead. We’re not armed like I’d want to be when facing two vampires. And if Jared is still alive, then my priority is to get him to safety.

      However I can.

      “Does Mister Holmes know?” I ask. “Does he know that you’re alive?”

      Adelia takes a step toward me, and I bring up my sword to keep the distance between us. “And if he does?”

      Not a yes. Not a no, either.

      “He’s to be married to Margaret,” I tell her through gritted teeth. “Doesn’t that bother you?”

      A stricken look crosses her face. “Oh, it bothers me very much, Hazel,” she snarls, using my given name. “But what am I to do? Until the serum is ready, there’s not much I can do. A widower can’t do much for his dead wife.”

      Serum.

      Just like what that other vampire had said. Lizzie gives me an uneasy glance.

      Behind Adelia, Florence chuckles lightly, as she tosses Jared aside like yesterday’s rubbish. My eyes flash to his body, but I look back to Florence, who advances on us as though she’s not afraid of Lizzie and me.

      “The Harker doesn’t know what the serum is, Adelia,” Florence murmurs. “Or how it can revolutionize our lives.”

      “Imagine, Hazel,” Adelia says. “A world without vampires.”

      “You mean a cure?” Lizzie ventures.

      Adelia turns her gaze onto Lizzie and smiles. “I mean a world without pain, without death. A world where you can live without fear. Where you can live forever.”

      Where you can live forever? Nothing lives forever, not even vampires.

      “You speak of insanity,” I tell her, and she throws her head back and laughs, her voice bouncing off the brick walls around us.

      “I speak of paradise,” she says. “All we need is a viable serum.”

      I narrow my eyes. “A viable serum?”

      She shrugs, meaning to look innocent, but there’s so much power with even that motion that it’s still sinister. “It’s not quite ready yet. I believe you’ve seen the results of it.”

      “So many bloody bodies,” Florence adds. “So terrible.” She looks contemplative for a moment. “Been about eight months now, hasn’t it, Adelia?  It’s been a while since our last failed experiment. We have been preparing to try the newest batch of serum. Perhaps our next subject won’t react with such insatiable thirst. Very difficult to control.”

      My entire body stills as her words strike me like physical blows. Bloody murders. Back in October.

      She’s talking about the Whitechapel Murderer. She’s talking about the vampire that killed Catherine. Based on what Adelia and Florence are telling me, the Whitechapel murderer isn’t just one vampire. It could be any vampire I kill. Or any that I don’t kill.

      I hesitate for too long.

      “Hazel!” Lizzie shouts.

      I’d been too distracted thinking about the Catherine’s death to see Adelia moving toward me, closing the space between us in the blink of an eye. They had meant to occupy my mind and my senses to make me a weaker hunter.

      They nearly succeeded.

      Nearly.

      My body reacts before my mind does and I parry her attack with my sword, as I draw a stake with my other hand. I only have the one stake, Silver Bane, and a knife attached to my thigh.

      I’m woefully unprepared for an attack from two vampires tonight. Lizzie is as well, with her single knife and few stakes. She also doesn’t have my strength or my powers, so when I hear the clash of her knife against brick, I turn my head toward her, meaning to help.

      She’s on her feet, moving quickly. The vampire Florence bounds up the wall, scuttling along it as if she’s an insect or a lizard. Lizzie runs along the bottom to intercept her.

      I suppose she’s got this vampire under control. Mine, meanwhile...

      “Pay attention to me, Harker!” Adelia snarls, and her claws lash out, catching me across the cheek before I can pull myself back far enough to keep away from her fangs.

      Or her teeth.

      Or her kick, which I catch in the chest, knocking the breath out of me. I cry out as I hit the side of the building behind me, but I somehow manage to stay on my own two feet as stars dance across my vision. Silver Bane retracts into my hand, which I suppose is better than me losing control of it.

      I grit my teeth and force air into my lungs.

      “You are not quite the Harker I thought you’d be,” Adelia muses. She doesn’t appear to be out of breath, while I’m fighting for air. One of the perks of being a vampire. “Perhaps that is why we haven’t found a stable mixture of the serum. You are half the Harker Catherine was.”

      There are shouts to my right, as Lizzie battles Florence, but until I hear something that resembles pain from my cousin, I’m solely focused on Adelia.

      She knows this too, as she smirks at me and licks my blood off her sharpened nails. “Actually,” she muses, and looks at her fingertips in surprise, “this blood tastes different from before. What could have changed?”

      “From before?” I manage, hunching over, taking gasps of air.

      I get my answer without her saying a word. She rubs at her shoulder. The same shoulder that I’d been stabbed in nary a fortnight ago. “How is your shoulder, Hazel? Still sore?”

      She knows. She knows and probably facilitated it.

      An angry cry escapes my throat, and I grab the knife I’ve hidden on my thigh. I’ve leaned over, playing up my injury to gain access to that knife, as I doubt Adelia knows about it. I guess right as well, and I move with a sudden surge of energy, catching her off-guard.

      My knife hits flesh unexpectedly, driving all the way in up to the hilt. I blink as I look into Florence’s face. The other vampire has stepped in front of Adelia, taking the blow for her.

      She smiles briefly before coughing blood in my face.

      I’ve hit her in the chest, but missed her heart, so it’s not a mortal blow. I curse, just in time to have her hand come up to punch me in the face. A hit such as that from a human would hurt anyone. A hit like that from a vampire, however, sends me spinning before I smack the hard cobblestone street.

      I look up to hear a surprised cry from Florence, as Lizzie has moved in and driven another stake into the vampire’s chest.

      Another miss.

      Yet Florence is still standing.

      “If you want to leave here alive,” Lizzie says, stepping between us, “I suggest you do it now before I kill you both.”

      I want to tell her that we can’t let them go. Not after everything. Not without answers.

      But my gaze goes over to Jared’s limp body, and I know that time is short, and there will be an opportunity for answers later. For now, we must do what’s best.

      Florence breathes wetly, as she pulls out the stake. “Clever little Cypher,” she whispers. “I daresay you are a better hunter than the Harker.”

      Lizzie crosses her arms. “This surprises you?”

      Florence chuckles. “I like her.” She looks back at Adelia and pulls out the knife I’ve driven into her chest. “Let’s go. There will be a later time for confrontations.”

      Ah, here I had thought that Adelia was in charge.

      Adelia, my little sister’s fiancé’s dead wife, glares at me one last moment, before she turns and flees up the walls of the building.

      Leaving Lizzie and I alone.

      And I don’t know if Jared is alive or dead.
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      I stagger over to the fallen body.

      “Jared?” I whisper.

      Unsure of what to do with him but seeing an ample amount of blood that is running out of him from some wound, I gingerly check him to see if he’s alive. My hands are so slick with his blood that I nearly drop him.

      In the moments that pass, there’s a roaring in my ears, as the worst possible scenarios flit through my head.

      Jared dying in my arms here in this alley.

      Jared turning into a vampire, because his attacker had Turned him.

      So many horrid things, and all I wish is for him to be alive. I hold my breath, waiting for any sign that there’s breath in his lungs. Any indication that he may still be alive.

      “Hazel,” Lizzie says in a harsh whisper. “Hazel!”

      There.

      He draws a labored wet breath, that whistles somewhat through the ragged hole in his throat. Somehow, despite all the odds and the amount of blood that I see around him, he’s alive. Florence must have missed his jugular, but only just.

      That realization spurs me into action, and I sit forward to clamp a hand over the wound, trying to staunch the flow of blood. “Lizzie, help me,” I cry, looking up as my cousin kneels on the opposite side of him. “Help me or else he’s going to die.”

      She crosses herself as she takes in Jared’s state, something that I’ve never seen before from the otherwise unflappable Lizzie. “Mother of God, he’s still alive?”

      “For the moment. But he won’t be if we don’t hurry,” I tell her. “We need to bind his throat to keep him from bleeding out. And then perhaps Margaret can stitch him up”

      “We need to get him to a doctor,” Lizzie says as she begins tearing strips of her dress.

      I shake my head. “A doctor won’t be equipped for dealing with a vampire bite.” We have potions and spells that can heal his body faster. It may be enough to save him. “We can use your potions. We can...” I stop, as I realize that I’m rambling.

      “Do you think he’ll Turn?” Lizzie asks as she wraps the cloth around his neck. “Feck, I don’t know how tight to tie this—I could be asphyxiating him, Hazel.”

      “Lightly, and I’ll keep the pressure on the wound,” I say, because that thought has crossed my mind too. “And, no, I believe he won’t Turn. Florence was still feeding on him before we arrived.”

      I’ve seen vampires Turn humans before. Generally, it’s done through biting the palm of their hand and then placing their bleeding hand over the wound of their victim. We had arrived while the monster was still tearing into Jared’s throat.

      Even just thinking that through at this moment eases a bit of the panic in my chest. “We have to get him home,” I say.

      “How?” Lizzie asks. “And how do we get him home before he dies?”

      To that, I don’t have a good answer, but I keep moving as though I’m an automaton. I take off my cloak and throw it around his body, to cover up the mess of blood and to avoid suspicion from the police or from anyone else.

      Fortunately for Jared, I have unnatural strength due to being the Harker, so Lizzie helps me to my feet. Jared is a big man, so I have to brace his body against mine, so I can keep the pressure on his neck while holding him.

      “Get me a hackney carriage,” I tell Lizzie as I stumble toward the main road.

      She hesitates, looking between us.

      “Now, Lizzie!”

      That’s all she needs to scurry out to the street to hail down a carriage. Although I’m not sure we’ll want to ride in whatever carriages are available this time of night, if any.

      As if reading my thoughts, Jared lets out a faint sound that’s a cross between a wheeze and moan.

      Whatever carriage there is, it will have to do. If they’re dodgy, we’d deal with it then.

      Somehow, Lizzie is able to find what I suspect to be the only hackney cab on the streets in all of London. I give her a grateful look as I maneuver Jared’s limp body into the seat.

      “What’s wrong with the gentleman?” the cabbie asks, giving us a suspicious glance.

      “Too much to drink,” I tell him, and I’m glad that the oil lamp on the carriage isn’t enough to show the blood on my dark dress. Lizzie goes in the other side of the carriage, and we keep Jared between the two of us. “We’ll get him home and rest him up, good sir.”

      That seems to be answer enough for the cabbie, who snaps the reins, and the horse spurs forward, trotting toward Westminster and Baker Street.

      I lean against the seat, gasping for breath. I can’t stop my heart from pounding, too afraid to stop paying attention to Jared in case I miss a crucial moment to keep him alive.

      Lizzie eyes me warily. “Spill it,” she says.

      I know what she means even without her elaborating on her question.

      “This is the sailor that I spent the night with,” I murmur softly so that the cabbie can’t hear over the sound of the horse’s hooves hitting the cobblestones. “This is the man that I tried to make the father of my child.” Even saying it out loud, my cheeks color in embarrassment.

      So silly, to think I could do something like that.

      Lizzie’s eyes widen in horror. “Him?” she asks. “But I thought he would be back on a ship bound for America?”

      “I thought so, too,” I say with a nod.

      “What the bloody hell is he doing here?”

      “I don’t know, Lizzie, would you prefer to ask him?” I ask, sarcasm edging into my voice.

      She lets out a short, disbelieving guffaw. “And what are you supposed to say to Margaret and Mrs. Hudson when you bring back a bloodied, dying—” she gives him a onceover, “—handsome gentleman? What are you going to say to your father?”

      I’ve been wondering that myself ever since I decided to take him back home. All I can say is that I’m a twenty-five-year-old woman who can make her own decisions. Still, that won’t meet Margaret’s muster.

      “We start with the truth,” I decide. “We tell them that he was attacked by a vampire and that we’re the best hope to save him.”

      “And beyond that?”

      “I’ll break the news to Margaret first.” I can only imagine how that will commence. Margaret has always followed the proper rules and etiquette of society, but she’s sharp as a whip, and I know that excuses won’t fool her. I’ll have to tell her the whole truth.

      I simply need to find the right way to tell her. To get her to understand my perspective and, most importantly, why.

      “And when he wakes up?” Lizzie counters. “If he wakes up?”

      As much as I want him to wake up, I’m dreading it as well. “I’ll proceed from there.”

      Lizzie falls silent for a long moment before she snickers softly. “You didn’t say he was so handsome,” she says, smoothing his hair back.

      “That has nothing to do with any of this,” I snap.

      “Obviously,” she says, although her tone indicates that she believes otherwise. “Pity that it didn’t work out between you two. You would have had beautiful children.”

      My feistiness leaves me at that moment, and I sigh. I’d done a fool’s errand. And now I must deal with the consequences of it.

      We ride the rest of the way to Baker Street without saying another word. I spend the entire ride with my heart in my throat as I fret about whether or not Jared is still alive.

      It’s the longest carriage ride of my life.

      By the time we pull up in front of my little house, he’s white as a sheet, and I know that we don’t have much time.

      “Lizzie,” I say as I take Jared with me out of the carriage.

      “I’ll take care of the cabbie,” she assures me as she opens her handbag to pay the bewildered coachman. She gives him a warm smile, and I hear her speaking with the man as I practically carry Jared with me up the steps.

      “The only time Mrs. Hudson doesn’t open the door,” I mutter as I press the doorbell.

      The chimes hit the third note before the door opens, but it’s not Mrs. Hudson who stands in the doorway.

      It’s Papa.

      He blinks down at us, first at me, then at the unconscious man at my side. “Good heavens, Hazel, what happened? Who is this?”

      “Get Margaret,” I say as I cross the threshold into the house. “And get Mother’s spell books.”

      In the brief span where I hope that my father cares about me, I’m disappointed as he doesn’t move to help. His mouth presses into a fine line.

      “Papa, please,” I nearly sob. “Please help.”

      Luckily, I don’t need his help, because there’s a commotion upstairs, and Margaret appears in her nightgown, holding a lamp to light the upper story of the house.

      “What happened?” she calls from the top of the stairs, taking the steps two at a time to get to the ground floor.

      “Vampire attack,” I tell her just as she reaches us. “We got there just in time, but I believe that he may not have much longer.”

      Papa frowns in answer.

      “Oh, my Lord,” Mrs. Hudson cries, as she joins us, wearing her own nightgown. The older woman puts a hand to Jared’s forehead, and takes in his state. “This man has one foot in life and the other in death.”

      “And I intend to keep him in life,” I tell her. I look to Margaret, just as I hear the door open behind me, to announce that Lizzie has come into the house. “We’re the best hope he has of surviving this.”

      My younger sister nods. “Yes,” she says. “Yes, of course.” She points up the stairs. “Take him upstairs to the guest room, and I’ll prepare my instruments. Papa,” she adds, calling to our father, gesturing for him to follow her into the workshop.

      Our father gives me one last glance before silently going down to the basement after Margaret.

      I don’t have a moment to waste. “Help me,” I command to Mrs. Hudson and Lizzie.

      With the three of us, we’re able to get Jared up the narrow stairs and into the guest room. Mrs. Hudson wordlessly opens the drapes to the four-poster bed, while Lizzie throws back the covers, and I gingerly lay Jared among the pillows. I try not to notice that his skin matches the same color as the white sheets.

      “I’m here,” Margaret announces as she sweeps into the room, carrying her leather medical bag. She sits on the edge of the bed and unclasps the top of the bag to gain access to her supplies.

      I step away, my nerves taking hold of me. I put a hand over my mouth and watch as Margaret peels away the bandages that Lizzie and I hastily applied earlier.

      Margaret sucks in a deep breath. “This is bad,” she murmurs to herself. She produces a needle and thread from the bag.

      “Is there anything you can do?” I ask.

      “I’ll try,” she says as she threads the needle. “I can’t promise that this will save him. Or, if it does save him, that he will be able to even speak.”

      “Do what you can, please.”

      I gulp some air as Margaret’s nimble fingers hold the ruined flesh of Jared’s throat together and she starts to stitch the skin together, treating his neck as one would treat the finest of silk. Her hand, the one that holds the needle and thread, is trembling. “Did you at least kill the vampire that did this to him?”

      “No,” I say, and I feel as though I will combust from the shame. “No, I didn’t.”

      Margaret visibly gulps before she continues stitching his neck together, her hands steady again. “Next time,” she says, giving me a tight-lipped smile.

      Next time, maybe.

      But next time, there may be other victims. Others injured or killed.

      I ball my hands into fists. “I’ll be right back,” I whisper before I duck out of the guest room, needing some air.

      Lizzie is there. “You haven’t told Margaret yet.” It’s not a question.

      “No.” I look down at my hands and see all the dried blood. I must look a fright. “Not yet. I need to get cleaned up. To clear my head.”

      “You have to tell Margaret before he wakes up,” Lizzie presses.

      I stand there for a moment, debating what to do or say. I know she’s right. I know that I must tell her.

      But not right now. For now, I just can’t.

      I swallow back the lump in my throat and go to my bedroom and strip out of my clothes, drawing a bath for myself. I stare at my reflection in the mirror, at my naked body. There are scars that mar my flesh, from the fresh scar on my shoulder to the various nicks and cuts that have healed over time. I remember the scar that spread over Catherine, how it consumed and swallowed her body until it nearly killed her.

      And it would have killed her if not for the vampire that tore her apart.

      The vampire that was on some sort of serum.

      My hands go to my abdomen, where my empty womb is. Such a waste of energy and heartache. It was all for nothing.

      I close my eyes and sigh deeply.

      I’ll wash this night away and proceed. I must.

      For all our sakes.
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      I’m swimming in pain as my eyes open. It feels as though my neck is on fire, or like it’s not there. Just pain and agony and everything hurts.

      My breathing is labored and wet, and with every inhale, I grimace.

      “Hush,” a voice tells me. I feel a cold compress on my head. “Just relax. You’ve been gravely injured.”

      The voice is familiar, yet it’s not.

      Dare I hope that it’s her?

      “C—Catherine?” My voice comes out as a rasp, and I barely recognize it as mine. Like my throat has been torn out and replaced with a pale imitation of one. Damn, it hurts to talk.

      The dabbing on my forehead stops suddenly, and the silence that follows is so thick, that I’m sure I got it wrong.

      “Catherine?” the woman asks in confusion.

      I force my eyes open, despite the pain. I’m in an unfamiliar four-poster bed in an equally unfamiliar room. It doesn’t look like any hotel that I’ve ever stayed at, and it’s certainly finer than the lodgings on the ship.

      I don’t have the faintest idea where I am.

      The drapes around the bed are tied back, and as I turn my head to look at my companion, I squint in pain.

      She’s not Catherine.

      The compress over my forehead is frozen in mid-air, as the young woman looks shaken to her core. There is a resemblance to Catherine, only her face is heart-shaped, the lines softer, more feminine. She’s younger, with her lighter hair pinned back at the nape of her neck, and her eyes are blue, not the hazel color that I remember from my night with Catherine.

      The woman—girl, really, since she is so young—swallows audibly.

      “You knew Catherine?” she asks, her voice wavering.

      Stupidly, I try to nod, but find that’s impossible. “I did. I do. Wait.” I shift, realizing that the girl said knew. Like Catherine is dead. “What happened to Catherine?”

      The girl’s eyes flash with a sort of raw pain, and her bottom lip trembles. She composes herself, and then gives a nod. “One moment.” She sets the compress aside and gets up. “Let me find Hazel.”

      Hazel? Who is Hazel?

      I try to move my head to look around. To see if Rob is here. Yet, I can’t move. I’m in too much pain.

      She leaves me alone in the room, and I lay back on the bed, unable to find the strength to follow her, to ask what the hell is going on.

      Maybe this Hazel knows what happened to Catherine and can answer my question without further confusion. Can tell me where Rob is.

      I close my eyes and suck in a deep breath. The last thing I remember, I’d been trying to pickpocket two women who were walking down the road. To get some money for Rob—where is, Rob, is he all right?—so that he could get off the streets.

      And when I drew near, one of the women attacked me. She had fangs. Like a monster.

      My fingers somehow find the strength to fly to my throat, where thick bandages are wrapped around my throat. Some areas of the bandages are stiff, like I’ve bled through them.

      No wonder it feels like I’ve had a steam engine rammed down my gullet. I swallow painfully and sigh.

      The door to the room opens again, and the girl is there with—

      “Catherine,” I manage, wondering what the hell a prostitute is doing in such a well-appointed place as this. Hadn’t she said that she fell on hard times and that is she is a lady of the night?

      She pauses in the doorway, her eyes on me, and she’s so pale, she looks like she’s about to be sick. Her hand is at her own neckline, properly buttoned up to be the image of British modesty.

      What the hell is she doing here?

      The girl looks at her, a bewildered expression on her face. “He knew Catherine,” I hear her say. “How does he know Catherine? He sounds American.”

      Catherine doesn’t say anything. She simply keeps looking at me.

      “Catherine?” I ask, in that hoarse voice that doesn’t sound like me. Hurts so much. “Catherine, what’s going on?”

      She presses her lips together, and her gaze darts to the younger woman. “Margaret,” she says softly, “can you leave us alone for a moment?”

      The girl—Margaret—narrows her eyes. “What did you do?”

      Catherine whirls on her. “Please, Margaret,” she says through clenched teeth.

      Margaret holds her stare for a long moment before nodding. “Certainly,” she says, her voice tight.

      She slams the door behind her when she leaves, letting us know that she isn’t pleased with this turn of events. Catherine stiffens at the loud noise but doesn’t move. Doesn’t come any closer.

      Meanwhile, I have no idea what the hell is happening. And if my throat would just feel better, maybe I could string together my thoughts, but as it is, I can’t.

      “Catherine—” I start, but she shakes her head and pinches the bridge of her nose.

      “My name isn’t Catherine,” she says softly, although there is an edge of steel to her voice. She looks at me again, and there’s something like regret that passes over her face. “My name is Hazel. Hazel Harker. And you’re in my family’s home.”

      I try to say more, but it’s as if whatever strength my body has left me, and darkness swallows me whole again.

      And, this time, it feels as though I won’t wake up.
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      Jared passes out, and I’m ashamed at the immense sense of relief I feel that he’s finally stopped talking.

      This is a conversation that I’m not ready to have yet. And based on Margaret’s anger as she strode out of the room, I’d hate to guess at the possibilities that she’s considering.

      First things first, though.

      I cross the room over to him, put my hand on his forehead and check to make sure that there is a rise and fall to his chest. He’s still alive. And perhaps it is a mercy to him that he’s unconscious. It will give his body time to rest and heal.

      “You’re a strong man to have been awake,” I murmur to him. Feck, he’s a strong man to even still be alive.

      I sigh and glance at the door, dreading facing Margaret more than any vampire I’ve ever faced. I’d wanted to ease her into this, not have it come out this way.

      I sigh and rub at the spot between my eyebrows, which is sore from the tension I’m holding there. I’m getting a headache. And I think it’s only about to get worse.

      I get up and slip out the door, where Margaret is standing in the hallway with her arms crossed, looking absolutely furious. Lizzie sits in a chair, massaging her temples. I don’t think they’ve spoken to each other while I’ve been in here.

      The air is so thick with anger that I could pierce it with a knife.

      I let out another breath and quietly shut the door behind me, although I think a steam-powered train wouldn’t be enough to rouse Jared from his slumber.

      Margaret glares at me. “Who is that, Hazel,” she hisses, making sure I can hear the emphasis on my name, “and why does he think you’re our dead sister?”

      I wet my lips. “His name is Jared Etheridge and he’s a sailor from America.” Although I thought his ship was supposed to leave a week or so ago. He’s supposed to be far away from here.

      That answer doesn’t assuage Margaret. She merely gives me a derisive snort and shakes her head. “You’re an awful liar, Hazel.”

      I hesitate. “I met him a fortnight ago.”

      “How?” She narrows her eyes. “Why? And don’t tell me this was during a hunt. No one has ever looked at Catherine or you or Lizzie that way after a hunt. And I would say that he’s in love with you, except he thinks you’re Catherine.”

      “I take offense to that remark,” Lizzie offers. “Others have looked at me with genuine lust after a hunt.”

      Margaret gives her a scathing look, and our cousin shrinks under her scrutiny.

      Margaret has always had an intuition that rivals the most genius of scholars. She can pick up on my discomfort. She can dissect me from the inside out. And she knows that there’s more to this than just a simple hunt.

      She knows I would have given Jared my name if I weren’t ashamed of my association with him.

      “I wanted to ease you into this,” I say softly. “Before he awoke. But he did wake up.”

      “You weren’t expecting him to be so virile,” Lizzie snorts in an unladylike manner. “Or perhaps you were.”

      Margaret whips her head back to Lizzie and understanding dawns on her face before she looks back at me. “What does she mean?”

      I straighten my back. “I’d do anything to protect you, Margaret,” I say, clenching my teeth. “Just remember that.”

      I try to pass her, but she grabs my arm. I look back at her and realize that I’m looking down at her. Even though Margaret is grown and engaged to be married, I’m still her big sister. I still look out for her.

      And because of that, I will do whatever it takes. Even endure her anger.

      “You won’t survive as the Harker,” I tell Margaret, and hurt flashes in her eyes. I decide to go a vulgar route so as to keep her from her consternation of me. “I was trying to make sure that you’re not next in line. And if that means taking a strange man to my bed so that one could give me a daughter, then so be it. In a moment of panic, I gave him Catherine’s name, because I was ashamed.” I shove her hand off my arm, and in her shock, she doesn’t protest. “And I see that I was right in how that decision would be received.”

      Margaret has gone ashen. “You’re with child?”

      I smile bitterly. “No. It was all for naught,” I say. I stare at her for a moment longer, debating on telling her that her betrothed’s dead wife is still alive. I inhale deeply.

      No. Not until I’m certain that he doesn’t know that Adelia is alive. And to do that, I’m going to have to visit him and have him answer a few questions. And if I don’t like his answers, then that’s another matter entirely.

      Margaret narrows her eyes. “What are you thinking, Hazel?” As I said, she’s too smart for her own good.

      “Take care of Jared,” I tell her tightly. I turn and stride down the hallway. I pause outside our room, contemplating going inside, but then I change my mind and head downstairs to the workshop.

      I storm around the workshop, strapping knives, revolvers, and swords to my person, arming myself to the teeth. My eyes sting from tears, but I refuse to let them fall.

      The door to the workshop opens, and I’m no longer alone.

      “That went well,” Lizzie says mildly.

      I merely scoff.

      “Well, what did you expect, Hazel?” She throws up her hands in defeat. “You knew that this would be a scandal for the whole family. Margaret is the most proper out of you lot, so I’d say that her response was tame compared to what I had expected.”

      “She looked at me like I was shit on her boot,” I say.

      “Again, it was tame compared to what I had expected.”

      I grimace and wipe at my eyes. “If only I’d had time to speak with Margaret before Jared woke up. I could have told her in a manner that she would have understood.”

      “Well, you didn’t.” Lizzie’s voice is gentler now. “So this is something that you will have to move forward with.”

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen this way,” I say with a sigh. “I just…”

      “I understand.” Lizzie pulls me into an embrace. “And Margaret will understand, too. At some point,” she adds cheekily, and I laugh despite myself.

      “Do you think she’ll tell Papa and Mrs. Hudson?” I ask. For a panicked moment, I can just imagine Mrs. Hudson throwing Jared out. When all this is my fault to begin with.

      Lizzie shakes her head. “At least not until she gets the full story. For now, I suggest letting her tend to Jared.”

      I nod as I grab another sword.

      “What are you up to now?” Lizzie asks.

      “I,” I say at length as I grab a few of the new inventions that Margaret made, “am going to pay my brother-in-law-to-be a visit.” I smirk. “I need to see if his intentions toward Margaret are pure.”

      Lizzie snickers. “Then hand me a sword, because I’m going with you.”
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      Nighttime is usually not considered a proper time for a social visit. Yet, I’m not here for a social visit or even a pleasant one, so I bang on the door knocker, loud enough to wake the dead. My anger fuels my strength, and I don’t hold back.

      If Mister Holmes is asleep, he’ll be rudely awakened from my pounding.

      “If he doesn’t answer,” Lizzie says, “he’s hiding something.”

      “If he doesn’t answer,” I tell her, “his housekeeper should at least answer the door.”

      My cousin smirks. “You’ll probably give her a fright.”

      Mister Holmes’s house is situated a couple miles from Baker Street, and is a nicer, bigger manor. As he has had more success with his inventions than Papa or Margaret, he’s been able to sell and manufacture them for sale. The upper crust of London society loves his little automatons.

      And they pay very well for their curiosities.

      The door finally opens, and a shrewd, unhappy woman in her nightgown glares up at me. “Miss Harker,” she says, scandalized. “What on earth? What are you doing here at this hour?”

      I push past her and into the dark house. There are a few lamps on in here, but not enough to illuminate the interior. I’m painfully aware of how vulnerable I am here. There are too many shadows, too many hiding places for me to be at ease.

      “Mrs. Berry, we must speak with Mister Holmes,” I say. “It’s urgent.”

      The housekeeper blinks in surprise, and opens her mouth to protest, but another voice cuts her off.

      “Miss Harker, whatever is the matter?” I look up the stairs to see Mister Holmes standing there in his nightclothes. He looks frightened, out of sorts, and even in the dim light, I can see that his face is drawn tight with worry. “Is it Margaret?”

      Admittedly, my heart melts a little bit that his concern is for my little sister. Maybe I do have it all wrong and he is not privy to Adelia still being alive. Maybe I am creating more trouble.

      Lizzie, however, is single-minded in her purpose being here. “Mister Holmes, do you by chance know where Mrs. Holmes is?”

      He frowns in confusion. “Mrs. Holmes?” He looks to me for answers. “I do not understand.”

      “Apologies, for my cousin’s outburst,” I say, feeling a modicum of shame that we’re bringing up his dead wife in such a fashion. “What she means is the former Mrs. Holmes. Adelia.”

      He stares at me for a long, shocked moment. “She’s been six feet under for nary three years now. Consumption took her.”

      I nod. “Do you know if she’s still there?”

      Then, I see it. Something akin to fear flits across his eyes as he looks at me, like there’s so much happening beneath the surface that he’s not revealing. He knows something is not right. And as we watch each other, realization strikes us both at the same time.

      For me, I realize that he knows Adelia is still alive.

      For him, he realizes that I know he knows.

      “Where’s your workshop?” I ask, stomping around the main floor to hear if it’s hollow. Papa’s and Margaret’s workshop is just under the stairs, yet as I open the equivalent door in Mister Holmes’s residence, I see that it’s simply a broom closet. I slam the door shut. “Where is your workshop?” I snarl up at him.

      “You cannot just barge in here and do this!” Mister Holmes cries in alarm. He takes the steps two at a time to reach the ground level. “You cannot do this!”

      I pointedly ignore him. His response is all the evidence I need to know that something is not quite right. “Lizzie,” I tell my cousin.

      “Yes,” she says, giving me a curt nod. “I’ll see what I can find.”

      She ducks into another room, stalking the grounds. A woman with a mission in mind.

      “What are you doing?” the housekeeper shouts as she follows her. She looks at Mister Holmes, as if for help. “Mister Holmes!”

      He’s more concerned with me at the moment. He grabs me by the arm. “Don’t do this, Harker.”

      His face falls as he realizes that he called me “Harker.” Not “Miss Harker” or “Hazel,” but simply “Harker.” My title and my role in life. He knows who and what I am.

      Our eyes meet, and there’s another kind of fear in his eyes.

      I grit my teeth. “Where is she?” I ask.

      I don’t even have to specify that I mean Adelia. He knows exactly who I mean. The silence stretches between us, feeling as wide as the Atlantic Ocean.

      “Hazel!” Lizzie shouts, followed by a startled gasp from the housekeeper.

      Mister Holmes’s eyes widen, and I use that moment to shove him away from me. He hits the opposite wall and knocks a vase off a table. Photographs and paintings fall and clatter to the floor from the force of my shove.

      He’s stunned by my actions, and it gives me enough time to follow the sound of Lizzie’s voice. Near the back of the house, I spy an open door leading to the basement below, and it’s already lit.

      “Lizzie?” I ask as I go down the stairs. I call my weapon to my hand and hurry. I’m more armed now than I had been in the alley earlier, yet I feel as though I’m still not prepared. It’s as though I’m going further and further into the belly of a great beast.

      And if I’m not careful, I’ll never be able to leave.

      I reach the bottom and turn a corner, coming to a halt, cursing under my breath at the scene before me. Both Lizzie and the housekeeper are still, in shock.

      Margaret and Papa have a sizeable, impressive workshop underneath our house, however, Mister Holmes’s workshop is something extraordinary. A large room looms before me, more of a warehouse than a workshop. It’s messy too, with tables haphazardly lining every wall, with papers, vials, robots, and all manner of pieces that he’s been tinkering with.

      That is not what we are looking at, however.

      There are five coffins in the workshop, and dirt covers a few of them, as if they’ve been recently exhumed from the cemetery. Three have the lids off them, revealing that they’re empty inside. The other two, however, are closed.

      And I’m not sure if they are occupied or not.

      I almost feel sorry for the housekeeper, who turns toward us. “M—Mister Holmes?”  she stammers. “What is this?”

      I suppose that means she hasn’t cleaned down here for a time. The good news is, she’s no longer indignant at Lizzie or me. Yet I can tell that she is terrified.

      “Nothing you should concern yourself with, Mrs. Berry,” he tells her gruffly from behind me. I turn and back away, keeping an eye on him as I take in everything around us.

      This is all so strange. Yet isn’t this what I expected when I came here?

      The housekeeper only stares at him. “Nothing to concern myself with?” she asks, her voice trailing off. She blinks and shakes her head. “You have coffins in your basement, Mister Holmes!” And she hasn’t yet mentioned that they look like they’ve been in use. And that their occupants have disappeared.

      Vampires don’t need the use of a coffin in order to sleep. However, if they were presumed dead when they Turned, then it may be important to dig them up. Also, I do believe that some find comfort in sleeping in a coffin. As if it’s another barrier against the sun.

      “I told you she would come here,” another voice says, and I recognize it from earlier tonight. “I told you she wouldn’t rest without investigating for herself.”

      Adelia steps out from the shadows of the basement. I’m not certain what I was expecting, but perhaps maybe not such a blatant association with Adelia. Yet, here she is, dressed as if she is still the head of the household, the woman she’d been when she was still human.

      The housekeeper looks as though she’s seeing a ghost. And I suppose she is. We all are.

      “Muh-Mrs. Holmes?” she asks, putting a hand to her chest, stepping backwards, and breathing heavily. “How? What?” Nothing could have prepared this poor housekeeper for this night.

      “Mrs. Berry,” Adelia purrs, and I can feel the slither of her glamour writhe along my skin as it passes me on its way to the housekeeper. “Why don’t you go upstairs and go to bed? That sounds like a splendid idea, doesn’t it?”

      Mrs. Berry’s face falls into a complete blank slate, as if she’s lost all volition of her mind and body. “Yes,” she says in an oddly hollow voice, “yes, that does sound like a splendid idea. I will go to bed.” She gives us a fake, dreamy smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

      She turns and trudges up the stairs in a leaden, slow movement that reminds me of pallbearers at a funeral.

      The four of us are standing in silent reproach as the housekeeper leaves us. Whether it’s from an unspoken agreement that we wouldn’t do anything in her presence or it’s because Lizzie and I are just too stunned to react, it’s not until Mrs. Berry shuts the door upstairs that Adelia is back in motion.

      “She will not remember this come tomorrow morning,” she says. “It would be best if she believes I am dead.”

      “You are dead, Adelia,” Lizzie counters.

      The vampire smirks. “For the moment.” She turns toward her widower and takes his hand. My stomach roils at the sight. Because he is my little sister’s fiancé, and Adelia is practically claiming him for herself.

      “What do you mean by that?” I venture.

      Adelia beams at Mister Holmes. “My husband, master tinkerer and inventor, is creating a cure for my current state. He is going to save my life.”

      I look at Mister Holmes, who doesn’t meet my eyes.

      “You proposed to Margaret,” I tell him. “Why do that if your plan is just to bring Adelia back?”

      His cheeks are flushed a deep red, and he looks ashamed of himself. But he doesn’t say anything to defend himself. He doesn’t speak.

      Spineless coward.

      Adelia stalks up to me, slinking like an apex predator. “It was to get closer to you, Harker. We had our suspicions about the vampire hunter, especially with the same last name.” She winks. “Do you know how many Harkers there are in London, Hazel? Many of them screamed as I killed them to get to their blood. Such a disappointment.” She clucks her tongue and shakes her head. “But Margaret, sweet Margaret.” She looks reflective. “She brought Henry into her workshop to help you. She trusted him to help create weapons for you. Isn’t that sweet?”

      I remember my argument with Margaret, how I was angry that she had brought Mister Holmes into our secrets.

      It seems that I had been right. Still, it doesn’t repair that bridge between us.

      “To what purpose?” I croak, my voice rough.

      Adelia peers at Mister Holmes. “Sweetie? Won’t you tell her?”

      He swallows thickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down with the movement. “For the serum, I needed your blood. It carries your strength, your powers. And if I am correct, it will transform vampires back into humans. Only better. Stronger.”

      There’s that word that makes me still.

      Serum.

      Lizzie glances at me, having reached the same conclusion as me. Mister Holmes is creating the serum that is causing vampires to turn into crazed killers. He is inadvertently responsible for the deaths of all the victims of the supposed Whitechapel Murderer.

      In a way, he’s responsible for Catherine’s death.

      I rub at my shoulder, where I’d been stabbed that night by that hooded human. Almost like it had been a coordinated attack with the vampires.

      How could I have not seen it before?

      “You were there that night,” I tell him. “You were the one who…” I glare at him. “Why?”

      “I needed your blood,” he simply says.

      So it was an elaborate scheme to get my blood that night. “Why not get it from me in any other fashion?” I ask. “Why bother getting close to Margaret if you just intended to stab me to get my blood.”

      He looks at me, pleading with his eyes for me not to proceed further.

      Then it hits me. He does care for Margaret. Maybe not in the same way that he does for Adelia—there’s a blind devotion there that not even having a bloodthirsty wife could dissolve. But he does care for my little sister.

      He doesn’t want Adelia to know.

      We stare at each other for such a long time, I almost forget about the vampire in front of me. And the vampires in the coffins.

      Almost.

      “Yet, even that wasn’t enough,” another voice says at length. And Lizzie and I look to see Florence standing over one of the coffins, crouched atop it like a house cat ready to pounce on a mouse. She holds up a stoppered vial, and it glows a ruby red color. “Your blood isn’t enough for the serum, Harker.”

      Mister Holmes surges forward. “Let me try with a new sample,” he tells her. “Adelia did say that the Harker’s blood was different tonight.”

      Florence cocks her head at him as a slow smile comes to her lips. I see the fear in his eyes. He may be doing this for Adelia, yet he’s terrified of the other vampires.

      “There will be time for that later,” Florence croons as she removes the cork from the vial. “Later.” She jumps off the coffin, and with one, swift motion, throws off the lid with the same effort as one would use to sweep aside some leaves. “For now, I think the Harker needs to see what her blood has contributed to.”

      I see the vampire in the coffin, his arms crossed over his chest in his state of death. He’s a fresh vampire, newly Turned and one of the lowest in vampire society. No wonder he’s in a coffin—he had just been interred into the ground.

      His eyes are closed, and one would think he were sleeping.

      “Let’s show the Harker what happens if she doesn’t help us,” Florence murmurs. She tips the vial into the vampire’s mouth.

      I spur into action then, drawing my swords as I run at the two vampires. Lizzie joins me with a roar of her own.

      Too late, though. We are too late to stop the inevitable.

      The glowing liquid tips between the vampire’s lips.

      His eyes snap open, and they’re completely black. Like the deepest, darkest pits of hell. And there’s nothing there that resembles any bit of humanity.
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      The vampire screams, an unreal, inhuman sound that is unlike anything I’ve ever heard. Both Lizzie and I cry out in involuntary pain at just how damn loud that vampire is. We stop in our tracks and cover our ears, although it does little to help. I grimace, and somehow fight my way through the auditory onslaught.

      Florence moves to intercept me before I can get to the new vampire, before I can drive a stake through his chest.

      She simply draws me within her circle, then flings me to the side. I’m bodily thrown up against the wall, rolling along the tables that Mister Holmes has set up in the basement. Glass and beakers fly around me, shattering as they hit the ground. I’m cut and bruised, and I bring myself to my hands and knees, trying to gasp for breath.

      Florence is strong, one of the strongest vampires I’ve ever encountered. It makes me wonder how old she is, since the older the vampire, the more powerful they are.

      “You bitch!” Lizzie shouts and she springs into action, landing a blow on Florence with a stake. At the last possible moment, Florence feints, and the stake sinks into Florence’s shoulder. Certainly not a mortal wound.

      Florence roars and smacks Lizzie with the force of a steam engine. My cousin flies through the coffins, splintering wood before coming to rest on the ground.

      And rolls toward the new, crazed vampire that Florence has just created. I get to my feet, suddenly not concerned about Florence or Adelia or even Mister Holmes. I know that I must stop this vampire before he realizes what he’s capable of and terrorizes London again.

      As the vampire gets to his feet, I rush at him, swinging Silver Bane in an upward arc. It slices through his arm, and his limb goes sailing. It also sprays me with blood.

      But that doesn’t stop this vampire. In fact, he screeches in that weird voice again and grabs me by the throat. I gag as he lifts me so high up, my feet leave the ground and dangle helplessly.

      Except I’m not helpless. I refuse to be helpless. My sword goes through his chest, directly through where I know his heart is.

      And nothing happens.

      “Hazel!” Lizzie shouts, and she’s there at his back and stabs him through the chest. The vampire roars and flings me aside. I slide across the floor, scratching and scraping up my face and hands. I hit another table and more glasses and vials fall onto the floor.

      And still the vampire stands.

      “My workshop,” Mister Holmes cries, and I look to him just as he reaches out in horror. I recognize that expression—it’s the same as Margaret when she’s working with her inventions. He loves his work almost as much as he loves life.

      Then I get an idea.

      His workshop. The space where he’s been creating these serums and horrors, where insane, crazed vampires are made.

      I can stop him here. Even if I can’t stop the vampire that Florence created, I can keep him from doing anything more. Or at least put a great halt to it.

      I scramble to my feet. “Lizzie, keep him busy!”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” she shouts, parrying and catching the vampire as he attacks her. He should have gone down when I stabbed him in the chest. Or when Lizzie staked him. Still though, he continues, with fast, erratic movements that look like the twitches and seizures of a madman.

      I have my combustion pistol at my waist. I push myself to my hands and knees and snake my hand to my belt. If I can just set this workshop on fire, I can end this now…

      I cry out as a foot kicks me in my stomach, and I fall flat on my face again. A boot slams down on my right wrist, the one that was trying to get to my pistol. I feel the bones of my hand shatter beneath the boot, rendering my hand useless.

      “I don’t think so, Harker,” Florence snarls down at me.

      “I do,” I mutter.

      Painfully, I swing my legs and sweep them across her knees, bringing her down to the floor beside me. I spin and bring myself on top of her body, pinning her down. Except I know that I can’t hold her for long, not like this.

      She smirks up at me. She knows this, too.

      “Focus, Hazel. Focus.”

      I’m not sure where the voice came from, but it’s familiar, soothing, and speaking directly into my mind.

      Then I feel it deep in my chest, a spark that ignites in a combustion all its own.

      My long-dormant magic. The magic that I should have been able to harness from the moment I was crowned the Harker. I mentally embrace the magic, calling it into me, welcoming it.

      This fire inside me, even if it incinerates me, is my salvation.

      And I feel my skin burn from the inside out. I open my eyes, and everything has taken on a hazy, murky characteristic.

      I smile down at the vampire beneath me. For the first time, I see the fear in Florence’s eyes as she looks up at me.

      “I am the Harker,” I murmur to her. “Arbiter of the undead in London and the rest of the world. And I judge you to be guilty of conspiring against the good of London. Punishable by death.”

      Words form in my mind. I believe them to be Latin, but I’m not entirely sure, because I know their meaning more than the words themselves. A spell.

      My lips curve into a smile as I call the power to fill every available space within my body.

      And then I let go of it.

      Flames explode from my skin and wrap around Florence and me. The vampire screams as she’s ignited. She flails beneath me, struggling for a few seconds before she goes limp and her body turns to ash.

      I get to my feet, and I barely know what I touch as I send my fire to the papers that are scattered through the room, destroying every available shred of evidence that Mister Holmes has used to create the serum.

      There’s a shout, and I whip my head up just in time to see Adelia practically dragging Mister Holmes up the stairs. Away from the fire.

      Anger surges within me and I move to stop them, but I stop to look back at Lizzie and the other vampire fighting. I have to stop him before Lizzie gets killed.

      I turn to face them and see that Lizzie has gotten a few more weapons stuck in his body, and still he fights. She’s bleeding from gashes on her forehead and on her arms. It’s amazing that she’s been able to hold her own against such a monster this entire time.

      I must stop it now.

      I push past her and pin the vampire against the wall. “I judge you to be guilty as well,” I murmur to him, feeling a hint of pity in my veins before I unleash my new power on him. He thrashes against me, still fighting me, even as he’s burned alive.

      Is there a heaven or a hell for the undead when they finally cross over? I’m not sure. In his case, I’m not sure which he would go to. After all, he’d been turned into a monster without his permission.

      I hold him until he stops thrashing and what remains of him crumbles into ashes.

      I step back and huff with the exertion. Finally. I killed him. Or at least one of the crazed vampires that the serum has turned. Who knows where the others are and how many still live.

      That’s not my concern right now.

      I glance over at Lizzie, who is breathing as heavily as I am.

      “That would have been helpful months ago,” she mutters, shaking her head.

      “It just came to me,” I tell her.

      We stare at each other for a long moment before a wooden beam above us cracks from the flames licking at its structure.

      “Let’s go,” I say, nodding with my head, “before we join them in being burned alive.”

      We jog up the stairs before the fire creeps along them, too. I take the extra time to run up to the second story to grab the housekeeper from her slumber. She doesn’t awaken, doesn’t stir, and I don’t have time to try anymore, so I sling her over my shoulder and head out to the street where Lizzie is waiting for me.

      “Adelia and Mister Holmes?” I ask her as I set down Mrs. Berry.

      Lizzie shakes her head. “Haven’t seen them.”

      So they ran away. And I’m too spent to chase them down and fight back.

      I curse under my breath as I look back at the house. The fire inside it makes it glow with an orange color, as if it’s a living beast.

      “I shall see if I can summon the fire brigade,” Lizzie murmurs to me before she takes off on a sprint down the street to find an urchin to run to the fire engine house.

      I shake the porridge from my head as I lean Mrs. Berry up against a wall on the opposite end of the street, out of harm’s way. Neighbors spill out of nearby houses and passersby stop to stare at the spectacle of the burning house.

      I just hope it doesn’t spread from the Holmes’s residence to other houses. It’s one thing to set it aflame to end Mister Holmes’s research. It’s another to bring down an entire city block.

      “What happened?” a man in a top hat asks me, watching the house in wonder.

      “I’m not sure,” I lie to him, although I must look a fright myself. I wince as I sit down next to Mrs. Berry as she snores soundly. I’m almost envious of her restful sleep.

      I hold up my injured, broken hand and I tear a strip off my skirts and bind my wrist. I grit my teeth as I barely keep myself from crying out in pain.

      Now would be a good time for my healing abilities to stitch my bones back together even faster.

      “Dear me,” a woman says as she takes a place next to me. “Whatever happened here?”

      I shake my head, knowing that this will be a question that I’ll hear much of tonight. “I’m not sure,” I say.

      “At least their search for a cure for vampirism is done,” a man says, joining at her side. His voice is heavily accented Spanish, as if he’s from the Catalan region of Spain. I’ve been there a few times and can recognize it.

      Then I realize what he said.

      I blink at his words, surprised at what he said, and then look up at the couple that just joined me. She looks to be a proper woman, dressed up in the finest of fashions. However, I can tell that she is of African descent. Her smooth skin is dark ebony, contrasting with the white silk of her dress. Her dark hair is pinned up under her bonnet.

      The gentleman she’s with is taller, with bronzed skin, and his dark hair is slicked from hair paste. The Spaniard.

      But that’s not all that I realize. Upon looking at this, I realize that they aren’t human.

      Vampires.

      I stare at them in shock, wondering what I should be doing as I hear the bells from the fire brigade along the streets.

      The woman grins at me. “Nice job, Harker.” She takes my good hand in a handshake and presses something into my palm. “I look forward to working with you.”

      “Who are you?” I ask in astonishment.

      “You can call me Hannah,” the woman says. She pats the man’s hand at her side. “And this is Alejandro. We’re part of what’s known as the Marrow. And we’re here to help you, Harker. For whenever you need us.”

      I look between them for a long a moment, confused. Then I look down at what Hannah gave me. It’s a business card, finely embossed and pressed. There are just two words on it: The Marrow.

      I look back up again, confused. “I’m sorry, what—?”

      My question dies in my throat, as Hannah and Alejandro have gone. In astonishment, I look around at the crowd that has gathered on the street, trying to see where they are or if they joined the rest of the neighbors in looking at the burning house.

      “Fire brigade is nearly here,” Lizzie says as she comes back to me. She frowns down at me. “Hazel? Are you all right?”

      Numbly, I nod. “Did you see the gentleman and lady that were just here?”

      Lizzie shakes her head. “No. No, I didn’t. Should I have?”

      I look down at the business card and then pocket it, feeling like it is a secret that I should keep to myself. For the time being. “No, I suppose not,” I murmur.

      She looks up just as the horse-drawn engine arrives. “They’re here.” She pats my shoulder. “What was that back there? With your fire magic?”

      I give her a small smile. “I think I’ve finally grown into my Harker powers,” I tell her.

      She grins. “Just in time, too.”

      I look as the fire engine halts in front of the Holmes residence, and firemen prepare to put out the fire. “Yes,” I say with another nod. “Just in time.”
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      “Mister Henry Holmes,” Detective Inspector Doyle says, shaking his head in disappointment. “I always thought he was a good man.”

      I look down at my bandaged hand, and it hurts so bad, I doubt that I’ll get any sleep until it heals. It’s bound together, but I hope I set it correctly, so I won’t have a lame hand after this.

      “He was a good man,” I say softly. “He was, but grief makes people do things they otherwise wouldn’t do.”

      I think about Catherine and how grief over her death has impacted my family in the most profound of ways. Thomas moving out and becoming an opium addict. Papa growing cold and distant toward me. Margaret trying to maintain the façade of a normal household. And my own decision to try to conceive a child to protect them from the monsters.

      We’ve all made extreme choices to reconcile our grief. Unfortunately for Mister Holmes, his decision is the most terrible. I try to imagine what it would be like, to be desperate enough to bring back the one I love in any way possible.

      To be honest, if I believed that I had any hope, I would have done the same to bring the ones I love back.

      And that thought is terrifying.

      “So Mister Holmes is behind the Whitechapel Murderer?” Doyle asks as he takes down my statement.

      I shake my head. “Not directly,” I tell him. “I believe that the vampires of London are using him for their own ends.”

      “For a cure?” Doyle asks.

      I think about what Adelia and Florence said in the alley. “A world without pain, without death. A world where you can live without fear. Where you can live forever.” That doesn’t sound like the same goal as Mister Holmes.

      “No,” I tell him. “For something else.”

      “What kind of something else?”

      “I’m not sure.” I meet his eyes. “But if we find Mister Holmes and his wife, then I think we can learn more about what the vampires are trying to accomplish.”

      He nods as he writes down my statement. I tell him what Adelia looks like, what Mister Holmes looks like, and everything else I can think of. I do leave out mention of Hannah and Alejandro and keep their business card in my breast pocket. It feels like something that I should keep close for now.

      “Anything else I should know?” Doyle asks.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      He gives me a long look before nodding. “Right. Well, thank you very much, Miss Harker.” He rises as I stand, and I shake his hand with my left, making for an awkward moment. “You’ll let me know if you learn anything else?”

      I give him a tight smile. “Of course.”

      It’s nearly sunrise when Lizzie and I step out from Scotland Yard, and London is cast in a dreary light.

      “That was quite the night,” Lizzie says dramatically.

      “Indeed.” I take a deep breath. “And I do believe that my morning is going to get even worse.” To be honest, I’m dreading it. I have to tell Margaret about her husband-to-be and his involvement with vampires. That his dead wife is still alive in a sense.

      And I don’t believe any of that will go very well.

      Lizzie sighs. “You have nothing to do with Mister Holmes being a manipulated worm of a man who is aiding vampires in killing innocents.” Her eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “He’s creating monsters, Hazel. Surely Margaret will come to her senses.”

      “Which is why the truth will be hard for her to stomach,” I say, giving her a tight-lipped smile. “I’ll be the easiest target for her wrath.”

      This I know for certain. After all, I’m her older sister. She and I have the same temper.

      The sun is nearly completely up by the time we make it back to Baker Street. As I ascend the steps to my house, I feel an overwhelming sense of wariness. I stand at the door for a moment, collecting myself, before I open it and step inside.

      For a moment, the house is still, and I let out a breath as I look around. A part of me—a cowardly part—wants to run up to the bathroom and wash away the remnants of the night.

      But I don’t.

      “Margaret?” I call up the stairs. “Mrs. Hudson?” I don’t bother with Papa, as I don’t want to disturb him. I’m not sure what he’d contribute anyway.

      I hear a door open upstairs, and Margaret appears on the landing, looking at me. “Oh, Hazel,” she breathes. “I was so worried about you. You left after our argument last night, and—”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. She’s apologizing for something that feels like it happened years ago. Was it only last night? When the worst offense I could do to Margaret was telling her that I slept with a sailor?

      Hah.

      Everything is about to get so much worse.

      “How is Jared?” I venture.

      Something akin to shame sparks in her eyes. “He’s alive,” she says. “I’ve used some of Lizzie’s potions and Mother’s spells. He’ll carry those scars for the rest of his life—and it remains to be seen if he’ll ever be able to speak properly again. But he’s alive.”

      “Good,” I say. I glance at Lizzie, who stands idly at my side. She asks me a question in her gaze, and I give her a slight shake of my head.

      No. I’m the one who has to do this. I must be the one to tell Margaret.

      “Margaret,” I say at length. “Sit down. We need to talk.”

      Margaret hesitates and frowns. “Hazel?”

      I think she knows what I’m about to speak to her about.

      “Please Margaret,” I tell her. I look up as Mrs. Hudson comes out of her room, still in her nightgown. “Mrs. Hudson, can you make us some morning tea?”

      She doesn’t protest or say something about the state of my dress. She nods. “Of course, Hazel.” And she ducks into the kitchen to go about preparing the tea.

      “Why don’t you help her, Lizzie?” I ask, nodding to the kitchen. This is something that I want to speak with Margaret about alone.

      Thankfully, Lizzie doesn’t say anything else, and she follows the older woman into the kitchen. Margaret, however, is staring at me with wide eyes, looking more frightened than I’ve ever seen her.

      “Hazel? What is going on?” She places a hand on her collarbone. “You’re frightening me.”

      I let out a long sigh and gesture to the sitting room. “Please, Margaret. Take a seat.”

      She follows me in there, giving me a wide berth, as if I’m going to attack her myself. We both sit across from each other, and Margaret doesn’t take her eyes off me once. I cross my ankles, and look down at my hands, unable to meet my little sister’s gaze.

      “It’s Mister Holmes—” I start.

      Margaret sits forward in her seat. “Is he all right? What happened to him?”

      My hesitation says enough, and she covers her mouth with her hands. “Please,” she whispers. “Tell me. Hazel, tell me.”

      “He’s alive,” I say. “He’s alive, and...so is his wife.”

      Margaret’s face falls into confusion, then consternation. And then horror. “What?”

      Shit, I’m messing this up terribly. Then again, how does one say that your fiancé is not what he seems?

      “Your betrothed’s dead wife,” I say, “is a vampire. And Mister Holmes knows, and he is trying to cure her.”

      Margaret shakes her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “He got close to you to get to me,” I tell her. “He wants my blood to use as an ingredient in the serum that he’s concocting for his wife.”

      Something akin to fury rears its head in Margaret’s face. “You’re lying.”

      “Why would I lie about that?”

      “Because.” She fumbles for excuses, although she looks conflicted and hurt. “Because you’re jealous that I’ve managed to find a nice gentleman to marry. That you’ve resorted to having sex with strange men to get a baby.” Her bottom lip trembles as tears fill her eyes. “That you’re a miserable excuse for a human being.”

      Her words, even though they’re fueled by anger, each feel like a blow against me. I close my eyes. “Margaret—”

      “Where is Henry?” she demands. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know,” I say.

      She gets to her feet. “I’ve got to go see him. I’ve got to—”

      “There is no longer a house, Margaret,” I tell her. “It burned down to the ground this morning.”

      She stops and stares at me. “It...burned...to the...?”

      I sigh. “I set fire to it.” I’m too tired to deny it or say otherwise. I might as well tell her everything. “To stop a monster from killing Lizzie and me, I had to—”

      “You set fire to it?” She huffs angrily. “Why, Hazel. Why?”

      “Because Mister Holmes—”

      “My fiancé, Hazel, remember that,” she says. “He is my fiancé, and he’s going to give me a nice home and provide for me, so I don’t have to deal with you anymore!”

      We stare at each other for a long moment, and I’m surprised at how hurt I am at her words. I understand her grief. I understand that she’s hearing things that she wouldn’t want to hear.

      But I don’t understand why she’s saying something that she’ll regret later.

      “Can you please let me finish?” I whisper. “Can you stop this folly?”

      “No,” she says shaking her head. “No, I can’t. I can’t, Hazel.”

      And with that, she leaves me alone in the sitting room. A lone tear runs down my cheek and I wipe it away.

      “Hazel?” I turn to the doorway of the room. Lizzie stands there, looking at me sympathetically.

      “That could have gone better,” I murmur to her. Both Lizzie and I wince as the front door slams, signaling to us that Margaret has left the house. Probably to go to where Mister Holmes’s house used to be.

      “I may…” I lick my lips. “I may stay with you for a while if that’s all right.”

      To give Margaret her space. To allow her time to heal. And if she doesn’t forgive me, then that’s possibly for the best.

      “Of course it is,” Lizzie says. She hesitates. “What about the American upstairs?”

      Right. Jared.

      I groan and rub my temples. “I don’t want to leave him here.” And leave Margaret to nurse him back to help. I think after everything, she would hold that against me.

      Take him to a boarding house, perhaps? I know of a few people who owe me favors after saving their lives. I could pay for a nurse to look after him.

      And then?

      Well, I’m not sure. But for now…

      “I’m going to take a bath,” I say with a groan, getting to my feet. To get the rot and stink off me from last night and to bring me back to feeling somewhat human.

      I’d figure out everything in time. Just not now.
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      I checked in on the man sleeping in the guest room before my bath. True to Margaret’s word, he seems to be sleeping soundly. One would think he is merely tired after a long night drinking, not recovering from a grave injury.

      I stand in the doorway, watching him for a long moment, at the rise and fall of his chest, the way his eyelashes look like lace against his cheeks. There’s something about him that I cannot quite place. Like his destiny is entwined with my own somehow.

      I push the thought from my mind. It’s ridiculous. Having sex with him doesn’t mean anything. We did that as a transaction. Nothing more.

      Still, I wonder why he is in London instead of on a ship in the Atlantic. Perhaps I’ll have to pay for his passage back to America once he’s better. It would be expensive, but I feel slightly better knowing that I’d get him far away from what’s happening in London. There’s no telling what will happen with Mister Holmes and Adelia still out on the streets.

      Perhaps America will be a far safer place for him in the future.

      I quash my sadness at the thought of an ocean separating us. There’s nothing more to this. The only reason I brought him to my home is because of my duties as the Harker.

      Nothing more.

      No matter how much my body says otherwise.

      I leave the room and close the door behind me, leaning against it for a long moment before heading to the bathroom.

      I stay in the bath for a long, long time.

      Later, I sit at my vanity and brush out the wet tangles from my hair. I feel only a little better after my bath, like my skin may be washed, but there’s something deeper within me that won’t ever be clean. And maybe that is the curse of being the Harker.

      I can’t even look at myself in the mirror right now. Every time I do, I see Margaret’s face in my own, and I can’t stop myself from crying.

      Margaret. Thomas. Papa. Catherine. Even Jared.

      What can I do?

      I close my eyes and put my head on my hands and just allow myself to cry. After everything that has happened, it feels good to finally let out all that I’ve been holding back thus far.

      It feels good to let myself feel the things I should have felt a long time ago.

      “Hazel…”

      I feel the feathery touch on my shoulder, and I whirl around to face it. Because I recognize that voice. I recognize that touch.

      And there she is.

      My breath shudders to halt as I take her in. “Catherine,” I whisper.

      Because my dead sister is standing right here before me. Only, we’re not in my bedroom anymore. No, we’re alone in a plane of white nothingness that stretches out as far as the eye can see. A sense of agoraphobia and claustrophobia overtake me at the same time.

      I’ve heard of this place my whole life. And now, I’m finally here.

      Catherine smiles demurely at me. “Welcome to the Void, Hazel.”

      I’ve been told how the Void is a special place just for the Harkers. A Harker who has grown into her powers can reach across life and death to speak with her ancestors. It’s a space that we only share with each other.

      It’s a space where I can gain certainty of what I’m doing as the Harker.

      Before I know what I’m doing, I rush up to her and wrap her up in an embrace. Even though she’s a specter, she feels solid and real in my arms. As if I’m hugging my older sister back in the real world.

      Catherine is as beautiful in death as she was in life, a prettier, more petite version of my gangly self. I always thought that best pieces of Mother and Papa had combined to make one of the most striking women ever. Her hair is pulled back and her green eyes are as vivid as ever, perhaps more so in the space of the Void.

      I look around at the space surrounding us that isn’t truly here or anywhere. “I cannot believe that I’m here,” I murmur in amazement. “That I can finally see you.” I’m overcome with emotion as I look around.

      Catherine puts her hands on her hips. “You finally tapped into your magic last night, Hazel. You are growing into your powers. I’m so proud of you. You’ll make a fine Harker yet.”

      I glance back at her, curious. “Why did it take so long?”

      “Honestly?” She snickers. “Because you doubted yourself. You doubted your place and your abilities. Why ever did you doubt yourself like that, Hazel?”

      I swallow back the lump in my throat. “Because,” I whisper. “Because no one could ever replace you, Catherine.”

      She gives me an apologetic smile. “No one can outdo you, dear sister. You must be strong. For what’s about to come.”

      “And what is about to come?” I ask her slowly.

      A sad expression crosses her beautiful features. “Henry and Adelia Holmes won’t give up. And our family will face some great tribulations ahead. From Thomas’s rebellious state to Margaret’s anger. And,” she adds softly, eyeing me, “especially with the baby on the way.”

      “With the…” My voice trails off as I understand the weight of her words. “With the baby? My baby?” My hands go to my belly, which is flat because no, no, no, no—nothing happened when I made love to Jared.

      “My monthly bleed came,” I tell Catherine. “I’m not pregnant.”

      She shakes her head. “It was lighter than normal, yes? And earlier than it should have been?”

      A queer sort of dread fills me, and all I can do is nod.

      “Some women,” she says softly, “bleed a little when they conceive. It’s perfectly natural, and there’s nothing to be worried about.” She takes both of my hands and smiles exuberantly at me. “You’re going to be a mother, Hazel. You’re going to have a baby.”

      “A baby.” I bite my lower lip, as I think about the implications of that. So many emotions fill me at the thought of having a baby. From exhilaration to shame to everything else that comes to mind. I put my hands on my belly again, and even though I know there hasn’t been a change from before, somehow, now, it feels different. “I’m going to be a mother?”

      “The best mother.” Catherine beams at me.

      No. No, I can’t be the best mother, because I conceived this baby out of wedlock, and I’m planning on giving her or him a future without a father. I simply planned on training my child to be a better Harker than myself.

      I wouldn’t be the best mother from that.

      Without warning, I start crying. Catherine chuckles sympathetically and wraps me up in a hug. “It will be all right, Hazel,” she murmurs. “It will be all right.”

      “Jared,” I tell her. “I have Jared—”

      “You have to make the best decision for you both,” she says.

      “He was supposed to be back in America,” I told her. “Back in America and none the wiser about this. And now…” My voice trails off. And now he’s injured and somehow here. Like some forces are drawing us together. But that can’t work. It simply won’t.

      Catherine pulls back and looks at me. “You have to do what you think is best, Hazel,” she tells me. “Just know that, regardless, I’m proud of you. You will do right by everyone. I’m certain of it.”

      I’m not. Yet, as the world around me fades back into the physical world of my bedroom, and I’m once again at my vanity, I know what I must do.

      And it may be the hardest thing I’ve had to do yet.
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      My throat is on fire as I wake up once again. It feels as though I drank a bucket of lye and then minced it like a butcher. I grimace and there’s a hoarse, rough noise that I don’t recognize.

      Oh, wait. That’s a groan.

      From me.

      “How do you feel?”

      I open my eyes, and she’s here. Catherine or Hazel or whatever her name is. She is sitting by the edge of the bed, her hands clasped in her lap, her expression unreadable.

      “Like hell,” I tell her. My voice is raspy, sounding more like the wind through dead leaves than an actual voice. I reach up and touch my throat again. The bandages are still there. “How long...how long have I been asleep?”

      I wish it didn’t hurt so damn much to speak.

      A look of concern passes over her face before she schools it into an impassive expression. “Several days. You were attacked by a vicious animal, and we managed to save you.”

      Several days? Attacked by a vicious animal?

      I think back to what happened. It all almost feels like a dream. Like I am remembering what happened through someone else’s eyes. Spending the night with Catherine—Hazel. The Vermont leaving without me. Finding Rob again. Trying to pickpocket and get some money. Getting attacked by...something...

      Wait! Rob!

      I startle and try to push myself up, however, Hazel presses me back down. “Rob. What happened...to Rob?”

      She frowns and shakes her head. “I don’t know who Rob is,” she says, apologetically. “I’m sorry.”

      “Rob is...my friend,” I manage. And suddenly, the knowledge that I don’t know where he is only makes me feel worse.

      I was trying to protect him. Trying to protect him, and—

      “You probably shouldn’t speak, Jared,” Hazel says with the empathy of someone who doesn’t quite believe me. She thinks Rob is a figment of my imagination. “So allow me to do the speaking.”

      Yet, she doesn’t speak, not right away. She only watches me for a long moment, and even though I’ve seen her body and told her that I love her, there’s this distance between us that I know is too far for me to cross.

      I’m not sure what I did. Or what happened to me. But I feel as though I can never fix this.

      “You obviously cannot travel back to America in this state,” she says. “We are having some trouble here that will make your stay impossible.” She doesn’t tell me what those troubles are, although she looks stricken for just a moment. “I think it would be best if you were to heal under the guidance of a trained physician.”

      I open my mouth to ask her a further question, but she holds up a hand. “Really, you shouldn’t speak,” she says, and she gives me a small smile. “I have arranged for you to stay at a boarding house, where a good friend of mine will check in on you. He is a physician, and he owes me a favor. Under his watch, you will recover quickly.”

      I open my mouth again, but she chuckles dryly and shakes her head. “Please, Jared.” She exhales softly. “When the doctor says that you are healed enough, I want to pay for your way to America. I’m not sure what you’re still doing here—”

      “I—”

      “—please,” she pleads. “This isn’t easy.” She crosses her arms. “When you’re ready to go back, I will pay for you to go back. It’s the least I can do for—for…” Her voice trails off, and for a moment, I wonder what she was going to say. But she composes herself and gives me a smile. “This is the right thing.”

      What is the right thing? Why?

      My mind is all over the place. From wanting to know more about her to wondering what happened to me and to Rob—I can’t seem to hold my thoughts together. They slip through my fingers like water.

      Pathetic.

      “Thank you, Jared,” Hazel murmurs. She sits forward and kisses my forehead. Without another word, she sweeps her skirts around her and gets to her feet.

      No, don’t go, I want to tell her. I have so many other questions. So many things unanswered.

      To my surprise, I do find words, only they’re not the words I expected. “Hazel?”

      She stops at the door and glances at me. She doesn’t answer, but only watches me with her huge, haunted eyes.

      “Who—who are you?” I ask. “Who are you, really?”

      She hesitates long enough for me to wonder if she could hear those last words spoken through my raspy throat. She only smiles, and I see a tear slide down her cheek. “Just think of me as a mistake, Jared,” she says before she slips out of the room.

      Leaving me alone.
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      I lean against the door to Jared’s room, feeling my heart pounding in my chest. I can’t believe I just did that.

      I close my eyes and murmur the words I’ve been living by to soothe myself. “It’s for the best,” I murmur. I put my hands on my belly, at my unborn child there. “It’s all for the best.”

      Lizzie is across the hallway, watching me in silence. “So you’re truly following through with this?” she asks.

      I nod. “Yes. I have to, Lizzie.”

      “Even after what you just learned?”

      Lizzie was as shocked as I had been to learn that I’m pregnant, perhaps even more so. When I came out of the Void and told her the news, she had gone as white as a sheet before she questioned everything, even down to the legitimacy of Catherine’s assessment.

      “Are you sure?” she asked me. “Are you sure that Catherine hasn’t been dead too long?”

      Lizzie had been the one who helped me arrange for Jared to stay at a boarding house. I called in a favor for a friend of the family who is a physician to check in on Jared as much as necessary. Long ago, Mother saved his life, and he has been happy to repay it in any way ever since.

      Which is a good thing now, as I doubt Margaret will want anything to do with me. Even if it means saving Jared’s life.

      “We should transfer him to the boarding house while he’s asleep or give him laudanum,” I tell Lizzie as I push myself off the door and walk down the hallway. “I don’t want him to see the route and know who I am or where I live.”

      It was one thing to bring him to my house when I thought there wasn’t a deeper connection between us. It’s something else entirely to learn that I’m carrying his child. For this to truly work, he must not know about our baby’s existence. I chose to go this route because I thought it would be easier on everyone.

      I must follow through with it. I must remain strong, even as my heart is breaking.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Lizzie tells me.

      I give her a sad smile. “That’s the thing, Lizzie. I do.”
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      Six weeks later

      

      I stand at the Millwall Dock, looking at the ticket I have in hand for a passenger steamship back to America. It’s a first-class ticket, for a stateroom at the bow of the ship, giving me an ample view of the ocean the entire way. It will be the first time I have traveled on a ship as a passenger rather than a sailor.

      Still though, I feel a sense of loss as I look down at this ticket.

      I don’t know why, exactly. It’s not like Catherine—excuse me, Hazel—has come around the boarding house since I was transferred there from her residence. In fact, I haven’t seen Hazel since that morning when I woke up and she told me her plans for my recovery.

      Like I had no say in it.

      It’s almost as if she were trying to get rid of me. Like I am a source of shame for her.

      Then again, there are so many contradictions to Hazel that I’m not sure what exactly to think of her. She had dressed up as a prostitute to sleep with me. Saved me and then discarded me as quickly as she could.

      So many contradictions and all I can think about are how sad her eyes looked that day six weeks ago when she shirked anything to do with me.

      It doesn’t make sense, though.

      "Love me," she demanded when she was in my arms. "Tell me you love me."

      And I did. I truly believed it in that moment.

      And now…

      She lied to me. She pretended to be someone she’s not. Pretended to be a part of a world that she wasn’t truly a part of. She didn’t even take payment for that night. To what end? Simply to find a man to share her bed with for a night?

      I don’t believe it. Not really.

      I should be angry. Furious at the duplicity. Yet, I can’t find it in me to sustain anger for that long. Not when I have spent the last six weeks recovering in a nice boarding house with a physician to keep an eye on me. And now I have a first-class ticket to America that she paid for.

      Yet, I feel empty inside.

      There is something else going on, and I feel as though if I just search a little harder, I can find the answers.

      I wrap the scarf around my throat tighter so that other passengers don’t see the ruin that is now my neck. I have a series of newly pink scars around my throat, evidence of my injury. Despite the humid summer temperatures, I keep my neck wrapped up in a scarf to avoid stares and questions. So many people treat me like an invalid, and while my voice is still raspy and hoarse, I don’t want others to continually ask questions while I keep silent.

      So I keep it covered up.

      The boatswain’s call sounds, a low, haunting sound that rattles my bones and alerts everyone on the dock that the ship is ready for boarding. All around me, the swell of the passengers pushes against me as they try to make their way onto the gangplank.

      I stand stock still, unable to move.

      Everyone else has friends and family that they’re boarding with. They bring trunks of luggage and I even spy some dogs among the luggage. Everyone is prepared for a luxurious trip back to America.

      Everyone except me. I don’t even have a bag to bring with me. Everything I owned was back on the Vermont. Everyone I know here is trying to push me back out to the ocean. They say it’s for my own good.

      No.

      Even as I think that single word, I crumple up the ticket in my hand and make a fist.

      No, I can’t go. I can’t board the ship and leave everything here. Not with so many questions left unanswered. Rob is still somewhere out here on the streets. He must be alive. And Hazel is somewhere here with her own mysterious plans. I shouldn’t care about her. Not after everything she did to me.

      Yet, I can’t just leave without speaking with her. Wherever she is in London, I’ll find her. I have to.

      I may be the biggest fool on either side of the Atlantic. But that is fine with me.

      I am going to find Hazel and get some hard answers from her.

      And, maybe, see if that night together was really the mistake she claimed it was.
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      Being with child apparently makes one sick at the sight of blood. I used to be able to handle the spray from the carotid of a vampire without batting an eye. Now, however, I can barely stomach it.

      Then again, there’s not much that I can stomach these days. My mornings are spent vomiting up my guts, while various foods and teas that I love are now repulsive to me.

      No one said that pregnancy would be easy.

      No one ever said it would be this hard, though. I just wish that I had been more prepared for all this.

      I cover up my mouth with one hand while I bring the other down on a vampire neck. Thankfully, the vampire’s head cleaves off with the one stroke, and once again, I’m covered in their blood.

      I cannot control it anymore.

      I fall to my knees and empty the contents of my stomach, which taste far worse coming up than they did going down.

      “If you need, Hazel,” Lizzie says, patting me on the shoulder, “I can take care of this.”

      I shake my head while the world swirls a little bit. “No, Lizzie. I’m all right. Simply wanted to make sure that the vampire was dead.”

      I’m all right, I tell myself. I’m not the first woman ever to be pregnant, and I’m certainly not the last. We’re all here because a woman was strong enough to carry a child for nine months. Mother did it four times.

      I’m honestly not sure if I have that strength in me.

      “I have to do this,” I say, as I get to my feet and clutch at my abdomen. I can already feel the bump from the child growing inside me, so small and tiny. I doubt that anyone would notice. Yet I can tell the changes in my body. I can tell that my corsets feel tighter around my belly, and I can see the small swell of my stomach, which is different than it was eight weeks ago.

      I’ll most likely stop wearing corsets after a few months. I don’t want to think about my child being constricted by the too-tight contraptions. I’ll already be the subject of a scandal once my pregnancy grows more pronounced. I might as well dress comfortably.

      Amusingly, I’m as concerned about what society will think of me without a corset as I am of having a bastard child. Life is funny that way.

      “Well, our vampire is certainly dead,” Lizzie muses, looking at the body that I’ve just beheaded. “Do you want me to dispose of it?”

      I shake my head and call my magic to my hand. “I can do it,” I tell her.

      Ever since I entered the Void and spoke with Catherine, my magic has been steadily growing in strength and in power. Almost as though I’ve unblocked whatever magic has been tucked away inside me that night that I burned down the Holmes’ residence.

      I send the flames to the vampire’s body, and it ignites without trouble, swiftly burning to ashes. I wish that I’ve had this power the whole time. It would have certainly made life easier.

      Lizzie shakes her head appreciatively. “You’re an entirely new Harker,” she murmurs.

      “I’m the person I’ve always been,” I tell her as I roll my shoulders. “I’m just able to harness more of my powers now.”

      That and be the Harker that could follow in Catherine’s footsteps. I think about those lonely months and the self-doubt that plagued me after she died. The vampires that taunted me for not being a true Harker.

      Not anymore. I feel my powers growing, just like my unborn baby.

      At the thought of my baby, my hand goes to my belly and stays there. I promise to make the world as safe as possible for her, so that when she takes my place, she won’t have the same troubles I have.

      And if I have a boy, then it will be even safer for him. Possibly not so for the rest of us, but I cannot worry about it until I give birth.

      Until then, though, I need to find Mister Holmes and Adelia and stop them before it’s too late. Before he finds a cure or the serum brings the paradise that she envisions. I don’t believe that his intentions are aligned with hers.

      If anything, I believe she’s using him.

      I shiver, thinking about it, hoping that it doesn’t come to that. Being with child, it seems, makes me more cautious than ever before. I’ve yet to start showing to others, but I already feel as though I’m more vulnerable even as my powers grow stronger.

      “Let’s make a report to Scotland Yard,” I say tiredly, straightening and getting to my feet. My whole body aches at the thought of going across London to make a formal report, however, protocol demands it. And I’ve just lost my dinner, so I need to find some food soon.

      Lizzie knows this and nods sympathetically. “Yes,” she says. “Let’s go.” Yet she watches me for a long moment without moving.

      I peer over at her. “What?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m proud of you,” she says.

      I give her a quizzical look. “For what?”

      “Well.” She gestures distantly. “You make a plan and you stick with it. And while I can say that I don’t necessarily agree with your methods, I do understand why you’re doing it. And I’m proud of you for that, Hazel. Catherine would be proud.”

      I smile, thinking about my older sister. Even if everything were to turn to shit right now, I know that I’ll have Lizzie’s help and Catherine’s blessing. And that’s a lot more than many, many people have in this world.

      “Thank you,” I tell her, as I wrap my cloak around me to hide the blood. She does the same, although her clothes are nowhere near as stained as mine.

      We head down the street, toward the Thames and Scotland Yard. It’s not that far of a distance, yet I feel so ill from my pregnancy, that even a short walk feels like forever. I pay more attention to the nice establishments that we pass, anything to clear my mind, and a thought occurs to me.

      We’re near Cavendish Square Gardens, which is a nicer area of London than where most vampire attacks happen and closer to my home. Generally, they’re in the East End or in Whitechapel or any number of dodgier areas. From a twisted perspective, I understand why—vampires don’t want to draw too much attention to themselves. The Whitechapel murders, for as sensationalized as they are in the media and the ensuing paranoia that happened after, would have had the whole city in even more terror had they occurred in a nicer area. Had they not occurred to whores.

      I gulp down some air, thinking about the fallen women of the city. Having played my part as one for Jared, I’ll never judge them again. They do what they have to do.

      Just as I did what I had to do.

      Still, though. It seems as though vampires are appearing in nicer sections of London. Like they want to draw attention to themselves.

      I’m further lost in my thoughts as we turn a corner, and there’s a crowd of people standing in the streets, looking at something up against a brick wall. Carriages are stopped, and people stare in shock and horror. I spy a few mounted policemen on their steeds, trying to draw the crowd back so they can investigate. One man breaks off from the crowd and pukes into the streets.

      Whatever spectacle they’re looking at, it must be terrible.

      I frown at Lizzie, and she shrugs, just as confused as I am.

      Surely there hadn’t been a vampire attack here. I glance at the street signs. We’re at Oxford and Regent Street. Surely no vampire would be brazen enough to do something in such a public space.

      I run forward and grab the stirrup of a policeman on horseback. “Step away, m’lady,” he says, rounding his horse to face me. “There has been a murder—”

      “I’m the Harker,” I tell him, cutting him short. “Tell me what happened.” He gives me a hard look, and I can tell that his eyes trail from my face to my hair, which I’m sure is a mess from my hunt.

      He swallows nervously, and nods. “Yes,” he says. “You have to see this.” He swings a leg over the rump of his horse and lands on the street. “This way.”

      He leads both Lizzie and me and his horse to the side of the building. He yells at the people to disperse, and they move out of the way of the horse, but little else. We push our way past them, until we clear the throng, and I see exactly what everyone has been looking at.

      And I immediately feel like retching again.

      There’s a dead woman propped up against the wall, a prostitute, if I go by her state of dress and her makeup. However, her eyes are wide open and unseeing, and her head lists to the side. It has been nearly torn off, and white bits from her spinal column stick through the hole in her neck.

      It gets worse. Her entire abdomen is gone, like someone had taken a shovel to it and ripped it from her body. Her entrails line the street, and blood is everywhere, painting the area around her in red.

      Including some of the wall. No, I realize as I step closer. Someone has taken her blood and written something there. A message meant for me. And as I read it, I gasp and cover my mouth with my hands.

      BABY HARKER NEXT

      I hear the policeman asking me questions, and all of them seem cursory. “Do you know what this means? Is this about you?”

      Lizzie grabs my arm and grounds me for a little bit. But not enough. “Hazel…” she starts, but her voice trails off, and I push past her to vomit again.

      Out of all the times I’ve vomited before, this feels like the most appropriate.

      I wipe spittle from my mouth with one hand while my other goes to my belly. I look up to see Lizzie’s pale face as she crouches next to me.

      “They know,” I tell her hoarsely. “They know that I’m with child. How?”

      She licks her lips and shakes her head. She looks like she’s about ready to be sick herself. “I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t know.”

      I glance back at the body. I’m going to have to deal with this and feign ignorance over what it means. I don’t want the police to know about my condition. Not yet.

      But I don’t have much time until they will.

      “I have to find them,” I say through gritted teeth. “I have to find them and kill them.” I look back at the horrifically scrawled words. “Before they come after my baby.”
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      I don’t like walking down dark alleys, especially at two o'clock in the morning in a city as big as Houston. You either go down one because you're looking for trouble, or you're trouble yourself.

      Tonight, I'm trouble.

      I shove my gloved hands into the front pocket of my black AC/DC hoodie, idly gripping the classic wooden stakes that I keep in there. They’re there more to keep me company than anything else, to calm my frayed nerves, which I've needed ever since that horrible night my sister was taken from me.

      My phone, protected by an Otterbox, is nestled in the back pocket of my shredded black jeans, playing the Ramones through a single earbud in my left ear. Though I know it's bad to hunt keeping only one ear alert, I get nervous when it’s just me and my thoughts.

      My well-worn Dr. Martens don't make a sound as I power-walk up and down the alleys of Rice Village, a shopping district adjacent to Rice University and a stone's throw away from MD Anderson Cancer Center.

      I know MD Anderson all too well. When my father was diagnosed with terminal brain cancer five years ago, Meghan and I used to make the drive with him from Austin to the Cancer Center to treat the tumor. The damn thing metastasized and he succumbed after an awful four months. Even now, I still get chills just being two miles from the hulking hospital.

      Meanwhile, Rice Village has all the hallmarks of a college trap. Cheap pubs and international restaurants line the streets along with a hodgepodge of old and new shops. It looks like it would be a nice area in the daytime, somewhere where you can buy Jimmy Choos and a burrito in the same block.

      At nighttime, however, the threat of danger is very real.

      It is two a.m. and the bars are just now letting out, meaning that there are drunk college kids who are getting in way over their heads.

      I keep my sixth sense active, feeling through the air for any vampires around. My vampy sense, as I call it, does let me down on occasion, so I pay attention to all of my senses. Just in case.

      It doesn't fail me tonight.

      There. Two of them, about forty yards from me.

      I take off at jog, turning the corner around an Indian restaurant nestled between two bars. The narrow space between the buildings is crowded with dumpsters, initially hiding the vampires from sight.

      Then I hear it, the mumbled protestations of a student too drunk on beer and glamour to fight back. There's a light sucking noise that makes me grind my teeth. I squeeze my left hand into a fist to the point where the tendons feel like they're about to snap.

      I need to get my emotions under control.

      I pull out both of my stakes and hold them in my right hand, take a deep breath, and step out to face them.

      "You know, if you guys didn't get greedy, I wouldn't have to find you like this," I announce. Under ordinary circumstances, I would just come up and stake the bastards, but tonight, I want them to talk.

      According to my informant, they have information that I desperately need about the vampire who killed my sister.

      The man and the woman that I'm addressing snap their heads up at the sound of my voice in the otherwise quiet alley. The victim, a boy around my age, slumps between them, twin bite sized marks on either side of his neck. They were both feeding on him at the same time, like he was a family-style restaurant.

      The rage swells within me, and I fight to hold it back.

      The vampires appear to be in their late twenties. To common bystanders, they may look like swinging lovers who invited a third wheel for a little fun in between the dumpsters. Until you notice that the whites of their eyes are red with bloodlust and crimson drips from their mouths. Then they bare their long fangs at you and you definitely no longer believe that they’re human.

      With bravado, I take out my ear bud and tuck the wires into my back pocket. I shift the stakes between both of my hands, making sure that the vampires see the weapons.

      Hopefully, I won’t have to summon my magic sword from the palm of my hand.

      "You got greedy, didn't you? Lucky for you, you've got some information I need, so we can talk if you care to. The question is, what are you going to do next?"

      The male vampire's eyes go wild and the female backs up like a cornered dog. The student collapses in a boneless heap. I now have his assailants' full attention.

      I hope he's okay.

      "You're…" the female vampire says, her eyes flitting across me. I know that she sees a young, pale, punk girl standing before her with black and red dyed hair and a grim expression. She recognizes me before she can finish her sentence.

      "The Harker?" I supply, using the title that my sister once had that I now carry like a heavy burden. "Good guess. I'm the newly appointed one."

      I raise up my stakes. "Now. What do you two know about Anthony?"

      They know the name. I can see the fear in their eyes, fear that I've seen before whenever I track vampires that have heard of him. He's like a slippery eel, an underground crime lord of an already-underground sect of society. Most vampires have never heard of him. Those that have would rather die than talk.

      Which means that I've yet to find a vampire who actually knows his current whereabouts.

      I hope to change that tonight. I need to change that tonight.

      I’m running out of time. I’m dying.

      Unfortunately, instead of answering my simple question, the male vampire lunges at me, swinging his claws in a downward motion in an effort to tear off my face. I spin out of reach with ease, grab his arm, and swing him face-first into the brick wall on my left side. He hits it with a sickening crunch, his nose breaking from the impact.

      "This would be so much easier if you would just answer my question."

      At the sight of her comrade in a heap, the female vampire screeches, reminding me of a banshee. Lucky for us, it sounds similar to cars peeling out, so I'm not too worried about attracting unwanted attention.

      She pulls up the unconscious college student and wraps her hands around his head and shoulders. "Stop, Harker," she hisses. "Stop, or I'll kill the bloodbag."

      I sigh tiredly. "You're not going to tell me about Anthony?"

      “No. Of course not,” she growls. “He’ll kill me if I say anything.”

      “Are you sure?”

      "Fuck off, Harker. Or I kill him."

      I hate ultimatums. And I hate that she isn't going to tell me.

      I choose a third option.

      I heft a stake in my right hand, testing the weight. I don't even aim as I throw it towards her. As far as I know, I'm the best at this little technique, throwing with one full spin before it hits my target.

      It catches her square in the chest and by surprise. Her eyes widen with the knowledge that her extended life is at an end. She hisses once at me, as if protesting her fate before she falls to the ground.

      A quick death. More than she deserves.

      Then I notice that the male vampire is gone. In panic, I throw out tendrils of my vampy sense, trying to find his whereabouts.

      As if on cue, I get my answer.

      Out of nowhere, I'm punched so hard in the face, I bounce off a brick wall. My right shoulder hits it with a loud pop, like a balloon exploding. I cry out at the impact, both in pain and anger that I was so stupid for losing track of one of the vampires. I dislocated my shoulder when I was fourteen, and since then, I know what one feels like. My fingers begin to tingle in an instant and I lose all mobility in the arm. That means that it’s either dislocated or broken.

      My assailant doesn't give me time to evaluate my injury or fix my shoulder. His solid mass barrels me with the force of a freight train, toppling both of us to the concrete.

      In the split second his weight hits me, I have to make a difficult decision. When I impacted with the wall, I also dropped my stake, meaning that I need to decide if I’m going to summon my sword or try to fight back, mano a mano.

      I hold up my left hand to catch him as he throws himself at me, knocking me backwards. He lands on top, his teeth snapping inches from my nose a second before his entire body seizes up. From the palm of my hand, a wide, shiny, glittering broadsword blade has emerged, piercing him all the way through his torso. I affectionately call the blade Glimmer, although it’s the legendary sword that all Harkers carry within their bodies and pass on to their successors. It’s a part of me, an extension of myself that I inherited from my sister Meghan when I became the Harker in her place. Even though I don’t have an open wound from it, it hurts me every time I use it.

      When he body slammed me, my blade plunged through his heart. Which is fine, because it takes him down for the count.

      "You bitch," he wheezes. The light starts to leave his eyes. He snickers. "Anthony's coming for you."

      "Tell me where he is!" I yell, pleading with all my soul for him to give me something, anything to get to the murderous vampire.

      His body relaxes a bit more, becoming dead weight, which drives Glimmer even further into his chest.

      "Coming…for you…" He stills, a long, low breath leaving his lips for the last time.

      In disgust, I push him off me with my one good arm and retract my sword into my body, removing any trace that a magical blade had been here. No blood, no gore, only a magical disappearing and reappearing blade. Don’t ask; I don’t fully understand how it works myself.

      "Goddammit!" I snarl. I really thought I would get more information this time. With two vampires, I thought I could use one as a lesson to scare the information out of the other.

      Instead, I got this.

      I don't enjoy killing vampires, despite everything that has happened, and I don't like losing chances at locating my sister's killer and the vampire who infected me with a deadly disease.

      "RARGH!"

      I want to punch walls and burn down buildings. At this rate, I'll never find anything out about Anthony, and time is ticking down so quickly for me.

      Now I have two bodies and a barely-alive victim to take care of. Not exactly what I call a successful night.

      Good job, Edie. Good job.

      I may be the Harker, but I’m definitely not the best at it.
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      Damn the Consequences: A Harker Legacy Prequel Story

      Author’s Note: There is enough mythology and legend around Jack the Ripper to call it Ripperology. So many theories, explanations, and conspiracies have floated around to make the killer larger than life. Many have devoted their lives to solving the murder, some to skepticism and others to pure contention. My own interpretation of the Whitechapel Murderer isn’t necessarily accurate—I’ve taken a few liberties with his story. But this story asks the question: what if Jack were actually a vampire?

      

      October, 1888

      London

      

      “I look like a leper.” I frown at my mottled reflection in the mirror as I get ready to go out for a hunt in Whitechapel.

      “You are essentially a leper, Catherine,” my little sister Hazel tells me, a sad smile playing about her rouged lips. “Your flesh is rotting and eating itself. Is that not what leprosy is?”

      She has a point.

      “Children must think I am the Bogeyman,” I tell her.

      “And you can tell those children that you hunt their Bogeyman.”

      Again, she has a point, although we are not supposed to tell anyone that we hunt the supernatural. Hazel always did have a macabre sense of humor. It is a must when you grow up in our family.

      I slip a lace glove on over my ruined right hand. It feels uncomfortable and pulls at my sensitive skin, but it does the job and covers up most of my disfigurement. “I suppose I am not contagious to normal humans, at least.”

      “So, are you saying that I should keep my distance?” Hazel counters in a dry tone. Despite her words, she reaches over and helps me with the glove on my left hand. This hand is faring better than the other, possibly due to the fact that my magical sword appears from my palm. It must help keep the infection at bay. The glove still feels constricting, though.

      “From me? Always. People always seem to die around me.”

      “It is the curse of being the Harker,” Hazel murmurs mildly.

      “Soon to be your curse.”

      Hazel’s eyes crinkle at the corners, her smile fading. But she does not deny it. We both know what happens to our family when a vampire attempts to Turn us. Scarring all over our bodies, violent fits of mania where we cannot control our bodies, and an untimely death.

      We both know I am dying.

      One such vampire attempted to Turn me nearly half a year ago. All the telltale signs of my demise are evident, from the red, pus-filled blotches that cover my body, to wracking coughs and manic episodes that leave me unconscious.

      I do not have much time left on this earth.

      I give her a tight-lipped grin as I pull the veil over my face. It masks the sores that are spreading across my forehead from anyone’s first glance, and I plan on not staying around humans long enough for them to get another look at me.

      Still, though…

      “This blasted hat is going to get in my way,” I mutter, adjusting it. I have a few hairpins in place to keep it from tumbling off my head, but it feels insecure. I know what will happen if we are attacked by vampires.

      Then again, maybe seeing my face will make those same vampires run away from me. No one is interested in a diseased food supply.

      “I think if you are in enough trouble to worry about your hat,” Hazel muses, “then your other fashion accoutrements will give you more pause. I am starting to think that vampires invented the corset to keep us from properly fighting them.”

      “That is giving them too much credit, my dear.”

      She crosses her arms, cradling her elbows. “I would rather overestimate their capabilities than have them catch me by surprise.”

      “Nothing could catch you by surprise.”

      She frowns, watching me. Her gaze is sad, pensive. “Some things still do.”

      My throat constricts at her hidden implication, but I turn away from her to continue preparations for our hunt tonight.

      I slip a knife into the garter on my upper thigh. In ten years of vampire-hunting, I have only had to use that knife once. But it certainly gives me peace of mind to have it there. I slip another knife into my laced-up boots. I have a spring-loaded pistol in the sleeve of my overcoat, and my parasol has a hidden blade in the handle.

      Those are the only weapons I carry, though. Mainly because the deadliest weapon is me.

      Finished, I smooth out my petticoats and face Hazel. “How do I look?”

      “Like you are in mourning.”

      “Perhaps I am.”

      “Perhaps you should see a physician, like I suggested.”

      “A physician will not help with this, Hazel.”

      “Neither will your stubbornness.”

      I answer with only a chuckle.

      She sighs, casting her gaze down, straightening up and smoothing out her own dress. She has a few more weapons on her person, but that’s because she is without my special powers, such as my increased strength and the ability to summon the enchanted sword Silver Bane from my hand.

      She will have those gifts soon, though. As next in line to the Harker legacy, she will walk in my shoes after I die. Like our mother before us. And her sister before her. And their mother. And so on and so forth. Only the women in my family carry the legacy of being the Harker.

      One’s life expectancy as the Harker is never very long. I have been the Harker for ten years, yet I don’t have children of my own to whom to pass my lineage. And, looking at my sister, I realize with a pang that she may have the same troubles I did finding love and starting a family.

      A veritable ice queen, Hazel remains unapproachable to suitors despite the odd gentleman who comes calling.

      Gaunt and statuesque, she is both too thin and too tall for conventional beauty. Yet there is something enchanting about her. Her dark hair curls around her temples, despite her attempts to pin it back and tame it. Her green eyes are wild and bewitching. Her jaw and chin are both a bit too strong and her milky-white skin is without a blemish.

      Meanwhile, whereas Hazel is severe, I am a version of her that is smoothed out and more refined. There are only eleven months between us, yet we are as different as night and day.

      And here we are, both in our twenties without husbands, practically spinsters by any measure. Hazel doesn’t seem to mind.

      I do, though.

      I suppose the Harker line will have to be passed on to our younger siblings’ children. Margaret already has a young man courting her, and Thomas should be looking for a wife soon.

      I have to believe that the Harker family will continue when I’m gone.

      I offer Hazel a quick smile. “Are you ready?”

      She lets out a soft breath. “As ready as I will…”

      “…ever be in the face of the unknown,” I finish for her, my grin widening. It is a saying that our mother repeated every time she went on a hunt. Hazel looks irritated that I cut her off.

      We leave our shared bedroom and head downstairs, the smell of dinner wafting its way out of the dimly-lit kitchen. I stop in the front parlor, close my eyes, and make a decision.

      “Catherine…” Hazel says, her voice breaking as I move to leave through the front door.

      It has been tradition for the Harker to say good-bye every time she goes on a hunt. We never know when a hunt will be our last.

      Tonight, however, I cannot risk it. I don’t want to see Margaret’s tear-stained face or hear Thomas tell me that he will go with us. Or have our father stare at me with that look of despair. I know I remind him of my mother. I do not think I can take it again. Not tonight.

      “Catherine!” a shrill voice cries, and I involuntarily halt like I used to as a child. Our family retainer, Mrs. Hudson, could always make me behave with that voice. “Where are you going without saying good-bye?”

      I grit my teeth. Of course, Mrs. Hudson would catch me trying to sneak out.

      I lift the veil and turn back to the parlor. Hazel stands with the old woman, whose hair is slightly askew, and her apron has flour all over it. She has been baking honey cakes again, and my mouth waters at the very thought of them.

      “Dear me,” Mrs. Hudson cries, “but you look like you’re on your way to a funeral!”

      “Mrs. Hudson, she is going on a hunt,” Hazel explains in a tone similar to a parent shushing a child.

      “Dressed like that?”

      “Hazel and I have to hurry,” I tell her. “There has been some activity in Whitechapel that we need to look into.”

      I don’t want to worry her unnecessarily, so I keep the more lurid details to myself. It was a tip from Scotland Yard, that there is a cloaked figure roaming the district at night. The newspapers have dubbed him Jack the Ripper. Hazel and I recognize the telltale signs of a vampire on the loose.

      Mrs. Hudson pales, and I know why, even if she hasn’t read the news. Whitechapel is impoverished and overcrowded, a favorite haunt for prostitutes, brawls, and the like. It is no place for two well-to-do women to be at night.

      Yet that is exactly what the Harker must do.

      “Whitechapel?” she whispers. She clucks her tongue in worry, shaking her head. “I wish you would not do that.”

      I smile despite myself. “I am the Harker, Mrs. Hudson.”

      She puts her fists on her hips, unrelenting.

      I am glad she has not commented on the state of my face, which has only gotten worse since last night. I have been documenting the spread of my disease in my journals, but it has been hard to keep up with it as it accelerates. I am sure a physician would find me fascinating, but I do not want them dissecting me like one of their experiments.

      Behind her, Margaret bursts out of the door leading to the workshop below our house, and she coughs, covering her mouth. Smoke unfurls from the door, and I suppose that Father is working on another one of his inventions with her.

      “Definitely need to fix the torque, Papa!” she calls back down to the workshop. There is an answering shout from our father, muffled by banging downstairs.

      Margaret, as third in line to the Harker, always works with Father on his inventions to help us on our hunts. I know his obsession was to aid our mother, but it has turned into something else in the wake of her death. His steam-powered gadgets have always been a big help. When they work correctly, of course. I have had my eyelashes singed off when a light cannister exploded in my hands.

      Margaret pulls off her goggles and peers at the three of us with a suspicious frown. “You were going to go on a hunt without saying good-bye, weren’t you?”

      She has me at a loss. “I—”

      One thing about Margaret, she never takes “no” for an answer, and she gives me a cross look. “Don’t think you are going to escape that easily, Catherine. Mama didn’t get to say good-bye.”

      Margaret was barely ten years old when Mother was killed by a vampire. I was only fifteen myself, Hazel fourteen, and Thomas only twelve. We all had to grow up quickly when our absent-minded father found himself raising four children. Without Mrs. Hudson, the house would have burned down a long time ago. Of that, I am sure.

      Margaret wraps me up in a hug, and I smell the soot on her clothes and hair from downstairs. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. I will always think of her like this—smelling of oil and smoke with her hair coming out of its plait.

      I see Hazel smirk, watching us silently. She is enjoying this on some level, although I think she feels just as melancholy as me. She knows that my time is short. And that any hunt could be my last.

      I clear my throat and step back. I am trying to think of the words I need to say, but they aren’t finding their way to my lips.

      Margaret waggles her finger at me. “Don’t think that is it.” She goes to the door of the workshop and shouts down it, “Papa! Thomas! Catherine and Hazel are leaving on their hunt!”

      Indecision freezes me to my spot as I hear the metal clanging stop, and a few seconds later, Thomas emerges, his hair sticking up in every direction. The whiskers of his scraggly beard are slick with oil.

      His bright blue eyes fall on me. “Catherine!” he exclaims.

      Once again, I am crushed in another embrace. I feel like my ribs are just about to pop when he lets me go and holds me out at arm’s length. When did my little brother get so much taller than me?

      “Good luck, sister!” he cries. As a boy born in a line of powerful women, Thomas has always been so innocent when it comes to vampire hunting.

      “Catherine,” a voice says behind us.

      Thomas’s grin widens as he steps aside, revealing our father standing in the doorway to his basement workshop. If Margaret and Thomas look askew from their work downstairs, Father looks positively frazzled. He stands taller than all of us and has the mop of russet hair that Thomas inherited. His blue eyes, which must have been covered up by the goggles on top of his head, are ringed with black soot.

      He wipes his hands on his well-worn leather apron, looking between Hazel and me. “Off somewhere?”

      “We are going to Whitechapel, Papa,” Hazel says. “A tip from Inspector Doyle.”

      Father turns his gaze on me for a brief moment before looking back at Hazel. “Inspector Doyle?” He frowns. “Does this have to do with that Whitechapel Murderer I have read about?”

      “Whitechapel Murderer?” Mrs. Hudson cries dramatically as she realizes who our target is. As if the Harker’s very birthright is not about dealing with murderers with fangs.

      Hazel nods with a wry curve of her lips. “Scotland Yard needs our help finding him.”

      Father scoffs in reply. “They need our help with everything, do they not?”

      I need to get out of here before I lose my nerve and get too frightened to leave. I want to stay here and help Father with his inventions, to laugh with Thomas and Margaret, and bake honey cakes with Mrs. Hudson.

      That has never been my destiny, though.

      “Excuse me,” I mutter, pulling the veil down to cover up my face. I turn to leave, then think twice and give Father a quick hug. “Papa.”

      His arms come around me, and he puts his cheek on top of my head. “Be careful, Catherine.”

      I nod, then let go. I take a circuitous route through the kitchen and grab a still-steaming honey cake before slipping out the door. No one calls after me.

      I guess it is to be expected.

      Baker Street is fairly empty tonight. I stand outside in the crisp air and take a few, deep steadying breaths, closing my eyes.

      It will be all right.

      I open my eyes, calmer now, and I nibble on the cake, savoring the hot pastry. Mrs. Hudson has always known how to make the best cakes.

      “You hurried out of there very quickly,” Hazel says behind me.

      I glance back at her. She stands on the steps with her arms crossed. She carries a basket with her that has a few honey cakes, but also has a few knives and weapons hidden within the handkerchief.

      “They were taking too long in there while a vampire is hunting humans.”

      “Catherine…” Hazel starts, her voice trailing off.

      “Are you coming or not?”

      Her nostrils flare. “Catch.”

      My Harker reflexes take over before I have a chance to consider her words, and I catch the object she throws to me. I look down at the one-handed pistol. The grip fits me perfectly, but the barrel of the gun swells before tapering to a point. Intricate carvings swirl around the cool brass, no doubt Margaret’s handiwork.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “A disrupter pistol,” Hazel says, her voice smug. “When fired, it paralyzes your target for three hours.”

      “Brilliant,” I murmur in awe, turning it over in my gloved hand.

      “Father said that had we waited a week, we would have been able to use his steam-powered automobile,” Hazel adds.

      My guts twists in regret. Even if we were not going on a hunt, I do not think I have another week left to live.

      “We will have to try that later,” I say noncommittally.

      Without another word, I turn to leave. I have been distracted too long as it is. I feel Hazel’s eyes on my back as I stride down the cobblestone streets, heading toward Whitechapel.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Hazel hikes her skirts and hurries to catch up with me.
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        * * *

      

      What always strikes me about the East End of London is the smell. Even before we arrive at the district, the smell of filth and too many humans living together hits me like a locomotive.

      As we step out of our hired carriage and onto Berners Street, I cannot help but feel my own sadness rise in my throat at seeing the extreme poverty around us. Irish and Jewish immigrants huddle among the sewage and the buildings while whores intoxicated by opium eye us warily.

      Too many broken dreams and promises from a world that let these people down. I swallow back the lump in my throat. Regardless of how tough life has been to me, I never ended up on these streets among the derelict and the hopeless.

      “Are you two ladies sure you want to be dropped off here?” the cabbie asks, his Cockney-accented voice strained in disbelief that two women would voluntarily be dropped off in these slums at night.

      “We will be fine,” I tell him, acting demure. Men like it when you act meek, as I have realized over the years. “We are just visiting our poor friend Mary who is suffering from consumption.” Hazel holds out a basket of honey cakes to illustrate my point. “Poor thing is down on her luck. Coughing a right fit.”

      It is our alibi, as usual. The police and Scotland Yard may know about our true identities, but we prefer it if civilians do not know we exist. Children may be worried about the Bogeyman, but when adults are afraid, that adds a new dimension to them. People prefer ignorance when it comes to the occult.

      They face enough horror in their everyday lives.

      “These parts are dangerous,” the cabbie continues with a frown. His jaw moves as he chews on some tobacco. “’Specially to young women like yourselves. Lots of bad things happened here recently.”

      “We will be careful,” I assure him with a nod before turning away. He’d been looking too closely at me, like he was trying to look through the veil at my face.

      “I wish people wouldn’t underestimate us,” Hazel mutters.

      “He is merely worried for our safety.”

      “We can take care of ourselves.”

      “Yes.” I stop and give her a hard look, one that I know she’ll be able to see through the gauze of my veil. “But others underestimating our strength has kept us alive thus far.”

      She regards me for a long moment before nodding. “You’re right, of course.”

      I chuckle lightly. “It has taken me a long time to know when I am right.”

      We move through the streets, our booted feet splashing in the pockets of still water. There is no escaping the dirt of the slums, and it makes the back of my throat close in compassion. I am here to help these people—after all, they are being preyed upon by a vampire.

      But there is nothing else I can do to lift them out of here. The women, most of them widows, have resorted to prostitution, the men either drunk or crazed and out on the streets.

      Hazel seems unfazed by their poverty, and her single-mindedness keeps me moving forward as well. Sometimes I do think that Hazel would make the better Harker.

      She will get her chance shortly.

      “Where do you think he would be hiding?” she asks under her breath, sweeping her gaze across the poor and destitute. Her keen eyes look too feral, too intense for a genteel woman of our status. Maybe she should be wearing a veil as well.

      “Probably in some dark alley where you can perform dark deeds,” I answer. “Inspector Doyle said that the murderer targets prostitutes.”

      “I think that is everyone here, then,” she says, her eyes on a pair of ladies of the night looking at us suspiciously. I think she meant to say it flippantly; after all, most of the women out here at night are whores. Still, I give her a shocked glance as she is not supposed to judge her fellow humans like that, and she straightens her posture. “My apologies,” she adds softly.

      Hazel is always quick to judge.

      We walk in silence for a few minutes, lost in our own thoughts. The darkness feels oppressive, and I cannot help but feel like the shadows are moving too fluidly. Like instead of being the ones doing the hunting, we are being hunted ourselves.

      When I am nervous, I go over the facts presented to us. There is a familiarity, a rhythm to reciting the information that settles me. Every vampire who ever lived and fed has its limitations. Every one of them has a motive, a pattern, and a plan.

      When I recognize all of that, it’s like pieces of a puzzle fitting together ever so nicely.

      Six dead since April, with four of those since August. All mutilated in grotesque, horrible ways, with their organs cut out, their throats slashed, and wounds in areas that make me shudder to think about. The hype has grown into a frenzy over the killings, with the newspapers and their titillating headlines and horrific tales. A news publication had a drawing of him, looking like a cross between a monster and a human.

      Inspector Doyle, baffled by the murders and the lack of evidence, believes it to be the work of at least one vampire. Looking at the evidence, I tend to agree. Most vampires don’t kill like that unless they are compelled by some other force. I consider momentarily that a man might actually be doing the killings, because the depravity of some people can still surprise me.

      I would have stepped in earlier to stop the killer, to go hunting with the police, but I got sick from a completely unrelated attack by a vampire in Birmingham. I know it is not this killer, mainly because I took care of the bastard that tried to Turn me. No one hurts me and gets away with it.

      However, the illness that is wrecking my body kept me bedridden for the greater part of three months, and it has only been recently that I’ve been able to function and regain my strength. The murders disappeared for a few months since then, but they are back.

      And I am ready for them. If only my body can keep up with the demands of the hunt.

      I try to hide how much of an effort I am making to act like everything is normal. If Hazel saw my suffering, she would want me to go back home and hunt this killer herself.

      I can’t let her do that. Even if it kills me first. I refuse to leave a murderer on the loose while Hazel is learning how to wield her new powers as the Harker. I remember how difficult that was for me when I took over for our mother. It took me a good three years to get comfortable with my incredible strength and psychic powers.

      “You are going the wrong way,” a craggy voice says. Both Hazel and I turn around, curious, to see an old beggar woman peering up at us from the shadows of a tattered blanket wrapped around her head.

      “Pardon me?” Hazel asks, stepping forward.

      The woman gives a wracking cough. “The wrong way. You are looking for the murderer, right? The one that’s killing all the whores and making the whole city a-frightened. Yes? Yes?”

      She grins at us, and I can see five rotten teeth. Her breath smells of alcohol, and the dried poppy smell lingering around her and the yellowish hue of her skim confirm that she has smoked a bit of opium in her time.

      I hesitate, wondering how much we can trust a drug-addled old woman like her. After all, there is no way she should have known that we were on the hunt. Perhaps we are not as inconspicuous as I would have hoped. Then again, the best way to glean information about a killer in hiding is to ask someone like this woman. So I stand my ground, watching her warily.

      “Yes,” I say softly. “We are looking for the Whitechapel Murderer.”

      The old woman pauses for effect, letting Hazel and me feel uneasy before speaking. Yet, speak she does.

      “Last I saw him, he passed by, heading that way.” She points in a direction opposite us, down a dark, narrow street that I completely missed when we passed by.

      “When was this?” I demand.

      Her crazed grin widens. “Why, just tonight, poppet. Perhaps not thirty minutes ago.”

      Thirty minutes. So if we hurry, we may be able to catch up to him. I set my jaw, ready to run headlong into danger.

      Hazel, however, is more suspicious than I am. “If you spotted him,” she asks, “why hasn’t he killed you yet?”

      The old woman turns her glassy gaze onto Hazel. “Child, do I look like a whore he’d be interested in?”

      Hazel frowns, ready to contest her answer, but I feel time slipping through my diseased fingers. Time that’s precious for both me and whatever victim he is about to sink his fangs into. And he will do far worse, if his past murders are anything to go by.

      “Come on,” I tell Hazel, slipping my arms through hers. I try to direct her away from the conversation, to keep us moving.

      “Thank you,” I add to the old woman, and I toss a shilling her way.

      She catches it with a gnarled hand. “Good luck. You smell like you are at death’s door as well.”

      Again, I wonder how she could know that, but I set my teeth and move. The longer we spend here, the more I will spook. However, Hazel startles and turns to ask the woman more questions, but I keep a firm grip on her arm.

      “Keep going, Hazel.”

      “How did she know, though?”

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “But it’s not our concern right now.”

      “You are always my concern, Catherine.”

      I fall silent as the shadows engulf us. With my heightened senses from being the Harker, I can make out shapes in the darkness, almost as well as I do in the daytime. Hazel stumbles, so I hold on to her, knowing that I am now her eyes.

      A chill runs down my spine as I look around.

      “How are there such dark corners in London?” Hazel asks. There is an uneasy note to her words, and I feel her tense muscles against my own as she stumbles next to me. She curses under her breath as her booted foot trips on a cobblestone.

      “The rest of the city would like to think that the people here don’t exist. Therefore, they don’t take care of the area. There is a bottle there to watch out for,” I add, although it’s too late and she kicks it. It crashes into a gutter with a shattering sound. We both stop, holding our breath. Granted, vampires can hear our heartbeats blocks away. We won’t be catching the murderer by surprise.

      I turn my gaze to a still form laying by a rubbish heap. “There.”

      Hazel whirls. “What?”

      But I have already let go of her arm and go to the mound—hoping against hope that it is not what I suspect it to be.

      It is.

      Another victim. We are too late.

      I mutter a prayer for God to protect the dead woman’s soul.

      “Catherine, what is it?” Hazel asks, panic edging into her voice.

      “Just stay there.”

      I reach out to inspect the victim, feeling bile rise up into my throat. But I have to know. This is the closest I have been to a victim, and I have to see if it truly is a vampire. I’ve seen photographs and police reports. There’s nothing like seeing it in the flesh, however.

      The woman was young, probably younger than Margaret. She still had her lips rouged, and her eyelashes are long enough to look like lace against her cheeks. There is dried blood on the corner of her mouth, but there is more than that. In fact, I look down and see that my boots are in the sticky substance surrounding her. Blood. Lots of blood. I can taste the coppery tang in my mouth.

      Then I see why. Her entire torso is gutted, leaving a gaping cavity to the air. I can see her internal organs and the white bones of her spine and ribs throughout all the gore.

      I have never seen anything so brutal in my whole life. Ten years I’ve been the Harker, yet nothing comes close to this.

      With a trembling hand, I reach out to turn her head to inspect her neck. Sure enough, there are two fang marks, almost innocent in how clean the bite marks are.

      That confirms that it is indeed a vampire. But why would a vampire kill like this and leave so much blood? If they kill, usually they will drink all the blood. Rarely do they ever spill a drop.

      We are dealing with a different kind of monster. Still vampire, yet something more. Something feral and violent. And ultimately more dangerous than anything we’ve ever faced.

      I should have brought more weapons. More hunters. As it is…

      We are woefully underprepared.

      “Hazel,” I whisper, gritting my teeth. No please don’t let it be that.

      “What is it?” Hazel asks.

      As if on cue, I hear the rustling of feet along the rooftop nearest me. I wet my lips and grip the disruptor pistol in my suddenly-sweaty hands. My heart thuds in my chest, hard enough that I know our assailant can hear us.

      I look back at the victim, a sense of terror settling into my gut. This wasn’t just a violent killing. It is a trap, and I don’t see a way out of it. But for Hazel, maybe I can save her. Maybe…

      I bring up the disruptor pistol. Hazel is facing out blindly into the darkness, not seeing what I am doing in front of her. That almost makes this better. Almost.

      “Good-bye, sweet sister,” I tell her, feeling my heart break with every word.

      She stills and turns her head toward my voice. “What?”

      I fire the pistol, and the bluish crackle of light hits her squarely in the chest. She seizes up, throwing her head back with a shriek that gets caught in her throat, before she collapses to the ground, unconscious.

      I blink in disbelief at how effective Father’s weapon is. Hazel doesn’t move or say anything. In fact, the only reason I know she is alive at all is the shallow rise and fall of her chest.

      I move quickly, grabbing her under her armpits and dragging her over to the rubbish pile with the other body. I hope the blood from the victim will mask Hazel’s scent and the paralysis from the pistol will keep her breathing and heartbeat almost nonexistent. I hope that the vampire didn’t see the two of us standing here.

      I hope that she survives beyond this.

      I spare one last glance at her face and stroke her cheek. Hazel Harker—one of the toughest women to ever walk the streets of London. She will never forgive me for doing this to her. She will wake up next to a dead body, covered in the other woman’s blood. And she will be angry that I kept her from fighting.

      Then again, I would never forgive myself for letting her die alongside me. My time has come. I know this. It is my turn to protect the ones dearest to me.

      Two footsteps sound behind me, sending a shiver through my body. A low growl rumbles in the air, so low, it feels like it is rattling my brain.

      “You are…the Harker?” the monster asks.

      I stop administering to Hazel and straighten, using my skirts to block her from view. “Yes.”

      Then I turn to look at the murderer and terror freezes me to my spot. The man—if he can still be called a man—looks more like a wild beast than human or vampire. He is tall, nearly two heads taller than me and wider than even a boxer would be. He wears only a white shirt covered in blood, and his trousers are torn all the way up to his knees. His feet are bare and muddied. My eyes go to his hands, which remind me of a wolf’s—covered in blood and long claws ready to tear into flesh. His fangs gleam white in the darkness, blood dripping from his jowls.

      It is his eyes that give me the most pause. Usually, a vampire still has humanity in their eyes, regardless of how old they are. Even animals have some semblance of a soul in them.

      But his eyes are black, like the deepest, blackest pit of hell. There is nothing behind them. No humanity to appeal to.

      Just an angry beast that I need to kill.

      I hold out my left hand and summon Silver Bane to my palm. The enchanted sword, a part of the Harker’s gifts, sluices through the skin, drawing out to the full length of the blade before I catch it. Sinew and veins wrap around my hand and the hilt of the sword. It is a part of me and I am a part of it. We have been one and the same for ten years now.

      Let’s do it one last time, old friend.

      Generally, such a display of my power will have vampires either running in fright or begging for mercy. I get neither from the monster in front of me.

      “My name is Catherine Harker,” I tell him, “and you are wanted for the murders of six—seven—women in Whitechapel.”

      He just grins at me, his mouth a gruesome slash in his face.

      I swallow back the lump in my throat. “And I judge you to be guilty. Punishable by death.”

      Still nothing. I find myself hesitating, waiting for a reaction from him, but there won’t be one, will there? He is unlike anything else I have ever faced.

      I need to kill him before he becomes Hazel’s problem.

      I surge forward, swinging the blade in an upward arc. Only, the vampire isn’t there, and I stumble to a stop, switching my balance to go back the way I came. A hand connects with the flat of the blade, knocking it to the side. I pirouette, my Harker training taking over, and thrust the blade again.

      He is not there again, and I stop, blinking in confusion. Where the hell did he go?

      Then I feel the rank breath on the skin of my neck, sending goosepimples across my flesh. “You smell diseased,” he growls.

      “Pity,” I tell him, elbowing him in the face. He roars, stepping back, and I kick him away from me, glad to put myself between him and Hazel.

      My retaliation only serves to anger him more, because he snarls and rushes at me. I counter with the sword, my blade against his bare hands. It’s impossible, as my attacks should be slicing into his flesh, but he bats my thrusts away like I am an annoying gnat.

      I lean heavily into my training, utilizing every trick I have to try to overtake him. He is fast. Impossibly fast. I don’t know if it is because he is a different type of vampire or if he is fresh from feeding off the woman, but I can barely keep up.

      And then there comes the moment where I fail to match him.

      He grabs me from behind, and I shriek, kicking out. His grip is like iron shackles against my collarbone. I try kicking against him, headbutting him—anything to knock him loose.

      It does not work. Nothing works, in fact, and angry tears roll down my face.

      “You smell horrible,” the vampire mutters into my ear.

      “I hope you choke on it.”

      He responds by sinking his teeth into my neck. He doesn’t choke; I do.

      I cry out raggedly as my blood spills into his mouth and down my neck. So much pain. I have been bitten plenty in my time but being bitten on the neck is always the worst. It feels like an invasion, like he is forcibly taking control of my body.

      Then I gasp as I feel my muscles start to twitch. Not now…not now…

      The mania overtakes me. Whenever I am especially upset or allow my emotions to get the better of me, the mania takes over, and I collapse in pain. Sometimes I pass out, sometimes I ride it through to the end. Regardless, it leaves me helpless for the entire duration, and afterwards.

      This is not the best time to be incapacitated.

      I jerk in his arms, my control over my body gone now. I am in my own haze of pain that is being amplified by the burning in my throat where he sucks, as if oblivious to my pain. Silver Bane shoots back up into my palm, and my arms fall to my sides.

      I cannot fight back.

      I cannot get out of my own torment.

      I am lost in a world of pain of his making, and he knows this.

      Blackness edges into my vision. Is this what death feels like? A fine line between pain and regret? I don’t regret a moment of my life as the Harker. This is my fate, and this is the fate of all who walk this path.

      Still though, I wish there had been more for me. More life, more smiles, more love. And I will die at the hands of this monster, another name in an article that will scare the city into terror once more. It will be made all the worse because there will be a new Harker.

      Hazel.

      I have not taught her everything that I wanted. There is still so much to learn and pass on. If she survives beyond tonight, she will be alone in her own new world.

      Please protect her, I pray to our ancestors.

      Resignation at my fate pulls at me as my vision blurs from tears and lack of oxygen. My mouth works uselessly, but nothing comes out. Nothing can be said anymore.

      I feel my life blood leave me, and there is no more pain, only numbness. A sudden calm comes over me, as I know that it will all be over soon.

      I look back over to Hazel’s form, and, despite everything, smile. Be strong, sister.

      I see a white light, a void of nothingness just beyond our reality. There is a sense of familiarity waiting for me, like a presence that my soul calls to. For a moment, I am caught between both worlds, a contrast between the dank, dark alley, and the beautiful emptiness beyond. With every heartbeat, I feel myself pulled more and more into the white void.

      And, then, the mortal coil snaps, and I am completely in the blank nothingness. Heaven? No. Something else.

      A hand touches my cheek, and I look up, recognizing the face that smiles down at me. Suddenly everything makes sense. I smile back and lean into the warm touch of the woman standing before me. This is where I belong now. With those who love me. The future is bright. No more pain. No more anguish.

      I have passed on the mantle to my younger sister, and I am just Catherine again.

      “Hello,” I say, feeling at peace. “Hello, Mama.”

      Did You Devour I’ll Be Damned?

      Reviews help authors out IMMENSELY. If you have read I’ll Be Damned, would you please consider leaving a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads?

      

      From the bottom of my heart, thank you. Thank you.

      
        
        Sci-fi junkie, video game nerd, and wannabe manga artist Erin Hayes writes a lot of things. Sometimes she writes books.

      

        

      
        She works as an advertising copywriter by day, and she's an award-wining New York Times Bestselling Author by night. She has lived in New Zealand, Hawaii, Texas, Alabama, and now San Francisco with her husband, cat, and a growing collection of geek paraphernalia.

      

        

      
        You can reach her at erinhayesbooks@gmail.com and she’ll be happy to chat. Especially if you want to debate Star Wars.

      

        

      
        Follow her on:

        www.erinhayesbooks.com

        www.facebook.com/erinhayesbooks

        Join my street team at: http://www.facebook.com/groups/erinsnerdcrew/
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