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  In 1891, Abraham Van Helsing and a small number of his friends faced Dracula, the world’s first vampire. They chased him across Europe, to the mountains of Transylvania, and the castle that bore his name. Not all of them returned — but Dracula was destroyed.


  


  Other vampires remained, though, and so in 1892 Van Helsing and the other survivors were asked by Prime Minister William Gladstone to found the Department of Supernatural Investigation.


  


  The Department, which was originally based in a townhouse in Piccadilly, was charged with protecting the British Empire from the growing threat of the supernatural.


  


  Over the course of the twentieth century, the men and women of Department 19, as it became known, fought in every corner of the globe, holding back the rising tide of darkness, often at enormous personal cost.


  


  In a top-secret location, there stands a highly classified archive that records the long history of humanity’s war with the supernatural. The papers within it list the names of every man and woman lost in the line of duty, and contain detailed accounts of every act of bravery.


  


  Beyond the men and women of the Department, these are accessible only by the Prime Minister and the Chief of the General Staff.


  


  These are the Department 19 files.


  HAMPSTEAD, LONDON

  6th JANUARY 1919


  On the day that the course of his life changed forever, Captain Quincey Harker was sitting in his father’s study thinking about his friends, both living and dead.


  After a week’s official rest and relaxation in Rome that had proved to be anything but restful or relaxing, Harker and the four members of his Special Reconnaissance Unit had made their way back to Britain aboard an ocean liner that had been converted into a troopship: her portholes blocked, her towering black and white hull painted grey, 12-pound and 4.7-inch guns bolted to her decks. They had spent Christmas Day somewhere in the southern Atlantic, steaming towards Southampton, and had toasted their fallen comrade, the man who was occupying Harker’s thoughts once again.


  Quincey had been taken to London in his father’s Ford, after bidding farewell to his squad mates on the bustling dock, and immediately thrown headlong into a welcome-home dinner for which he had no appetite for whatsoever. He smiled his way through it, acknowledging each new toast with as much gratitude as he could muster, and excused himself as soon as it was appropriate to do so. The following morning he caught a train to Winchester, and knocked on the door of the house where Andrew Thorpe’s parents lived.


  Their faces had crumpled with grief at the sight of him, but they had welcomed him in with a frenzy of hugs and tears. He had known them since he was twelve, since the first time he had accompanied his friend home from Eton for the weekend and found a generous warmth of hospitality entirely at odds with the reserved quiet of his parents’ home. The Thorpes’ house was always loud, and warm, and smelt wonderful; Elizabeth Thorpe’s dangerously moreish cakes and biscuits had been what had prompted her son to try out for the Eton football team, for fear of his waistline expanding further, where he and Harker had met for the very first time.


  As Elizabeth busied herself in the kitchen, Harker joined Martin Thorpe in the living room. A small Christmas tree stood in one corner, decorated with silver balls and loops of gold tinsel. Two strings of cards hung either side of the fireplace and sprigs of holly lay on the mantelpiece, surrounding a black and white photograph of Lieutenant Andrew Thorpe.


  “It’s good to see you, Quincey,” said Martin. “We prayed every day for you to be safe. Especially after…” The words died away and the older man’s eyes filled with tears.


  “Thank you, sir,” said Harker, feeling a lump in his throat. “How are you holding up?”


  “One has to get on,” said Thorpe. “Liz has been keeping busy, but then she always did, as you know. He’s been gone more than a year already, can you believe that?”


  Harker nodded.


  “The anniversary was a hard day, no two ways about it,” continued Thorpe. “But at least we have a gravestone to visit. So many families had nothing to bury, but we were able to say goodbye to him. I want to thank you for that, Quincey. For not leaving him behind. It meant the world to his mother and me.”


  “He’d have done the same for me,” managed Harker, his heart heavy in his chest.


  Martin Thorpe nodded. “He would. He loved you like a brother.”


  “The feeling was mutual,” said Harker. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t bring him home to you safely. I’d give anything to change that.”


  Thorpe smiled weakly at him. “We know that, Quincey. There wasn’t much left of his letters after the censors had done with them, but he told us how you looked after him and the rest of your men. We know you did everything you could.”


  “I tried,” said Harker, feeling tears rise in the corners of his eyes. “My very hardest. I wish it had been enough.”


  “Who’s for tea?” asked Liz Thorpe, bustling into the living room and putting a groaning tray of crockery and biscuits on to the low table before the fire. “Quincey, you’ll stay the night, yes? I’ve already made up the back bedroom.”


  Harker smiled. He had stayed in the back bedroom of the Thorpes’ home more times than he could remember, but the room would always remind him of his childhood, of the times that he and Andrew had read ghost stories by candlelight, had sneaked milk and biscuits upstairs and ate and drank in nervous silence, listening for the sounds of footsteps in the hall, trying their hardest not to giggle at the sheer recklessness of their rule-breaking.


  “I’d love to,” he said. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t be silly,” said Mrs Thorpe. “I’m sorry about the biscuits, but sugar and butter are harder to get hold of than gold these days. I’ll just fetch the sandwiches.”


  She hurried back out of the living room, leaving him alone with his friend’s father again. Martin Thorpe managed an unconvincing smile, then dropped his eyes.


  “Was he brave?” he asked, his voice little more than a whisper. “My boy. Did he do his duty?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Quincey Harker. “He did his duty.”


  There was nothing more to say.


  


  Three days later Harker had seen in the year 1919 in the grand ballroom of Arthur Holmwood’s country house as a string quartet urged men and women across the dance floor, and voices and laughter filled the air. The party felt like a communal outpouring of jubilation, of relief at having emerged more or less intact from the long years of horror. Quincey found the joyous display sickening, an insult to the millions of men and women who had not come home, who were lying dead in the cold mud of western Europe instead of drinking champagne and singing ’Auld Lang Syne’, but he kept his mouth shut; everyone was so pleased to see him, so happy that he had returned home safely, and he didn’t want to throw their kindness back at them, undeserved though it was.


  Luck, he thought to himself, as a waiter refilled his glass. That’s all it is. The coin lands the other way up and Thorpe is commiserating with my parents. Blind luck.


  He had sent telegrams that morning to the remaining members of the Special Reconnaissance Unit, wishing them all a happy new year. What he had left out of the messages was the truth: that he would rather be with any of them than where he found himself: with Kavanagh in Somerset, McDonald in the eastern Highlands of Scotland, Ellis in his small village outside Durham, or with Potts on the edge of the Norfolk Broads.


  Anything would be better than this. Anything.


  “You shouldn’t think so hard,” said a voice Harker knew well. “It’s bad for the brain.”


  Quincey smiled, and turned round. Standing in front of him was a man he had known his entire life and another he had come to feel as if he always had.


  Albert Holmwood, the future Lord Godalming, was the spitting image of his father; he possessed the same high cheekbones, the delicate, almost feminine features, the piercing pale green eyes. He was almost a year older than Quincey, but the age gap had never been an issue, even as they went their separate ways through life. Albert had gone to Charterhouse, as his father and grandfather had before him, while Quincey went to Eton, but whenever the two of them returned to London during the school holidays, they were able to slip back into their friendship as though they had never been apart. For the majority of his life, Albert had been lazy and dissolute, and the few arguments the two men had ever had had largely been centred round Quincey’s frustration at his friend’s apparent unwillingness to use the intelligence he possessed in such abundance.


  Scandal had followed Albert everywhere, culminating in an incident that had sent whispered shockwaves through the dining rooms of London society. In 1909, when he was barely sixteen years old, Albert had impregnated Lady Jane Lindley, the only daughter of one of the oldest and proudest families in the country, creating a crisis that had taken every last bit of Arthur Holmwood’s legendary diplomacy and, it was rumoured, a sizeable chunk of his fortune to defuse. Word had reached Quincey’s ear that Lord Godalming had come within a hair’s breadth of disowning his son, but had been talked out of it by his friends, Quincey’s father included. Instead, the shame had hung round the neck of the Holmwood family for almost five years, until the spring of 1914, when Albert turned twenty-one, and something strange happened.


  Almost overnight, he changed; the boy who appeared incapable of taking anything seriously disappeared, replaced by a young man who, in quick succession, married Jane Lindley, became a doting father to Alexandra, five years old at the time, and took a position in the War Office, where he remained to this day. Quincey could see Jane in the distance, twirling the now alarmingly grown-up Alexandra across the dance floor as the girl’s grandfather watched in open delight.


  Standing beside him was a man whose upbringing and circumstances had been as different as could be imagined from the future Lord Godalming’s, but whom Albert Holmwood now referred to both privately and publicly as his brother. David Morris was born in 1892, the product of a brief liaison between Quincey Morris, the larger-than-life American after whom Quincey Harker was named, and a prostitute by the name of Jenny Lincoln. After David’s birth, she had dragged herself free, with the help of Arthur Holmwood, of the lifestyle that she had sunk into as a teenager. He had found her work as a kitchen maid in a respectable house in Kensington, and asked her to send her son to see him when he turned eighteen.


  Jenny’s employer, the wife of a plain-speaking Yorkshireman who had made a fortune in the cotton mills of Preston, had taken a liking to her and had permitted David to be educated alongside her own children, an act of kindness that his mother would never cease to be grateful for. She raised her son to be fiercely proud of the father he had never met, and despatched him to the Holmwood townhouse on Piccadilly on his eighteenth birthday with the belief, burning in his chest, that he was the equal of any man.


  From there he had gone to Sandhurst, his place secured and his bills paid by Arthur Holmwood, and across the Channel to Europe in late 1914. He was gassed at Ypres in the April of the following year, and returned to his regiment in time to survive both Verdun and the churning nightmare of the Somme. By the end of 1916, he had begun to be viewed as something of a lucky charm, having survived four of the most devastating battles of the war, and was beloved by his men, whom he never treated as anything other than equals. His run of luck finally came to an end in April 1917 at Vimy Ridge, when a bullet found its way into his knee and stayed there. He was still recovering in a field hospital fifteen miles behind the line when Quincey Harker led his Special Reconnaissance Unit into Passchendaele, and saw out the final months of the war at General Headquarters in Montreuil, before returning to London and the War Office, and taking up his role as a member of the Holmwood household.


  Quincey Harker was immensely fond of David Morris, who had a streak of independence inside him that bordered on the aggressive: he refused to see anyone as his better, regardless of background or education, and it was this characteristic that had made it easy for him and Albert Holmwood, a man to whom rebellion and lack of respect for convention and authority had always come naturally, to become first friends, and then brothers in all but blood.


  “Gentlemen,” he said. “A happy new year to you both.”


  “And to you, Quincey,” said Albert Holmwood. “I suspect it is going to be an extremely interesting one. For all three of us.”


  Harker frowned. “What do you mean, Albert? I’ve had enough interesting to last me a lifetime, believe me.”


  “Wait and see, my friend,” smiled Albert Holmwood. “Just you wait and see.”


  


  Quincey told his father what Albert had said during the journey back to Hampstead on New Year’s Day, but Jonathan Harker was frustratingly disinterested in the subject. Quincey held his tongue; it was consistent with what seemed to be a trend in his father’s behaviour, in his mother’s as well, to be honest.


  It was clear they were both overjoyed to have him home, but they appeared to have no desire to discuss the things he had seen, or even to listen to him as he talked about them. He had told his father what he had witnessed in the church in Passchendaele, on the terrible night that Andrew Thorpe had been killed, and in Rome after the war ended, when he and his men had chased a man who could fly above the ground halfway across the Italian capital, but his father had given little more than a shrug in response. It hadn’t seemed as if he didn’t believe him, more that he just had no desire to talk about it.


  A sharp knock on the door to the study roused Quincey from his thoughts.


  “Come in,” he called.


  The door opened and Jonathan Harker stepped into the room. He was a tall, thin man, dressed in a smart black suit, with ever-widening streaks of grey in hair that was swept back from his forehead and temples.


  “Are you busy?” he asked.


  Quincey shook his head. “No, Father,” he said. “What can I do for you?”


  “If you have no plans,” said Jonathan, “I would like you to come to Piccadilly with me. There is a proposal I wish you to hear.”


  Quincey frowned. “At the Foundation?”


  Jonathan nodded. “Can you be ready in ten minutes?”


  “Of course,” said Quincey. “Shall I see you downstairs?”


  “Yes,” said Jonathan. “Ten minutes.”


  He left the study and closed the door behind him, leaving his son in a state of some confusion.


  Is he going to offer me a position at the Foundation? wondered Quincey. Surely he doesn’t believe I would give up the Army for a seat behind a desk?


  Jonathan Harker had been an estate agent in his youth, a man who had arranged leases and purchases of some of the grandest properties in London, to a dazzling array of clients. In the early 1890s, after a particularly arduous deal involving a foreign nobleman, he had withdrawn from the business and become one of the trustees of the charitable foundation that had been established in the aftermath of the death of Lord Godalming, the father of Arthur Holmwood.


  John Seward, who had worked in London’s asylums treating their poorest and most desperate patients, had also agreed to join the board, as had Abraham Van Helsing, the Dutch professor who had closed his practice and withdrawn from public life several months earlier. Quincey smiled at the memory of Van Helsing, who had now been dead for almost a decade; the fierce, remarkably intelligent professor had terrified him as a child, showing him broken skulls and jars full of shrunken heads and disembodied organs with a mischievous grin on his lined, weathered face.


  The Holmwood Foundation administered a significant sum of funds bequeathed by Lord Godalming to a number of charitable projects, which dealt largely with abandoned and orphaned children. It was admirable work, and Quincey was extremely proud of his father and his friends for the difference they had managed to make in such a large number of lives, but it was not for him; not yet, at least. He did not know exactly what his future held, but he knew that he was not ready to don a suit and tie every morning and spend his days moving numbers around the pages of a ledger.


  I’ll go, though, and hear the proposal. It would disappoint him if I refused.


  Twenty minutes later he was sitting beside his father in the back of the Ford as their driver pointed the beautiful black car down the hill towards the centre of the capital. Quincey had a smile on his face; it was good to be out of the house, to feel the wind against his skin as it fluttered through the window. It was a cold January morning; frost coated the branches of the trees that became less numerous as they descended the hill, and the men and women of the capital were wrapped up as tightly as they were able, with scarves covering their mouths and noses and hats perched on their heads. But the wind felt like a summer breeze to Quincey, who had spent long nights lying in the freezing mud of Belgium wondering if he would ever be warm again.


  On Piccadilly, their driver brought the car to a halt and Quincey followed his father up the steps to the townhouse that had belonged to the Holmwood family since it had been built. Jonathan Harker held the door open and he stepped through it, savouring the familiar scents of old paper and wax candles, and glancing up at the portrait that hung on the wall inside the door; the rugged, handsome face of Quincey Morris stared down at him from beneath the brim of his cowboy hat. The American’s memory loomed large over his father and his friends; he had been an integral part of the sad series of circumstances that had brought the men together.


  Quincey had heard the story many times growing up: how Quincey Morris, John Seward and Arthur Holmwood had all proposed marriage to Lucy Westenra, his mother’s closest friend, how she had eventually accepted Arthur’s proposal, but had tragically died before the marriage could take place. A rare form of blood poisoning had taken her, and it was Van Helsing’s brave efforts to save her that had brought him into contact with the men who would become his friends. Morris himself had died abroad, in circumstances that Quincey Harker had never been able to persuade anyone to expand upon.


  The events of the summer of 1891, so rich with scandal and romance and untimely death, had been turned into a novel that Quincey had been raised to regard with nothing short of contempt, a shameless attempt to turn the pain of his family and friends into entertainment, full of bats and wolves and ghostly ships. He had been forced, time and time again, to refute Bram Stoker’s version when schoolfriends and Army colleagues had approached him with the thick yellow hardback in their hands.


  “Could nothing legally be done?” he had once asked his father, after his housemaster at Eton had quizzed him on the subject. “He didn’t even bother to change your names, Father.”


  “Such a thing would serve only to dishonour the memories of Quincey and Lucy,” Jonathan Harker had replied. “And that is something I would never do, not for anything.”


  Quincey was proud of the stance his father and his friends had taken, and always defended them with great vigour when questioned about Dracula. But if he was entirely honest with himself, Stoker’s story had crept into the corners of his mind on several occasions recently, given the creatures he had confronted in Passchendaele and Rome.


  His father closed the door of the townhouse, placed a hand on his shoulder and led him up the stairs. Quincey could hear voices and laughter emerging from the rooms on the first floor, and felt his smile, which had momentarily disappeared as he stared at the portrait of the long-lost American, return to his face. The voices were familiar and carried with them a sense of easy comfort, a rapport honed and polished by decades of friendship. His heels thudded on the carpeted stairs, before his father led him across the landing and into the large room at the front of the building that looked out towards the Ritz.


  Quincey frowned as he stepped through the door. Standing by the window, smiling and chatting to one another, were Arthur Holmwood and John Seward, while Henry Carpenter, the man who had been Van Helsing’s valet until he was invited to join the board of the Foundation, smiled up at them from a leather armchair. Standing by the fireplace, broad grins on their faces, were Albert Holmwood and David Morris; they were regarding him with expressions of great excitement.


  Jonathan Harker walked across the room and stood beside his friends.


  “My son,” he said, smiling widely. “We have much to tell you. It might perhaps be best if you were to sit down.”


  “I’ll stand, thank you,” said Quincey. “What is this all about, Father?”


  “As you wish, son,” said Jonathan. “It’s difficult to know exactly where to start, so I will attempt to tell you the facts, then explain how they came to our attention. Thankfully, given what you have seen, it is unlikely that you will find what I am about to tell you hard to believe.”


  “Easier than it was for me, I’m sure,” said David Morris.


  “And me,” said Albert Holmwood.


  “Indeed,” said Jonathan, glancing over at the two young men. “Anyway, to business. What you see around you is not what you understand it to be. The Holmwood Foundation is real, and disperses funds as you have always known it to. It is not, however, administered from here in this building. It is based in an office on Jermyn Street and staffed by a group of men in Arthur’s employ.”


  “So what is this place?” asked Quincey. He could feel curiosity beginning to bubble up inside him; this oblique, guarded manner was most unlike his father. “What is it that you do here every day?”


  “My dear son,” said Jonathan Harker. “It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the headquarters of the Department of Supernatural Investigation. The men in this room, all of whom you know, make up its ranks, and they are very much hoping that you will agree to join us. I am too.”


  Quincey’s mind reeled, as though he had been struck on the head. “Say again, Father,” he managed. “The Department of what?”


  “Of Supernatural Investigation,” repeated Jonathan Harker. “The simple truth is that there are things in this world that are not human, Quincey: godless monsters that take human form, but are something other. They are commonly referred to in literature and legend as vampires, and it is our understanding that you have encountered two of these creatures yourself in recent months.”


  “Vampires,” said Quincey, rolling the word round his mouth. “I thought you didn’t believe what I told you, Father. You gave no indication of doing so.”


  “And for that I sincerely apologise,” said Jonathan. “I could not discuss such matters with you outside this room. Your mother is all too aware of the existence of these creatures, but there are still protocols that must be followed. As far as the world beyond these walls is concerned, vampires do not exist, and it is vital that the public continues to believe that to be the case.”


  “Why?” asked Quincey. He felt as if the floor beneath his feet was no longer solid, as though his feet were resting on unsteady foundations.


  “Because such knowledge would cause panic,” said his father. “For many centuries, it appears that the number of these creatures could be counted on the fingers of two hands. Unfortunately, that is no longer the case. But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me tell you what I must, and we will endeavour to answer any remaining questions you have.”


  Quincey nodded, and lowered himself into one of the leather armchairs as his father continued to talk.


  “The incident that brought us together, first as acquaintances, then as friends, then made us as close as any brothers, is described with great accuracy by Bram Stoker in Dracula, which I apologise for having misled you about. He was told the story by my late friend Abraham Van Helsing, the year after we returned to London from Transylvania. The Prime Minister asked Abraham to investigate the disappearance of a chorus girl who performed at the Lyceum Theatre, where Stoker worked as manager. She was dead, along with several others, having been murdered by the former conductor of the theatre’s orchestra, who was afflicted with the same curse that had possessed Count Dracula.


  “It was this incident that gave terrible confirmation to our worst fears: that the creature who killed poor Lucy Westenra, whom we chased across half of Europe and who met his end at the points of Quincey Morris’s and my blades, had not been the only member of his species, and that the plague was now beginning to spread. This dreadful revelation led Prime Minister Gladstone to ask Abraham to found this Department, giving him the legal authority to police the supernatural and protect the public from it. He agreed, on the condition that we would be allowed to join him, if we agreed to do so.”


  “And all of you did?” asked Quincey. “You just gave up your lives and careers to do this work instead?”


  “Without hesitation,” said Arthur Holmwood. “I could not permit what happened to Lucy to happen to anyone else.”


  “Nor I,” said John Seward. “The decision was an easy one.”


  “Arthur was kind enough to utilise a charitable bequest in his father’s will to allow the five of us to begin work without being entirely reliant on the government purse,” said Jonathan. “The Holmwood Foundation was quickly established; we moved into this building, and began our work.”


  “What work?” asked Quincey. “This is a sitting room, father. This does not look like the kind of place where secret agents conduct business.”


  His mind was racing, trying to process what he was being told. If Dracula was the truth, as opposed to the malicious fiction he had always understood it to be, then what he had seen in the final months of the war was beginning to make an awful sort of sense.


  Vampires, he thought. Out there in the real world, taking lives.


  Jonathan Harker smiled at his son. “I imagine it does not. But if you accept our offer, you are going to have to become accustomed to things that are not what they appear to be.”


  He nodded to Albert Holmwood and walked across the room towards a door set in the rear wall, which Quincey noticed for the first time had two keyholes. He stepped forward for a closer look, aware that the rest of the men in the room were gathering behind him. As he watched, his father and Arthur Holmwood’s son placed keys in the two holes and turned them simultaneously to the left. There was a heavy clunk; Jonathan Harker pushed the door open, held it wide, and nodded at him. Quincey walked slowly forward and felt the breath freeze in his chest.


  The room beyond the door was long and wide, and looked like nothing less than the headquarters of an army. A series of shelves on one wall were full of pistols and rifles, black metal helmets, and row upon row of sharp wooden stakes. A large map of London hung beside them, covered in coloured pins and tiny handwritten notes. The opposite wall held a pair of bookcases full of old volumes and collections of files and folders and notebooks. In the centre of the room stood a long wooden table surrounded by a dozen chairs, and at the rear a pair of benches, much like the ones that had filled the classrooms where Quincey had been taught the sciences at Eton, were covered in towering, twisting sculptures of glass tubing and beakers of powders and liquids.


  Against the wall behind them, a small wooden stand contained a number of weapons that Quincey didn’t recognise: long pistols with glass balls of liquid affixed to their tops.


  “My God,” he whispered, staring round the room with wide eyes. “What is all this?”


  “This,” said John Seward, “is the heart of the DSI. What you see around you is the result of almost three decades of toil and research, the majority of it conducted by Professor Van Helsing. This is where we work against the vampire menace.”


  Ellis would kill to be allowed in here, thought Harker. This is his idea of heaven.


  “So how does it work?” he heard himself ask. “Do you patrol the streets, looking for men and women who float above the ground?”


  David Morris laughed. “Not exactly, Quincey. We have arrangements with a number of policemen in stations around the city. They inform us of any incidents that appear to fall under our jurisdiction.”


  “And how often do such incidents occur?”


  “It varies,” said Morris. “Sometimes as often as twice a week.”


  Quincey nodded, deep in thought. Then something struck him. “Why are you here, David?” he asked. “Or you, Albert, for that matter?”


  “I joined the Department in 1913,” said Morris. “When I turned twenty-one.”


  “I joined a year later,” said Albert.


  “When you were twenty-one,” said Quincey, softly. “Am I right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And you never told me,” he said, fixing his gaze on his friends. “Neither of you said a word.”


  Colour rose on Albert’s and David’s faces.


  “They couldn’t, Quincey,” said Henry Carpenter. “Our most fundamental rule is one of secrecy. Members of the Department cannot tell anyone, regardless of how close they are to the people in question.”


  “That’s correct,” said Jonathan Harker. “There were four of us when the Department was founded, which became five when Henry joined us. We were reduced again to four when Abraham passed away, and it became clear that we needed a way to ensure that the Department would live on beyond us. As a result, all descendants of the founders are offered the opportunity to join when they turn twenty-one.”


  “I turned twenty-one four years ago,” said Quincey, staring at his father.


  “The decision was made to postpone your invitation until the end of the war,” said Jonathan. “David is our liaison with the General Staff, and he was told repeatedly that the work of your Special Reconnaissance Unit was too important to interrupt.”


  Quincey frowned. “You know about my unit?”


  “Yes,” said Jonathan. “We’re all very proud of the work you did, son. I’m sorry we couldn’t speak about it until now.”


  Quincey’s mind was racing with questions, but he managed to focus on one, the single most important. “So are you asking me to join now?”


  “We are,” said Arthur Holmwood. “And we would be honoured if you would. I’m confident that I speak for us all when I tell you we have been looking forward to this day for a long time.”


  A single unexpected thought rose to the front of Quincey’s mind.


  I’m home. This is home.


  “I accept,” he said. “On two conditions.”


  Arthur Holmwood smiled, as though he had expected nothing less. “And what might they be?”


  “Two incidents each week,” Quincey said, slowly. “That’s what you said. Do you have any reason to believe that number will go down?”


  “No,” said David Morris. “If anything, we are anticipating the opposite.”


  “In which case,” said Quincey, “this threat is likely to rapidly become more significant than seven men in a Piccadilly townhouse can deal with. So my conditions are as follows. Firstly, that I am permitted to bring my men into the Department immediately. Secondly, that I receive carte blanche to expand and modernise it along military lines. I cannot dedicate my time to this work unless the ambition is for this organisation to be the very best it can be.”


  There was a long pause, in which the six men smiled at each other. Quincey waited for them to respond; he knew his demands had been bold, but his mind was already fizzing with possibility, for how the secret crusade that his father had described could be carried out with greater efficiency and a far wider reach, and he could accept nothing less than being at the forefront.


  “I believe we can accommodate those demands,” said Arthur Holmwood, eventually. He stepped forward and held out his hand. “Welcome aboard, Mr Harker.”


  Quincey gave the outstretched hand a hearty shake. “Thank you for having me, sir. It’s an honour.” A broad grin lit up his face as his friends surrounded him, shaking his hand and clapping him on the back. His father was the first to embrace him, an expression of huge pride on his face.


  


  Twelve hours later, Quincey Harker walked through the gates to Highgate Cemetery with David Morris and Albert Holmwood on either side of him and the wide smile of a child on his face.


  As he strolled through the darkness between his friends, it seemed incredible that such a small amount of time had passed since he had been sitting in his father’s study, idly wondering where the next phase of his life was going to take him. Now he was burning with purpose, with the simple, righteous determination that comes with having a mission to complete.


  After the newly expanded Department of Supernatural Investigation exited the secret room at the back of the townhouse’s sitting room, Quincey had despatched a member of Arthur Holmwood’s domestic staff to the telegram office with four urgent, identical messages.


  


  NEW WORK TO BE DONE. STOP. 184 PICCADILLY AT EARLIEST CONVENIENCE. STOP. ARMY NOT A CONSIDERATION. STOP. QUINCEY. STOP.


  


  Harker suspected that all four of them would arrive within two or three days at the very most. He had left the wording ambiguous for two reasons: because it seemed prudent to do so, given the secrecy surrounding the organisation he was now a part of, and because he wanted to arouse their curiosity. He was confident that none of them would be able to resist coming to London to find out what he meant by ’new work’ or why he had described the Army as ’not a consideration’. He had been able to write the latter with confidence, as David Morris had assured him there would be no issues when it came to having his squad mates released from their commitments to the military; the highest echelons of the General Staff were apparently among the tiny number of people who were aware of the existence of the DSI.


  The seven of them had been toasting the future when a message arrived from one of their police contacts in Highgate, passing on the fifth complaint in as many days of animals going missing from the streets and gardens around the cemetery. It wasn’t much to go on, and was probably little more than evidence that a particularly hungry fox was roaming north London, but it struck Quincey as an immediate opportunity to demonstrate his competence to Albert Holmwood and David Morris, the two men whose careers in the DSI were likely to run alongside his own. He told them to get some lunch and be ready to leave at dusk. They agreed, and Quincey began the daunting process of getting up to speed with the contents of the secret room as they waited for the sun to set.


  The investigations and experiments that had been carried out by Abraham Van Helsing were nothing short of remarkable. Working from the basement of his home in Kensington, he had managed to tentatively list the relative strengths and weaknesses of vampires: on the plus side of the balance sheet, physical power, speed, remarkable recovery from wounds that should be fatal, some ability to hypnotise with their glowing red eyes; on the minus side, a susceptibility to sunlight, likely all ultraviolet light, and to the obliteration of the heart.


  The professor had also been able to rule out several misconceptions over the course of his long study, most prominently the perceived link between religion and vampires. The pistols with the glass balls atop them had been early attempts at creating weapons armed with holy water, but had apparently proved entirely unsuccessful. Crucifixes were also useless, as were many of the legends that had filtered out of the darkest corners of eastern Europe over the centuries: garlic, running water, silver. Van Helsing’s conclusions were, in fact, straightforward: bullets and blades hurt them, their flesh could be cut and torn like any others, but little short of a direct blow to the heart would kill them. A wooden stake with a wide bore plunged into the chest was the safest and most effective means of destruction.


  There was a remarkable conceptual sketch on the benches at the back of the secret room, for a weapon the likes of which Quincey had never seen before: it looked a little like a blunderbuss, but it seemed intended to fire a stake, and had what appeared to be a reel of wire attached to one side. It was one of the first items he intended to draw to Charles Ellis’s attention when he arrived in London.


  “Is there a plan of action?” asked David Morris, looking over at him.


  Quincey nodded. “We will investigate the west cemetery first,” he replied. “We will confront anyone we find, ask why they are here, and assess the plausibility of their response. If they seem suspicious, we will splash fresh blood on the ground. Van Helsing’s notes suggest that this will force a vampire to reveal itself.”


  “And if we find nothing?” asked Albert Holmwood. “What then?”


  Quincey smiled. “Then we will explore the east cemetery. If still we find nothing, then you will doubtless have time to stop for a nightcap at your club on the way home.”


  The three friends smiled at each other, until Quincey stepped forward again, beckoning them to follow him. He led them at a brisk pace along the wide path that ran in a semi-circular arc through the heart of the west cemetery, passing beneath the heavy stone arches and rows of squat Gothic tombs without pausing. The cemetery was silent, as befitted a place of the dead; no birds called from the trees that crowded in above them, no animals rustled through the underbrush.


  Quincey checked his equipment again; beneath his long black overcoat his Army-issue Webley pistol was perched on his hip beside a pair of wooden stakes in loops and a small jar of cattle blood. One hand held a tungsten-filament torch, the other rested on the stock of the rifle that was slung over his shoulder. His hat cast a deep shadow over his face as he made his way deeper into the cemetery, the gravel crunching beneath his boots. David Morris and Albert Holmwood were similarly attired and equipped, and followed close behind.


  The pale, watery beam of Quincey’s torch illuminated a narrow strip of the cemetery. It was a moonless night, and the darkness was deep and dense, the kind that seemed almost tangible. He breathed in and out slowly, finding himself in a familiar state of being: the ethereal calm that had always settled over him when it was time to put himself in harm’s way. He allowed it to flow through him as he walked; as a result, when his torch beam picked out a flicker of movement in the space between two of the tombs, he felt no fear, only a rising swell of anticipation.


  “Hold,” he whispered, coming to a halt. “Straight ahead, between the third and fourth tombs. There’s something there.”


  “I can’t see anything,” said Morris, training his torch beam on the space. “I say! You there! Come out at once!”


  For a long moment, the cemetery was utterly still, the silence absolute. Then a dark shape burst out from between the tombs and fled down the path away from them.


  Quincey Harker was already swinging his rifle up to his shoulder. He sighted down the barrel and pulled the trigger twice. The reports were deafening, rebounding and echoing against the stone walls that surrounded them, and then a high-pitched scream of pain rang out as the bullets struck the fleeing shape in its lower back.


  “Quincey!” bellowed Albert Holmwood. “What the hell do you think you’re playing at, man?”


  Harker ignored him. He ran down the path, not waiting to see whether his friends were following him, and skidded to a halt beside the screeching, writhing figure. He shone his torch down on it and felt validation explode through him.


  Twisting on the ground was a man in a brown overcoat that was more hole than coat, and a pair of ragged grey trousers. His torso and feet were bare, and he was staring up at Quincey Harker with eyes that glowed red with agony. His fangs were clearly visible; his teeth were bared against the pain that was presumably radiating from his lower back. Clutched tightly in one of the man’s hands was the limp body of a black cat; its throat had been ripped out and its wide yellow eyes stared blankly at nothing.


  Morris and Holmwood arrived beside him, then trained their torches on the fallen man.


  “Vampire,” said David. “You got him, Quincey. Good work.”


  “Thank you,” said Harker. He was breathing heavily with excitement.


  “Damn good shot,” said Holmwood. “But for heaven’s sake, Quincey, you can’t have known he was a vampire. What if you had just shot some vagrant in the back?”


  “Why would a vagrant run?” asked Morris. “We don’t look like police, Albert.”


  “Any number of reasons,” said Holmwood, his brow furrowing into a frown. “He could have been—”


  “I knew full well what I was doing,” interrupted Quincey. “When he bolted, I saw his eyes. Vagrants do not tend to have eyes that glow red.”


  “You saw his eyes?” asked Albert. “From such a distance?”


  “You don’t believe me?” asked Harker.


  “I believe you, Quincey. Although you must have the eyes of a bloody eagle.” He grinned, then turned his attention to the stricken vampire. “You there,” he said, prodding the man’s ribs with the toe of his boot. “What is your name?”


  The man growled and bared his blood-smeared teeth.


  “You godless savage,” said Albert, looking down at him with an expression of obvious disgust. “How did you come to sink so low? Tell me now, and be quick about it.”


  The vampire spat a thick wad of blood into the air and let out a terrible screech of pain and misery.


  “That’s enough,” said Quincey. He slung the rifle back over his shoulder, pulled one of the stakes from his belt and dropped to his knees, bringing the sharpened wood down in the middle of the man’s chest. The vampire’s eyes bulged and David Morris yelled in warning as the wood slid between the man’s ribs and pierced his heart. There was a millisecond’s pause, before the man exploded in a roar of flying blood. Harker leapt backwards, but was too slow; the blood splashed across his coat and the lower half of his face, shocking him momentarily. Then he started to laugh as blood dripped from his chin.


  “One down, gentlemen,” he said. “God alone knows how many to go.”


  Morris and Holmwood looked at him with expressions of disapproval, which began to crack under the infectious refrain of Harker’s laughter. When the three men had regained control of themselves, Holmwood pushed his hat back on his head and regarded Quincey with a mildly reproachful expression.


  “The policy has been to attempt to subdue the vampires,” he said. “So they could be studied. Van Helsing requested it.”


  “Van Helsing is dead,” said Quincey, “so is unlikely to be studying anything. When my man Ellis arrives, I intend to set him to work on new procedures, as well as the continuation of the scientific study of these creatures. Until then, I see no alternative to destroying them.”


  “Quincey is right,” said David Morris. “We have no facility to store prisoners, and our combined scientific understanding amounts to very little. This was well done.”


  Holmwood nodded, but Quincey could see that he was not entirely convinced. “Albert,” he said. “I have a task of utmost importance that I suspect only you are capable of fulfilling. Will you hear it?”


  “Of course,” said Holmwood. “What would you have me do?”


  “I cannot believe that my squad mates and I were the only men who encountered these creatures during the war,” he said. “We need to review the reports from the front and identify any references to these things. When we expand, which must be our first priority, men with experience of these creatures will be the likeliest candidates.”


  “To examine every report will take weeks,” said Holmwood. “Perhaps even months.”


  Harker nodded. “And there is no time to waste,” he said. “Your position at the War Office will allow you access to the reports without arousing suspicion, will it not?”


  “It will,” agreed Holmwood. “When would you have me undertake this task?”


  “As soon as possible,” said Harker. “It is vitally important, Albert.”


  “In which case,” said Holmwood, “I will start tomorrow, and report back as soon as the work is complete.”


  “Thank you, Albert,” said Harker, ignoring the sideways look that David Morris was giving him; his old friend’s mouth was curling ever so slightly at the corners, as though he was holding back a smile that suggested he understood exactly what Quincey was doing. “This was a good start, gentlemen. A damn good start.”


  


  The following morning, Quincey travelled to Piccadilly with his father, a routine that would continue for much of the next two years. His mother had brought his breakfast up to his room herself and given him a tight, fierce hug after putting down the tray. Mina Harker had said nothing, but the meaning of the embrace had been clear.


  I’m proud of you.


  When they arrived at the townhouse, Quincey was not surprised to learn that there was a visitor waiting for him. He climbed the stairs and found Charles Ellis sitting in the lounge, conversing happily with Arthur Holmwood, who appeared to regularly be both the last man to leave the building in the evening and the first to arrive in the morning.


  “Private Ellis,” said Quincey, with as much sternness in his voice as he could manage.


  Ellis leapt to his feet and snapped a salute. “Yes, sir,” he said.


  Quincey broke into a grin. “Relax, Charles,” he said. “Formality won’t be necessary, at least for the time being.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Ellis, then smiled at his own contradiction.


  “Good,” said Quincey. “I assume you’re wondering why you’re here?”


  “I’m curious,” said Ellis. “Let’s put it that way.”


  “Then permit me to put your curiosity to rest. Lord Godalming, might I trouble you to assist me?”


  Holmwood got to his feet, withdrawing the keys from his pocket. “By all means, Quincey,” he said. “By all means.”


  Harker took the key he had been given the previous day out of his jacket and slotted it into one of the two keyholes in the door at the rear of the room. Holmwood arrived beside him a moment later and did the same to the second lock.


  “Three, two, one, turn,” said Arthur, softly.


  Quincey did so, and felt the shudder through his hand as the door unlocked. He pushed it open, then stood back as Ellis walked through it.


  “Good heavens,” said the schoolmaster, his voice low and full of awe. “What am I looking at, Quincey?”


  “This, my friend,” said Quincey, “is the Department of Supernatural Investigation.”


  “I’m sorry?” asked Ellis, his gaze still fixed forward. “What exactly do you mean by supernatural?”


  “In this case,” said Quincey, “it refers specifically to the creatures we saw in the church in Belgium and the alleyway in Rome. Vampires, Charles.”


  “Vampires,” said Ellis, slowly. “I’ve spent a great deal of time considering what we saw, Quincey. But the word just seems so ridiculous.”


  “I’m hopeful that you will be able to put that aside,” said Harker. “As I’m hoping that you will agree to become the newest member of the Department.”


  “What about the others?” asked Ellis, turning to face his former Captain. His face was pale, his eyes wide. “Are they coming?”


  “I hope so,” said Harker. “We’re going to need them.”


  Ellis turned back towards the secret room, his jaw setting with determination. “When do I start, sir?”


  “Right now, my friend,” said Quincey Harker, smiling broadly. “Welcome to the future.”


  


  Harker left his friend tentatively leafing through the pages and papers that had been bequeathed by Abraham Van Helsing, and walked back into the sitting room. Arthur Holmwood smiled at him as he appeared, and beckoned him across to a table beneath the large window that overlooked the bustle of Piccadilly. Covering the table were a number of maps with areas inked in pale red.


  “What’s all this, sir?” asked Harker, peering at the sheets.


  “Some of the pockets of land that my family has managed to hold on to,” smiled Holmwood. “I have a suspicion that our Department is going to outgrow this house rather quickly. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “I would,” said Harker. “My vision is of a secret military unit. And military units operate from military bases.”


  “Precisely,” said Holmwood. “So why don’t you take a look through these and see if there’s anything you think might be suitable for such a purpose? Perhaps the area marked on the second sheet?” He clapped Harker hard on the back, and strolled out of the sitting room.


  Quincey watched him go, then returned his attention to the maps. He lifted the first one carefully, set it aside, and felt a smile rise on his face. The second sheet illustrated a section of East Anglia, with a large area highlighted: it stood in the middle of dense forest, miles from anything in every direction. Quincey traced the circular shape with his finger, and began to smile.


  


  Lieutenant Andrew Thorpe was only one of more than eight million combatants to die during the four years of the First World War. In Britain, as in many other nations, the heart and soul of an entire generation was torn out, as the survivors, the so-called ’lucky ones’, returned home to a country whose innocence was lost forever.


  


  In the long years that followed, Quincey Harker led a silent crusade, keeping the public safe from a threat they did not know existed. He did it because it was in his nature to do so, because heroism came naturally to him, and because he believed in the value of service, of fighting to protect others. He rarely spoke of Andrew Thorpe, but the many friends and colleagues who fought alongside him, sharing in his triumphs and tragedies, knew that his old friend was never far from his mind.


  


  As the British government was reorganised in the aftermath of the First World War, a shorthand was implemented inside the corridors of power in which each governmental department was given a number. The office of the Prime Minister was, naturally, described as Department 1.


  


  By the end of the long, bloody twentieth century, there were twenty-three permanent departments, each assigned a number. Only one remained classified, a long-established black hole in the centre of the country’s administration, and one which generations of civil servants, intelligence operatives and military commanders have known better than to enquire about.


  


  Department 19.
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