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              FRONTISPIECE
            

          

        

      

       

      12 January 1849

      On this day, the Year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and forty-nine, I, Victor Frankenstein, declare the founding of a secret and elite team of supernatural agents henceforth known as the Immortals. Whosoever shall sign this document will thereby swear allegiance to our great cause, and bind to us his or her unbreakable fellowship. 

      The world knows you as monsters, freaks, devils. Many have tried to destroy you. But you are conquerors of death. Your individual abilities are formidable and, together, the Immortals will be the most potent fighting force the world has ever known. 

      Our mission is this: to oppose evil, uphold goodness and protect the citizens of the Empire from the horror of supernatural threat. We shall live by the law, but in the knowledge that, at times, it must be broken to ensure the greater good and protection of the world. 

      Many who we protect would oppose us; society would mistrust and fear us. Throughout our struggles, we must never allow resentment or self-interest to stand in the way of our battle against evil. 
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              CHAPTER 1
            

          

        

      

       

      14 December 1862

      “If my father finds us here, we’re dead,” said Evelyn, hands squeezed under her armpits.

      Luke was scanning the dark courtyard beyond the museum’s looming entrance, but shot a glance back to his friend. “You’re dead already,” he replied.

      “Thanks for reminding me.” Evelyn flashed him a smile that showed the tips of her fangs. “Anyway, I’m undead, technically. I thought supernatural taxonomy was supposed to be your strong point.”

      Luke bit his tongue. He could have told Evelyn more about homo vampyricus than she knew herself – their history, bloodlines, biological anomalies, geographic variants – but it could wait. Now wasn’t the time.

      The pale facade of the British Museum rose above them. They were hiding behind one of the fluted pillars of the portico, their breath making clouds in the frigid air. Not even the thieves and beggars were out on a night as cold as this. Beyond the wrought-iron railings of the courtyard, the maze of London’s streets was as quiet as a mausoleum, and the gas lamps cast their sickly light through the hanging fog.

      Luke heard the distant bells of St George’s chime the hour. “Where are they?” he muttered as the third stroke vanished into the night’s silence. By his calculation, they’d been shivering in this spot for two hours and eighteen minutes already and his hopes were cooling quicker than his extremities.

      “You tell me,” grumbled Evelyn.

      “Let’s give it ten more minutes,” said Luke. “If they still haven’t come, we can head back home.”

      “Make it five. I’m freezing.” Evelyn tugged her furred cape tighter around her shoulders and pouted sulkily. “What makes you so sure they’re coming here, anyway?”

      “Just trust me,” he replied.

      “I’m trying,” said Evelyn, “but I’m too cold.”

      Luke was about to tell her that was because vampires had a lower red blood cell count than humans when he saw movement on the rooftop of the museum’s east wing. “There!” he said, grinning.

      Two shapes. One towering seven or eight feet tall and moving stealthily across the skyline, the other a solid mass sailing above like a huge grey bird. There was no mistaking those silhouettes – his father’s monster, and the gargoyle.

      “That’s John and Raziel,” he told Evelyn.

      “I’m well aware of who they are.” Her head snapped left and her straight black hair whipped across her face. Luke heard the soft crunch of footsteps on gravel. “And here come our dear old papas with the others,” she added in a whisper.

      Four figures swept across the museum forecourt, drifting like spectres towards the steps. Luke squinted. “Are you certain it’s them?”

      “Night vision, remember?” She winked at him, in her particularly infuriating way. And she called him a know-it-all.

      Now that the figures were closer, even Luke’s limited human vision could make them out. The tall, lithe man darting up the stairs with superhuman speed was Evelyn’s father, Jonathan Harker. He and his daughter shared the same gift: bitten by a vampire and able to walk the Earth for eternity. There were downsides, of course. The allergy to sunlight. The thirst for blood. Oh, and vampire hunters with a penchant for driving stakes through your heart.

      Luke’s own father, Victor, followed. He tucked his stovepipe hat under his arm and ran a hand through his wild curls as he watched a squat, ferrety young man in a leather coat fiddling with the locks. There wasn’t a door in London that could resist Dodger’s charms, so Victor claimed.

      Luke’s heart thumped as the fourth bulky figure came to the top of the steps, long duster coat brushing the stirrups on her boots, glittering eyes hunting the darkness. Aurora Cage – it had to be! The Wolf-Woman, as the newspapers in her native Louisiana had once called her, and the only Immortal he’d never seen in the flesh. Until today. She tilted back her head and sniffed, and for a split second he caught sight of her face beneath the wide-brimmed hat she wore: two jet-black eyes, a long nose that looked like it had been broken multiple times and broad, rounded cheek bones. A deep scar ran from her jawline across her cheek, the result, he’d learned, of a silver bullet that had missed its target. Luke remembered his father’s hypothesis – that the taste of silver had given the werewolf an immunity to the deadly metal shared by none other of her kind, the way a vaccine protected a human. Aurora growled through the darkness.

      I wouldn’t like to be the one to test that theory, thought Luke.

      He backed out of sight slowly before he dared to breathe again.

      “I should be with them,” muttered Evelyn, sagging to the base of the column. “I would be if you didn’t need a nanny.”

      Luke shrugged. “I wasn’t all that pleased with the arrangement either.”

      He was trying to play it cool, but he had literally begged his father to allow him to come along on this latest mission, and he was glad Evelyn hadn’t witnessed the undignified spectacle. He didn’t know why he’d bothered, though, because the response was the same as always. “You’re flesh and blood, son. You’re vulnerable in a way the others aren’t. Mortal.”

      He’d heard it all before. Mortality. His curse.

      “But you’re mortal too,” he had replied, not for the first time.

      And with that his father had shut the study door. End of conversation.

      Since he’d been old enough to understand that his father, Victor Frankenstein, was no ordinary doctor, Luke had been curious about the clandestine meetings held late at night in their home, the hours of darkness when his father would sneak out and the times Luke was deposited with his ancient aunt while the renowned doctor and his companions travelled overseas.

      At first, Luke’s father had tried to fob him off with stories about research trips, medical seminars, even a visit to his mother’s family in Switzerland, but Luke wasn’t stupid. Because, for all his brilliance in the fields of anatomy and natural science, Victor Frankenstein was a terrible liar.

      So Luke had learned the truth a little at a time, like peering into a room through a crack in the door. Recently he’d sensed his father’s reticence growing, as if he regretted telling Luke as much as he had. Well, it’s too late to shut the door now, Dad, he thought.

      Luckily, tonight it hadn’t taken much persuasion to make Evelyn sneak out with him. Despite her endless carping, she was just as eager not to miss out.

      “I mean, I’m practically one of the team anyway,” she was saying to herself. “I’ve been on dozens of missions…”

      As she never tired of reminding him.

      “The sewer trolls were my favourite,” Evelyn said. “No, wait – the invisible swordsman…”

      Luke risked another glance at the entrance. The museum steps were empty and the doors stood slightly ajar. “They’re in!” he said. “Come on!”

      He hurried in bursts from one column to the next, with Evelyn following. It would be just like Victor Frankenstein to leave a lookout, but Luke could see no one. He sprinted up the steps to where a poster had been tacked to a wooden board on the stone wall:
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      He didn’t need to read the rest.

      Sanakhte. It was a word Luke had heard through the door of his father’s study several times in the preceding weeks, and the reason he had guessed the museum was the Immortals’ destination that night.

      Sanakhte. Even the sound of the pharaoh’s name seemed deadly. Luke spoke it under his breath, savouring the hiss and bite of the syllables, then carefully detached the poster, folded it neatly, and took his notebook from his satchel.

      “Another one for the scrapbook?” said Evelyn, with a mocking smile.

      Luke ignored her and slotted the flyer inside the notebook. Someone had to keep a record of the Immortals’ adventures.

      “Ready?” he said.

      For a moment, a frown crossed Evelyn’s smooth, pale features. Then she nodded. “No going back now.”

      Luke pushed open the museum door and stepped silently inside its dark interior. He’d been here several times in daylight hours, of course, and knew the layout off by heart. The Egyptian rooms were along a corridor to the left. That had to be where the Immortals were heading.

      Roman statues lined the centre of the wide passage and busts of ancient nobles eyed them from plinths along the walls, their marble faces stern and unforgiving. He paused at the sound of a leather sole squeaking on the ground. Normally Evelyn walked as quietly as a stalking cat.

      “Did you hear that?” he said, looking back.

      She shook her head. “Hear what?”

      Luke wasn’t surprised. Vampires had no better hearing than humans – the association with bats was a complete myth. He let his eyes move along the row of statuary, searching for any sign of movement. “Perhaps it was nothing,” he said, but he felt a tug of unease in his belly.

      “Then let’s keep moving,” said Evelyn. “If we go any slower, the mission will be over before we get there.”

      Luke nodded, and pressed on down the passage. With each step at the vampire girl’s side, he felt braver. If only his life were as simple as hers. Her dad trusted her. She’d been given a chance to prove herself. So what if I’m mortal? he thought. My father can’t shelter me for ever…

      A heavy hand dropped on to his shoulder, making him gasp. Evelyn turned at the sound and let out a cry of her own.

      “And what in God’s name are you two doing here?” said a voice Luke knew all too well.

      Luke attempted a grin, but the smile slid off his lips under his father’s glare. Sweat had matted Victor’s forelock to his temples, and his deep brown eyes bore into Luke’s. His jaw was clenched, lips pursed beneath his neatly trimmed moustache.

      “Dr Frankenstein!” said Evelyn. “I can explain.”

      Luke’s father tugged them into an alcove and stared down the gallery. “I’m sure you can,” he said, “but now is not the time. You must both leave, at once.”

      Luke guessed the scolding would come later, at home. An apology now might go some way to softening his father’s anger in a few hours. “I persuaded Evelyn to come,” he said. “I just wanted to be part of —”

      “Well, you can’t,” said his father savagely. “For the last time, it’s too dangerous. Especially tonight. Promise me you will go back the way you came.” His grip tightened on Luke’s shoulder. “Promise!”

      Luke was shocked to see the fury in his father’s face and mumbled a promise, eyes glued to the mosaic floor. His father ushered them towards the entrance, then turned and, without a backwards glance, hurried along the corridor.

      “What was all that about?” asked Evelyn, smoothing down her clothes.

      “I don’t know,” said Luke. It wasn’t only anger he’d seen twisting his father’s features, but something else too.

      Fear. Luke had a hand on the door to leave.

      “Where are you going?” asked Evelyn.

      “Where do you think? Home. Like we promised.”

      Evelyn rolled her eyes and held up a hand. Two fingers were crossed. Only a committed observer would have noticed her nails were slightly tapered and talon-like. “Would you trust a vampire’s oath?” she said with a mischievous grin.

      “I promised though,” said Luke. “I can’t —”

      A loud crash drowned out his words. They both spun around to see a billowing cloud of green smoke erupt from the end of the corridor down which Victor Frankenstein had headed. Wails of panic and pain echoed from the passageway. Luke’s blood ran cold.

      “Father?” he yelled.

      His feet carried him of their own accord, quickening until he was sprinting past the statues towards the smoke. The shouts of pain were muffled, but as he reached the end of the gallery he recognised the deep tone. They didn’t belong to his father. It was his monster, John, who he’d seen outside, stalking the museum’s roof.

      Luke skidded around the corner through the settling smoke and found John’s huge form lying on the ground, surrounded by chunks of broken masonry and shattered timbers. Half his face was covered in dust, and his eyes – one blue, one brown – blinked rapidly.

      The monster’s left arm lay limp on the ground, his right hand covered his neck and blood pumped from between his fingers, staining them bright red. Three narrow daggers, each with an elaborately engraved hilt, protruded from his body, one in his shoulder, one in his thigh and the other in his chest.

      John’s face twisted into a grimace as he tried to sit, but then fell back.

      “Lie still!” said Luke, feeling utterly useless. “We’ll get help.”

      The monster gave a tiny shake of the head. “No…” he choked between bloodied teeth. “Too late…” His hand slipped from his neck and Luke almost retched at the sight of the torn flesh and tendons beneath. Evelyn gave a wail of horror.

      John’s glare, boring into Luke’s eyes so desperately, turned slowly vacant. Then his head lolled sideways.

      Evelyn sank to her knees, quietly sobbing.

      “He’s… he’s…”

      “Dead,” Luke finished for her.
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