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Praise for Strange Beasts

‘Strange Beasts is filled with something I think people sometimes take for granted: sensual, lush prose that shows the mark of a dynamic writer. This can be difficult on a good day – but then Susan J. Morris adds mystery, murder, and monsters on top of it. It is a juggling act of sorts, and Morris handles it deftly. Such an absolute joy to read. Highly recommended’

TJ Klune, New York Times bestselling author

‘A whip-smart, lusciously atmospheric adventure through the dazzling theatres and chilling catacombs of turn of the century Paris’

Frances White, Sunday Times bestselling author of Voyage of the Damned

‘A riveting gaslamp fantasy that’s equal parts bloody mystery and flat-out supernatural romp. Morris deftly weaves existing lore – from both the classic literature her characters are born of, and a taxonomist’s handbook worth of supernatural creatures – into a vivid feminist tale whose pages fly. A delightful debut, bursting with affection for its magical world’

Melissa Albert, New York Times bestselling author of The Hazel Wood

‘Strange Beasts is a propulsive collision of historical fiction and fantasy, all tied together with an opulent, gothic bow. A terrifying delight’

Signe Pike, author of The Lost Queen series

‘Deftly blending literary homage, gothic mystery, and supernatural adventure, Strange Beasts takes readers on a thrilling journey through the dark underbelly of Belle Epoque Paris. Inventive, engaging, and terrific fun’

H.G. Parry, author of The Scholar and the Last Faerie Door and The Shadow Histories duology

‘Morris cleverly weaves together historical, literary, and mythological threads to create the endlessly rich world for her supernatural sleuths in this gripping mystery. With gorgeous prose and an unforgettable pair of heroines, Strange Beasts romps through the opulence and intrigue of turn-of-the-century Paris, offering an exploration of femininity, power, and the nature of monsters-as well as a thrilling adventure full of wit and heart. I can›t wait for the sequel’

Kate Alice Marshall, USA Today bestselling author of What Lies in the Woods and Rules for Vanishing

‘Strange Beasts offers us fantastic and fresh new stories about old monsters and legends. Morris displays exceptional skill with her prose and storytelling as she leads readers through the dark and atmospheric underbelly of gothic Victorian Paris. Sam and Hel are a great team-up and will make you want to know what happens next well after you reach the last page. It’s going to be a terrible crime to have to wait for the sequel!’

Wesley Chu, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The War Arts Saga

‘In Strange Beasts, Susan J. Morris gives readers a subtle alchemy of beauty, poetry, suspense, and horror, nestled perfectly in Paris during the Belle Époque, a world that is recognizable but also uniquely her own. Hel and Sam are a stunning pair, fighting monsters in the darkest catacombs, while at the same time fighting against a world that would make monsters of them. A delightfully wicked read’

Jaleigh Johnson, New York Times bestselling author of The Mark of the Dragonfly

‘What a luscious and fantastical treat! With virtuoso world-building, Morris effortlessly transported me to an enchanting realm teeming with monsters, mysticism, and the paranormal. Prepare to be utterly absorbed. Strange Beasts is a magical debut!’

Emily Habeck, author of Shark Heart: A Love Story

‘Engaging and delightful, Strange Beasts draws the reader into a gothic setting that seems all too real. I was at once intrigued and a little spooked by all the familiar names, especially when I began to realize just how effectively Susan Morris has used our own nightmarish archetypes to trap us in her tale’

Troy Denning, New York Times bestselling author

‘A magnificent book. Of gaslamps and murders, of Paris, of secrets and love, and of finding yourself and trust. I treasure this tale, I hope it’s the first of many, and until those many start appearing, I’ll reread this one. Often’

Ed Greenwood, creator of the Forgotten Realms

‘Susan J. Morris checks all the boxes in the wonderful Strange Beasts. Engaging characters, true suspense, well-played horror, great storyline but where she really shines above is in her ability to paint such a vivid picture that the reader is right there with those engaging characters … you are carried along this adventure as if you too have much to lose. Now that’s a thriller!’

R.A. Salvatore, New York Times bestselling author of The DemonWars Saga and The Legend of Drizzt




CHAPTER ONE

The Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena, London Field Office

September 1903

Samantha Harker’s heels rang on the fine marble floors as she hurried past plaster reliefs of scenes torn from myth. Gas lights illuminated the carvings, and in their shifting shadows, the Gorgons and Furies and men fighting the Minotaur in his maze seemed to almost move.

Despite the fact that she saw the reliefs every day, Sam couldn’t deny the thrill that shivered through her at the sight of them. In a world filled with mysteries and monsters, Sam was a hunter.

Or rather, the field agents of the Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena were hunters. Sam was more of an Ariadne herself, spending her days surrounded by books, uncovering the secrets of the Labyrinth, and giving her assigned field agents the threads by which they’d find their way to their monsters and then safely home.

Usually, anyway. That thrill shivered through her again, only this time, with an undercurrent of fear.

Sam patted her curls, which had come undone despite the best intentions of her pins. Her borrowed shoes pinched—her mother’s feet being far daintier than her own—and her sodden skirts clung to her legs on account of London being London and so rather wet. But her attire would do. It would have to. Touching the St. Brigid medal at her throat for luck, she called out.

“Mr. Wright!”

An older gentleman looked back at her from across the marble foyer, his foot on the stairs that swept up to the Society’s private offices. Mr. Wright always looked as if he expected to dispatch a ghoul in the morning and treat with ministers in the afternoon, with a neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard and flared moustache to match King Edward VII’s own. In his diorite hand—gone to stone courtesy of a misadventure with a cockatrice—he’d wedged a crumpet heavy with marmalade of that bitter British variety that Sam’s American tastes just couldn’t get used to.

His right hand, as of yet unpetrified, held a briefcase—a dark, heavy thing that looked as if it could withstand an explosion. Which, given that he was the director of the Royal Society for the Study of Abnormal Phenomena, might not be far from the mark.

“Ah, the Harkers’ girl. Samantha.” A fond smile cracked his face, although he barely knew her beyond the occasional research request. She, however, knew him.

When she was eight, he’d visited her family in Chicago. Crouched in the dumbwaiter, where the walls were thinnest, Sam had eavesdropped on Mr. Wright imploring her father, Jonathan Harker, to join the Society. Or, at the very least, for Sam’s mother, Mina, to allow the Society to study her. Mina was one of the few people who’d fallen under a monster’s sway and come out the other side, entirely herself save for the angry red scar on her forehead, where the Host had burned her when she was under Dracula’s influence.

Jonathan and Mina Harker had refused of course. They had Sam and her brother to think of, after all, and the Society was no environment in which to raise a child. But Sam had become obsessed.

“Research department, second level, isn’t it?” Mr. Wright said as she crossed over to him. “You’re the very spit and image of your mother.”

Sam blushed prettily for him, as she was sure he’d intended. Mr. Wright had adored Sam’s mother—still did, even if his fixation on the monsters that had touched her life had warped that affection. He’d been at university with Sam’s father, and before the Harkers had moved to America to have Sam, he’d been a frequent dinner guest.

Really, Sam didn’t see any great similarity. Oh, she supposed she could pick out her mother’s rabbit-brown eyes and her father’s slightly crooked lips. But any resemblance was certainly heightened on account of her donning her mother’s old tartan skirt and white shirtwaist—as she’d intended. She’d even fixed her blonde curls with one of her mother’s precious tortoiseshell combs, entrusted to Sam when she left for London, to complete the effect.

Sam needed all the leverage she could get.

Mr. Wright took a bite of his crumpet as he gestured for Sam to fall in beside him. “What can I do for you, Miss Harker? I’m afraid I don’t have long—there’s apparently a glaistig sleeping under my desk, getting wet goat everywhere—but I’m yours until we get there.”

“I’d like to put in for the Paris case,” Sam said at once, not even bothering to ask why he might have a half woman, half goat in his office. “As a field agent.”

Mr. Wright choked on his crumpet. “The Beast attacks?”

Sam could sympathize: the Paris case wasn’t exactly breakfast fare.

Four brutal murders in less than two weeks, all in different locations: an art gallery’s washrooms and a private dining salon, a moving carriage and a box at the ballet. Every day, the papers reported finding new pieces of the victims—a finger here, a liver there. Though, strangely, they’d never found their hearts. Sam was of the opinion the killer was eating them.

“That’s a bloody business, and no place for a woman.”

“The victims are all men,” Sam said, sparing him an education in just how bloody a woman’s business could get. “All Parisian, and of considerable means. The killer has a type, and I’m not it. I’ll be as safe in Paris as I am on the streets of London.”

Mr. Wright acknowledged the point with a humph. “Still, you’re a researcher, and a promising one at that. Why on earth should you want to abandon that for the field?”

If she were honest, Sam didn’t. She loved the library. It had more the feeling of a temple than any earthly office. Fanciful scenes from myth leapt across the vaulted ceilings, heavy bookcases lined the walls, and disturbing oil paintings of queens bathing in blood and gods devouring men hung between them in gilt frames.

Sam could spend reverent hours in the stacks, combing the archives for obscure references by the flickering light of gas lamps, surrounded by that comforting old-book smell and the memories of lazy summer afternoons spent hidden among the towering shelves.

But the library didn’t hold the answers she needed—she’d had two years to be sure of that.

“Do you know what it’s like in the research department, Mr. Wright?” Sam said, by way of answer. “It’s like trying to unravel a mystery with a wineglass, absent the wine, the person who drank it, and the company in which they did so. The field team sends us clues, but the best clues simply can’t be bagged. They must be seen, heard, smelled. I can help you solve this case, but not from here.”

Like all the best lies, it was partly true. Half of solving a mystery was knowing where to look. And that meant learning to listen, and not just to what people said out loud. You had to learn the secret language of glances and quirking lips and the whole library of gleams that could be found in a man’s eyes. You had to listen like your life depended on it, because it just might.

The field agents were good at killing things, Sam would give them that, but good listeners they were not.

That was not, however, why Sam needed Mr. Wright to assign her to the Paris case.

“Smelled?” Mr. Wright burst out laughing. “Miss Harker, your passion is to be commended, and I know from your reports that you have a fine set of senses, but you’re no Baker Street detective. You couldn’t possibly learn anything from the way someone smells—”

Sam smiled.

“I can smell you have a mistress,” she pointed out, and Mr. Wright shut his mouth. “You wear a wedding ring, but your suit smells, quite strongly I might add, of jasmine, gardenia, and wild roses—scents that represent romantic trysts, secret love, and pain mixed with pleasure.”

Sam was cheating, of course. Some of this she’d noticed, but the wild roses bit? Not even a bloodhound could distinguish that much. The particulars of the lady’s perfume were something she’d gathered from the whisper network of women who did the dull work of the Society—cleaning, sorting, archiving, delivering coffee—all without ever being noticed, as if they were some tame variety of ghost.

Sam was a researcher after all; she’d done her research.

“The fashion for respectable women,” Sam continued, “is fragrance of a single note, and never on their person, only on their artifacts, meaning the traces that transfer to others are faint. Certainly your wife is a lady, meaning this perfume originates from someone else. The triple-odor extract implies that someone is a younger woman, which the choice of notes supports. In addition, the sheer suffusion of the scent on your person implies she was quite penetrated with it—”

“That’s enough,” Mr. Wright said, his face flushed. “I suppose I asked for that.”

Sam inclined her head. “You may count on my discretion.”

Mr. Wright turned to face her fully for the first time, his dark eyes piercing right through her. He was an entirely different beast when he was engaged, as if he’d been sleepwalking before, and had only now awoken.

Sam forced herself to stare back at him, for all it unsettled her.

“Very well, Harker,” Mr. Wright said at last. A rush went through her at the lack of honorific: she’d passed. “But I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely open with you—the Paris case has already been assigned.”

“What?” Sam said, startled. “To whom?”

“Miss Helena Moriarty.”

“Lady M?” Sam’s heart sank. The only person more famous than Mr. Van Helsing in the London field office was the notorious Lady M, or, more properly, Dr. Helena Moriarty. She had a reputation for being brilliant and more than a little terrifying, and she never took partners anymore—not that they would have her.

The only daughter of the infamous Professor Moriarty, the man Scotland Yard had nicknamed the Napoleon of Crime, the man whispered to be behind half the criminal activity in the West, from the theft of priceless French oil paintings to the selling of Egyptian mummies on the underworld’s shadow market. The man who had snuffed out London’s brightest light, Sherlock Holmes.

The criminal mastermind had nearly buried Dr. Watson along with Holmes, but the stalwart doctor had survived to tell of Professor Moriarty’s crime, driving the man from his post at the university into hiding. Rumor had it, Professor Moriarty persisted in running his shadow empire, but no one could prove it. In fact, no one could find proof of the man’s continued existence at all.

“What do you know of her?” Mr. Wright asked.

“She’s a field agent and an Oxford-educated chemist, specializing in supercritical fluids, though she recently published a paper on liquid chromatography. I, ah”—Sam chose her next words carefully—“I hear she’s very clever.”

What she’d actually heard was that Dr. Helena Moriarty, when faced with a man who wouldn’t stop harassing her, had taken up beekeeping, distilled the queen bee’s scent, and slipped it into the offending man’s shaving cream. After that, bees had swarmed him—impossibly finding him no matter where he went, wriggling and squirming through cracks and keyholes, air vents, and chimneys. It was enough to drive a man mad.

They just want to be friends, Dr. Moriarty was said to have echoed back at him. For indeed, he was only stung two or three times.

Needless to say, he left her alone after that.

“Right. Well, that makes this simple,” Mr. Wright said briskly. He handed her the stern-looking briefcase he’d been carrying. It was even heavier than she’d expected, but she managed to keep from lurching with its weight. “Take this down to Miss Moriarty. If you can convince her to partner with you for this case, I’ll speak to Mrs. Martin about covering for your responsibilities in the research department. But if she won’t have you, you’re to return to your work directly, without complaint.”

“Of course.” Sam’s stomach fluttered with nerves and excitement. A not insignificant part of her had assumed she wouldn’t succeed. “Thank you, Mr. Wright.”

“Happy to have been of service. Do send my regards to your mother,” Mr. Wright said, his hand closing on his office door. “Heavens, I can smell the goat from here.”

There was no doubt in Sam’s mind that Mr. Wright expected Sam to give up upon the revelation of her intended partner, for Dr. Moriarty had not always worked alone. Three times she’d taken a partner. And each and every time they had come to a mysterious end en route to the case site. Granted, gruesome and mysterious ends were hardly uncommon in this line of work, and Dr. Moriarty had been thoroughly investigated and absolved of all guilt. But three in a row, and with a father like that …

People had begun to say she was cursed. That even saying her last name was enough to invoke misfortune, as if she were a character in a Shakespearean play.

Curse or no, Sam wasn’t about to give up now.

She found Dr. Moriarty in the firing range—a slender figure in a black suit and a long tan coat, a slash of crimson at her neck. Gun smoke hung in the air and six bullet holes were clustered in the painted heart of her monstrous target. Sam was impressed: the last time she had tried shooting, she’d nearly taken out a light fixture. Dr. Moriarty paused to reload her revolver.

“I don’t know where he is,” Dr. Moriarty called without looking up. “But if you find him, do me a favor and punch him in the mouth, will you?”

“Where who is?” Sam said.

Dr. Moriarty looked up. She had a slightly crooked nose and shockingly short ginger curls that escaped her black trilby hat in a cloud. Her eyes were sharp as splinters, and focused entirely on Sam.

“My father, of course,” Dr. Moriarty said. Holstering her revolver, Dr. Moriarty strolled over to Sam, peering at her, curious. Sam caught a hint of rosin under the stench of gunpowder, leading her to wonder if Dr. Moriarty played the violin, or if Sam was thinking too much of the romanticized detective stories she’d indulged in as a girl. “But you’re not here about him, are you?”

“I’m Samantha Harker, research department, second level. I’m here about the Paris case,” Sam said, gathering herself and holding the briefcase out. Dr. Moriarty took it, and Sam couldn’t help but notice that it didn’t look as if she’d found the briefcase heavy at all. “I want on.”

“Ah, so you’re the one they sent to spy on me. A researcher this time, and a woman—he’s getting better, I’ll give him that.” Dr. Moriarty leaned back as if everything made sense now. “Of course, he won’t have told you yet. He must have been worried I’d read it in your face. He’ll tell you after—watch for it.”

“I very much doubt it,” Sam said. “I expect Mr. Wright thought I’d give up at the prospect of working with you.”

“And why haven’t you?” Dr. Moriarty inquired, her lilting accent unmistakably Irish. “Surely you’ve heard the rumors about the curse of Lady M. I could repeat a few, if you’re interested, though I fear I haven’t heard the most colorful. The one about the bees perhaps?”

“Is it true?” Sam asked curiously.

Dr. Moriarty shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Not insofar as my interest in this case.”

“Hmm. And what is your interest in this case?”

Seventy-four. Ten. One hundred three. Twenty-eight, eight, twenty-seven. Forty-four, one, fifty-six …

“Solving it,” Sam answered, tucking the numbers back inside her head. Dr. Moriarty didn’t need to know about the personal reason for her interest. As far as Sam knew, it was just a ghost of a suspicion haunting the bones of a half-forgotten trauma.

Dr. Moriarty laughed. “Touché. Well then. Let’s see what you make of this.” She settled the briefcase on the firing range wall and clicked it open. There was a puff of escaping gases and the scent of rotting meat.

Sam recoiled. Inside was a severed human arm, lying there like a piece of butcher’s meat wrapped in the sleeve of a suit jacket, the diamond cuff link smeared with blood.

“Oh. That’s”—dreadful, terrible, horrific—“a lot, isn’t it?” Sam said, covering her nose with her sleeve.

“There’s a world of blood and pain and death outside your books, Miss Harker,” Dr. Moriarty said. “If you can’t deal with this, then you certainly can’t deal with the Paris case.”

“I can feel things and still deal with them,” Sam said, a shiver working through her just imagining the power it would have taken to rip an arm clean off at the shoulder. There was probably a book in the library in which she could look that up. “What kind of a person would I be, if this didn’t horrify me?”

“What kind of person indeed.” Dr. Moriarty’s smile pulled crooked, and the rumors of Lady M whispered in the twists of Sam’s mind. “Then tell me, what does this piece of evidence reveal about the attacker? Other than that the crime they committed was horrific.”

Reluctantly, Sam abandoned her examination of Dr. Moriarty and peered closer at the bloodied arm.

“The attacker is strong—unusually so,” she murmured, and Dr. Moriarty snorted. That much was obvious. She turned the briefcase slowly. There were small divots on the humerus, as if the attacker had gnawed on it, the marrow sucked clean from the end of the bone, and she felt a quiet satisfaction at being right, even as her stomach turned over. “The attacker likely ingested part of its victim. There are calluses here, on the finger, from what I assume would be a wedding ring, but given the dismembering of the corpse and his continued possession of a diamond cuff link, I doubt theft was the primary motivation.”

“Is that all?” Dr. Moriarty crossed her arms.

It couldn’t be all. If Sam couldn’t bring more to the investigation, there was no incentive for the doctor to accept her onto the case. She had to find something else, something even the incisive Dr. Moriarty had missed.

There was … one other thing Sam might try. She risked a glance at Dr. Moriarty, who was staring at Sam as if she were a puzzle in want of solving. If Sam were caught—

Fear tightened around her neck. She couldn’t get caught. Couldn’t let Dr. Moriarty know who she was. What she was. But she couldn’t leave her analysis there, either.

Before she could think better of it, Sam reached out to turn the man’s arm over, hoping Dr. Moriarty might mistake the tremble in her hand for mere horror. The moment her fingertips brushed his jacket, a chill went through her. Suddenly she could feel her fingernails ripping on the floorboards, could feel teeth tearing into the softness of her belly. And behind it, the sound of someone weeping.

And then the sensations were gone, as if they had never been. Sam found herself clutching the dead man’s hand—its nails splintered and torn—and hurriedly let go. Dr. Moriarty stared at her in frank fascination. Sam flushed with fear and embarrassment at once.

“A vivid imagination,” her mother had lied when Sam was a child, holding her tight and stroking her hair. “They’re just dreams that strayed from the night. Ignore them. Trust in logic. Trust in the rules. They will keep you safe.”

“She’s a channel,” her doctors had said when boarding school had failed to set her right and her father had demanded answers.

“It means that you’re susceptible to the influence of evil,” Jakob Van Helsing had whispered poisonously to Sam when they were still just teenagers lurking in the library at a Society party with their parents. And this, she was to learn, was what most people thought about channels. “You’ll get visions from monsters, like your mother did. They’ll lead you astray and everyone you care for will suffer for it.”

Which was to say, if she wasn’t careful and someone caught her channeling a vision, she might be committed to an asylum. She couldn’t precisely fault them. The visions came from monsters—as had been well documented in the wake of the Transylvanian affair. If she let the wrong one in, it might corrupt her; it had happened when her mother had channeled visions from Dracula. Worse, it might turn her monstrous herself, like the Harkers’ late friend Lucy—transforming her into the very thing she’d sworn to fight.

Still, Sam needed to present Dr. Moriarty with something, or she would leave Sam behind, and then Sam would never solve the mystery of those numbers. With a twist of guilt, she lowered her face to the jacket sleeve, and sniffed.

There—beneath the putrid smell of meat rot and the sharp, coniferous scent of the dead man’s cologne was the faintest whisper of salt. It was unsettling, like catching the scent of the ocean in the dark heart of the forest. It did not belong.

She felt a prickle on the back of her neck: her vision had been right.

“The attacker wept over his victim,” Sam said slowly, unable to shake the sense that this was important, even if she didn’t yet know how.

“Ah, yes. Harker … As in Mina and Jonathan Harker.” Dr. Moriarty was watching her intently.

“The fabric on the back of his arm is stiffer than it should be,” Sam went on. “But not on account of blood. It smells faintly of salt, and unless the victim was uncommonly flexible, his murderer was the one doing the crying.”

Dr. Moriarty leaned in and took a sniff. Her eyes widened. “You’re right.”

“But what sort of a person cries after committing such a vicious murder?”

“A very good question,” Dr. Moriarty said, snapping the briefcase closed. “All right, Miss Harker. You have my attention.”

“Please, call me Sam,” Sam said on impulse.

“Then you must call me Hel.”

“Like A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” Sam said at once, and a smile curled Hel’s lips.

“I’m sure we’ll be fast friends,” Hel said. “Now you’d best pack your bags. We leave for Paris in the morning.”

That, Sam thought, was too easy. Lady M never took partners. What had changed?

Sam had channeled, that’s what had changed, she thought nervously.

Sam left the gun range only to find Mr. Wright waiting for her in the hall, smelling strongly of barnyard. He motioned her over, with a curtness that had not been there before.

“Miss Harker.”

Sam’s churning thoughts evaporated with the sudden awareness that her clever plan from that morning might have come across as rather threatening and that he could be sore about it.

She glanced through a window into the gun range at Hel, but Hel had resumed her practice, the gunfire more than sufficient to ensure a private conversation.

“If this is about what I said before—” Sam began.

“No, no, nothing like that,” Mr. Wright said. Sam felt a welling of relief. “I take it Miss Moriarty has accepted you onto the case?”

“Yes,” Sam said. “We leave for Paris in the morning.”

“Excellent, excellent,” Mr. Wright said. He was repeating himself more than usual. “I’ll speak to Mrs. Martin, as promised. And in return … the Society would appreciate it if you’d keep an eye on Miss Moriarty for the duration of this expedition.”

“You mean for me to spy on her?” Sam blurted. So this was why he’d let Sam on the case. Hel had been right. She glanced over Mr. Wright’s shoulder at Hel again, who winked at Sam, though she couldn’t possibly have heard. Told you so.

“Nothing so crass as that,” Mr. Wright said. Reluctantly, Sam focused on him, her mind burning with questions. “But Miss Moriarty has had three partners on three separate cases, not one of which has returned. And here you are, not even a field agent. So I am merely … suggesting you keep an eye out, for your own safety.”

“It’s a dangerous business, hunting monsters,” Sam said, not quite sure how to feel, but certain she felt ill used. “I’m sure Dr. Moriarty and I will both need to keep an eye out for safety on this trip.”

“Of course,” Mr. Wright said smoothly, a twinkle in his eye. He pressed a folder into her hands. A bad taste bloomed in her mouth. This wasn’t a personnel file—it was the case reports on the deaths of Hel’s prior partners.

Of course. How much of this was because of what Hel had done, and how much was because of her father? From everything Sam had read, Hel was an exemplary field agent—solving more cases in six months than most agents did in a year.

But then, her partners had died.

“This file will explain everything,” Mr. Wright said. “Now, I’m setting you up in a hotel that has installed telephones in every room. I’m told it’s very modern, the height of luxury. I have eyes amongst the staff, but of course, they can’t be everywhere all at once, so should you happen to see—or smell—anything that isn’t precisely as it should be, no matter how insignificant it might seem, you feel free to let me know.”

“Thank you,” Sam said, mostly because he expected it.

“Don’t thank me, I’m putting you in all kinds of harm’s way with this.” Mr. Wright clapped her on the shoulder. “Good luck, Miss Harker.”

As complicated as things were getting, Sam was beginning to think she’d need it.
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