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For Jo and Es






Prologue

They say get the bad news out of the way first, so I’ll start with the day that Uncle Jim got eaten. The day everything changed.

Summer of 1996. August, I think.

We’d stepped out into the half-darkness behind Jim’s pub, on our way to kill a man. Me, Jim, Derek and a tall, quiet guy who only ever turned up when things were going to get nasty.

Derek was muscle, Jim’s driver and permanent shadow. The boys called the quiet man Phillips, as he liked to use a screwdriver, but I never knew his real name.

It had a shitty little overgrown garden, the pub, half-filled with old barrels and broken furniture, a rotting wooden fence and a gate on one hinge. Through that, bushes brushing at our faces, and we ducked out onto the little footpath along the edge of the narrow, clogged and stinking river that ran all the way down to the Thames.

It was cooler there, away from the daytime heat leaking back out of the tarmac. The path was a lighter strip at our feet, worn by generations of depressed anglers and kids looking for somewhere to drink and fuck.

Uncle Jim paused, turned his fat face up and sniffed the air.

‘Go on ahead,’ Jim said to Phillips, ‘make sure there’s no surprises on the way.’

‘Yes, boss,’ said Phillips.

He melted into the darkness.

Jim lit a cigar, the match flaring a shocking orange.

We stood in silence.

‘Nice this,’ said Jim. ‘Peaceful.’

This is it. Finally, I thought. I found myself smiling in the dark, bouncing on the balls of my feet. ‘See how the real business gets done,’ Jim had said.

Phillips came back ten minutes later. ‘No one there, boss,’ he said. He had a soft, slightly nasal voice. ‘Just a couple of poofs, and they scarpered sharpish.’

Jim flicked his cigar into the water and we went single file through the dark, along the little path by the river, low beams of moonlight angling through the trees and low, orange-tinged clouds. The path was dry, but stank of rotting vegetation and sewage.

‘Smell that?’ said Jim, quietly. ‘Fucking top quality London aftershave, that is. Splash a bit on and the dogs’ll be queueing up.’

Derek rumbled a dutiful laugh. I didn’t.

Jim paused, half turned his bulk back to me, a blocky silhouette.

‘Come on, Freddie,’ he said. ‘Lighten up.’

The back of the warehouse was a mottled, stained wall of corrugated iron, half-overgrown with ivy, the black outline of a door just visible.

Derek unlocked it and pushed a section inwards, to pitch darkness. Phillips slipped in past Derek, then Jim, swallowed by the black. I stopped, took a breath.

The smell wasn’t so bad here, and a breeze was briefly cool on my cheek.

Jim’s face reappeared, just his bald scalp and the tip of his nose picked out in the dim reflection from the clouds.

‘You coming?’ he said.

I went through after him, into black and a sudden stink of piss and sweat. There was a low, continuous moaning, though I couldn’t tell where from.

Derek came in last, swinging the door closed behind him. It latched, with a heavy metal clunk. The darkness was total, then a fluorescent strip coughed into light above us, once, twice, then held.

Tony, the man I’d picked out as the snake, was sat in the centre of the bare concrete, tied to a wooden chair by his ankles, waist and hands. He had a rough sack of some sort on his head; his shiny grey suit was stained dark in places – sweat or blood, I couldn’t tell – and his white shirt was splattered with red and the bile yellow of vomit.

Jim stopped and looked at him, very still, for maybe twenty seconds. I watched the half-smile he usually wore gradually drop away, leaving something hard-edged in its place.

‘Let’s get on with it then,’ said Jim. ‘Watch,’ he said to me, ‘and keep your mouth shut.’

Derek stripped the sack off, surprisingly carefully. They’d made a mess of Tony’s face, one eye swollen shut and his jaw looked wonky. He had a sock stuffed in his mouth, held in by a strip of electrician’s tape.

‘Hold his head up,’ said Jim.

Derek took him by the hair. His good eye was open and alert. He didn’t look frightened, that’s what I remember, though he was making a terrible low sound from his throat and chest.

‘Tony,’ said Jim, ‘you’ve been a bad boy. Now, I’m going to take that shit out of your mouth, ’cos I want to talk to you, but the second you start making a racket I’ll get Derek here to put it back and take one of your eyes out. And then we’ll start again. You got that?’

Tony nodded, once, almost impatient.

Jim waved a hand, then lit another cigar. ‘Fucking stinks in here,’ he said, softly.

Derek unwound the tape, and eased the sock out. Tony took a long, whooping, gasping breath.

‘Take your time, son,’ said Jim. ‘We’ve got all night.’

Tony coughed, hard, then hawked and spat, a glistening green-red glob.

‘Next time you do this,’ rasped Tony, ‘you might want to encourage the help to think about how the prisoner is going to breathe, if they break his nose then block his mouth. Otherwise you’ll have no one to talk to.’

Jim laughed. ‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ he said.

Tony’s voice was different; smooth, educated, like someone off the BBC, with something underneath it. Europe somewhere, maybe. He looked up at Jim, still utterly unafraid.

‘Now, here’s the thing,’ said Jim, conversationally. ‘I figure you’ve worked this out already, so I’ll spare you the details. I don’t particularly give a shit what you’ve done. I’m going to kill you anyway.’

My balls tightened. I could feel my jaw lock and my teeth grind together.

I did this. Me.

‘But I can either let you go easy and quick,’ said Jim, ‘or slow and messy. It’s up to you. What many people don’t realize is that I’m a fundamentally lazy man. I’d much prefer the quick and easy route if it’s all the same to you, then we can get back to the pub. But these boys’ – he waved expansively around the room – ‘these boys enjoy the slow and really enjoy the messy. Oh, they’re professional, granted, but that don’t mean they don’t get a little hard for it too.’

Phillips took a half-step forwards, one hand dropping to his crotch.

‘What I want to know is why,’ said Jim. ‘Why you knocked off Finch. Poor little fucker hadn’t done nothing to no one.’

Tony just smiled.

Jim walked over to him, bent down and gently touched the glowing tip of his cigar to Tony’s cheek. I could hear the hiss.

Tony just looked at him. Never blinked, didn’t make a sound.

‘Tough bastard, are you?’ said Jim, quietly. ‘Yeah, everyone thinks that at first.’

Jim straightened up. He smiled.

‘Well, I did warn you,’ Jim said. ‘Derek, fetch the pliers.’

Tony coughed, once, then winced.

‘I do so hate having my jaw broken,’ he said. ‘Makes eating such a pain.’

I saw fury flicker across Jim’s face, then stillness, then an explosion of movement, Jim putting his weight into a backhand slap. It connected, hard, and one of Tony’s teeth ticked off the concrete and skittered out into the shadows.

I flinched, then forced myself to look.

‘You’re going to learn to take this seriously, you cunt,’ said Jim, leaning his face in close. ‘I’m going to fucking teach you.’

Tony took a deep breath, dropping his chin to his chest for a moment, then back up. His eyes were very wide, and the whites very white.

He smiled, jaw twisted and a gap where a tooth had been.

‘I do have a few things to say,’ said Tony.

Jim straightened up, turned around. He gave me a little wink as he walked away. See, that’s how it’s done.

‘Well,’ Jim said. He eased his shoulders, shook out his right hand. ‘Get on with it,’ he said.

‘Firstly,’ said Tony, ‘I didn’t kill Finch.’

Jim turned, frowning, mouth opening to speak.

‘It’s true,’ said Tony. ‘On my honour.’

Jim laughed, forced and heavy, echoing back off the corrugated iron walls. Phillips took another pace closer, something sharp in one hand now.

‘On your honour, is it?’ Jim said, walking back towards him. ‘Not sure that carries much weight round here.’

‘Well, I didn’t kill him,’ said Tony, ‘for what it’s worth. But I did drink rather a lot of his blood, which I have to tell you was absolutely delicious.’

Jim stopped. Phillips turned to me, a smirk and raised eyebrows. Derek frowned.

‘The fuck did you just say?’ said Jim, flatly. Then he laughed, for real this time. ‘Did he just say what I think he said, Derek?’

‘Think so, boss,’ said Derek.

‘What kind of little freak are you?’ said Jim. ‘Fuck me.’

‘Which brings me to my most important point,’ said Tony, louder now, and confident. ‘You have significantly misunderstood what is happening here. I’m going to eat you now,’ he said.

He smiled, a genuine warm smile. Then he stood up, effortlessly, rope falling away, and took Jim by the throat.

There was a moment of stillness, then he threw Jim into the wall of the warehouse hard enough to half embed him in the corrugated iron.

I tried to go at him but only managed a step before my bones lit up and my brain caught fire. I think I dropped to my haunches, or maybe all fours. I definitely pissed myself.

Jim’s body collapsed boneless out of the wall, his head cracking into the concrete.

Everything gets fragmented then.

Derek holding out a revolver, spitting fire and a full body slap of noise.

Tony, flicker-fast, pulling Phillips’s throat out with one clawed hand.

Derek’s arm being broken like firewood, gun discharging into the concrete floor – another overwhelming smash of sound – as Phillips falls behind him, spraying a fanning sheet of arterial blood.

Tony with his arm pushed to the elbow into the broken egg of Derek’s skull.

The pressure in me doubled, heat and metal, and I fell, curled on my side like a child. My eyes felt like they were bulging out of my head, a furnace in my brain and heart and stomach, my face on the cold concrete.

I felt like I was on fire. I could taste blood in my mouth. I could hear myself making a high keening noise, like dying roadkill.

My first taste of it. Death magic. Though I didn’t know it then.

Power and pain and sewage and brass, all mixed together. I passed out.

When I came to – fuck knows how long later – the only sound was the ragged gasping of Phillips trying to breathe. The pressure in my head was overwhelming. I managed to half sit up and push myself back into the angle of wall and floor.

Tony was on his haunches in the centre of the room. He was almost completely coated in blood, glistening dark in the fluorescent light; his eyes white against it, his mouth a darker smudge.

Derek was lying to one side, his head a crown of bone and grey matter, his right ear resting in the shiny pool the floor had become.

Uncle Jim was stretched out in the middle of the room, beached on his back. His arms and legs were splayed casually as if he was asleep; his stomach a dark-red void of chopped meat and guts.

Tony was looking straight at me. He smiled.

‘Well now,’ he said. ‘I wondered when you’d wake up.’

Phillips was still alive somehow, sat with his back to the wall, both hands gripped around his ruined throat, eyes rolling like a horse with a broken leg. He was trying to say something, his mouth working, bubbles of blood oozing out between his fingers.

Tony looked at him, curious.

‘I must have just clipped the carotid,’ he said. ‘Sloppy. Ah well, won’t be long. I have to admire his tenacity; most people would have given up by now.’

He turned back to me.

‘I don’t suppose you know,’ Tony said, ‘but diet makes such a difference to the taste. People think that blood is blood, but it’s just not true. Your bald friend over there’ – he gestured at Derek – ‘I could see the cooking oil seeping out of his pores. I don’t eat people like him, unless I have to.’

He stood up.

‘Your uncle Jim,’ he said, ‘had an altogether richer diet. He was adequate, if you’re interested, with a gamey depth, if a little heavy for my taste.’

He burped, delicately, a little sticky bubble appearing at one corner of his mouth. Took another step forwards. His feet were nearly close enough to touch now, his face way up high, red against the cold light.

I wondered, absently, if he could smell my piss.

‘But you,’ he said, ‘you have the distinct advantage of youth. It’s a cliché, but babies really are the most wonderful palate-cleanser.’

He paused, and frowned slightly, then dropped to his haunches in front of me. The drying blood on his forehead cracked.

‘But no babies here, more’s the pity,’ he said.

He reached out with one blood-smeared finger and touched me, lightly, in the middle of the forehead.

‘So you will have to do,’ he said.

I opened my mouth to speak but I couldn’t get words out past the knot of pressure in my chest.

‘Something you want to tell me?’ he said.

All I could do was look at him. It felt like something huge was trying to force its way out of my mouth, a great muscular tongue pressing against my teeth.

‘No?’ he said. ‘Good. None of you have lived long enough to ever have anything interesting to say, at the end.’

He smiled, broadly, and began to reach for me, when across the other side of the room, Phillips died. His hands dropped away from his throat in a last great viscous gout of dark-purple blood, and as he died the pressure in my head doubled; quadrupled. My vision faded to a tunnel; I felt like I was having a fit, shaking with a bone-breaking fever.

Tony paused, frowned slightly, then stopped. He looked quizzical, then – very briefly – frightened.

I screamed, and the pressure detonated out of me like a bomb.

Everything went white, then.
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So that was how I found out I could do magic. I think I’d have preferred an owl with a letter, all things considered.

And not just any old magic. Death magic. I was going to be a big-dick death magic gunslinger, dropping bodies in the dark to protect the light. The chairman of the fucking board.

Yeah, didn’t quite work out like that.

I ended up back in South London, running errands for some rich arsehole. Given that the arsehole in question was a centuries-old vampire, it was a bit more interesting than picking up the dry cleaning, but still. Not quite the glittering career you might have expected.

A lot happened in between, mind. I’ll tell you about that later. Thought you might enjoy a little story first.

A little sharpener before we get to the real stuff.

Three years later

It’s always castles with these fuckers. No imagination.

Maybe they get a little handbook, when they’re turned: What to Expect When You’re Exsanguinating: ‘Chapter 6: Home and why it’s got to have a bastard great moat’.

Useful way of picking out your friendly neighbourhood vampire, though – that lady who moved into Number 63 has started building battlements and wants a permit for what she’s calling a ‘roosting turret with ornamental blood gutters’. Oh, that’s nice, dear, when do you think she’ll have us round for dinner?

So, yes, a castle, again. It was on a little islet of forgotten land squeezed between two railway lines on the way south out of Streatham; one of those bits of wild London that got tangled up in the tracks when it was all being laid out, so escaped having fast-food shops built on it. I always used to look out for them from the train when I was little, when we went down to Crawley to see my gran – patches of sudden unexpected green in the brick and concrete. Wondered if monsters lived there, goblins, or the spirit of the trees, or some bollocks like that – though, knowing Streatham, these goblins would probably smoke two packs a day, have asthma and be up to their tiny green arses in debt to a loan shark.

Turned out this one did have monsters living on it, and a haunted castle.

Well, it looked like a castle to me, but maybe that was because I knew what was living there. To you it would probably just be the yard of a scaffolding outfit, albeit a fairly paranoid one – the front was a flat two-storey wall of corrugated iron, covered with encrusted layers of cheap paint and graffiti, heavy double doors opening onto the dank brick courtyard at the front.

There was an echoing and piss-smelling tunnel that ran under the railway, linking the little lost islet to the main road on the other side of the tracks. It was just about wide enough for a truck.

I was sat in a shitty car on a shitty street next to the railway embankment, eating chips and getting ready to explain the rules to some newly minted vampire scaffolders through the selective application of intense violence.

A hand-painted sign on the front of the structure said, ‘Jenkins Scaffolding – est 1986’, though it felt a bit redundant, as it seemed pretty probable that Jenkins had been eaten by his crew.

I was on the job because Jenkins was one of the Duke’s network, turned into a vampire in the seventies after he got in too deep at the blackjack tables, and since put to all sorts of useful work. Scaffolding, the Duke once told me, is an excellent cover; scaffolders can swagger round wherever they like, completely ignoring all standards of civilized behaviour and – sometimes literally – taking a shit in your front garden, and no one seems to care. A useful crew to have on call, I could see that.

The Duke was one of London’s most prominent vampire clan heads. He was also my employer on this job and a right twat. I’d been working for him for the best part of two years at that point.

The Duke set Jenkins up in Streatham, and kept him supplied with the necessary – blood, in case you were wondering, all from an audited supply chain that the Duke had cleared – in return for occasionally kicking the shit out of anyone the Duke decided he didn’t like, unthinking loyalty to his eldritch majesty unto the end of time, and 35 per cent of the scaffolding profits, after tax.

You don’t get to where the Duke has got to without keeping a beady eye on the bottom line.

Where I came in was that Jenkins had stopped answering the phone, and his last two payments were late. The Duke sent one of his pet minions down, a month or so before, who came back with a broken jaw and ‘fuck off’ etched into his chest with a piece of broken glass.

Either Jenkins had decided he’d had enough of being told what to do and was staging a doomed little rebellion, or he’d lost control entirely. Jenkins’ crews were human, kept in the dark about what he was and who he worked for, and rotated every few years before they noticed that he wasn’t getting any older.

It looked like this lot had found Jenkins’ blood fridge, put two and two together and killed him or – what seemed more likely – had forced him into turning them. It was always a risk. A certain type of inadequate moron is really into the idea of being a vampire.

They picture an apex predator living the billowing-curtains lifestyle, knee-deep in hypnotized virgins.

Fucking idiots. It ain’t like that at all.

I blame Dracula. Greatest gift to vampires ever, that book. All the bullshit about bats and coffins has gone in so deep that no one even considers the possibility that the boringly normal man you met walking the dog could be 300 years old and sustained entirely by human blood.

I reckon the vampires were behind Dracula somehow. Apparently it didn’t sell when it was first released, but bung a few quid to publishers and booksellers to keep it in print and on the shelves, maybe invest in a film or two later on and boom – you’ve got yourself a permanent rolling smokescreen of gothic nonsense for the humdrum daily grind of bureaucratized cannibalism, political infighting and portfolio acquisition that is the reality of vampire life.

It’s exactly the kind of thing that would have appealed to the Duke. Manipulative, effective and irritatingly clever, all in one. He had the money for it too.

It’s mostly bollocks, though, the version you think you know. Let’s go through the list.

Vampires are perfectly happy in sunlight and many positively enjoy garlic, in the right dish. Stake through the heart? Yeah, that works. But so does a stake through the kidneys, or eye, or just shooting them in the face, if guns are your thing. You can see them in mirrors, and in photographs. They can come into any house, anywhere, whether they’ve been invited or not – mostly not, in my experience. No wolves or bats or turning into mist, and I happen to know that at least one bishop and no less than three of the College of Cardinals have been vampires, so I think they got over the crosses thing.

About the only bit that’s true is that fresh human blood gives vampires strength and speed and a massively extended lifespan, and apparently it feels absolutely amazing, eating people; an orgasm, a nap and an aspirin rolled into one, calling to them from just the other side of all that fragile warm skin, all you lot wandering around like sheep, free for the taking.

Well, not free, not quite. All it costs is the repeated and endless murder and cannibalism of innocents.

They’re cunts, a lot of them, I guess is what I’m saying.

But top of the food chain they most certainly are not. That’s where Hawkins lives.

He’s head man of the Firm, the outfit that enforces the Covenant that vampires live under, and a force of nature in a three-piece suit. The Firm sets an iron limit on the numbers of officially sanctioned vampires, and not even the Duke would dare to exceed it.

Even the heavy-hitting vampires are terrified of Hawkins.

So, Jenkins’ crew acting up had put the Duke in a bit of a hole. If the scaffolders had been turned they were his responsibility, whether he wanted them or not. Of course, he could have told the Firm and let them clean house, but word would have spread and the Duke would have looked weak. Not something he could tolerate.

Look, vampire society is fucking weird. The Covenant stops vampires from feeding on innocents and turning without permission but doesn’t cover what they can do to each other. Doesn’t mention it at all. No rules. And in a world without rules, everything depends on relationships – who you know, who you owe – and reputation. If your reputation starts to slip then suddenly the friends you thought you had are nowhere to be seen, there’s blood in the water and the sharks are circling.

So, losing control of a no-mark scaffolding outfit in South London was simultaneously of absolutely no importance at all to a heavy-hitter like the Duke, and an issue of life and death, take no prisoners, burn it down and salt the earth urgency.

The Duke couldn’t let anyone fuck with him, is what I’m saying.

That’s where I came in. I was going to check on Jenkins, work out what was going on and, if necessary, underline the chain of command for any new blood, probably quite violently. I’ve got certain advantages over little vampire minions, in that I can think for myself, don’t answer to anyone and – and, on reflection, this is probably the most important bit – I can stuff a vampire’s head up its own arsehole without breaking a sweat, if I’m properly juiced.

The Duke could decide what to do with them at his leisure, once they’d picked up their teeth.

The only problem was that I couldn’t go in until I was absolutely sure they were vampires. If I barged in and they were just basic arseholes I would suddenly be in a very uncomfortable position indeed. See, the Covenant doesn’t just manage the vampires. It also lays down what freelance practitioners like me can get up to: basically, don’t use magic on civilians and, whatever you do, don’t end up in the papers. Break the rules and there was every chance of an intense conversation with Hawkins followed by my embarrassingly poorly attended funeral.

Picking a fight with three jacked scaffolders without being able to use magic would almost certainly end with me getting my head smashed in with a metal pole. I’m good in a row, no doubt, but not that good.

Rules. I fucking hate them.

[image: ]
For three days I’d set up a watch best I could, parked up on the road opposite the culvert under the railway, getting fatter on garage sandwiches and listening to the radio. The scaffolding crew had only emerged twice since I’d been keeping an eye. Three young guys in a battered flatbed van stacked with poles, no sign of Jenkins at all. The first time I’d followed discreetly, noted where they stopped and driven on past. No need to get too close and tip them off.

I checked the address later that evening and the scaffold was up and looked, well, scaffoldy – the fuck do I know? – though no building work seemed to be happening yet.

I’d swapped the hire car to a different model, and changed my hat – master of disguise I ain’t, but being a standard pasty-faced fat bastard in leisurewear has its advantages, in that I am so typical for South London that barely anyone notices me. The only attention I’d had was from a bored-looking middle-aged lady who’d tapped on the window and asked if I wanted business, at about half ten in the morning.

‘Bit early for me, love,’ I’d said.

She’d sniffed and walked off.

The second time, I thought I’d get a bit closer. The double doors clanged open and the truck roared down the tunnel, two in the cab of the truck and one hanging off the back like a pirate. It paused for the briefest second at the junction – tattooed arm holding a cigarette hanging out the window, some shit radio station on too loud – then swung out on the main road, nearly clipping an old dear in a yellow Renault Clio.

I wondered for a second whether it might be a good moment to go have a little look round the compound, but I wasn’t sure if the whole crew was on the truck and couldn’t afford any drama before I was ready.

I started the car and pulled out after them. They ran the first red they came to, leaning on the horn and smearing through the junction. I waited, tapping my foot, then caught them in a queue at the next set.

Fucking muppets.

They pulled down a side street, parked up outside a three-storey townhouse, Balham I think, white-painted stucco on the ground floor, big sash windows. Nice car.

I cruised past and found a parking spot a hundred metres or so further on, pulled my cap down over my eyes and napped for half an hour, then took a walk back, cap down low over my forehead and collar up. They had the radio turned up full, the truck doors hanging open, and there was already a carpet of butts and half-crushed Red Bull cans littering the gravel of the front garden.

The one who had been driving the truck – big lad, blond hair and a white vest with a sleeve tattoo up over one bulging shoulder – was standing in a big terracotta flowerpot, on the remains of what had been quite a nice shrub.

He stared at me as I walked on past, then sniggered to himself. I carried on down to the main road then round the block back to my car.

So far, they were behaving like a pack of hyenas, surrounded by a testosterone-haze of casual violence and pending sexual harassment charges. Standard scaffolders. Didn’t help much.

I sat in my hire car and thought it through. Three probably-maybe vampire pricks, still doing the work, at least some of the time. No sign of Jenkins, but that didn’t necessarily mean he’d been lunch – the Duke’s people said he had a Portakabin somewhere out the back of the yard, and he hadn’t actually gone out on jobs for twenty years. Vampires can be pretty docile, if they’re kept fed.

I drove back round the block and found somewhere to park on the scaffolder’s route back to the yard. They came roaring past a few hours later, back of the truck empty of poles. I doubled back and knocked on the door of the house they’d left, now fully fronted by scaffolding.

A woman answered, hair pulled back into a ponytail and a chunky cream knitted jumper with a high neck. Thirty-five or so, expensive earrings.

Might have been the flat light, under a uniform iron-grey sky, but she was looking a bit pale. She had the door on the chain.

‘Hello?’ she said.

I pulled off my cap and smeared on my best shit-eating grin.

‘Hello, madam,’ I said. ‘I represent Jenkins Scaffolding. We’re doing a quality control survey and just wanted to ask if you were happy with the service today.’

She closed the door, unlatched the chain, opened it again, and we stood, in silence, looking out across the desolation of their front garden. It looked like the fucking Somme.

‘They, ahem, they were excellent,’ she said. ‘Very quick.’

‘Sorry about the mess,’ I said. ‘I can get them to come back and clean up.’

‘No,’ she said, sharply. ‘No, don’t do that. I can tidy up.’

Is she scared?

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ I said.

I slapped one scaffolding pole and squinted up at the framework, trying to look professional.

‘Looks like they’ve done a solid job,’ I said. ‘When is the work starting?’

‘Work?’ she said. ‘Oh, there have been some delays with the builder. I’m sorry, I’m not feeling… Is that all?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Sorry to have bothered you.’

She began to shut the door, looking relieved.

I turned back to her.

‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘just one more thing. Did any of them come into the house? I only ask because we’ve had some complaints.’

‘Er, yes,’ she said. ‘They came in to, er, to use the bathroom. Is that going to be a problem for them? I’d hate to think they’d get into any trouble.’

She absently raised a hand to brush a whisp of brown hair back off her forehead. There was a new-looking tube bandage on her wrist, with a single small spot of red blood showing through.

‘Are you OK?’ I said.

She pulled the sleeve back down, reflexively.

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Just scratched myself gardening.’

Aha. That’ll do it.

‘In that case, not to worry, madam. Thank you for your time.’

I heard the door shut as I walked back down the path.

They fed on her. They had to have. Which meant that Jenkins had turned at least one of them, and if he’d turned one he’d turned all three.

And because they didn’t know the rules they were feeding at random.

Oh, this was getting better and better.

On a hunch, I got in the car and drove back to the place I’d followed the crew to the first time. The scaffolding was still up but no work going on there either.

I rang the bell and heard it shrill inside. No lights, no movement. Rang it again, then bent and peered through the letter box. Post still on the mat inside the door.

‘’Scuse me,’ said a voice behind me, ‘can I help you?’

I turned, smoothly, and smiled. An old man was stood by the front gate, wearing a baggy knitted cardigan and slip-on leather shoes.

‘Maybe,’ I said, brightly. ‘I’m due to be doing some work here today’ – I gestured airily at the scaffolding – ‘repointing, but I can’t get them on the phone and there doesn’t seem to be anyone home.’

‘They’re at the hospital,’ he said. ‘Ambulance came last night. Horrible, it was.’

‘Blimey,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. What was it?’

‘They don’t know,’ he said, clearly enjoying being the bearer of bad tidings. ‘But they both looked so pale, and all, you know, floppy. Awful.’

Fucking vulture. Most fun he’s had in years.

‘Do you want me to pass on a message?’ he said. ‘I’m looking after their cats.’

‘No, no need to trouble them,’ I said. ‘I’ll try again in a couple of days.’

He looked at me, sharp and suspicious.

‘Who shall I say came by?’ he said.

‘Tell them Burns Brothers Contracting,’ I said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

He stepped away from the gate. I left, sharpish.

So, not one but two of Jenkins Scaffolding’s clients feeling a bit under the weather after a little visit from the crew. Significant evidence of overfeeding and a strong possibility of unauthorized turning. The distinct risk of a rash of vampirism among the law-abiding and deeply boring residents of suburban South London.

This was above my pay grade.

This needed heavy-duty containment, liaison with the police and hospital staff, and – perhaps – discreet accidents for a number of newly minted and probably very scared vampires.

I should call it in and let the Firm handle it. This was exactly the kind of thing they wanted to know about. Freelancers could be paid mercenaries in the inter-clan bickering vampires seem to enjoy so much, but anything that risked drawing the attention of the normal world was strictly off-limits.

I call it in, they send a heavy-hitting crash team, Jenkins Scaffolding suffers an inexplicable series of serious industrial accidents and it’s all smoothed over. Job done.

The instinct was so strong that I had my phone in my hand before I realized.

But.

But, I could do that after I’d gone and had a quiet little word. What if I told the Firm that I’d popped by on the Duke’s orders, and – oops – things got a bit out of hand. They could have whatever was left over.

I could say it was a deeply felt need to avenge the innocent, to protect those people from the monsters, and it wouldn’t be totally untrue. But if I’m honest, mostly I was just bored and felt like a fight.

I drove back to my spot opposite the railway tunnel and waited until it had just got dark – flat grey light fading into a sodium orange under a low sky, some stragglers heading home after a day at the office and a couple of kids on bikes. The middle-aged hooker came past, arms crossed tightly under her breasts, just as I was getting back into the car with a bag of chips, but didn’t try her luck again.

A car grumbled by, then quiet. I checked the mirrors. Nothing.

That’s the problem with putting your wee little vampire castle somewhere like this – the good bit is that it’s nice and discreet for all your blood-and-screaming-based vampire fun. The bad bit is that it’s also nice and discreet for any fat bastard like me to come round and royally fuck you up.

Go time. I pulled my little box of tricks out of the glove compartment.

No, not guns. Fucking hate those things. Too easy, no control, too much mess, too easy to trace.

And I don’t need them.

Two bags of densely packed worms ought to do it; neatly tied off and ready to go, plus a couple of hard-shelled locusts, kept dormant in a small cool box. The worm bags were distributed around the pockets of my jacket and tracksuit trousers, in easy reach, and the locusts went under the heel of my right foot. Gives me a bit of a limp, but an excellent hold-out piece for if shit goes south.

Then I took a couple of deep breaths, slapped myself round the face, felt heat rising from my stomach to my chest and tingles in my fingertips.

I love the rush of adrenaline before a row. Takes me right back to away games at Chelsea.

I digress. I got out, straightened my cap and set off down the railway tunnel, now totally dark apart from islands of light around three fading bulbs under clouded and scratched plastic bubbles.

I was halfway down the culvert when a hand clamped over my mouth and pulled me hard down into the shadow.

‘Don’t make a fuss, Freddie,’ said a voice in my ear.

I knew that voice.

I tried to talk through the leather glove across my face.

‘You going to keep it quiet?’ he said.

I nodded, as sarcastically as I could. The glove lifted away.

‘Of course I am, you stupid Scottish bastard,’ I said, softly. ‘The fuck are you doing here?’

‘Rogue nest,’ he said, ‘in the scaffolding yard up ahead. The Firm’s had eyes on them for a while.’

I nodded.

‘Me too – Duke sent me,’ I said. ‘Jenkins hasn’t been seen for a while. Duke thinks there’s been a little coup. I cleared it with Robson, three days ago. He didn’t tell me it was on your list.’

The Firm keeps a red list of active sites of interest, and us freelancers check with them before getting stuck in. Can’t say I like it, but it normally stops us getting in each other’s way. This time it turned out me and my old mate Greg were looking to pick the same fight.

‘Robson?’ said Greg. ‘And he didn’t tell you we’re on this one? Shit.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Shit.’

‘Ah well, big man,’ he said. ‘Crossed wires. This one’s ours.’

Greg leant his head towards me.

‘Shouldn’t tell you this,’ he said, ‘but we got surveillance in there a while back. The three new ones – they ate yer man Jenkins. Yum yum yum.’

‘Stop fucking about,’ I said. ‘So what? Vampire eats vampire. Not a news story, is it? And no business of Hawkins, either.’

Greg was suddenly serious.

‘They’re off-books,’ he said. ‘No permits. Dukey-boy is way over quota.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘but he’s dealing with it. That’s why he sent me.’

‘And normally we’d leave you to it,’ he said. ‘Fuck knows you could use the exercise. But the six separate customers of Jenkins Scaffolding who’ve ended up in A and E with severe anaemia has pushed this lot a wee bit over the line.’

Damn it. They know already.

Normally, keeping vampires in line and numbers under the quota was left to the clan heads – keep it in-house and they get the hassle of cleaning up any spilt milk. These boys, though, they’d gone so far off the reservation that all bets were very much off.

‘I think I just met one more,’ I said. ‘Their job this morning.’

‘Shit,’ he said. ‘We didn’t have the numbers to watch them and had to get this place checked out properly.’

‘I’ll give you the address,’ I said.

He looked at me, head cocked to one side.

‘You didn’t call it in, did you?’ he said. ‘Wanted to sort them out yourself, eh?’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘I was going to. Call it in, I mean. After. These ones seem like proper cunts.’

He laughed, then.

‘These ones?’ he said. ‘They’re all proper cunts.’

I made a non-committal face.

‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘Some of them are all right.’

He looked suddenly furious.

‘See, that’s your problem, Freddie,’ he said. ‘You never did want to pick a side, did you?’

‘I always try to see the best in people,’ I said. ‘Known for it.’

‘That’s the thing,’ he said. ‘They’re not people, are they?’

I shrugged.

‘Yeah,’ he said, and patted my cheek. ‘You just sit back and enjoy the show.’

He walked away, then paused.

‘Want to grab a pint, after?’ he said.

‘Yeah, I could have a couple. Who’ve you got with you?’

‘Two new kids out the Academy,’ he said. ‘They’re pretty good. And Double-Wide is going to come in the back.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘that ought to do it.’

He banged me on the shoulder, and turned away, tilting his head to speak into a shoulder mic.

‘New kids,’ he said, ‘we’re on, follow me in. Double? Be ready to breach on my mark.’

‘Ay bro,’ came back, faintly, on the radio.

Greg straightened up and moved towards the gate, keeping to the shadow. Two silhouettes, all in black, ghosted up the tunnel past me.

I sat back against the brickwork and lit a cigarette.

It didn’t take long. There was a sharp crack from the front gates and, almost simultaneously, a deep muffled concussion from the far side of the compound. A hoarse shout, a burst of deep barking cut off abruptly with a yelp, and the distinctive clanging of a metal pole clattering to a halt on concrete.

Then silence, for a few seconds.

Greg came strolling back up the tunnel towards me, smiling and slightly sweaty.

‘You want to come and see?’ he said. ‘Figure the Duke might want to know we played it by the book.’

I stood up, ground my cigarette out under the toe of my trainer.

‘Lead on,’ I said.

We walked the last few metres up the tunnel and turned through the half-open gates, one now listing from a broken hinge. Inside was a clear area, a floor of grimy concrete about twenty metres across, with a low Portakabin office along one side, and the truck parked next to it. Behind and around were racks of scaffolding poles twice my height, stretching back off into the darkness. It was lit, barely, by the overspill of lights inside the office and a couple of gently glowing orange safety lights.

Greg gestured and a rack of floods along the inside of the front wall and the roof of the cabin kicked on. I squinted against the sudden harshness.

Three figures were kneeling, heads bowed, in the middle of the space, with the two young goons in black stood motionless behind them. Blood dripped steadily from the matted blond hair of the kneeling one in the middle. There were no ropes visible, but their arms were braced uncomfortably behind their backs.

A new figure emerged from the darkness of the stacks, not tall but improbably broad, making no sound at all. It was carrying things that hung limp from each hand, then threw them effortlessly underarm into the light. Dogs, some vicious big bastards, one black, one brindle. They lay in a boneless heap in the glare.

‘That’s all they had for security,’ the new figure said. ‘Cocky fucks.’

Double-Wide. Nicest guy you could ever meet, except when he wasn’t. Terrifying human being. One of the few members of the Firm who I had time for, outside Greg and the others I’d come up with. The ones who were left, anyway.

And one of the few – Hawkins excepted, of course – who I wasn’t sure I could take. Maybe, and I’d make him bleed for sure, but it’d be a close thing.

‘Thanks, Mr Thompson,’ said Greg. ‘Much obliged. You find the cabin?’

‘Yeah,’ said Double. ‘Filled with meat.’

Greg nodded, took two steps forwards and made another sharp gesture. The chins of the three kneeling figures snapped up in unison, eyes pinned as wide as they could go.

‘Let’s get this over quick, eh,’ said Greg. ‘We have sufficient evidence to hereby accuse, convict and execute under the Covenant, to whit feeding without contract, six cases, and probable unauthorized turning, two cases.’

‘Three,’ I said. ‘Lady this morning wasn’t looking too clever.’

Greg looked round at me, briefly annoyed.

‘Thanks for that,’ he said. ‘Three cases. The punishment, as I’m sure you all know, is death. Traditionally, I’m supposed to offer you a chance to defend yourselves, but I don’t think I’ll bother in this instance.’

He stepped back, slapped gloved hands together in front of him.

‘Let’s get on with it,’ he said. ‘Tomas, Frederika, here.’

The two black-clad figures stepped round the kneeling ones and walked up to Greg.

‘Balaclavas off,’ he said. ‘No cameras here.’

They revealed sweaty, young faces. One male, one female. The man – boy, really – looked pale, spots of high colour in his cheeks, and scared. The woman was entirely expressionless.

‘This is part of the job,’ said Greg. ‘You’ve trained for it. If you can’t do it, tell me now.’

He let a moment of silence stretch.

‘Right, make your forms. I will take the third.’

The man – Tomas – frowned in concentration and made a small circle with one hand. Frederika just stood there.

I wanted a look at this, just to see what they were teaching these days. I reached a hand into my jacket pocket and squeezed one of the bags of worms, kneading and crushing until it was pulpy mush. Can’t see magic unless you’ve got some death power in you. If you have, it’s all there, lit up like a Christmas decoration.

The sewer-sweet filament of power flickered up the bones of my hand and arm, warming my chest.

Not much, but enough to open my eyes. I’ve never been the best at reading forms, but these were clear. Greg and the two new operatives each had a softly glowing halo hanging in front of their eyes. Greg’s was unwavering, a solid neon hoop, as was Frederika’s. Tomas’s flickered and undulated, but held.

A simple garotte.

‘Still using that, eh?’ I said. ‘If it ain’t broke and all that, I suppose. I’d have done something altogether more baroque, but that’s just me.’

Tomas looked over at me. As he did, his hoop guttered and twisted, then flared once and vanished.

‘Jesus, Freddie,’ said Greg. ‘Will you ever shut the fuck up.’

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Just making conversation.’

‘Tomas,’ said Greg. ‘You still have sufficient charge?’

‘Yes, Greg,’ said Tomas. ‘Sorry.’

‘Well, do it again,’ said Greg. ‘Come on, concentrate.’

Tomas frowned, and began to shape his form again. He was sweating now. The form wobbled, then melted away into gossamer nothing.

‘Fucks sake,’ said Greg, quietly.

I looked at the three scaffolders on their knees.

One was staring, fixed, into the darkness. One was crying. The third, though, the big central figure in the white vest who’d been stood in the flowerpot earlier, he was frowning and looking fixedly somewhere over my shoulder, then right into my eyes, then back up again. I half turned and followed his eyeline. He was looking at the office door, standing a couple of inches ajar.

I padded over and pulled it open, flimsy metal door and sudden bright light, and ducked my head in. A cheap wooden desk and an office chair, a wrinkled poster of a woman with big hair and bigger tits, greased up on the bonnet of a Ford Capri. Piles of paper and the stink of stale cigarettes. There was some sort of tripod leant up in the corner, and a camcorder on the floor, plugged into one wall.

I looked back, and the central vampire was staring at me. His jaw muscles worked against the gag of power I could now see, bracing his jaw open and pinning his tongue down.

He was trying to speak.

I cleared my throat.

Greg stopped, looked down at the ground. I think he might have sighed.

He held a hand up.

‘Stop, Tomas,’ he said. ‘Freddie. What is it?’

‘That one’, I said, pointing at the big lad in the vest, ‘looks like he wants to say something.’

Greg looked at me, a brief flicker of fury.

Sorry, Greg, old chap. Never been a fan of executions.

‘The Duke will want to know this was by the book,’ I said. ‘You did ask.’

Greg sighed, theatrically.

‘All right, Freddie,’ he said. ‘Seeing as it’s you. He gets a minute.’

He turned back to the row of kneeling figures, walked close to the central one and squatted down onto his haunches.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘I’m going to take the gag away. You get a minute, and keep it quiet. Anything unexpected and I’ll pull your head off. Just pop it off like picking an apple. Nod if you understand.’

The blond head bobbed, once, white eyes up and open.

Greg stood, backed away three paces, then made a gesture with his right hand. The gag pulsed once, softly, then drained away.

The blond figure took a deep breath, coughed hard, then worked his jaw, flexing it side to side. He looked at me.

‘They wanted it,’ he said. His voice was scratchy, deep. ‘They all wanted it.’

Greg laughed.

‘That’s it?’ he said. ‘“They wanted it”?’

The blond one nodded.

‘They asked for it,’ he said. ‘All of it.’

Greg looked to the kids stood next to him, over his shoulder at Double-Wide.

‘The same excuse used by every predator since the dawn of fucking time,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe you.’

Finally, he looked to me.

‘You believe him, Freddie?’ Greg said.

‘Not particularly,’ I said.

‘We got proof,’ said White Vest. ‘We’re not stupid.’

‘Proof,’ said Greg. ‘What proof? Feeding needs a contract, notarized, turning needs a licence. You applied for precisely none of them.’

‘No,’ said White Vest, and Greg’s head snapped up to him.

‘No?’ said Greg. ‘You saying you did apply? Double, you did the checks. You see anything?’

‘Went through it all,’ said Double-Wide. ‘Nothing from these boys.’

‘See,’ said Greg. ‘No paper, no play.’

‘No,’ said White Vest again. ‘Just need consent, don’t we? We get twenty-eight days to file the paperwork.’

‘Fucking lawyer, right here,’ said Greg. ‘Spare me from vampire lawyers.’

‘He’s right,’ said Double-Wide, from the darkness. ‘It’s a loophole, for if they need to feed in an emergency.’

‘I know that,’ said Greg, ‘but once is an emergency. Six times is taking the fucking piss.’

I started laughing. Frederika smirked until Greg glared at her.

‘Anyway,’ said Greg. ‘I don’t believe you got consent. These were nice people, normal people.’

‘We filmed it,’ said White Vest. ‘All of it. It’s in there.’

‘In where?’ said Greg.

‘In the office,’ said White Vest, and jerked his chin at me. ‘He just looked. There are tapes.’

‘There is a camera in there,’ I said. ‘Didn’t see any tapes, though.’

‘In the desk drawer,’ said White Vest. ‘Labelled.’

‘We don’t have time for this,’ said Greg.

‘Oh, I dunno,’ I said. ‘Looks like your boy there could do with a little rest.’

Tomas coloured and looked down.

‘You can watch them,’ said White Vest. ‘There’s a little screen on the camera.’

‘Yes, I know how a fucking camcorder works,’ I said. ‘I had to learn when I was making a porno with your mum.’

Greg laughed, though I could tell he didn’t want to.

He flapped a hand at me.

‘Fuck it. Fine,’ he said. ‘Go on then.’

I turned to go into the office.

‘But make it fucking quick, Freddie,’ he said as I was going in.

I found the tapes in the bottom desk drawer, seven of them, labelled in thick black marker with names and dates. I grabbed one at random – ‘James, 14/9/99’ – and unplugged the camcorder from the wall.

The little screen that folded out from its side was bright in the darkness outside. I put the tape in and hit play.

Nothing, then a man’s head and shoulders, blue shirt, sunlit kitchen. He looked nervous, but excited. Unhurt.

‘What’s your name?’ Voice, off camera, tinny but recognizably that of White Vest. It was loud enough to echo across the concrete yard.

‘James Gordon,’ said the man, then swallowed.

‘For the record, you are giving me and my friends the permission to feed, of your own free will?’

‘Yes,’ said the man.

‘And you know what we’re going to do?’

‘Yes.’

The man bent his head to one side, and pulled his collar down, exposing a pale neck. He looked eager.

Laughter, from off camera.

‘Not now, you muppet,’ said White Vest. ‘Got to get some plastic sheeting down first. Don’t want to fuck your flooring up, do we? Looks expensive.’

More laughter, multiple voices.

I clicked pause. The silence in the yard was suddenly total.

‘You might want to have a look at this, Greg,’ I said. ‘There’s more of them in there.’

I folded the screen back in and threw the camera to him, underhand.

‘Not good enough,’ he said. ‘It needs to be cleared in advance.’

White Vest frowned. First time I’d seen him look concerned.

‘No, it doesn’t,’ he said. ‘We get twenty-eight days – a month. First one was three weeks ag—’

The gag snapped back into place.

‘I’ve had enough of listening to you,’ said Greg, conversationally.

He looked down, took a deep breath.

‘It’s enough,’ said Double-Wide, a low rumble from the dark. ‘They should’ve done the paperwork, eh, but we can’t just off them now.’

‘We could just lose this,’ said Greg. ‘What camera? What films? You didn’t see shit, did you, Tomas?’

Tomas frowned, looked across to Double-Wide. Opened his mouth to speak, closed it again.

‘No, thought not. Frederika? You see anything?’

Frederika smiled.

‘No,’ she said, accent somewhere in middle Europe, ‘I saw nothing, Greg.’

‘Double?’ Greg said. ‘You know this is bullshit, right? They could’ve had a gun to that guy’s kids.’

Double-Wide moved across to Greg, stopped in front of him.

‘This one’s on you,’ he said. ‘I won’t stop you if there’s something you need to work out of your system, not for these pricks. But I won’t be part of it. I’m going for a walk.’

He paused halfway to the gate.

‘See you, Freddie,’ he said to me. ‘Been too long.’

Then he left, moving so lightly for such a huge man, turning sideways to fit his bulk between the half-open gates, and was gone.

‘Just you and me now, Freddie,’ said Greg. ‘Like the old times. Let’s give one back for Reynolds, eh?’

I think I’d have gone along with it, walked off and waited in some shitty estate pub with a pint of cold lager until he came, wiping the blood off his hands, and swapped stories of the old times for a couple of awkward hours. Until he brought up Reynolds.

Fuck him. Fuck Hawkins. Fuck the lot of them.

‘Nah, Greg,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a job to do, just the same as you. I’d have to tell the Duke about this and, well, these boys might be right on the edge but they’re his boys, whether they know it or not. He might feel he had to kick it upstairs. You know, for the look of the thing.’

Greg’s face went still. He stared at me for a long moment.

‘Like that, is it, Freddie?’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘something like that. They are within the Covenant, even if the paperwork hasn’t been done yet. They aren’t yours.’

Greg looked at me, searchingly, then sighed. Threw his head back and gazed at the orange-tinted night sky for a long moment. Then looked back at the new kids, smiled and clapped his hands together.

‘Right, you heard the man,’ he said. ‘Looks like we’re off. Pack it away.’

Tomas looked uncertain, then gestured, and the garotte he’d been holding dissipated.

‘Frederika, you too,’ said Greg. ‘We’re leaving this one in the capable hands of Freddie here.’

She lingered for a second.

‘Now,’ said Greg.

The last was sharp, an edge of his anger showing through. Frederika released her garotte, staring furiously at me as she did so.

I think she was looking forward to that. Oops.

‘All yours, big man,’ said Greg. ‘I think I’ll skip that drink, this time, eh?’ He sounded almost sad. ‘Be seeing you, Freddie.’

He turned, and with a gesture dismissed the bonds holding the three kneeling figures. Two slumped forwards onto hands and knees, gasping. White Vest looked up at me, frowning.

‘Come on, you two,’ Greg said. ‘Time to go.’

He dropped the camera with a crack of plastic and walked out, didn’t look back. Tomas and Frederika followed him out of the gates.

White Vest got slowly to his feet, never looking away from me. One of the other two started laughing, in incredulous relief.

I squeezed the second bag of worms in my pocket, and stamped down on the locusts in my shoe, feeling them crunch. Little blooming flowers of energy to fuel the fire in my chest. Not roaring, not this time, but enough to deal with the likes of these.

‘Right, boys,’ I said, ‘let’s get this over with. The Duke is going to have to eat a lot of shit because of you. The Duke doesn’t like eating shit.’

One of them was still laughing, on his feet now and stretching his arms out wide. White Vest eased his shoulders and allowed a predatory grin to stretch across his face.

I used a bit of the charge the worms had given me to shape a three-pronged claw, hanging in the air in front of laughing boy and glowing in my practitioner’s sight, then used it to pop his right eye out of its socket. I lifted White Vest onto his tiptoes by twin hooks of power pushed up his nostrils.

The third tried to come at me so I dislocated both his ankles.

The laughing stopped.

‘One thing you got to tell me before we get started,’ I said, ‘those poor bastards you were eating, how the fuck did you find them?’

‘Put an ad in the paper,’ said White Vest, quietly.

‘Blimey,’ I said. ‘People are weird, aren’t they? Right boys, today’s lesson is called “The Importance of Doing the Fucking Paperwork”.’

I slapped the gate shut with a thought and started towards them.







PART 1
The Academy






Chapter 1

I tried crack once, when I was younger and significantly more stupid, if you can believe that. Not my greatest moment. I’d ended up in the back room of a party I hadn’t been invited to, somewhere off Commercial Road. Seemed like a good idea at the time. But then again, nearly everything did, back then.

I can’t lie, the hit was extraordinary, euphoric and buzzy and good; good like landing a punch, or being wrapped in a towel and carried to bed.

Then it wore off, and boom you’re back under a bare light bulb, in a flat with sticky carpets and a slight smell of shit, next to people with dirt under their fingernails and sores on their faces. The choice, at that point, is pretty simple; wake the fuck up, leave and do something else – anything else – or, and this is the really popular option, go and suck dick until you’ve got enough money for more crack.

I left them to it, went back to the party. Drugs have never been my thing. I’d like to have been a hippy, I think, but I’m just too fucking aggressive. Lager and whisky does the job perfectly well, thank you very much.

I got thrown out twenty minutes later anyway.

I only mention it because human sacrifice is a bit like crack, in the end – a cheap way for losers to mortgage their souls for power, a soaring moment of omnipotence that turns out to be all too temporary followed by a short lifetime of finding out what it cost.

I got close once, but never again.

Well, never say never. Needs must and all that. But I generally get by on insects these days. I’ll explain that in a bit.

I told you already that I can do magic. We call it the Practice. No, I don’t have a wand, there’s no Latin involved, or pentagrams, or naked sky-dancing – I’m fat, balding and fucking hairy, so I think everyone’s pleased about that. It’s a natural talent, so far as I know, a very, very rare ability to take the raw energy of the death of any living thing and use it to do stuff. Mostly break things, in my case, as I fucking love a fight and my fingers are too fat for anything else. It generally starts, like spots and involuntary erections in geography, around puberty.

Some of us are never discovered, and many end up killing themselves in various spectacular ways before they work out what’s going on. Those that are tracked down end up on a sort of foundation course, learning how to control our power. It’s had a few names over the years, but most just call it the Academy. It’s mainly run by that terrifying old bastard Hawkins, though there is a handful of other staff.

The Academy has two purposes, really, and neither of them have anything to do with maximizing the unique potential of every special child. Nurturing it very much ain’t.

The first purpose is ensuring that magic remains a scarcely believed myth. That is more important than our life, or anyone else’s, a point that Hawkins makes abundantly fucking clear. We are, therefore, mostly taught how to avoid blowing ourselves or anyone else up, at least by accident, as well as some of the basic skills we’d need to keep it all under wraps – lockpicking, combat, that kind of thing.

We are also left in absolutely no fucking doubt at all about who makes the rules, who enforces them and what happens if we break them.

Hawkins, Hawkins again and getting very dead, very quickly, in case you were wondering.

If we pass the foundation course, we are deemed competent to go out into the big bad world without adult supervision, albeit under sufferance. But before we do, we’re sat down and given the chance to take the shilling and become part of the Firm, Hawkins’ network, something between a secret society and a medieval guild. That’s the second point of the Academy – feeding talent into Hawkins’ meat-grinder.

It’s not big, the Firm, given how seldom the talent crops up – maybe a total manpower in the dozens, max. But it has real global reach, and can punch a long way above its weight; those that stay get access to the accumulated wisdom of countless generations of practitioners, honed over centuries, arcane techniques for surveillance and war magic, eldritch secrets that would sear the mind of the unprepared and blacken the soul.

At least, I assume so; I told them to get fucked.

Don’t get me wrong, all of that sounds cool, but I’m not much of a joiner, me.

Tried that once. Didn’t work out too well. See, I ran with some bad, bad boys when I was younger.

Fucking hell, that makes me sound like a prick. Let me try again.

I was a gopher for a low-rent sociopath somewhere just up from the ground floor of organized crime in a little patch of unfashionable and unlovely South London.

Yeah, that’s better.

I was aiming for Scarface at the time, but it was just low-grade thuggery, and that’s all it was ever going to be. The dying days of sustainable family-run crime. Organic loan-sharking with a side of artisanal prostitution, served up thick with self-regard and bogus sentimentality.

Break your dad’s legs over a missed payment, then buy you a pint in the local, that kind of thing. Fuck me, but were we ever cunts.

Anyway, for me and Tommy, my brother, it started out with running errands for the next-door neighbour. We just knew him as Uncle Jim, real good friend to us he was – particularly to my mum, after Dad passed – and he tucked us under his flabby perma-tanned wing when I was thirteen or so; Tommy would have been fifteen. Just dropping the odd package off down the local pub, or taking an envelope round the corner. Quicker than the Royal Mail, he used to say, and he’d sort us out with bikes, new trainers, all that stuff.

It was him took us to the football, the first time. Dad hadn’t really liked sport, into books mostly, and music. But Uncle Jim lived for the football. We’d go sit in his seats just behind the dugout – always got a respectful nod from the manager, and the chairman used to come over to shake hands now and then. The chairman. Made us feel like dons, like big men.

Got in with the headbangers, the hardcore, after a few years; good lads mostly, if a bit thick and too quick to fix things with their fists. Six pints before the game, couple of spliffs and a toot of dirty speed in the car park, then kick someone’s head in outside a train station on the way home. Standard Saturday.

After it all went to shit, after I had my eyes opened, I still went to the games sometimes, though the seats weren’t as good. Even during the year at the Academy. It was my one link back to my past, the only normal thing left. The teachers, well, some of them understood, and in the end they got used to me turning up on Monday morning with a black eye, or limping. I think




[image: ]

















































































































OEBPS/images/9781538779477.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg
viv





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
BLOOD
DRUNK

BEN SHEPHERD

_
i

GRAND
CENTRAL

New York Boston





