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‘Like many indigenous species, vampyrs have been demonized and terrorized by human settlers, to the point where only a few colonies remain in remote areas. Soon, we may live in a world where they are nothing more than a legend.’

– Extract from The True History of the Vampyr by Professor Benjamin Fletcher

‘It is actually very rare for a vampyr to attack a human. Most exist happily on animal blood and have done for many centuries – a way of living which is no more barbaric than that of the average meat eater.’

– Dr Steven Barker, Head of the Department of Forensic Vampyr Anthropology (DFVA)

‘Vampyrs are hereby decreed a protected species on the verge of extinction. Any culls must be authorized by the government and only in the interests of public safety. Culls will be approved when no other more humane option is available. Vampyr trophies are declared illegal.’

– Vampyr Protection Act, 1983

‘No one is going to stop us hunting down the spawns of Satan. It’s God’s work. They are an abomination. And we will not rest until every last one of them is returned to the pits of hell.’

– Revd Colleen Grey, Church of the Holy Cross
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It would be wrong to say that life had passed Beau Grainger by.

Beau Grainger had ambled along steadily, without excitement or drama (for the most part), but also without bitterness or rancour. He had always lived in the small Alaskan town where he had been born and saw no reason to move elsewhere. Most places became familiar after a time, like most people.

He had loved two women and married one of them. They had raised three children and seen them make their way in the world. A fourth they had buried before the infant could take his first breath. Funny how that was the child Beau wondered about the most. We always hanker after what we can’t have. Human nature.

Beau had lost his wife, Patricia, to dementia ten years ago and she had been dead almost three years now. By the time she passed, Beau had finished mourning the woman he loved and buried a stranger.

Now, in his seventy-ninth year, Beau had a few good friends and few regrets. And that is really the best a man can hope for as he starts the final lap of life. That, and a swift and painless death. Beau was content. Or as content as anyone truly can be. But even a man like Beau, not given to introspection or sentimentality, had days when he thought too much.

Today was one of those days.

His joints ached, which they did sometimes in bad weather. His coffee tasted bitter, and not even a shot of whiskey helped. TV held no interest and books failed to distract him. He couldn’t settle.

Beau wandered around his living room. Small and snug, with worn leather armchairs and a large, open fire. Above it hung Beau’s trophies.

Beau was a hunting man. He loved nature, but he also loved the thrill of the kill. To be a good hunter took patience. And Beau had plenty of that. Watching, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. To truly know another beast is to look into its eyes as it dies.

Beau moved closer to the heads. Three of them, mounted on solid wooden stands made for him by Cal Bagshaw (dead almost a year now from throat cancer).

Beau stared into their glassy eyes, ran a finger over their pale, dry skin and around their sharp white teeth.

‘Bite me,’ Beau whispered, and chuckled. But a whisper of cool ice still drifted across his neck.

Okay, Beau-boy. But remember, the first cut is the deepest.

Beau backed away, and then told himself not to be such an old fool. He turned to the window. Black clouds bristled on the horizon. The white snow undulated like a vast frozen sea. A storm was coming, something foul on the air. Beau had smelt that smell and felt that chill before.

They were back.

It was about to begin again.
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The cab driver was a talker.

Great.

Barbara guessed he didn’t get a lot of business this time of year, so he was hungry for company. He lived alone. Probably always had. His heavy beard and food-stained shirt, plus the odour of BO, suggested long-term ‘don’t give a shit’. Not that she was suggesting a man needed a woman to take care of him. No, sir. But everyone needed someone to make an effort for. Without that, you got used to your own stench pretty quickly. She should know.

The driver’s name was Alan, according to his licence. ‘Call me Al,’ he had grinned. ‘You know, like the song.’

Barbara had nodded and smiled. ‘Yeah.’

She hated that song. She wasn’t so hot on the silver cross and rosary beads dangling from ‘Call Me Al’s’ rear-view mirror either. But to each their own.

For the next few miles, she batted away the endless questions: First time here? Yes. Sightseeing? Yes. A lie, but it led to him giving her a rundown of the best tourist attractions in the area, which was pretty short yet somehow still kept him occupied for the next thirty miles or so.

The scenery swished by in a breathtaking gust of ice and snow. And it was breathtaking stuff, Barbara supposed. If you liked snow, forests, mountains, more snow, more forests, more mountains. Pretty. Sure. But get lost out there and you’d be a frozen corpse within minutes. Not so pretty.

She fought back a yawn. An early flight from New York to Anchorage, a nerve-shredding air taxi to Talkeetna and now an hour-and-a-half drive along the snowy AK-3 highway to her destination. Man, why had she agreed to this?

‘You’re our best forensic detective,’ Decker had told her.

‘What about Edwards?’

‘Family commitments, which you don’t have.’

‘So I draw the short straw because I’m single and childless.’

Decker had leaned forward, stubby hands splayed on his desk. He was a short, stocky man with a Friar Tuck ring of black hair around a bald pate and a face that looked like he was permanently in the middle of a minor cardiac event. He’d been Barbara’s boss for over ten years, and she still wasn’t sure he knew her first name.

‘You want me to pay you a compliment, Atkins? Tell you you’re better than Edwards? Our foremost expert in the field.’

‘That would be nice, sir.’

Decker had glared at her. ‘Your flight is booked. Don’t forget your garlic.’

He turned back to his computer, indicating that their conversation was over.

Barbara stood. ‘Great, sir – should I cook them some dinner?’

‘Good that you know your place.’

She had smiled. ‘Sir … with all due respect, you’re a real asshole sometimes.’

And then she had walked out without looking back. On reflection, her sunny, easy-going nature might also be why she was being shipped out to Alaska.

‘So.’ Al was staring at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘We don’t get so many tourists stopping in Deadhart. I mean, we get a few of them Goth types; they all like to take a picture of the name, you know? But most don’t stay long. Most head on back to Talkeetna. You plan on doing that?’

He had her sussed, Barbara thought. Never underestimate a cab driver, even out here. They saw all of humanity in the back of their cars. They knew how to read people.

‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’ll play it by ear.’

Al nodded, cleared his throat. ‘I just thought … you might be heading that way because of the boy.’

Barbara felt herself tense. The local police department had been instructed to keep news of the death quiet for the first forty-eight hours, until she arrived to make an assessment. It didn’t do to stir up trouble too soon.

‘What boy?’ Barbara asked carefully.

Her eyes met Al’s in the mirror. The silver cross danced and dangled.

‘The one that got killed,’ he said.

Okay. So word had already got out, and if Al was chatting to his customers about it, that leak was pretty much a flood. Barbara just needed to know how far it had spread. Could she sandbag it? She debated. Best to be up front. Or at least appear to be.

‘You got me.’ She sighed. ‘I’m here about the boy. What have you heard?’

She gave Al a little half-smile. He had been smart. Outwitted her. Now, she was giving him a chance to show how much more he knew.

‘Look.’ He lowered his voice a little, even though it was only the two of them in the cab. ‘I know you want to keep it quiet. I’m not a gossip, okay?’

‘And I thank you for that, sir.’

‘I only mentioned it because my sister, Carol, she lives in Deadhart, see.’

‘I see.’

‘And she told me about the boy – and that some specialist detective was flying in.’

‘Right.’

‘You’re obviously from out of town, I don’t take many folks to Deadhart and, no offence, but you look like law.’

Did she? Barbara knew she was no beauty queen. Short with a barrel waist, thick legs and a nose that could sniff out a good steak from fifty paces. Solid. That was how people often described her. Good old solid Barbara. And getting solider by the day since she turned fifty. Age might bring wisdom, but it also brought indigestion and elasticated pants.

‘Well, yessir. Well spotted. But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention it to anyone else.’

‘Oh, absolutely. You think you’ll be here long?’

They were climbing now. To her right, steep hills bristling with dark spruce and spindly birch. To her left, the ground dropped further and further away. She could see the glint of water in the distance. The Susitna River. Barbara swallowed. She didn’t like heights. Or water.

‘Well, I guess it depends on what I find,’ she said.

She glanced up and saw Al frown. ‘No offence,’ he said. ‘But seems like it’s pretty clear what happened.’

‘Is that so?’ She couldn’t help the slight edge that had crept into her voice.

‘Yes, ma’am. I get why you’re here. You gotta tick the right boxes. But everyone in town knows one of them Colony killed the boy. Not saying they did it malicious. I mean, they can’t help themselves, but it doesn’t change the facts. A young boy is dead.’

She forced a smile. ‘Well, I’m not much of a box-ticker, Al. I just want to find the person responsible.’

He carried on as if he hadn’t heard her. ‘Look, I’m no ’phobe or nothing. Live and let live and all that. But it’s like an animal. I love my dog, but if she bit a kid I’d shoot her, no second thoughts. Once they get a taste of blood, they’re gonna come back for more. Same thing.’

‘And would you also kill that dog’s pups and any other dogs in its pack?’ Barbara asked.

‘If I didn’t know which dog done the biting, yes, ma’am.’

The cross swung to and fro. The land slipped further away. The road was precarious now. Barbara was suddenly very conscious of the icy snow beneath Al’s tyres. They were heavy-duty snow tyres, and his cab was more of a 4x4, but still. One small slip and they’d be rolling down into the river’s icy depths. She didn’t want to distract Al, so she swallowed her retort and nodded. ‘Well, I’m sure you’re right. But I’m booked in here for a week, so if I find I’ve got some time to kill, what else do you reckon I should do?’

Al smiled, and he was off again. Barbara decided she preferred Al the tour guide. She sat back in her seat as the road started to descend. The car rolled along the highway, then turned on to a narrower track. The dark expanse of forest hugged the blacktop either side. Above them the sky had begun to ditch into darkness. Barbara checked her watch. Just after 3.15 p.m. A lot of darkness in Alaska at this time of year. Further north, it would soon be the start of the polar night: twenty-four-hour darkness for a little over two months. Even here, in the central region, she’d be lucky to see five hours of daylight. That was why the colonies settled here. In summer, they spent more time hibernating. Sun wouldn’t kill them, but it wasn’t comfortable. Central still offered a decent amount of night, although some colonies moved in the summer, to areas with less midnight sun.

Up ahead, the cab’s lights illuminated a makeshift wooden sign at the side of the road: Deadhart. Population 673. Underneath, some bright spark had added: LIVING.

Nice. Of course, the population was now 672, Barbara thought.

The car rounded another wide bend, the trees thinned, and the town came into view.

‘What the –’

Although it was only early November, the town was lit up like a Christmas wonderland. Lights. Lots of lights. Every building along the small main street was adorned with row upon row of twinkling fairy lights. Windows glowed with shimmering stars and crosses. Trees had been strung with multicoloured bulbs. Some residents had gone for broke with sparkling reindeer and flashing ‘Merry Christmas’ signs. Incongruously, these were mixed with Halloween lanterns and more traditional mounted antlers and animal skulls. Atop the roof of the general store a huge illuminated Santa waved his hand up and down, except some of the lights were bust so it looked like he was rubbing something else, closer to his bulging sack.

Barbara blinked. ‘Guess people really get into the festive spirit here in Deadhart.’

‘It makes people feel safe,’ Al said.

‘They know that artificial light is no deterrent, right?’

‘Yes, ma’am, but at least the lights mean you can see who or what is coming.’

‘I guess so.’

‘Where is it you want me to drop you?’ Al asked. ‘Hotel or police department?’

‘Erm, you can take me straight to the Police –’

Her words were cut off. Al slammed on the brakes. Barbara bit down hard on her tongue as she was thrown forward against her seatbelt.

‘Shit!’ Al cursed.

There was a thud. Barbara glanced up. A boy stared at them through the windscreen, face white, eyes wide, hands splayed on the cab’s hood.

Then, just as suddenly, he leapt up, clambered over the car’s roof and vaulted off the trunk. Al flung open his door, yelling after the boy, ‘You’d better not have damaged my car, you little shit!’

But the boy was gone, a blur disappearing between the buildings.

Al shook his head. ‘Damn kids.’

Barbara climbed out of the back. ‘Did we hit him?’

‘You just saw him jump the car. You think he’d do that if we hit him?’

But Barbara thought she had heard a thud. She crouched down. Her eyes scanned the ground. A drop of bright red glistened in the mushy snow. Blood. She reached out a hand and her fingers touched something sharp. A jagged sliver of glass. Barbara picked it up carefully and looked back at the car. No damage. But blood and glass on the ground.

‘I swear, we didn’t hit him.’ Al got out and stood by the driver’s door, looking nervous.

Barbara straightened, her back creaking. ‘You know that boy?’

He shook his head: ‘Look, they’re not bad kids here. But they get bored. Makes ’em do dumb stuff sometimes. Drugs. Alcohol.’ He shrugged. ‘Kids will be kids.’

Barbara offered a conciliatory smile. ‘We were all young once, right?’

‘Right.’ Al’s face relaxed. He climbed back into the driver’s seat.

Barbara’s smile faded. She looked after the boy thoughtfully. Kids will be kids. Maybe Al was right. But the boy hadn’t looked drunk. Or high.

He’d looked scared to death.
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Al pulled up outside a white clapboard building sandwiched between DH Drugstore on one side and the Roadhouse Grill (and Hotel) on the other.

Barbara frowned. ‘I asked to be dropped off at the police department.’

‘This is the police department, ma’am.’

Barbara peered through the cab’s window, and now she could just make out a hand-written cardboard sign stuck beside the door: ‘DH Mayor and Police Dept.’

‘They’re getting a new sign made,’ Al said.

‘What happened to the old one?’

‘Some kids stole it.’

Right.

Al grinned. ‘Let me get your bag.’

As he unloaded her case, Barbara climbed out of the car. Now the rush of adrenalin from the near-collision had faded, she could feel the cold. Colder here than back in Anchorage. Not as many tall buildings to provide shelter from the bitter northerly wind that cut across the river and sliced at your skin like a million tiny razors. There was a smell it carried on it too. Familiar. Unpleasant. Spruce, dank water and fish. And maybe a drift of weed. It wasn’t illegal here. Maybe someone was smoking inside one of the houses, although Barbara couldn’t see any open windows.

She stamped her feet and clapped her gloved hands together, suddenly feeling hungry.

Al brought her bag around.

‘That’ll be a hundred and forty dollars, ma’am.’

Would it now? she thought. There was no meter in the cab, and she was pretty damn sure that the woman she had pre-booked the cab with had quoted her $120. But it had been a long day, and she wasn’t really in the mood to argue. Now she was here, Barbara felt a familiar impatience. To start the job. To do what needed to be done and then get out of this place. Maybe it would turn out Al was right. Maybe she could just tick those boxes and go do some sightseeing. But even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew that it was unlikely. Barbara had never really been one for standing and looking at stuff. Your eyes could only tell you so much. And they could deceive you. To really get the measure of a place you needed to live it, smell it, feel it. Get your hands dirty.

She fished her cash out of her wallet and handed Al three fifties. Hopefully, enough to keep him quiet about her visit.

He nodded. ‘Thanks, ma’am. Just give me a call when you want to leave – and keep an eye on the weather. If a storm rolls in, the air taxi won’t run, the train only comes through Talkeetna once a month in winter and the trunk road gets impassable pretty quickly. You might find yourself stuck here a while.’

Great. Barbara looked around. Despite the lights, she could feel the darkness weighing in heavily all around her. The brightness of Main Street only seemed to amplify the wilderness surrounding them. This was a harsh place. A wild place. ‘Nature’s got an appetite for the unwary,’ her dad used to say, usually after a beer, or six. ‘You gotta make sure you’re the hunter, not the prey.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Barbara said. ‘And can I get a receipt?’

‘Sure thing.’ Al pulled a wedge of receipts out of his pocket and handed them to her. ‘I’ll leave ’em blank,’ he said with a wink.

‘Thanks, Al.’ She smiled, even though she knew she would stick down the correct fare. Honest as the day is long. That was Barbara. ’Course, here in Alaska the days weren’t so long.

She bade Al goodbye and watched him pull off, no doubt to drive home to his one-bed cabin, eat a ready meal and maybe jack off to some porn before bed. Or maybe not. Maybe Al enjoyed cooking, music, books. Maybe he didn’t even own a TV. Maybe. Making assumptions about people was dangerous, but sometimes your gut just knew. If Al wasn’t the type of man who kept a bin for tissues beside his armchair, she would eat her mittens.

Barbara turned and looked up at the police department building. Lights in the shape of prancing reindeer had been strung around the window frames, intertwined with miniature jack-o’-lanterns. The whole town was like some bizarre Nightmare Before Christmas … nightmare.

Small towns, she reminded herself. They had their ways. You just had to roll with it. She hefted her case and walked up to the door. It was locked, so she pressed the buzzer at the side. Nothing. She tried again, keeping her finger on the button.

An ear-splitting crackle reverberated through the intercom and a muffled female voice muttered: ‘Oh shit.’ And then: ‘Sorry – Deadhart Mayor’s Office and Police Department?’

‘Err, hello. It’s Detective Barbara Atkins here. From the Forensic Vampyr Anthropology Department.’

‘Oh, the Fang Doc. Hang on. I’ll let you in. Come straight through.’

Fang Doc. Barbara rolled her eyes. It was going to be a long week. The door buzzed. She pushed it open and stepped into a short corridor. To her right a room had been converted to house two small holding cells. Basically, cages with a bed and not much else.

To her left, another door led to a room which she presumed must be both the mayor’s office and the police department. Barbara could see several large filing cabinets and three desks, which was pretty much one too many for the room’s size.

A small stout woman stood in the middle of the room. She looked to be of native Alaskan descent, with thick, dark hair cut in a short bob. Maybe mid-forties. She wore glasses and a colourful blouse with jeans. Barbara surmised that this was not Police Chief Pete Nicholls. The woman held out her hand as Barbara entered.

‘Hi, Detective Atkins!’ She paused and frowned. ‘Do I call you Detective, or is it Doctor?’

Barbara smiled and shook her small hand. ‘Barbara works for me.’

Although Detective and Doctor were both correct. She was a doctor of forensic vampyr anthropology and a homicide detective.

The woman’s smile widened. ‘And you can call me Rita.’

‘Good to meet you, Rita.’

Instinctively, Barbara liked this woman. Her eyes were bright and direct, her smile genuine.

‘You work here with Chief Nicholls?’ Barbara asked.

A look of amusement crossed the woman’s face. ‘Kind of. I help out. We’re waiting on a new officer to start on rotation soon. Till then I’m all Pete’s got.’

‘I hear my name being used in vain?’

Barbara turned. At the back of the room, where a doorway led to a small kitchenette, stood a tall, wiry man holding a cup of coffee. He wore a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up and dark jeans. His thinning hair was shorn close and he sported a neat moustache. Barbara guessed he was about her age, but better maintained. Instinctively, she sucked her stomach in.

‘Chief Nicholls?’

He walked forward and held out a smooth, lightly freckled hand. ‘One and the same. And you must be Detective Atkins, esteemed doctor of forensic vampyr anthropology.’

She shook his hand. ‘But you can call me Fang Doc …’ She winked at Rita.

Nicholls glanced at the other woman. ‘Please tell me you didn’t?’

Rita clapped a hand over her mouth in mock dismay.

‘It’s okay.’ Barbara smiled. ‘I get that a lot. In fact, it’s one of the kinder things people have called me.’

Nicholls smiled, but it looked a little forced. ‘Well, I’ve probably been called a lot worse in my career.’ He moved to his desk and set his coffee down. ‘Can I get you one? Warm you up a bit?’

‘That would be great,’ Barbara said, with some feeling.

‘I’ll make it,’ Rita said. ‘How d’you take it, Barbara?’

‘Milk and two sugars, please.’

‘Snap.’

‘You’re honoured,’ Nicholls said to Barbara. ‘Getting Mayor Williams to make you coffee.’

Barbara stared at Rita. ‘You’re the mayor?’

Rita waved a hand. ‘Makes it sound fancier than it really is. Mostly paperwork, checking folk are okay. Keeping their gun licences and food hygiene up to date. I help the chief out here sometimes – and I make a mean cup of coffee.’

Nicholls raised his eyebrow. ‘Then how come you never make me one?’

‘I’m the mayor, honey.’ Rita sashayed off, chuckling to herself.

Nicholls shook his head. ‘Certifiably insane, that one. But the town loves her for it.’

‘I can see why,’ Barbara said. ‘She seems like a hard person to dislike.’

She eased herself into a seat, unzipping her bulky jacket. It was warmer in the office, but not exactly toasty.

Nicholls regarded her appraisingly. She had only exchanged one brief email with him, and she wasn’t sure what she had expected. He was probably thinking the same.

‘So,’ he said. ‘You have a good journey?’

‘Not too bad, sir.’ She paused. ‘My cab driver knew about the boy –’

‘Marcus Anderson,’ Nicholls interrupted. ‘The boy’s name was Marcus.’

Barbara nodded. ‘Of course. I’m sorry, sir. But the point is – the cab driver knew. Got a sister in town, apparently.’

Nicholls clicked his tongue against his teeth. ‘That’ll be Al Haynes. Sister’s Carol. She works in the hardware store. Yeah, she’s not known for keeping things to herself. But then, this is a small place. People talk. That’s why I’m hoping you can wrap this up quickly.’

Barbara shifted in her seat. ‘Well, I’ll certainly do my best, sir.’

He sighed. ‘We’ve not had a killing like this for twenty-five years –’

It was Barbara’s turn to interrupt: ‘With all due respect, sir, it’s my job to determine what type of killing this is.’

Nicholls nodded slowly. ‘That it is. But let me just lay the groundwork. This is a quiet town. Sure, we have the usual problems – drinking, drugs. Some of the kids get themselves into trouble every now and then. But we haven’t had a murder here since the Danes boy. Not until they came back …’ She saw his jaw tense.

‘That would be just over a year ago, that the Colony returned, right?’

‘Right. And I’ll be honest with you, Detective, the whole town has been on edge ever since. Worried, wondering why they’re back. Why now? Tensions are running high. A lot of folk aren’t happy about waiting for you to call it.’

Barbara bet her dimply white ass they weren’t. Towns like this always thought the law applied to other people.

‘Sir, authorizing a cull is a very serious call. That’s why it happens so rarely. We’re talking about sanctioning the killing of a whole colony – men, women … children –’

‘And I’m talking about the safety of a whole town – men, women, children.’ His lip twitched beneath the moustache. ‘The law states that a cull can be sanctioned when a colony poses a threat to human life –’

‘I know what the law says.’

‘A young boy is dead,’ Nicholls continued. ‘His parents are broken. People need to see justice done, one way or another.’

Barbara bristled. ‘Well, I’m sure you’ve made people aware that the authorities are far less forgiving about unauthorized culls these days … especially those involving minors. We can’t have anyone taking the law into their own hands.’

And it didn’t hurt to let Nicholls know that she had done her homework. She knew all about Todd Danes’s murder … and the aftermath.

Nicholls nodded. ‘I’m just letting you know how it is.’

Barbara thought she already had a pretty good idea of ‘how it was’, but she bit her tongue.

‘You weren’t the police chief here when Todd Danes was killed?’ she asked, deciding to change tack.

‘No. That would have been Jensen Tucker. And then Ben Graves took over till he retired six years ago. That’s when I stepped in.’

‘Where were you before?’

‘Seattle.’

Barbara raised an eyebrow. ‘Heck of a move, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘I was in need of a change.’

She waited, but he didn’t elaborate.

‘And what about you?’ he asked.

‘Me?’

‘How did you get into … your line of work?’

She was saved from an answer by Rita’s arrival: ‘Okay, folks. One Mayor’s Special for the Detective Doc.’ Rita grinned and placed the brimming mug on the desk. The sweet aroma of rich coffee beans floated up into Barbara’s nostrils.

‘Damn. That does smell good.’

‘I never lie … well, not about coffee anyway.’ Rita chortled again. Then she eyed them both more keenly. ‘I’m guessing you two want to chat some more about police business, so I’m just going to call it a day here. Nothing that can’t wait till tomorrow.’

‘No need,’ Nicholls said. ‘I’m sure Barbara would like to check in to her room and get herself washed up … after her coffee, of course.’

‘Actually, I’d like to get started,’ Barbara said. ‘After all, you said you wanted to get this wrapped up quickly.’

Nicholls smiled curtly. ‘I did.’

Rita beamed. ‘You know, I think you two are gonna get along real well.’

Barbara reached for her mug. ‘Oh, I think Chief Nicholls and I understand each other, don’t we, sir?’

His gaze was stone. ‘That we do.’




The girl sat in her room. Waiting. Listening. She was hungry, but these days she often was. She had become used to ignoring that constant gnawing feeling in her gut. Her Captor was strict with her feeding.

The door was locked. There was only one small, barred window, the glass painted black. The girl didn’t mind that so much. It was necessary. And her Captor had hung a pink blind decorated with dancing unicorns over the window to make it look less like a jail.

Her Captor had also provided plenty down here to keep her occupied: from a radio and an old record player to cable television and a video recorder. She had a bookcase overflowing with paperbacks. There was an exercise bike for fitness. She even had a private bathroom with a large shower.

Her Captor was not a monster. They loved her. They told her this daily.

All of this was for her own good. To protect her. She understood that, didn’t she?

Yes, she did.

And no, she didn’t.

The girl wandered over to the bookcase. Her reading tastes had changed over the years – from the classics, crime, sci fi, horror, literary, poetry. She had explored most genres of fiction, even tried her hand at writing herself. But she found it hard to convey her emotions in such a limited way. There didn’t seem to be enough words for how she felt.

Now she found herself more interested in non-fiction. Books about religion, philosophy, books that explored the soul, the psyche. Her Captor encouraged this. Told her it was good education for the day she could re-enter the world. The girl had also taught herself several languages, including Latin. The mind is a beast. It never gets full.

The girl sat back down on the bed. No books interested her today. No TV shows or games.

It wasn’t just the gnawing pain in her stomach.

This was something new. Yet old. Half forgotten.

A sense that she was not alone.

A faint murmuring in her mind.

A scent, a tingling in her bones.

There was someone coming.

And like her, he was hungry.
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‘Why don’t you tell me what you already know?’

Nicholls pulled open a drawer and placed a couple of dog-eared folders on the desk. High-tech stuff. But then, Barbara was old-school herself. She had a smartphone and a laptop, but the laptop was old enough to be steam-powered and she didn’t use the phone for anything smarter than calls or texts.

She sat back, holding her mug. ‘To be honest, I’d like to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth.’

Nicholls opened one of the folders. Barbara sipped her coffee. She’d given him back control and she sensed that Nicholls was a man who liked to be in control. Not a bad thing. Not yet, at any rate.

‘Marcus Anderson, fifteen, left his home after dinner on Friday, the 10th of November. He didn’t return that night. His parents weren’t too worried because he’d said he might stay over at his friend, Stephen Garrett’s house. When he didn’t show the next morning, his mom started to get a little concerned. She texted him. No reply. Then she called Stephen’s mom, who said that Marcus didn’t sleep over. Stephen said that he last saw Marcus around 9 p.m. They’d been hanging around an old hunter’s cabin in the woods with another boy, Jacob Bell. A lot of the kids do that. They go there to drink and smoke and well, you know –’

‘I think I can just about remember.’ Barbara paused. ‘And that was where you found him?’

Nicholls nodded and slipped out some photographs. The crime scene.

Barbara studied them. The boy was skinny. Lanky. That was the first thing she noticed. He’d obviously had a growth spurt and the rest of him hadn’t caught up yet. At that age, they can’t eat enough to keep on the pounds. He lay spread-eagled on the dirty wooden floor of the cabin, clad in just a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. The jeans had ridden up at the ankles, exposing white shins and frayed socks. One boot had come off. Barbara swallowed. She wanted to tug the jeans down, to cover him, keep him warm. But the boy was long cold.

She studied his throat. A mess of torn skin and gristle. There was blood around his face and the top of his sweatshirt, but not enough for a throat wound like that. There should be blood everywhere. All over his clothes, pooling beneath him on the floorboards. But there wasn’t. Which suggested it must be elsewhere. Removed, or ingested.

The reports were right. At first glance, this looked like a Colony killing.

Look again, Barbara. She could hear Susan’s voice. You think you’ve looked, but you haven’t. You’ve just observed. Now look again and see it properly.

She fished out her glasses and picked up each photo in turn. This time she concentrated her attention on the scene around Marcus. Several items on the floor had been numbered with evidence markers. Half a dozen joint stubs, three cans of beer, a cellphone lying beside Marcus’s hand, and something else.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, pointing at the small pink object.

Nicholls reached into his drawer, which seemed to be the stand-in for an evidence locker, and took out a clear plastic bag.

Barbara took it off him and peered inside. A small, jagged piece of pink plastic. She frowned. Hard to say what it was. It looked like part of something else, but she couldn’t say what.

‘Any clue?’ Nicholls asked.

‘Well, it’s plastic. It’s broken off something.’

‘Yeah. I bagged it up, but I’m not sure it’s relevant. Might have been there for a while.’

‘Maybe, but it looks pretty clean. Rest of that cabin is dirty. You’re right, though – might not be relevant.’

But these things often were. Barbara took out her notebook and wrote down: ‘Pink plastic?’

‘I’m just gonna grab myself another coffee,’ Nicholls said. ‘Call if you need me.’

‘Thanks.’

Barbara peered at the pictures again. Despite the lack of blood around Marcus’s body, the perpetrator wouldn’t have been able to inflict those injuries without getting covered in blood themselves. The femoral artery was a geyser. They would have had to hide or dispose of their clothing. She made a couple more notes. There was something else about the clothing, she thought.

She looked at Marcus. Blue sweatshirt, jeans, socks and boots. But no jacket. The teens were hanging out in an old hunter’s cabin at night. The temperature must have been minus five at least. No jacket. So where was it?

Nicholls walked back in.

‘Did you find his jacket?’ she asked.

‘What?’

‘Marcus’s jacket. He’s not wearing it in these photos.’

Nicholls set his coffee down. ‘No. We didn’t find a jacket.’

‘Oh.’

‘Oh?’

She looked up at him. ‘Well, he must have been wearing a jacket. Did you ask his parents, friends?’

Nicholls looked irritated. ‘Of course. And yes, he was wearing a jacket. North Face. Grey. Brand new, in fact.’

‘So where is it?’ Barbara prodded.

‘I presumed the perpetrator must have taken it. Maybe as a souvenir?’

Barbara frowned. It didn’t fit. If this was a Colony killing, then it was born out of rage, desire, hunger. They didn’t take souvenirs. They’d got all they needed.

‘Tell me about the other boys,’ she asked.

Nicholls’s jaw tightened. ‘They didn’t do this.’

The rebuttal was too fast. Barbara smiled pleasantly and reached for her coffee.

‘I never said they did, sir. I’d just like to know a little more about them.’

He regarded her dubiously and sighed, again: ‘Stephen is a typical teen. He’s bright but easily bored. His parents run an outdoor-adventure business. His mom, Jess, grew up here. Dan, his dad, moved from Canada. He takes tourists trekking through the national park. Sometimes, Stephen goes with him.’

‘So Stephen knows the area well?’

‘Guess so. He’s been in minor trouble, but then what teen hasn’t? The usual – drinking too much; he got into a fight with another kid once. But he’s not a killer.’

I’ll be the judge of that, Barbara thought. In her experience, for every misdemeanour you caught a kid for there were half a dozen you didn’t know about. Conversely, in any group of kids there was a fall guy. The kid who threw the last punch as the cops arrived or couldn’t hold their liquor. She would need to talk to Stephen to see which one he was.

‘And the other friend, Jacob Bell?’ she asked.

Nicholls cleared his throat. ‘He moved to town with his dad about nine months ago.’

‘No mom?’

‘Divorced, apparently.’

‘Why here?’

‘His dad, Nathan Bell, grew up around here.’

Bell. Barbara had thought the surname was familiar.

‘Wasn’t he one of Todd Danes’s friends?’

‘Yes. But I wouldn’t read too much into it. It’s a small town. And Todd’s killer confessed. There’s no doubt what happened to Todd.’

No, Barbara thought. Maybe not. But there was doubt about what happened afterwards.

‘Look,’ Nicholls continued. ‘I’ll be honest, I don’t much care for Nathan Bell. He drinks too much, doesn’t seem to care if Jacob gets to school or has clean clothes, but that’s not Jacob’s fault.’

Barbara nodded but made a mental note. ‘Can’t choose your parents, right?’

‘Right.’

‘What about Marcus’s parents?’

‘Good people. Run the general store. Marcus was their only child. They’re with relatives in Talkeetna right now.’

‘I’ll need to speak to them.’

‘I know. They should be back in a day or two.’

Barbara nodded. She didn’t relish that conversation. But it was necessary. Something else occurred to her.

‘Are Todd Danes’s parents still living in Deadhart?’

Nicholls shook his head. ‘I heard they moved to Fairbanks with his younger sister not long after his murder. Wanted to make a fresh start.’ He gave her a pointed look. ‘If you can ever really make a fresh start when you have to pack up your child’s ashes in a suitcase.’

Heard loud and clear, Barbara thought.

‘Okay,’ she continued briskly, ‘So, Stephen and Jacob last saw Marcus at around 9 p.m.?’

‘Yeah. Marcus was walking home with them when he realized he’d left his phone in the cabin and wanted to go back for it.’

‘The others didn’t go too?’

‘These are boys. They don’t stick to each other like girls do.’

‘Well, girls wouldn’t have to do that if it wasn’t for boys, sir.’ Barbara moved on before he could reply. ‘So, we only have the boys’ word that Marcus was alive when they left him?’

Nicholls rolled his eyes. ‘You don’t think we didn’t consider that? A fight. A drunken fall-out. If it was, with all due respect … you wouldn’t be here.’

‘May I ask what makes you so certain, sir?’

Nicholls reached back into the drawer and produced another clear plastic bag. Barbara could see it contained a cellphone.

‘Marcus’s phone?’

Nicholls smiled, self-satisfied. He’d saved this till last on purpose, she thought. Humouring her while she asked her questions.

He pushed the phone across the desk towards her.

‘Proof that this was a Colony killing.’
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The footage was dark and grainy. Less than a minute long. But it felt longer. It started with a view of the dirty cabin floor. Marcus must have grabbed his phone as he was attacked. A last-ditch attempt to record what was happening to him, perhaps? Somehow, he had managed to turn the phone around, and Barbara could see a figure on top of him, on all fours, pinning him to the ground.

Impossible to tell whether they were male or female. It was too dark, and the figure was dressed all in black. Jeans, a hoodie. They didn’t look big, but vampyrs were strong.

Marcus squirmed and struggled. The figure raised their head. Barbara got a glimpse of sharp white incisors before they pressed their face to Marcus’s neck. Marcus screamed. Barbara felt her heart lurch. The phone must have slipped from his fingers because now all she could see was the floor and a portion of wall. Marcus screamed again. The static image continued for another few seconds. Then abruptly stopped.

Proof.

That was what Nicholls had called this (and her boss, that fucker Decker, hadn’t told her about it).

But she wasn’t so sure.

For a start, who stopped the recording? Marcus, in his death throes? Or his killer? But then why not take the phone?

Something about it felt wrong. Something niggled.

‘I’ll need to study this again, properly,’ she told Nicholls.

‘Take your time,’ he said, sounding smug. ‘Tomorrow, you can look at the body. Hopefully, that will be all you need.’

Maybe. Maybe not.

Barbara couldn’t take the phone with her, so she uploaded the footage to her laptop before she left Nicholls’s office to check into the Roadhouse Grill and Hotel.

Barbara suspected the ‘hotel’ was an afterthought, and that kind of showed in her room. Not that it was a bad room. Quirky might be the best description. The ceiling sloped and she would have to duck to get into the sagging double bed. The bathroom was shared with the only other room, next door, and the ancient shower spluttered like a man trying to ask a pretty girl on a date. But the sheets were crisp and clean, the patchwork quilt reminded Barbara of her grandmother and the hosts had even left out some coffee, milk and a coffee pot.

The young girl who showed her up had given her a keyring with two keys on it. ‘One for your room and one for the outside door. Grill opens at ten. We don’t do breakfast, but the café across the road serves from eight.’

All in all, Barbara had stayed in worse. Much worse.

The Grill was exactly what Barbara had expected. Same place she had visited in a dozen different states across America. Bar down one side. Tables in the centre and booths along the other side. The walls were decorated with antique guns, animal heads and old photos of the town and its residents. Behind the bar there were other mementoes. Large crosses, wooden stakes and a case of long, yellowed incisors. The beer pumps had handles made out of humerus bones. Antique, she guessed. Not illegal. Just distasteful.

But then, this wasn’t cosmopolitan New York or liberal California, where such things would be viewed in the same way as hanging a commemorative noose or Klan hood upon the wall. Towns like these, they had their ways. Some might call them backward. But it was more that they were stubborn, digging in their heels while progress tried to drag them forward. It would happen, eventually. It always did. But they’d resent it every step of the way.

Still, at least the menu at the Grill wasn’t too offensive (although a little heavy on wild boar and reindeer), and the food coming out of the kitchen smelt good. Barbara tucked herself into a secluded corner booth and ordered a cheeseburger, fries and a large beer from the same young girl who had shown her to her room. She was late teens, with purple hair shaved on one side, wearing a Pearl Jam T-shirt and ripped jeans (progress). She brought the beer over first and Barbara took a sip before pressing play on the laptop again.

Nicholls hadn’t offered to join her for dinner, and Barbara guessed it wasn’t just because he wanted to let her ‘settle in’. She was an outsider, a cheechako. He didn’t want to be associated too closely with her. Barbara’s presence here was an unwelcome necessity. On that, at least, they were agreed.

The bar was about half full. Locals. This wasn’t tourist season, and this wasn’t a tourist town. Not like Talkeetna or Fairbanks. Barbara observed an elderly couple at another booth, a family with two kids at a larger round table and a striking woman with white hair sitting opposite a teenage girl wearing a conservative blue dress at a table for two. A couple of older locals slouched on stools at the bar.

They had all looked up as she walked in. Some covertly, some less so. Generally, Barbara didn’t stick out too much in a crowd, which was a good thing in her line of work. But in a place like this she might as well have burst in doing the can-can wearing a sequinned leotard and feather boa. One of the bar-slouchers had muttered something under his breath as she walked past. Barbara was pretty sure it wasn’t complimentary.

She had nodded pleasantly, ‘Evening, sir.’

He’d scowled, picked up his drink and thrown it back before slamming his glass down on the bar. Make mine an old-fashioned shot of toxic masculinity, Barbara thought.

It didn’t surprise her much when she saw him rise and walk, somewhat unsteadily, towards her table. In a way, she had been waiting for it. She closed her laptop, sat back and smiled.

‘Can I help you, sir?’

The man looked to be in his late seventies, tall for his age and wiry. She guessed that beneath his checked shirt and windbreaker he was still defined, muscles not yet gone to flab. His face was carved with deep lines, eyes a watery blue (cataracts, perhaps), white hair thinning and cut military short.

‘You the Fang Doc?’ he asked.

Barbara kept the smile pinned (‘Put a tack in it,’ as her mom used to say) and held out her hand. ‘Barbara Atkins, sir. Pleased to meet you.’

He looked at her hand like it was covered in crap.

‘No offence, ma’am, but you’re wasting your time here.’

And there it was. Barbara lowered her hand.

‘Is that so?’

‘We all know who – or what – killed the Anderson boy, and we know how to deal with it.’

‘And how would that be, sir?’

‘The last time one of those creatures killed a kid, we hunted ’em down and drove the rest away. Never had no trouble after that.’

Barbara nodded. ‘I read about that. An unauthorized cull. Three of the Colony killed. Lucky no one was prosecuted.’

The man snorted. Barbara could smell the bourbon fumes. ‘You don’t prosecute people for exterminating vermin,’ he growled.

‘One of those vermin was a minor.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘They’re not real children. Some look like kids, but they ain’t.’

Not true, Barbara thought. ‘Turning’ children had been outlawed by the colonies centuries ago. And vampyrs could breed. Most children in colonies were the vampyrs’ own offspring. They might grow and age more slowly, but they were still kids.

‘We saved those creatures,’ the man continued. ‘From eternal damnation. We did what was necessary.’

‘Really? Was disfiguring the bodies necessary too?’

A flash in the cloudy eyes. His jaw tightened.

Another voice spoke: ‘Is everything all right here?’

Barbara glanced up. The striking white-haired woman she had spotted earlier had approached the booth.

Unlike the rest of the clientele, who wore the small-town uniform of plaid shirts and jeans, she wore a long, grey dress over tights and chunky black boots. An ornate silver cross hung around her neck.

‘We were just chatting,’ Barbara said to her.

The woman smiled. ‘Well, that’s good to hear.’ She glanced at the man. ‘Perhaps it would be best if you headed home, Beau. You wouldn’t want Jess to have to come and fetch you again.’

The man looked like he might argue, and then sighed, the aggression leaking out of him like a punctured balloon. He nodded at Barbara. ‘I didn’t mean to trouble you.’

‘No trouble. You take care now, sir.’

Beau walked back to his stool, picked up his jacket and meandered towards the exit. Without being asked, the woman took the seat opposite Barbara. As she did, Barbara felt the room settle, like an exhalation of breath. Conversation and movement resuming. Their little tableau had played out. Almost like it had been rehearsed.

Barbara smiled at the woman across the table. ‘I’m –’ she began.

‘Dr Barbara Atkins, forensic vampyr anthropologist,’ the woman finished. ‘I know.’

‘Guess word travels fast here.’

‘About the only thing that does.’ The woman stretched out her hand. Her nails were long and manicured. Not small-town nails. ‘I’m Reverend Colleen Grey.’

Reverend. Well, that explained the cross. Barbara shook the Reverend’s hand, conscious of her own bitten nails and ragged cuticles.

‘Nice to meet you, ma’am.’ She paused. ‘I didn’t realize they had a church in Deadhart.’

‘I guess you could say I’m kind of a pioneer. I built the church here myself.’

Not with those nails, you didn’t, Barbara thought.

Perhaps catching her sceptical look, Colleen added: ‘I had some help from the community, of course. And it’s not much. Pretty rough around the edges. But the town needed it. Needed me.’

The Reverend certainly wasn’t short on confidence. The evangelical seldom were.

‘How long have you been here?’ Barbara asked.

‘Coming up to three years now.’

‘So practically a newcomer then.’

Colleen laughed. ‘True.’ She fixed Barbara with sharp grey-blue eyes. ‘You sound like you know small towns.’

Barbara hesitated and then said, ‘I grew up in a place not so dissimilar to this.’

Colleen nodded. ‘I thought I got a hint of Midwest in your accent. Not much. But it’s hard to shake.’

‘You got me,’ Barbara said, reaching for her beer. She took a slightly larger sip.

‘Where are you based now?’ Colleen asked.

‘New York, Brooklyn.’

‘Ah, the Big Apple. You live alone, or –’

Or … a whole heap of ambiguity in that one word. For a short while, there was an ‘or’, but Barbara sure as hell wasn’t going to mention Susan to this woman.

She smiled. ‘I like my own company, ma’am.’ She glanced towards the bar. ‘You seemed to know the gentleman who came over?’

Colleen nodded. ‘Don’t judge Beau too harshly. Stephen Garrett is his grandson.’

Barbara raised her eyebrows. ‘Marcus’s friend?’

‘You can understand why he’s upset. It could have been his boy, right?’ She pressed her hand to the cross. ‘People just want to see the right thing done.’

‘Then we’re on the same page.’

‘I’m so pleased to hear that, Detective. Some townsfolk, they wanted to take matters into their own hands right away. But Chief Nicholls and I persuaded them to wait.’

Really? This was news to Barbara. But she wasn’t unduly surprised.

‘That’s very decent of you, ma’am.’

Colleen beamed. In contrast to the rest of her polished appearance, her teeth were crooked and a little yellowed.

‘Did you know Marcus Anderson?’ Barbara asked.

‘Not well. But he was a good kid.’

‘Chief Nicholls said the boys sometimes met up at the cabin to drink and do drugs?’

‘A good kid, not perfect. Teenagers experiment. It’s part of growing up.’

Barbara glanced across to where the teenage girl in the blue dress sat, hands folded in her lap, silently staring into space. A little odd. Normally girls of that age were on their phones every second they could get.

‘Do you tell that to your daughter?’ she asked.

‘Daughter?’ Colleen frowned. Then she turned, following Barbara’s gaze. ‘Oh, Grace?’ She smiled. ‘She’s not my daughter. She’s my assistant.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry … she looks very young.’

‘Eighteen. Her mother died. I took her under my wing. She helps me with church business.’

Barbara glanced over at the girl again. ‘Did Grace know Marcus?’ she asked.

Something in Colleen’s face changed. ‘Grace doesn’t associate with boys,’ she said curtly. ‘She’s very devout.’

As far as you know, thought Barbara. In her experience, young people lived two lives. The one their parents or guardians knew about, and the one they didn’t.

The purple-haired waitress approached, holding a tray of food. ‘Cheeseburger and fries?’

Barbara’s stomach rumbled. ‘That’ll be mine, thank you.’

Colleen rose smoothly. ‘I’ll leave you to enjoy your dinner.’ She paused. ‘You know you really should try the barbecue night here … if you’re stopping that long.’

She smiled again and wafted away from the table.

The implication was not lost on Barbara. She wouldn’t be here that long. Her job was to tick boxes so that the local law enforcement could get on with the cull.

The girl placed her plate of food on the table. ‘You want to watch that one,’ she said casually.

‘Who? Reverend Grey?’

The girl raised an eyebrow. ‘She’s no more a Reverend than I am.’ Then she tucked her serving cloth into her apron and walked away.

Barbara doused her fries with ketchup and stuck one in her mouth thoughtfully. Part of her already wanted to get out of this town as soon as she could. It was starting to stir up too many memories. I thought I got a hint of Midwest in your accent. And the accent wasn’t the only thing hard to shake.

But there was still that niggle. She liked to do things right. If you’re going to do a job, do it properly. No short cuts. They’ll always come back to bite you (no pun intended).

Belt, braces and a full metal jacket, Barbara.

Another Susan-ism. Barbara lifted the burger to her mouth and paused.

There it was.

The niggle.

The jacket.

She put the burger down and wiped her fingers on her napkin. Then she opened her laptop. The grainy footage began again. Marcus lay on the ground. Sweatshirt, jeans, no jacket. Marcus wasn’t wearing his jacket when the attack took place.

The phone slips from his hand, offering a view of the dirty floor and the cabin wall. Barbara paused the video and enlarged it. There. A faint grey blur.

The image was fuzzy but now she knew what she was looking at, it was
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