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London at night.


The city’s veins throb with light, with life. Traffic pulses to and fro, white one way, red the other. Signs glare. Windows flare. The massed glow from neon and incandescent bulbs burnishes the sky.


But there are dark areas down there in the urban sprawl, like cancer growths on an X-ray. Places where no lights shine. Black spots.


See them?


There in Harringay. In Southall. In Deptford and Stoke Newing-ton, Hounslow and Beckenham, Kilburn and Peckham Rye.


They stand out, black amongst the brilliance. The opposite of beacons. Not beckoning—repelling.


Shall we descend towards one of them? Why not? That one there to the east, say, in Mile End.


Well, what are you waiting for? An invitation? You don’t have to have one. Still, if it’ll make you happy...


Come on. Come on down with me. Enter London from above. Enter freely and of your own will.


The traffic growl grows as we get lower. The vehicles of the night—what music they make.


Few drivers, however, choose to go where we are going, and so we sink into a kind of bubble of hush as we near our destination. London’s twenty-four-hour grumble is muted, and here amid the bleak concrete geometry of a high-rise housing estate we hear only the softest of sounds. A scurry. A snarl. A whisper that could be a voice, or the rustle of a scrap of newspaper blown across cracked tarmac.


All that moves is the wind, clawing over waste ground and round the gigantic tombstone tower blocks. The rest is stillness.


You can feel it, though, can’t you? The sense—the certainty—of being watched. Eyes, staring at you from broken windows, from behind that gutted car, from within that patch of head-high knotweed. Deep red eyes.


The estate looks unlived-in, abandoned, deserted.


Yet there are residents.


Everywhere.


Watching.


So let’s depart, if it unnerves you. We don’t have to stay. Let’s rise and travel, away from the dark, towards the light.


But not far. Not too far.


Because there’s activity, just outside the decrepit but still tenanted housing estate. A street or so beyond its boundaries, beyond the tall, wire mesh fence with its thorny crown of barbed wire...


...someone is running.


A boy.


In terror.


Running for his life.





CHAPTER ONE


 



Nikola, as he ran, wished many things.


He wished he was faster. He wished he had wings. Above all he wished he had never strayed beyond the fence. They had warned him against it. Everyone had. Countless times. The fence, they had told him, is there for a reason. Not to keep us in. To keep them out. So do not go over it. Stay this side. It is dangerous out there for our kind.


Nikola had listened. But he hadn’t listened. He’d seen little of London since arriving on the ferry from mainland Europe. In fact, once he’d been discovered stowed away in the back of the articulated goods lorry, all he’d seen was a detention centre, the inside of a van, then the housing estate. He was sixteen, and he did not care for being confined.


So tonight he had scaled the fence. All but vaulted over it, in fact. It was not that high, four metres or thereabouts. The barbed wire had scraped his hands but drawn no blood. An easy escape. Everyone was right: the fence was a deterrent to the rest of the world, not to those inside it.


Tentatively, curiously, Nikola had begun to explore.


In the immediate vicinity of the estate there was nothing much. Dead shops, hollow houses, pavements latticed with weeds. Nobody wanted to live here, so close to a Sunless Residential Area. Local Londoners had decanted themselves elsewhere.


Nikola startled a stray cat, which yowled and spat at him like a demented thing before scurrying away. A short while later he had to hide as a SHADE patrol car rolled by, sweeping its searchlight. Emerging from the basement stairwell down which he’d ducked, he carried on his voyage of discovery warily. He hugged the street shadows, of which there were plenty, as he moved out towards where the city was alive and humming.


He only wanted to take a look, that was all. Just to see what it was like, this English capital, this fabled metropolis that was now, by default, his home. He was certainly not on the prowl, hunting for victims. He could smell them from afar, and the smell was unbelievably exotic and intoxicating, but he had no intention of taking one of them for himself. He knew how insanely unwise that would be, how it could have dire repercussions for his whole community. A little curiosity, though, a little sightseeing—that was allowed, wasn’t it?


His attackers came out of nowhere. There was no warning. They were quick, and they were wrapped head to toe in thick clothing which masked their scent. This, more than anything, told Nikola that they were specialists. They’d been lying in ambush, hoping for precisely this opportunity, waiting for someone like him to happen along. Someone rash. Someone reckless.


There were four of them, all in motorcycle helmets with leather neck guards. Two were on rollerblades, leading the attack, hurtling unexpectedly around a corner, keeping low as they kick-thrusted themselves towards Nikola, arms pumping. He started to move, but they were on him in no time. A blow from a chainmail-gloved fist caught him on the side of the head and sent him reeling.


Nikola staggered to his feet, only to see the two rollerbladers arc around each other in the middle of the street and veer at him again. As he turned to run, he came face to face with the other two members of the gang. They stood with their legs apart, braced, each carrying an ash-wood stake.


Nikola felt fear then like he had never felt before. The stakes’ sharpened points were bright white in the darkness. The visors on the helmets of the men wielding them were implacably black and blank.


He sprang sideways. It was all he could do. He collided with a set of railings, which he hurdled clumsily. Within seconds he was scaling the face of a three-storey terraced house. He heard shouts behind him, below him. He scuttled up the brickwork as fast as he could, finding finger purchase in the narrowest of crevices. Height. If he gained height, surely he would be safe. These men could not follow him up onto the rooftops, could they?


But they could. While the two rollerbladers raced off in opposite directions, heading for the ends of the terrace to cut off Nikola’s escape that way, the other two men lodged their stakes in their belts and went in pursuit of him on foot, propelling themselves up the front of the house much as he had, if not quite so straightforwardly. Drainpipe, window ledge, door lintel, anything that projected outwards, however slightly, was of use to them. They were free runners. Vertical, horizontal, diagonal, it made no difference—it was just a surface to be negotiated, just a series of handholds and toeholds they could employ to get to where they were going.


Nikola reached the roof, moments ahead of his pursuers. He darted along the vertex, doing his best to keep his balance on the rounded tiles. The two men thundered after him. Nikola swung round a chimney stack. A second afterwards, so did they. Only a couple of houses lay between him and the end of the street. One of the rollerbladers was waiting for him there, at the corner. Nikola jinked right and slithered down the angle of the roof towards the houses’ backyards and the alley that furrowed in between. He leapt off the gutter, landing lightly on a wall below. Then he was in the alley, skirting overturned dustbins and upended shopping trolleys. The pair of free runners weren’t far behind.


The rollerblader intercepted him at the alley’s mouth. Nikola, however, sprinting with all his might, barged straight into the man, his shoulder low. The rollerblader was shunted backwards, went scooting across the street, and whacked into a lamppost, letting out a loud grunt of pain. He recovered and joined the two runners in chasing after Nikola; soon all three of them were at Nikola’s heels. Nikola pounded on, praying that he was going the right way. The tower blocks of the Residential Area loomed ahead, but the street he was on seemed to be curving away from them. He had no idea whether to take a right or a left at the next junction. If he could get to the Residential Area he would surely be okay. The men would not dare follow him over the fence. But he felt that he was in a maze, and any wrong turn he made would be the end of him. He was strong, stronger than any of the four men, but they outnumbered him, and they had weapons.


Then Nikola slammed face first into the ground. He didn’t know how it had happened. Had he tripped? He tried to get up but couldn’t. His legs were stuck fast together. Ropes entwined his ankles, attached to weighted steel spheres. A bolas. Frantically Nikola began to unpick the ropes, but the three attackers now had him surrounded. The other rollerblader appeared, skidding to a halt. Nikola looked up at them all, baring his teeth and hissing in rage. He swiped at the nearest of them, raking talons across the man’s leg, but his trousers were made of Kevlar or something. Some fabric that talons couldn’t penetrate.


Knees pinned Nikola’s wrists roughly to the road. He struggled with all his might, but the men bore down, holding him in place. A stake was brandished. Nikola writhed and spat. All he could think of, even as he lay there helpless and apparently doomed, was tearing open the throats of his four attackers and feasting on the delicious warmth within. His thirst, spurred by anger, was a feral thing. He despised them all. They were nothing but cattle. Prey. Given the chance, he would drain every last drop of life from them.


The stake hovered, poised above his chest. The fist around it tightened its grip.


“Drop it.”


The voice was deep, calm. Its tone did not expect refusal.


“I’ll give you to the count of three. Drop it, or I drop you.”


Nikola’s English was not good, but he knew enough to tell that the person speaking was threatening his four attackers, not him. He twisted his head round on the tarmac to look. He saw boots, a long overcoat, a tall man with moon-white hair and a face as craggy and imperturbable as a chalk cliff. He saw, too, a high shirt collar like a priest’s, one that went all the way up to the jawline, and a gun, a weighty, long-barrelled handweapon of the type he knew was called a Cindermaker.


Which meant SHADE. The Night Brigade.


Which in turn meant Nikola was no less doomed than he had been a few seconds ago.


 



“One last chance,” said the SHADE officer. “Put down the stake or be put down. A bullet’s a bullet. Wooden or not, it’ll still put a damn great hole in you.”


“Fuck off, fangbanger,” said one of Nikola’s attackers. “This here’s a vamp and it’s out of its nest. If we weren’t about to dust it, you’d be doing the same yourself.”


“Maybe,” came the reply. “The difference is that I’m a servant of the law. You, you’re nothing but vigilantes. Stokers, right?”


“Yeah. So?”


“So, drop the stake and move away from the Sunless.” The SHADE officer advanced, Cindermaker to the fore. “One. Two...”


“Wait,” said another of the Stokers, one of the rollerbladers. “Wait just a second. Let us poke a hole in the bloodsucker”—he gestured at Nikola—“and we’ll be gone. No one will know we were ever here, and you can claim the dusting as your own. Come on, what do you say, shady? That’s reasonable, isn’t it? Everybody wins.”


“Do you know who I am?”


The Stokers shook their heads.


“The name ‘John Redlaw’ ring a bell?”


Not with three of them, but the fourth man stiffened. “Yeah, I’ve heard of this geezer all right. Tough bastard, they say.”


As for Nikola, he was truly terrified. He might not have been in this country long but even he had heard of John Redlaw. The man was spoken of among his kind often and only ever in hushed tones, the name rarely uttered louder than a whisper.


“Then,” said Redlaw to the man, “you’ll know I can’t be dissuaded and I can’t be bargained with.” He halted less than five paces from the Stokers and Nikola. “I’ll happily blow each and every one of you out of your socks, and to hell with the paperwork. The ’Less is mine. Leave now, and you leave intact. My best and final offer.”


The Stokers looked at one another. Then the one with the stake said, “Fuck it,” and flung it at Redlaw. As Redlaw twisted to evade it, the Stoker pounced on him. He punched Redlaw’s gun hand, sending the Cindermaker flying, then he punched Redlaw himself, full in the face. Blood spurted from the SHADE officer’s nose.


“Fuck’s sake, come on!” the Stoker yelled to his cohorts as Redlaw went down. “There’s just one of him, and he’s old. Let’s have some fun here.”


The other three needed little encouragement. They relinquished Nikola and dived in to beat up Redlaw.


“Wave a gun at us, will you?” one cried.


“Ash-wood fucking bullets?” snarled another. “Ash-wood? On people?”


Kicks and punches flew. Nikola could no longer see Redlaw. The SHADE officer was buried beneath the Stokers, the hidden eye of a storm of violence. He didn’t appear to be fighting back. Why not? Was he really not as fearsome as his reputation suggested? Was he, in fact, nothing without a gun in his hand?


Then there was a loud crunch, and one of the rollerblader Stokers whirled to the ground, clutching a broken knee.


A snap, and a second Stoker sank down, shrieking, his left arm skewed hideously at the elbow.


Suddenly Redlaw was on his feet, and he was gripping the other rollerblader by the jacket, swinging him into the fourth Stoker, and sending them both crashing onto the road in a heap. Redlaw straddled them, grabbed the uppermost by his neck guard, and began pounding his head against the man below’s. The helmet visors shattered; splinters of black polycarbonate were hammered into skin. Redlaw didn’t relent until both Stokers were half senseless and their features were like bloody maps of hell. Then he went over to the rollerblader Stoker with the crippled knee and, almost clinically, stamped on his good knee until it was crippled too. Finally he turned to the man with the broken arm, who was hobbling away, whimpering. He yanked the man’s helmet off, exposing a pain-wracked, tear-streaked face.


“If there’s one thing lower than vampires,” he said, “it’s people who prey on vampires. I want you to carry a message to your cronies, all those other Stokers who think they’re so self-righteous and clever. A personal message. Will you do that for me?”


Desperately the Stoker nodded.


“Tell them this, from Captain John Redlaw of the Sunless Housing And Disclosure Executive...”


Headbutt.


The Stoker toppled backwards with a ghastly yelp. His skull cracked on the road surface, and he lay still.


Redlaw straightened out his shirt collar, smoothed down his overcoat, and went to retrieve his Cindermaker.


 



Throughout the fight Nikola did nothing but gawp. He knew he should flee while Redlaw was busy with the Stokers, but he was still badly shaken from the attack. He’d been moments away from getting staked, his immortality over almost as soon as it had begun. He was hollowed with fear, and besides, once the tide of the fight turned and Redlaw started taking the four men apart, he had wanted to watch. It was an awesome sight, Redlaw despatching the Stokers with such ruthless, savage precision. Gratifying, too, to Nikola. They deserved what they were getting. Every bit of it and more.


In hindsight, he realised he had made something of an error. For now Redlaw was striding towards him, Cindermaker in hand, its barrel levelled at Nikola’s heart. Nikola started scrabbling to free himself from the bolas ropes.


“Bun seara.” Redlaw said. “Labvakar. Blaho ve er. Jó estét.”


The last one, Nikola recognised. “Jó estét,” he replied. Good evening.


“Ah,” said Redlaw. “Hungarian. Magyar?”


Nikola nodded. “Igen.”


“You speak English?”


“A little. Please, not shoot.”


Redlaw glanced at his gun, then back at Nikola. “Don’t give me a reason to shoot and I won’t. You understand?”


Nikola did, just about. The SHADE officer’s expression was, if not gentle, then marginally less severe than when he’d been addressing the Stokers. His face’s solidity had softened just a fraction, though his eyes remained hard and watchful.


“It would help if you stopped staring at the blood from my nose.”


Nikola averted his gaze guiltily. The fresh blood sang to him. Its sweet ferrous smell was unbearably enticing. As a boy—a human boy—back in Miskolc, the most wonderful aroma he’d ever known was his grandmother’s hot chocolate, warming on the stove, and the most wonderful flavour he’d ever known was the drink itself, laced with spices and a dash of apricot palinka. But blood was a hundred, a thousand times more wonderful than even that.


Redlaw dabbed at his upper lip with a linen handkerchief. “Lucky shot. I should never have let the idiot catch me unawares like that, or get so close. Old man. Losing my edge. Although, having said that, I did fancy a bit of a scrap. Listen, sonny.”


Dark eyes bored into Nikola’s.


“From the looks of you—incompletely emerged fangs, still a trace of pink in your complexion, only the faintest reddening of the sclera—it wasn’t so long ago that you were turned. My guess is you don’t just look young, you are young. So I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. It’s not something I often do. Ever do, actually. But I’m prepared to make an exception. You wanted to see the outside world. I get that. Don’t. Don’t ever want that. You can see why.” He indicated the four Stokers strewn in their various poses of agony and semi-consciousness. “You don’t belong out here. No one wants you out here. The Sunless Residential Area is your home. Your only home. Forever. Clear?”


More or less. His tone, if not his words. Nikola nodded.


“Then go. Get back behind the fence. Before I change my mind.”


The Cindermaker continued to point, unwaveringly, at Nikola’s beatless heart.


Ropes loosened, Nikola ran no longer in an ecstasy of dread, but suffused with relief and joy.


 



Learned his lesson, thought Redlaw as the boy vanished from view.


The four Stokers had doubtless learned theirs too.


Redlaw pulled out the crucifix that hung round his neck. The wood was warm against his lips as he kissed it briefly. He murmured a prayer of thanks—for victory, for deliverance from his enemies. The prayer was perfunctory and low, so much so that even the Almighty might have missed it.


As he was returning the crucifix to its rightful place next to his sternum, Redlaw’s phone sounded. His ringtone was the opening chords of ‘Jerusalem’ played on a thunderous cathedral organ.


“John.” The throaty, no-nonsense tones of Commodore Gail Macarthur.


“What can I do for you, Commodore?”


“GPS puts you down Mile End way.”


“That I am.”


“But your car’s not moving and you’re not in it.”


“How do you know I’m not in it?”


“Well, if you were you’d have heard the bulletin from dispatch and be en route already. There’s a disturbance at the Hackney SRA.”


“What a surprise.”


“Local units have responded, but they need backup. Someone with some seniority.”


“Me.”


“Anything better to be doing?”


Redlaw scanned the street; eyed the Stokers. “Not much, marm.”


“Right, then. Off you go.”


Redlaw ended the call with a sigh.


It was going to be a long night.


But then weren’t they all?





CHAPTER TWO


 



The Hackney Sunless Residential Area was the largest SRA in all of Greater London and the most densely populated. It consisted of forty hectares of former local authority property plus an additional ten hectares of buildings wrested from private ownership by compulsory purchase order. Within its boundary lay architecture spanning a century and a half, from Victorian semi-detached villas to modern brutalist blocks, all now forming one large convoluted warren where Sunless roamed freely in their thousands.


It was a notorious trouble spot. Had been since the start, but more so now than ever. There was always something going on in the Hackney SRA. That, along with its sprawling size, made it a blight on the entire borough. Hackney was now considered all but uninhabitable to anyone with a heartbeat. A few hardy Somali and Eritrean refugees lived here, deeming it safer than their war-torn, drought-blighted homelands, but that was all.


Redlaw arrived to find a half-dozen SHADE patrol cars stationed outside the Residential Area’s main entrance and twice that number of officers standing around seemingly at a loss to know what to do. From beyond the fence could be heard a chorus of howls and gibbering, shrill and loathsome, echoing up to the bronze-tinged night sky.


The highest-ranking person on site, until Redlaw turned up, was Sergeant Ibrahim Khalid. He gave Redlaw a token salute, more than a little glad to be able to hand over responsibility for the situation. More than a little glad, too, that it was Redlaw who would now be carrying the can for this one. There was no love lost between these two men.


“What’s going on here?” Redlaw demanded.


“As you can hear,” said Khalid, “we have some very unhappy campers. Details are sketchy, but the gist of it is, a regular consignment of cattle blood went in at twenty-three hundred hours, as scheduled. That was forty-five minutes ago, and the truck hasn’t come back out. Thirty minutes ago the drivers—standard two-man unit—radioed in a mayday to base. Since then there’s been no further contact from them. Judging by all that caterwaul, it’d be sensible to expect the worst.”


“The hauliers?”


“BovPlas Logistics, of course. Their guys are pros. Trained for all outcomes.”


“Training isn’t always enough. Why haven’t you mounted a rescue attempt yet?”


Khalid’s eyes flicked downwards briefly. “As I said, no one’s heard from the truck for half an hour. Closer on thirty-five minutes now. It would be unreasonable to expect—”


“Unreasonable, sergeant?” snapped Redlaw. “I’ll tell you what’s unreasonable. A dozen fully-armed officers hanging around with their thumbs up their fundaments while two human beings are trapped inside an SRA surrounded by God knows how many vampires. That’s unreasonable.”


“Sir, with all due respect...”


“Don’t ‘with all due respect’ me, Khalid. You damn well should have gone in, and you know it.”


Redlaw swung away from Khalid and strode towards the Residential Area entrance.


“Captain!” Khalid called out after him. “The ’Lesses are in bloodlust mode. They’ll tear anyone who goes in there apart.”


“Much though I appreciate the concern, sergeant,” Redlaw replied, holding his crucifix up above his shoulder for Khalid to see, “I have this to protect me. And failing that, I have this.” With his other hand he waved his Cindermaker. “What the Good Lord doesn’t provide, gunpowder and the laws of physics will.”


 



The steel arch surmounting the entranceway bore the SRA’s name and the SHADE logo along with the legend “Working For A Safer Community For All.” Over this someone had spray-painted the words:

 


Undead Zone

 


And under, in loopy tag lettering that dripped like blood:

 


Theres a Sucka Born Every Minute

 


The gates stood wide open. No reason for the BovPlas Logistics drivers to have bothered closing them. Had this been a routine run, the truck would have made its delivery and been back out, ten minutes flat. Nobody was likely to saunter in through the entrance in the interim. At least, nobody with any sense.


As Redlaw passed through, he made a quick mental inventory of his weapons. Ash-wood stakes—six. Allium sativum extract smoke bombs—two. Aqua sancta grenades—five. All clipped to the standard-issue field deployment vest he wore under his overcoat. Plus, of course, his Cindermaker, for which he was carrying an extra twenty-one rounds in three magazines.


His crucifix was better than any of these, his ultimate deterrent.


Or so he had always used to think.


He trod a street littered with trash and detritus. Sunless were anything but proud about the state of their accommodation; badly boarded-up windows, sagging roofs, holes in floorboards, filth lying everywhere, none of it bothered them. The copious vermin the squalor attracted—rats, foxes, pigeons—didn’t bother them either. In fact, vermin were welcome in an SRA. Handy free range snacks.


A trio of Sunless emerged from the shadows of an overgrown front garden—youths in trainers and hooded tops, sentries whose job it was to see off intruders. Redlaw clocked their presence and kept on walking. They took up position alongside him, matching their pace to his, murmuring taunts in their native language (Romanian, if he didn’t miss his guess). Framed by the hoods, scarlet eyes and sharp white teeth glinted.


The three kept their distance, though. The unholstered Cindermaker and Redlaw’s evident lack of fear saw to that.


He headed on towards the noise. It was the kind of racket that could drive an ordinary person to the edge of sanity, a bedlam of inhuman voices wailing sounds that were almost but not quite words. It was shot through with fury, and indignation, and above all a dreadful, aching hunger. A jail full of starving prisoners, slowly losing their minds, might well set up a cacophony like this.


“The Lord is my shepherd,” Redlaw intoned under his breath. “I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures...”


He entered a square, still with his three-strong escort. This would have been a highly desirable address once, large old houses on all sides and a small rectangular park in the middle. The houses’ façades were now leprous with pitted plasterwork and peeled paint, while the park was bald earth dotted with the odd clump of grass and a few neglected, wilting trees and shrubs.


Here stood the BovPlas Logistics refrigerated truck. Like the square, it was in a sorry state. Its tyres were burst. Its radiator grille had been torn off and the engine eviscerated. Its rear doors hung askew, and the cattle blood it had been transporting for the Sunless to distribute among themselves, several hundred plastic pouches of the stuff, was everywhere. Pavements were slick with it. Walls dripped with it. The pouches themselves lay scattered about, deflated, shredded, like so many dead jellyfish washed up by some crimson tide.


Of the two drivers, Redlaw could see no immediate sign, but the truck’s cab had been broken into, which did not bode well. BovPlas Logistics armoured its fleet. Every vehicle came fitted with heavy-duty dual-layer plexiglass and a tungsten-and-ceramic composite shell. Tough, but nothing that would hold up to a horde of frenzied Sunless.


And “frenzied” was the only word for it. Vampires thronged the square, scores of them, a mob, surging here and there with looks on their faces that ranged from baleful to deranged. Some were fighting among themselves, engaged in a tug of war over the last few blood pouches still intact. Others were vandalising the already dilapidated houses, ripping off roof slates and kicking in gables and fascia boards, or denuding the trees of the scant branches they had left. Redlaw thought of zoo animals, maddened by captivity, wantonly destroying their cages. Their massed banshee cries reverberated in his ears, deafening.


The sensible option would have been to retreat. The trio of Sunless behind him were an obstacle to that, but not one that couldn’t be overcome.


Instead, Redlaw raised his Cindermaker and fired into the air.


Once.


Again.


A third time.


That got everyone’s attention. The rioting subsided. Heads turned his way. Shortly, Redlaw was the focus of countless crimson, blood-gorged gazes. Vampires began moving towards him. They crawled down from the houses. They crept along the road, some of them on all fours. They clustered and closed around him in a large circle, like the pupil of an eye contracting. He was surrounded by pallid, contorted faces and gnarled, clawlike hands. Noses sniffed greedily at the odour he exuded, the raw thick throb of life. The creatures’ own stench was unfathomably foul—partly decomposed flesh mixed with fresh blood.


Redlaw stood erect, refusing to be intimidated.


“I shall say this only once,” he announced, loud. “You will disperse. This kind of conduct will not be tolerated. Leave the square immediately and in an orderly manner. Return to your homes.”


Nobody obeyed. The circle tightened, narrowing the gap between Redlaw and the throng of Sunless around him.


“You will also,” Redlaw said, “surrender the drivers of that vehicle to me. Whether they are alive or dead, I want them now.”


Sniggers and cackles.


Redlaw aimed his Cindermaker at a random vampire and cocked the hammer.


“You,” he said to the creature, a female. “Do you want to die—again? It won’t be instantaneous, either. No head shot or heart shot. A flesh wound.” He pointed the gun at her leg. “Fraxinus round, ash wood carbonised to steel hardness. Fragmenting on impact. Toxic splinters slowly poisoning you. Your body crumbling away bit by bit. It could take hours. Days, even. And nothing you can do about it. A vile way to go. Is that what you’d like?”


The Sunless woman cringed and backed away.


Another vampire, feeling bold, said, “We are many, you are one. We will feast on you, Night Brigade man. We will drink your veins dry, and when that is done we will break you open and crack your bones and suck out the marrow.”


There was a smattering of agreement among the crowd.


“Sounds delicious,” Redlaw said. “And no doubt that might happen. But not before I dust a dozen of you, maybe more. So which of you are prepared to sacrifice yourselves so that the rest can have a piece of me? Come on. Who’s up first? Any volunteers?”


He swivelled the gun round. “You?”


He swivelled again. “You?”


And again. “How about you? One of you’s got to make the first move. Who’s it going to be?”


The Sunless stayed put. Several of them bowed their heads, looking at the ground. Others shuffled their feet. Mouths which had opened wide to expose rows of fangs now closed.


“Exactly.” Redlaw gave a quick, satisfied nod. “So, to reiterate. Disperse. Now. And give me the two drivers.”


For a few seconds nobody moved. Then the Sunless began, almost sheepishly, to leave. The circle broke apart, the crowd drifting away, casting the odd sullen look back at Redlaw, the odd resentful glare.


Redlaw grabbed one of the departing vampires by the arm.


“Not so fast.”


The man was a squat, shabby little individual, hunched and pinched, wearing an aged leather blouson jacket splotched with unnameable stains and peeling in flakes along the seams. The spark of bloodlust was still in his eyes, but dwindling.


“Maybe you can tell me where those two men are.”


“They were dragged off,” the Sunless said.


“That much I could work out for myself. Where to? Did you see?”


“I think... I do not know... Possibly to...”


“To...?”


The man was about to reply when all at once a transparent sphere the size of a tennis ball came spiralling through the air and detonated in the midst of the departing crowd. Vaporised liquid burst in a mist, and every Sunless it touched recoiled in distress. There was the sizzle of burning skin, an outbreak of screams and shouts. Another three spheres followed the first, all with identical results. The crowd panicked. Suddenly there were vampires bolting in every direction, stampeding.


Into the square charged SHADE officers, led by Sergeant Khalid. He barked orders, and more aqua sancta grenades flew. Allium sativum smoke bombs were lobbed too; clouds of pungent yellow garlic gas erupted, billowing outwards. Sunless ran from them, spluttering and choking.


“Go! Go!” yelled Khalid. “Fan out! I want the place cleared. I don’t want to see a single ’Less within a hundred yards of this spot. Flush them out, shoot or stake any stragglers.”


Redlaw stormed towards Khalid through the chaos, dragging with him the man he’d been interrogating.


“Sergeant! What the hell are you doing? What is the meaning of all this?”


“No need to thank me, captain,” Khalid replied. “Just saving your skin, that’s all.”


“I had everything under control. They were calm. They were leaving.”


“Didn’t look that way to me. And you’re the one who said we should go in. So that’s what we’ve done.”


“I’m trying to retrieve the truck drivers, or at least their bodies. You’ve just made that ten times more difficult. It’s a good thing I’ve got this fellow here to—”


At that moment Redlaw felt a tug. He looked round to find that, instead of a vampire, all he was holding onto was the tatty blouson jacket. The man had wormed out of his grasp and was haring off across the square, in his shirtsleeves, as fast as his stubby little legs could carry him.


“Sir,” said Khalid, a hint of a smile peeping through his beard.


“We’re going to have words about this later, you and I,” Redlaw said, jabbing a finger at the sergeant.


Then, tossing the jacket aside, he raced off after the Sunless.


 



Garlic smoke stung his eyes, and he skidded on discarded blood pouches. Frantic vampires blundered into his path and had to be skirted around or shoved aside.


Redlaw forged on regardless, intent on his quarry, determined not to lose sight of him. The fellow had seemed to have some idea where the truck drivers had been taken. It was a slender lead but it was better than nothing.


For all his stumpiness, the creature could certainly shift. He had the preternatural strength and speed common to his kind, and Redlaw, going flat out, could only just keep up. The vampire had stamina, too. Five minutes into the pursuit, Redlaw’s lungs were heaving and he was starting to flag, whereas his quarry was still bounding along like an Olympic athlete, pace undiminished.


“Stop,” Redlaw called out raggedly. “I just want to talk. I’m not going to hurt you.”


The Sunless only ran faster.


The chase took Redlaw deep into the Hackney SRA, deeper than he’d gone before or had ever wished to go. Relatively genteel surroundings gave way to a 1970s-built planned community, an agglomeration of blocks of flats connected to one another by overpasses and walkways. The flats rose in shelving tiers, beetle-browed and hulking, like the superstructures of semi-submerged warships.


The vampire continued to increase the distance between him and Redlaw. Every instinct Redlaw had—not to mention the blaze in his lungs and the ache in his leg muscles—told him to abandon the pursuit. He’d ventured far too far into Sunless territory. He wasn’t even sure he knew the way back out. He was on his own, and the blocks of flats offered potential hiding places by the hundred. His quarry could go to earth here and he would never find him.


Dogged persistence, however, was one of Redlaw’s great virtues. Or great failings. He could never decide which.


The Sunless man plunged into a thicket of buddleia, brambles and nettles, and Redlaw followed unhesitatingly. He emerged the other side, scratched and stung, to find himself in a children’s recreation ground. Part of it was skate ramps and bowls, the rest rusty play apparatus—a collapsing climbing frame, a swing set without swings, a roundabout that had come off its axis. Pads of velvety moss bulged from the seams between paving slabs and the cracks in concrete, like some kind of gluey lymph being squeezed out from beneath.


The man, predictably, was nowhere to be seen.


If Redlaw had been the swearing type, he would have sworn.


He paused to catch his breath, bent double, fists planted on thighs. Well the wrong side of his half-century. Old, old man. His knees would be a nightmare tomorrow. Why did he do this to himself? What was he trying to prove?


Straightening up, he set off across the recreation ground. The building beyond seemed the likeliest place to go looking for the fugitive. It was asking for trouble, he knew, heading in there. Indoors, inside a Sunless lair, you were more than vulnerable. You were dead meat. SHADE training had drummed into Redlaw that this was a Thing You Never Do, especially alone, even more especially at night. Experience, however, had taught him that if you never did any of the Things You Never Do, you never made any progress.


He entered a lobby through a door that had once been glassed and was now patched over with plywood. Outside, there’d been just enough ambient light to see by. Inside, once the door creaked shut, the darkness was all but impenetrable. Regulation image-intensification goggles remedied that. Redlaw peered around at a glowing, fuzzy green night-vision world. There was a pair of lifts, or rather two sets of sliding steel doors that gaped ajar to reveal empty lift shafts. There were lockable mailboxes, not one of them in a fit state to keep anyone’s correspondence private any more. There were a couple of vending machines, cobwebbed inside and out, still loaded with packets of crisps and cans of soft drink that were years past their sell-by dates.


Something scurried at the periphery of the goggles’ visual field. Redlaw spun, aiming his Cindermaker. Just a mouse, whiskering along the wainscot.


He nudged open a door to a stairwell. The stench that poured out almost bowled him over. The Sunless were using the stairwell as a kind of communal open-plan latrine. Covering his nose, he listened for footfalls; heard none. His quarry had not gone up there. Thank God.


He checked the lift shafts. These would be how the residents chose to get from floor to floor, rather than the foetid, faeces-spattered stairs. Vampires loved a climb, the sheerer the better. All Redlaw could see, as he craned his neck upwards, were slack cables and jammed-open doors, rising into dimness. No movement.


That left the ground floor itself. A corridor tunnelled away from the lobby, leading to flats. Redlaw ventured down it, reckoning this a futile action but unwilling to admit defeat just yet. Wearing the night-vision goggles, he felt as though he were in a murky, fluorescent cave. He hunched under a length of duct pipe, dangling loose from the ceiling, and squeezed past a wingback chair that had been thrown out of one of the flats and lay on its side across the corridor. He brushed aside some loose-hanging electrical wiring, and cat-stepped over a smashed vacuum cleaner, a computer monitor with a punctured screen, and a twelve-string guitar whose neck had been brusquely snapped. These items symbolised everything Sunless rejected. They were too comfortable, too practical, too materialistic. Too human.


The corridor right-angled at the end. Redlaw took the turn, leading with his gun. The adjoining corridor was empty apart from more domestic debris. He counted six doors, all firmly shut. If Sunless were lurking behind them—and some undoubtedly were—they already knew he was there. He could tread as softly as he liked, but they could still detect his footfalls with their ultrasensitive ears. Moreover, they could smell him.


The opening lines of the Lord’s Prayer helped steady his nerves, but only because it always had. The response was ingrained. Had reciting a limerick done the same trick, Redlaw would have recited a limerick.


Try a door handle? He could, were it not unwise. A startled vampire, cornered in a room, confined, would react unpredictably. It might cower, but equally it might go on the offensive. Redlaw wished to avoid further violence tonight if possible. He definitely didn’t want to be obliged to dust a Sunless and then have a score or more of them come down on him, alerted by the gunshot, screaming vengeance.


The corridor dead-ended. Redlaw began to retrace his footsteps, accepting that the man he’d been chasing was lost to him.


When he reached the lobby, he halted.


Had to.


It was full of vampires, blocking his path to the exit.


They’d been waiting for him.


 



Redlaw didn’t have time to count heads. Seven, maybe eight, maybe more. He straight away dropped to one knee, Cindermaker levelled. His free hand went to his vest, unclipping an aqua sancta grenade.


But the Sunless swarmed him, a wave of swift shadows. He felt claws and the rough, clammy touch of dead skin. His Cindermaker was slammed from his grasp. He threw the grenade, but he hadn’t had a chance to pull the pin beforehand. Its explosive not primed, the device was just a ball of near unbreakable Perspex which bounced harmlessly off a vampire’s shoulder and rolled away into a corner, priest-blessed holy water sloshing inside.


His attackers pinned him up against a wall. One of them yanked off his night vision goggles, leaving him in darkness, benighted. Redlaw squirmed, struggled, but he knew it was useless.


Foolish old man. Careless. Overconfident.


“Make it quick,” he told the Sunless. “All of you at once.”


That was the best he could hope for, under the circumstances. Multiple bites, simultaneous draining, and a relatively speedy escape to his eternal reward. The vampires could stretch the process out, if they were in the mood. Take it in turns, tap off a little at a time from the jugular, keep their victim lingering half faint with blood loss, hovering in a continuum of nausea and pain that could last up to three hours and no doubt feel like forever. If Redlaw was lucky, this lot would go for all his major veins and arteries as a pack, and it would take less than five minutes. If he was lucky.


“No,” said a voice from the dark. “I don’t think that will be happening.”


It was a woman’s voice, East European accent—Albanian?—with the usual slight sibilant lisp that came with having sharp fangs instead of teeth, the usual slurring of the dental consonants. It was, too, a surprisingly mellifluous voice, far from the harsh, grating growl that usually issued from a Sunless throat.


“Redlaw, is it not?”


“You have me at a disadvantage,” Redlaw said. “You can see me, I can’t see you. Who are you?”


“Yes, without those goggles of yours you’re blind as a bat in the dark. Whereas we see as clearly as if it were day.”


“Why not give them back? Let’s level the playing field.”


“I think not, old bean.”


Old bean? “Then I’ll ask again: who are you?”


“I’m...” A soft laugh. “Well, at this precise moment you might call me your saviour.”


“I have only one Saviour,” Redlaw said, “and He isn’t you.”


“Ah, faith,” the owner of the voice said, drawing closer. “Is that still an essential requirement for SHADE recruitment? Or have they done away with it, along with the minimum height restriction?”


“If it isn’t still essential, it ought to be.”


“For, without faith, those crucifixes and those stars of David and all the other religious tokens you people wear won’t work, will they? They’re just so much tawdry costume jewellery.”


“If it makes you happy pouring scorn on my beliefs, ’Less, then go ahead. Far greater men than me have suffered far worse persecution in the name of God. It would save everyone a lot of hassle, though, myself included, if you simply got on with the bloodletting.”


“Eager to sit at the right hand of the Lord, eh, shady? Heaven can’t wait, is that it?”


“Spare me the cheap jokes.”


“You are John Redlaw.” The Sunless woman was talking almost directly into his ear now, in an insinuating purr. He had the feeling this was all a piece of play-acting, a knowing, self-mocking parody. “You are considered the scourge of our kind, a holy terror. Possibly that is how you see yourself. And now here you are, your precious life in our hands. Delivering yourself to us like a Christmas present, ready to be unwrapped. We could kill you, yes. Quaff your lifestuff like a fine wine until not even the dregs remain. Or... one of us could turn you. How would that be for irony? John Redlaw, vampire slayer, become vampire himself.”


“I am not a ‘vampire slayer.’ I am a SHADE officer charged with keeping the peace between humans and Sunless. And were I ever turned, rest assured that at the first opportunity I would drive a stake through my own heart.”


“So you say. You would, I suspect, feel differently once you discovered how joyous it is to be Sunless, as you non-vampires insist on calling us. The power, the freedom, the senses, newly awakened...”


“The cannibalistic thirst.”


“The world opening up around you like a night-blooming flower. The darkness breathing its secret consolations over you. The realisation that there is so much more to life than, well, mere life.”


“Very witty.”


“Redlaw.”


He could feel cold lips butterfly-brushing his cheek.


“Oh, Redlaw, there is so much I could offer you,” she sighed. “So much you could be.”


She pulled away.


“But,” she said briskly, “why waste such a gift on so undeserving a recipient? You came here chasing Grigori. You’ve scared the poor blighter half out of his wits. What has he done? What is his crime? Grigori is not one to misbehave. I know him well. Meek as can be.”


“Are any of you meek when the bloodlust’s on you?” Redlaw retorted.


“True. No. Has he killed, then?”


“Not to my knowledge. But there’s been a riot. You must have heard it.”


“The blood dropoff.”


“Havoc. I’ve seen it happen before but never this bad. The delivery drivers have been taken. Your Grigori seemed to have some idea where they might be.”


“This is all you’re after? The drivers?”


“Yes.”


“If I promise to find them for you, will you leave?”


“Gladly. Can you find them?”


“It shouldn’t be too difficult. I can’t guarantee their... health.”


“I’m not expecting you to. Bodies for their families to bury, the assurance that they haven’t been turned—if they’re not alive, that’s the next best outcome.”


“Very well, Redlaw,” said the voice. Then she issued an order, and the many hands holding him let go. He was chaperoned outside, and his goggles and Cindermaker were returned to him. Redlaw scanned the vampires, but they were all male. The owner of the voice had stayed indoors.


Anonymous.


Well, if that was how she wanted to play it, then fine. No sweat. As long as she made good on her promise.


 



An hour later, two corpses were brought to the entrance of the SRA and deposited there.


By then, Redlaw had obtained copies of the two drivers’ personnel files from BovPlas’s human resources department. He compared the faces on the ID photos, flushed with life, to the white, shrivelled faces of the bodies. A match. Trevor Martin and Derek Bannerman. Both married men, with a total of five kids between them.


Then came the grisly business of post mortem neutralisation—decapitating the corpses. It had to be done on-site, as soon as possible after discovery of a drained body, regardless of whether the victim had been fully bled or only partially. Standard procedure. While even just a few fluid ounces of blood remained in a corpse’s venous system, the potential for reanimation existed. The next of kin would rather have their loved ones back in two pieces, definitely deceased, than as a handful of ashes or, worse, not at all.


Redlaw volunteered for the task, and the other officers were only too happy to let him. TV news crews had arrived on the scene, but a cordon tape held the reporters well back. All the camera operators were able to film was distant footage of a white tent and a man going into it carrying a surgical steel saw.


Ten minutes later Redlaw reappeared, nodded curtly to a fellow SHADE officer waiting outside the tent, said the bodies were ready now for the morgue, got into his car and drove off into the night.





CHAPTER THREE


 



Giles Slocock, Conservative Member of Parliament for Chesham and Amersham, awoke in his constituency home with a cocaine hangover and a prostitute snoring next to him in bed. He dealt with the former by means of a quick hair-of-the-dog toot from the stash in his bedside drawer, and the latter by means of a kick in the ribs, a thick wad of cash, and a taxi. He gave the girl a little more than the agreed-upon fee, mostly because she had consented to bum sex (bareback, too, a double bonus) but also to ensure her silence. He had hired her from a reputable escort agency which prided itself both on the exclusivity of its client list and the discretion of its employees, but still, one could never be too careful. Slocock had been burned a couple of times in the past by tattletales flogging their stories to the scandal sheets. His career had survived, but he was aware that the public’s tolerance for misbehaviour from its elected representatives was not infinitely elastic. It stretched only so far before it snapped, with often painful consequences.


A shower rinsed the smell of the girl’s cloying perfume from Slocock’s body and the smears of shit from beneath his foreskin. Then he dressed and went downstairs to breakfast and the morning papers.


More interesting than anything to be found in the pages of the print media was an item on BBC Breakfast about trouble the previous night at the Hackney SRA. Slocock, eating the first of three boiled eggs, watched with detached curiosity as a reporter spoke of a bloodlust riot and the deaths of two BovPlas delivery drivers. The twin brother of one of the dead men was interviewed.


“Derek, he was, like, a decent bloke who did his job,” said Keith Bannerman, fighting back tears. “He knew it was dangerous work, like, but the money was good and he was always a bit of a night owl anyway, so the hours, y’know, suited.”


“And what are your feelings about his killers?” the reporter asked, somehow managing to flutter her eyelashes even as she put on a concerned and solicitous frown.


“Scum,” Keith Bannerman spat. “It’s the only word for ’em. Bloodsucking scum. Come over here, make everyone’s lives a misery, we bend over backwards to help them, and this is how they thank us? Send them back home, that’s what I say. I mean, who invited them? Ruddy parasites. Send them back home—if we can’t stake the lot of them, that is...”


 



Six hours later, Slocock stood up in the House of Commons in his role as Shadow Spokesman for Sunless Affairs and quoted the grief-stricken Keith Bannerman verbatim.


“‘I mean, who invited them? Ruddy parasites. Send them back home—if we can’t stake the lot of them, that is...’”


Slocock let the words ring round the chamber, before continuing: “The view, Mister Speaker, of a man who has just lost his brother, his twin brother, in the most tragic and dreadful circumstances imaginable. A man whose closest relative fell prey to a crazed mob and was brutally, viciously attacked and exsanguinated by them. A man struggling to come to terms with the appalling knowledge that the very individuals whom his brother was helping turned on him and subjected him, along with his colleague, to the most cruel and barbaric form of murder that we currently know of. And Keith Bannerman is far from alone in holding the opinions he does. Rather, he speaks for a broad swathe of British citizenry. I put it to you, Mister Speaker, that the right honourable gentleman before me, the Secretary of State for Sunless Affairs, barely comprehends the level of public disquiet and disgust that his policies evoke.”


There was braying from across the floor of the House, cheering from Slocock’s own side.


Slocock raised his voice to make himself heard. “Furthermore, does the Secretary of State not realise—does he not realise—that to continue to pursue those policies is simply to invite repetition of the events of last night? Were it an isolated incident, I could perhaps understand the right honourable gentleman’s apparent lack of concern. However, as we all know, these so-called bloodlust riots have shown a marked increase in recent months, both in frequency and severity. The Sunless, if we must use that word for them, are getting noticeably more restive and aggressive. On behalf of the Great British public, those who rightfully belong here, those with pulses and a dietary appetite that doesn’t extend to haemoglobin, I ask him what is the Department of Sunless Affairs going to do about these uninvited, unwanted immigrants? Their numbers are growing day by day, or should that be night by night? What is the government’s response to a situation which, no one is in any doubt, is becoming more and more untenable?”


Slocock sat down. From the Labour front benches his opposite number rose to his feet.


Maurice Wax, the Secretary of State for Sunless Affairs, was a gloomy-looking man with a sharp widow’s peak and a sallow, greyish complexion. The political cartoonists regularly depicted him with fangs and a black cape, often hanging upside down from the rafters of the debating chamber. More than one stand-up comedian had made the joke that the man with ultimate political responsibility for the Sunless could do with a little sun himself.


Wax had been chosen for the post because he was widely regarded as a safe pair of hands, someone workmanlike and imperturbable who wouldn’t court controversy or fumble what was an exceptionally tricky brief. He lacked flash, but he knew his way around a set of statistics, and nobody could argue that he did not take his job, or himself, very seriously.


“Mister Speaker,” Wax began, “at best reckoning there are a little over thirty thousand Sunless present in the UK. That is to say, one Sunless per two thousand humans. Or, to put it another way, the Sunless currently comprise zero-point-zero-five per cent of the overall population.”


Slocock yawned elaborately for the benefit of the BBC Parliament cameras and the sketch writers in the public gallery.


“In those countries where Sunless are a longer-established feature,” Wax went on, consulting his notes, “it has been calculated that the Sunless-to-human ratio needs to rise to one per thousand before the balance becomes unsustainable. In other words, before they become an active menace. We are, I would submit, a considerable way from that, and indeed this government’s programme of robust, proactive identification and containment will ensure the United Kingdom does not go the way of Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Hungary and their ilk in finding itself burdened with Sunless superabundance—the cause, of course, of the Sunless’s initial westward drift some two decades ago. For the record, new SRAs have been established just this month in Liverpool’s Toxteth and Moss Side in Manchester, and we’re consulting with the Scottish Government and the Welsh National Assembly with a view to rolling out further SRAs in...”


By that point Slocock didn’t need to pretend to look bored. He was. He tuned out Wax’s drone, his mind turning to his meeting at eight tonight with Nathaniel Lambourne.


Knowing Lambourne, the restaurant would be an expensive one. But expensive didn’t automatically equate with good.


 



Slocock arrived punctually at the Flaming Aubergine on Greek Street. He was mildly impressed to learn that the place had a Michelin star. What mattered, though, was that, judging by other diners’ meals, it served proper-sized portions, not namby-pamby little strips of this and that draped crosswise on a plate and drizzled with a few drops of sauce.


“You look hot,” Lambourne observed dryly as he and Slocock shook hands. “Run here all the way from Whitehall, did you?”


Slocock’s face still carried a sheen of perspiration from his session with his muay thai trainer, Khun Sarawong, at the nearby Soho Dojo. “Been working out. Absolutely famished. Shall we order?”


The maître d’ danced attendance around Lambourne like a drone bee around the queen. There were plenty of the rich and powerful dining this evening at the Flaming Aubergine. None, though, was quite as prestigious, nor as apt to tip good service so liberally, as the CEO of Dependable Chemicals PLC.


“May Ah rahcommend ze oyster of steer stuffed wiz oysters, M’sieur Lambourne,” the maître d’ said. He was a bilingual Lyonnais who could speak English almost without a trace of an accent, but when at work he laid the Frenchness on thick. It was what people expected.


“Oyster of steer?” Slocock enquired.


“Testicles,” said Lambourne. “Bull’s balls.”


“Ah. Maybe not. You know what I fancy? A nice fat steak.”


“A steak. Oui, eet iz posseebluh, m’sieur. Ah sink chef can rustle up that.” The maître d’ made no attempt to hide his scorn. This, too, was expected. “Wiz ze tomato ketchup, non? An ’ow would m’sieur like eet cooked?”


“Rare. Very rare.”


“Bleu.”


“Very bleu. True bleu.”


“Formidable, m’sieur.”


The steak arrived pink and oozing watery blood, and Slocock tucked in avidly. Lambourne, who’d chosen the à la carte special of duck breast in a pistachio marinade on a bed of wilted dandelion leaves, eyed the young MP with a lofty amusement in an avarice marinade on a bed of wilted fondness.


“Can’t stomach blood,” he said.


Slocock looked up from his food. “What?”


“Human beings. Can’t actually drink blood in any quantity. Makes you physically sick. You throw it right back up.”


“Oh.” Slocock dabbed steak juice from his mouth with a linen napkin. “Your point being?”


“It’s not natural, what the vampires do. None of it natural.”


“They are, are they not, supernatural creatures? Clue’s right there.”


“Don’t get snarky with me, Giles,” said Lambourne. He brushed back his wavy mane of silver hair. It may have lost its colour but he still had a full head of it, unlike the majority of men his age. “I’m merely saying anyone who even considers a Sunless a person is an idiot. A dangerous idiot. Your pal Wax, for example.”


“He’s not my pal. And I don’t know if he particularly approves of vamps or not. He’s just toeing the party line on them. ‘We must be fair. We mustn’t judge. We have to treat them as if they were human, different but equal’—which they’re clearly not.” Slocock sheared off another glossy sliver of steak and forked it into his mouth. “What are you complaining about anyway? You’re raking in a fortune off them.”


Dependable Chemicals, from relatively humble beginnings as a minor player in the pharmaceuticals industry, had grown under Lambourne’s aegis into an immense umbrella corporation sheltering numerous smaller firms, one of which was BovPlas Logistics. Lambourne had zeroed in on the cattle blood market at the earliest opportunity, when the first SRAs were being set up, and had created BovPlas by buying up a medical supplies transportation company and a chain of abattoirs and splicing the two together. BovPlas had further benefited from the Private Finance Initiative scheme, a brilliant wheeze whereby private companies working in the public sector were able to charge the government usurious rates of interest on their initial outlay. The Treasury, a seemingly bottomless well, never failed to meet the repayments however extortionate they became and, should the business fail, would invariably bail it out or write off its losses. This meant responsibility without accountability and profit without risk, which for a magnate like Lambourne was something akin to the Holy Grail: as close to a no-lose deal as you could get. BovPlas had undeniably, these past few years, prospered, and Lambourne had personally creamed off the rewards.


“I never complain,” Lambourne corrected firmly. “What you need to appreciate, Giles, is that the public mood is turning against Wax and his softly-softly approach.”


“I do appreciate that, Nathaniel, I do. Did you not hear me in the Commons this afternoon? I said just that. I was sticking it to Wax like you wouldn’t believe.”


“So I gather. Wax, now, may sound like he’s talking tough, but it’s mealy-mouthed stuff. Weasel words. And the public can see through that. The electorate can see through that.”


Slocock didn’t miss the emphasis. The deadline for an election loomed less than six months hence, and if the opinion polls were anything to go by, the government was in for a massacre. The constituency map of Britain, now predominantly red, was about to turn an apoplectic shade of blue.


“And if—when—his lot get turfed out on their ear,” Lambourne went on, “it’ll be principally because they haven’t managed to get a handle on the Sunless situation. They’re not prepared to take radical steps. They’re not willing to do what really needs to be done.”


“And I am,” said Slocock. He leaned across the table, lowering his voice. “You know I am.”


“Of course you are, my boy. I know it because a seat on the board of Dep Chem awaits you at the end of all this, with the promise of a salary ten times what you can earn as an MP, even as a Cabinet minister. The reason you’re on-side is you think the right way but also, more importantly, you put your own self-interest first. Don’t pretend to pout, Giles. You know it’s true. Hence I’m perfectly assured that when the times comes you’ll be happy to institute the measures we’re busy putting in place. There’s just one small snag.”


“What, you think I might not get returned?”


Lambourne chuckled. “To the safest Tory seat in Buckinghamshire, which is to say one of the safest Tory seats in the country? Oh, there’s no danger of that. No, the snag I’m talking about isn’t anything to do with you. It’s our timetable. We’re going to have to accelerate it somewhat.”


“Eh? Accelerate? Why?”


“Never you mind why. All you need to know is that what I thought could wait until after the election, can’t. We’re going to have to get cracking sooner rather than later.”


“How much sooner?”


“Right away.”


Slocock took a few moments to digest this.


“What you’re saying is you want me to get to work on Maurice Wax,” he said. “Bring him round. Change his mind.”


Lambourne looked pleasantly surprised, like a huntsman whose Springer spaniel pup has just broken its first game bird from cover. “That’s precisely what I mean. Not just a pretty face, Giles.”


“I don’t know if it’s feasible. Don’t you have lobbyists to do this sort of thing for you?”


“None of them has the same level of access. None of them could be nearly as influential on Wax as his mirror image in Her Majesty’s Opposition. None of them, frankly, has your winsome public-schoolboy charm, nor for that matter the incentive that you have.”


Slocock mulled it over. “If I’m to do this, if I’m to stick my neck out for you, I’ll really have to know why. Is it a journalist? Someone snooping around, threatening to blow the lid?”


“We’ve already had several of those,” Lambourne replied with a dismissive air, “and they’ve been dealt with. It’s amazing how little one has to pay to spike a story these days. I blame the internet. All those nosey-parker bloggers, tapping away for next to nothing, queering the market. The smallest of bribes, and crusading instincts go out of the window, along with scruples. No, if you must know, Giles, it’s simply the consortium. The three of us have got a lot at stake here, no pun intended. We haven’t been able to PFI the new project, thanks to Mr Wax and his ethics. Principled and stubborn—it’s a bad combination. So my colleagues are getting restless and wanting to know when there’ll be returns and how soon they’ll start coming in. That coupled with the fact that in other areas we’ve been... well, rather too successful, if you see what I mean.”


Slocock did indeed see.


“The storm is rising faster than our projections predicted,” Lambourne said. “If we don’t bring the deadline forward, it may break, and if it does”—he splayed out his hands and shrugged his shoulders—“we all get drenched.”


“Not much choice then,” Slocock said. “I have to win Wax over.”


“Not much choice at all, I’m afraid.” Lambourne patted Slocock’s hand. “But I’m more than confident that you’re up to the challenge, my lad. In addition, I’ll be able to provide you with leverage to help.”


“Leverage?”


“Make sure you’re home tomorrow morning. Something will arrive that will give you what you need should negotiation fail.”


As Slocock was pondering on this, the maître d’ shimmied up to the table.


“All iz well, gentlemen? Ze food iz to your lahkeeng? Zere are no, ’ow you zay, issues?”


“All is marvellous, thank you,” said Lambourne.


Slocock’s fork paused on its journey to his mouth. On it was impaled a lump of steak so rare it looked raw.


“Yes,” he said, smiling, as the meat dripped at his lips. “Yes, I think everything’s absolutely bloody marvellous.”




End of sample
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