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AUTHOR'S NOTE

Skarlet is fiction. The characters are made up, and they’re not meant
to reflect real people I know or real people I don’t. The Iraq War is
very real, but the incident Jake Lawton was involved in is a figment of
my imagination, as is the reaction to it. The locations in Skarlet are all
real, but they have been fictionalized for the sake of plot. For example,
the parts of London that are portrayed in the novel might not be
recognizable to the residents. That’s because I made them up.

Thomas Emson
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PART ONE.
THE FIRST ONES.


http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

®

http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

CHAPTER 1.
BLOOD TIES.

Five miLes NoOrRTH OF Brasov, RoOMANIA — II A.M.,
NOVEMBER 13, 1983

THE stranger said, “I’ll buy your children.”

The father gawped. He looked at his wife. The wife put her face in
her hands and whimpered.

And the stranger said, “I'll pay a good price. Do the men in the
town pay a good price? I will better it and take them away from you.
Your lives will improve with all that money, yes?”

The father’s face tightened. He glanced across at his children. They
were huddled together near the door. His daughter glared at him, and
hatred shone in her purple eyes.

But we have to survive, he thought, and your beauty sells for a good
price.

The wife looked up at him, and her face flushed with grief. She said,
“What if we become poor again? We won't have them to provide for
us. No one will buy me, will they.”

“You’ll not want,” said the stranger. “What I give you will last until
your old age. I will pay the highest price for your children and” — he
stared down at the rags on the table —“for these.”

The father shook his head. “I'll want double for these.”

The stranger’s face reddened. “They’re not yours to barter with,
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“They’re in my house, in my safe keeping. I'll bloody well barter if I
want to.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table.“Do you realize how
difficult life is in Romania? They say we live well. They say we should
love Ceaucescu. We're better off than the Russians, better off than the
English and the Americans. We're all equal, a Socialist paradise.” Sitting
back, he folded his arms. “That’s bollocks. We're starving. We can’t
work unless we suck up to the Party, unless we join the Party. We can’t
eat unless we sell our daughter for sex. This is our life, and if I have
something to sell, then you’ll have to name a price.”

“I will,” said the stranger. “The price is your life.”

The wife gasped and clutched at her breast. The son, cowering in
the corner in his sister’s embrace, cried. The boy’s tears ran into the
blood smearing his cheeks.

The father felt a chill spread through him. He looked at the stranger
and studied his eyes. The man had a Middle Eastern look to him. His
brown eyes were like bottomless pits, sucking the will out of the father.
The stranger had already killed two men today. And the father was sure
he’d kill him and his family, too. But bartering was a way of life for him,
so he had to keep his nerve.

He said, “Give me half again what you give for the kids, and you
can take these rags.”

The stranger slammed his fist on the table. “They are not yours.
You're only their keeper. I'll take them if I want, do you understand?”

The father’s throat dried out. His wife grabbed his arm and squeezed.
She leaned into him, and he smelled her sweat. Whispering, she said,
“Get a good price for the children, give him this shit. He’ll kill us,
Constantin.”

The father swallowed and said, “Give me a good price for the
children, and you can take this rubbish.”

The stranger relaxed. His shoulders sagged, and a smile spread across
his face. “Good, good.” He stared over to the children.

The girl rocked her weeping brother. She stared at the adults sitting
around the kitchen table — the adults who were buying and selling her
flesh.

The father looked away, fixed his gaze on the slices of material
spread out on the table. He said, “How much will you give? The girl,
she’s fifteen, she’s — soiled” — his wife blew her nose and sobbed — “but
the boy, he’s twelve, he’s — he’s untouched. Apart from the wound his
stupid sister gave him today.”
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“She gave him that to protect him from your schemes, sir,” said
the stranger. “To make the boy ugly to your monstrous punters. She’s
brave.”

“She’ a fool,” said the father. “He’s damaged, now.”

“But you’ll still sell him.”

He stared into the stranger’ eyes and the desperation flickering in his
breast blazed. “We must live, we must eat. I'll sell you my children.”

The stranger said, “Good, then I'll take them.” He stood up and
perched his trilby on his head.

“Where — where will you take them? To your country?”

“My country?”

“Yes,” said the father. “You're — Egyptian? A Palestinian? Fighting
for your freedoms from the Israelis?”

The stranger chuckled. “I’'m not. I'm a Babylonian.”

“A Babylonian?”

“An ancient culture. Which spawned you and your family, too. But
you don’t seem to care about culture, do you.”

Anger ignited in the father’s heart. “Culture doesn’t feed you. Give
me my money, and take these creatures with you. You've worn out
your welcome.” He jumped to his feet. He towered over the stranger,
and for a moment he felt strong and powerful. He could steal this
shrunken Arab’s money and drive him out of his home. Then hed
have the children to sell to his regular customers — and he’d be laden
with the Arab’s stolen money. He stepped round the table with this in
mind.

The stranger whipped out the gun.

The father froze, and his wife gasped.

“I’'ll pay you for your children, now,” said the stranger.

The father tried to speak.“I —yes — I — good, good — we can — settle
— the — the price = ”

“The price, sir, for being willing to sell your own children is
death”

The gun fired. The father ducked, and as he ducked he saw blood
burst out of his wife’s face. He screamed and covered his head. Silence
fell. He smelled the cordite. His son whined. Rolled up into a ball, the
father prayed.

The stranger said, “Youre a coward, and I am ashamed of you,
brother.”

The barrel pressed against the back of the father’s head. It was cold
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and sent shudders down his body. His bladder felt queasy. He started
to beg for mercy. A deafening noise filled his head and the world went
black and still.
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CHAPTER 2.
COMING TO WORSHIP.

SoHo, LONDON — 9.15 P.M., FEBRUARY 6, 2008

JAKE Lawton, thirty-one years old with five bullet-holes in his
body, watched the vampires stream into the club.

“Here they come,” said Cal Milo, Lawton’s partner on the door that
night. “The gothed-up freaks. The bloodsuckers. The neck-biters.”

Milo stared down from his six feet six as the vamps entered Religion.
Some of them leered up at Milo. They weren’t scared of him, showed
him no respect despite his size and power. They sneered and pouted
and minced as they filed past Milo and Lawton into the club.

Lawton spied for signs of drugs, booze, and weapons. His gaze flitted
over the clubbers. He watched for ticks, for nervous looks, for sweaty
brows. He looked at their white faces, their black-lined eyes. Chains
looped from ears to noses, from eyelids to lips. Earrings clustered on
lobes. Studs drilled into foreheads. Their lips were painted black or
scarlet and when they bared their polished teeth, Lawton saw that a
few had filed their canines into points.

“Come on, freakshows,” said Milo, “or it’ll be dawn and you’ll turn
into dust.”

“Leave it,” said Lawton.

“Hey, soldier boy.You do your job, I'll do mine.”

“I am doing mine — and I’'m doing yours as well. Keep the gob shut
and the eyes open.”
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Milo scowled at Lawton over the heads of the waiting goths. He
said, “Don’t pull rank on me, grunt.You’re not in the army, now. This is
civvie street, and I'm chief bastard. I say what’s what.”

Lawton sighed. He didn’t want trouble. He’'d deal with it if it stepped
up and challenged him, but better to calm situations down than stir
them up.

“All right, Cal, whatever you say. Let’s get them in.”

“Lovers’ tiff?” said a goth with blue hair, grinning up at Lawton.

Lawton saw the rage rise in Milo and decided to push his luck: he
smiled at the clubber and said, “He’s playing hard to get.”

The goth and his mates laughed as they trooped into Religion.
Lawton glanced at Milo, and Milo snarled. His hands were rolled into
fists, and a pulse throbbed at his temple.

Lawton said, “You look like you're taking a shit, Cal.”

“Fucking lovers’ tiff. You bastard, Lawton. Soldier boys might like it
up the arse, but I prefer women.”

“Unfortunately, they don’t prefer you.”

“What kind of women did they have out there in Iraq, Lawton?”

Lawton didn’t say anything. He watched the line of goths moving
into the club. Wednesday night was vampire night. It was coming up to
9.30 p.m. and they were arriving for a 10.00 p.m. start. They’d be here
all night, Lawton with them. The goths never caused much trouble,
never any fights, and not many drugs, either. But the dealers would be
here, as usual, preying on any potential customers.

The vampires who tagged along sometimes caused a bit of hassle.
The staff would always find an odd couple holed up in a toilet cubicle,
drinking each other’s blood.

“They’re sanguinarians,” Jenna told him a few months ago. “They
think they need blood to live. It’s not much. It’s consensual. They just
make a little cut on a mate’s arm, sup a little red.”

Lawton had frowned, thought he’d seen everything. Obviously not.
The hell of Iraq had not prepared him for blood-drinking, middle-
class students.

Jenna laughed and said, “You’ve gone a bit pale. The sight of blood
make you squeamish?”

“No, but the idea of drinking it does. These people need help.”

She’d scowled, looked away and said, “At least they don’t murder
innocent Iraqi civilians.”

The Army kicked him out two years ago. Lawton came back to
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New Cross, where he’d been born, where his mother had died when
he was a toddler. On his return he found a flat and sat in the flat all day
and all night playing the incident over in his head. He drank to try and
get rid of the pictures in his brain, but that didn’t work. He got some
unofficial security work, and that kept the wolves at bay. But he kept
on drinking and he kept on staying awake.

He and Jenna had dated for a few years when they were teenagers.
But Lawton joined up, and Jenna’s heart broke. It healed, though, and
they always got it on whenever he came home on leave.

But in 2003 they fell out over the war in Iraq. She'd gone on that
march in London, that Stop The War crap.

“So you’re supporting a dictator?” said Lawton.

“You'’re fighting for one — for fwo of them,” said Jenna.

“Bush and Blair aren’t dictators. They may be prats, but they’re not
dictators, you stupid cow.”

“Don’t patronize me, Jake. What do you know? You're just a soldier,
a killing machine, trained not to think — you do what they tell you to
do.”

She was right: he obeyed orders. That was the job. He didn’t
think about the rights and wrongs of the war, just got on with the
soldiering.

But once he got out there, Lawton wished Jenna and her anti-war
pals could’ve spent some time with him on the streets of Basra, feel
the gratitude of the locals, see their relief at being freed from a tyrant’s
yoke.

Whatever came afterwards — and what came afterwards was a fuck
up on a colossal scale, Lawton and his mates knew that — seeing those
faces made it all worthwhile for him.

More than a year after the Army kicked him out, he’'d seen Jenna
again.

He was in a pub, Wednesday night, quick pint before a cash-in-hand
job. A bunch of goths came in, loud and brash, dressed up in a mix of
Renaissance and Victorian gear.

And there, in black, part of this circus, was Jenna. Her short, blonde
hair had gone long and dark. Her skin was pale, her lips — which
looked so sexy in scarlet — were painted black.

When she saw him sitting at the bar, her smile went and her mouth
opened. They held each other’s eyes for a while, until she came over
and said, “You're back,” and he said, “What’s happened to you?”
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She sat next to him on a stool, and he looked down at her long legs
in the leather mini skirt and black tights, boots up to her knees.

He bought her a vodka and they skirted around the issues of
themselves and the war, focusing instead on a “How’s your family?”
and “What are you up to?” conversation.

“Are you headed out?” said Lawton, regretting his obvious question
immediately.

“Yeah,” said Jenna, “goth night, vampire night.”

“Vampires?”

“Uh-huh. Soho.This club called Religion. Every Wednesday night”
—and here she made an accent like Bela Lugosi in the original Dracula
— “the children of the night rise up to drink the blood of innocents.”

“You're joking.”

And she said she wasn’t, telling him about sanguinarians and how
they took a little drop from friends, and then saying that at least they
didn’t kill innocent Iraqi civilians.

Lawton had furrowed his brow, glanced over at Jenna’s friends, and
then asked her if she drank blood.

“No, Jake, I don’t. I'm in it for the clothes and the music.”

“Yeah. You always liked that kind of stuff. Bauhaus, Marilyn
Manson.”

“The Dresden Dolls, that kind of Dark Cabaret stuff. And London
After Midnight, I like. And Manson still. He’s cool.” She sipped her
drink, then said,“You should come down. I mean, if you’re doing door
work and you're looking for a job.I could put in a good word. I know
the guy who runs the club.”

“Do you?” he said, feeling a little flare of jealousy spark in his
chest.

Lawton said he’d think about it, and thanks for the suggestion. The
goths were leaving, and Jenna slid off the stool, saying she’d better be
off. They looked at each other like they had when she came in, and
Lawton reeled through the times when things had been good between
them.

“It’s good to see you again,” he said.

“Yeah, you too, Jake, really”

She put an arm on his shoulder and went on tiptoe to kiss his cheek.
“I’ll see you again,” she said — a confirmation, not a question.

“That'd be good.”
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“Come into town. Go see Nathan Holt at Religion. Tell him I told
you.

He nodded, and she waved and mouthed “bye” as she walked out of
the pub after her friends.

That night, Lawton doored at an unlicensed boxing show in North
London. He and two other bouncers had to fight oft a dozen thugs
who thought they didn’t need tickets to get in. Knives and broken
bottles, bricks and baseball bats, Lawton had no idea how he got out
without getting badly hurt. And he thought, Sod that, and the next day
he headed into Soho and found Religion.

Nathan, the manager, made him go on a Security Industry
Authorization course — “It’s all above board, Jake. All doormen, they
got be authorized these days.” — and a few weeks later, a regular salary
dropping into his bank account, Lawton doored at Religion for the
first time.

And nine months on, still there, he watched vampires wait in line.

Milo, still rabbiting on about Iraqi women, said, “All Muslims over
there, ain’t they. Don’t do sex. Get stoned to death, don’t they.”

Lawton, eyes fixed on the crowd, said,"“You know as much about Iraq
as you do about women, Milo. And that’s a little less than nothing.”

“Think you’re so fucking clever, Lawton. Think I don’t know what
you got up to out there?”

Lawton glared at the other doorman. A sweat broke out on the back
of his neck, and a spark of anger ignited in his breast.

Milo, smiling, said, “Bet they’re still after you, ain’t they. The Army.
Bet they want your head, Lawton. What happened, eh? Lost it, did you?
Did some war crimes, then chickened out of the court martial?”

Lawton almost shot through the line of clubbers and smashed into
Milo. But a voice saying, “Hello, soldier,” stopped him. He looked
down at her and smiled, but she must have noticed the fury in his eyes.
“You okay?”

“I'm fine,” he said, “You look great, Jen.”

She rolled her eyes.“Not your thing, Jake, I know, but thanks anyway.
See you later?”

He nodded, and Jenna winked at him, stroking her hand across his
abdomen as she filed into the club.

“Your little bloodsucker there, Lawton. Or is she another kind of
sucker?”
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“That’s obviously something you’ve never had experience of,
Milo.”

Lawton’s anger had died away. He knew he shouldn’t let Milo get
to him. Being a soldier, he was used to wind-up and banter. But Milo
pushed things too far. He was a bully, and bullies got Lawton’s goat.
He’d seen enough of that in the Army. And as a staff sergeant, he’d put
a few of them in their place — officially and unofficially.

Lawton wound down. Only a few stragglers stringing into the
club, now. He and Milo would move into the club at ten, a new pair
replacing them on the door.A voice in his earpiece said that everything
was okay inside. He relaxed, but then a familiar figure strolled around
the corner.

Dressed in a black shirt, black tie, black suit, the streak of piss sneered
up at Lawton. He stopped at the door, glanced at Milo, then looked
at Lawton. He took a packet of fruit gums from his jacket pocket and
popped one his mouth. His face creased up as he sucked. “Sharp,” he
said. “A bit like you, Mr. Lawton.”

Lawton scowled at him.

The streak of piss said, “I'm on the guest list tonight, Jakey-wakey.”

“You’re banned, Fraser — for life.”

“Not tonight, mate.”

“For life means tonight, means every night. On your way.”

“My way is that way,” said Fraser Lithgow, pointing into the club,
and he started up the stairs.

Lawton put an arm out to stop him, saying, “Hold your horses,
golden boy. You are banned. For life. You know that, so don’t be an
idiot.”

“He’s not banned. Not tonight,” said a voice.

Lawton turned. Nathan Holt, Religion’s manager, stood in the
reception area. Music pounded inside the club. Goths paid their fare at
the ticket booth and piled into the bar.

Lawton said, “Nathan, this guy’s a dealer. We banned him last
month.”

Holt closed his eyes and shook his head. “Misunderstanding, Jake.
He’s in”

Lawton looked at Lithgow, and Lithgow grinned. “Okay,” said
Lawton, “but you're being searched —

“No he’s not,” said Holt. “Mr. Lithgow’s here as a guest of the
management. Let him by, Jake”

17


http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

®

http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

Lawton stared at Holt and kept his arm across Lithgow’s chest. He
glanced at Milo, and Milo shrugged. Lawton said, “Nathan, this guy’s
carrying drugs, I just —”

“Let him by, Jake.”

Lawton blew air out of his cheeks and dropped his arm. Lithgow,
still wearing that grin, brushed his jacket where Lawton’s arm had
pressed against the material. He popped another sweet into his mouth.
His face screwed up, and then he smacked his lips. Swaggering past
Lawton, he said, “Jenna in tonight, Jake?”” and then he winked, adding,
“I'll see her myself, find a dark corner for the both of us.”

Lithgow faded into Religion’s darkness and a hoard of vampires
swallowed him.
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CHAPTER 3.
DEALS.

SoHO, LONDON — 10.43 P.M.

LAWTON said,“I don’t like this, Nathan.We caught Fraser Lithgow
with pills, and we banned him for life. He’s going to be a convicted
drug dealer when the courts are done with him.”

Holt shook his head. “No he’s not.”

“What do you mean, ‘No he’s not’?”

“Daddy Lithgow pulled a few strings.”

“Who’s Daddy Lithgow?”

“Barrister. Fronted up to the cops. Said his little boy hadn’t been
cautioned correctly — some technicality or other — I don’t know. All I
know is that the Fuads told me Lithgow was clear, and that if he turned
up tonight, we let him in.”

“He’s a fucking drug dealer, Nathan.”

Holt shrugged. “The Fuads said he’s in, he’s in.”

Lawton sighed. He looked at the bank of monitors in the CCTV
viewing room, trying to spot Lithgow in the crowd packed into
Religion. He’d followed Holt up here to the eagle’s nest to complain
about Lithgow’s redemption.

Lawton turned away from the monitors and gazed through the
tinted window that gave him a view of the dancefloor three-storeys
below.
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The CCTV suite was soundproofed, so he couldn’t hear the music.
It was weird watching the bodies writhe and jerk in silence. Lights
flashed and beamed across the crowd, highlighting faces for split
seconds — but not long enough for Lawton to spot Lithgow.

He glanced across to the tinted windows on the opposite side of the
dancefloor. Behind the darkened glass lay the lighting studio, where
Mick and Ray directed the illuminations.

Lawton thought of going over there and asking the guys to switch
on the lights for a few seconds, let him scan the crowd for Lithgow’s
spiked blonde hair.

His gaze skimmed across the clubbers again, trying to spot Lithgow
in the splashes of ultraviolet light pulsing from the arc lamps. The white
flares were powerful, and instead of enabling Lawton to see better, they
momentarily blinded him. He blinked, stars dancing before his eyes.

Holt broke his thoughts, saying, “Get back downstairs, Jake. You
can’t hang around here. You've got a job to do — and leave Lithgow
alone.”

Lawton went, thinking he should find the Fuads, ask them why
they’d let Lithgow into the club. But the brothers wouldn’t be here.
They never were, living it up in Monte Carlo to avoid paying their
way in Britain.

“Moaning get you anywhere, then?” said Milo as Lawton entered
the reception area. The music thumped from the behind the doors that
led through to the club, and Lawton could feel the floor drum beneath
his feet. The noise didn’t bother him. He’d heard worse.

Vampires and goths milled around, drinking and laughing. Lawton
eyed them, looking for signs of drugs. He knew that a few of them
would’ve been stoned before coming out.You couldn’t kick someone
out just because you think they’ve taken something.

“Hey, man,” said Milo, “don’t worry about the drugs. It ain’t worth
it. We can’t do nothing about it.”

“If we've got an anti-drugs policy, we’ve got to operate it
properly.”

Milo shrugged, just like Holt had shrugged minutes before. It was a
“what can you do” shrug.

“I'm going to stroll around,” said Lawton.

Milo flapped a hand as if to say, “Do what you want.”

Lawton slipped into the club,and the music hit him. It was deafening,
a drone of flanged guitars, screeching violins, cavernous bass-lines.
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Lights flared in the rafters and sliced in beams across the clubbers.
The smell of booze, sweat, and incense saturated the air. The crowd
moshed to the music.

Lawton narrowed his eyes and gritted his teeth. He sought Lithgow
in this chaos, but didn’t hold much hope.

Daddy Lithgow might have got sonny off a drugs charge, but it
didn’t mean Lithgow was innocent — he was probably as guilty as hell.
And the let-off had given him the confidence that he could get away
with anything.

Not if I can help it, thought Lawton, skirting around edge of the
dancefloor, easing goths out of his way.

* % Kk %

Jenna said she wasn’t interested and started to walk off, intending to
leave the chill-out room and head back down to the dancefloor.

“Hey, babe, hey,” he said, trotting up behind her, hand on her
shoulder.

She turned to look at him, saying, “Fraser, who gave you permission
to touch?”

He held his hands out in surrender, gave her a smile. Something
melted in her breast, and she cocked her head. “I don’t want any
tonight, Fraser, that’s all.”

“But, babes,” he said, coming up to her, “this is really cool stuff.
New pills in town. Let me show you.” And fishing in his pocket he
took out a jewelled box, the size of a Cook’s Matches box.

Jenna furrowed her brow. Fraser was close; she could smell his
aftershave. A tune she didn’t recognize by The Beautiful Deadly
Children played downstairs. She said, “That’s a nice box.”

“Yeah,” he said, opening it, “came with the tabs.”

“Oh,” said Jenna, looking at the pills.

Fraser took one out. It was red, with a “K” emblazoned on it. Fraser
said, “They’re called ‘Skarlet’, with a ‘K’.”

“Any good?” said Jenna.

“Lethal”

“How do you know?”

“On good authority, babes, on good authority. I trust my source.
Have I ever let you down in the past?”
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She looked up at him and grinned. “Always, sweetheart, always.”

She’d known Fraser five years, dated him for a couple of months
after Jake went to fight Bush’s war for oil in Iraq. But she didn’t trust
him. He was a sneak, a layabout, and she’d really only slept with him
after he sorted out her overdraft and kept her and her mates in pills.

“How much are they, Fraser?”

“Tenner.”

She blew air out her cheeks.

Fraser said, “Fiver to you, lovebud.”

“Gratis — then I recommend them to my mates.”

He made a face, a thinking face: pouty lips and narrowed eyes.

Jenna looked around the chill-out room. Goths lazed on the red
furniture, drinking, laughing, snogging. Half a dozen leaned against the
barrier, moshing there as they watched the dancefloor below.

“Gratis,” said Fraser, pecking a pill up between forefinger and thumb.
“Open wide.”

And she did, and he popped the pill on her tongue. She drew it into
her mouth. It tasted sour, not the neutral taste she usually got from a
tab.

“Weird taste,” she said.

“Swallow it — then you’ll see weird.”

Jenna swallowed, gulping to make spit to carry the pill down into
her stomach. She felt it slide down her throat, sensed it skimming
through her gullet.

“Okay,” she said, “done.”

“Take these” — Fraser gave her a handful of pills — “for your mates.”
He winked, gave her a leer.

Jenna felt light-headed. Fraser’s image swam in front of her. That
was odd. If it were ecstasy, it’d take more time to hit her. Maybe it
wasn’t —

She shook her head, clearing the cobwebs. “Thanks, hon,” she said.
And she turned, moving towards the chill-out room’s exit, the music
and voices welding into a single sound that undulated in her head.

Weird, she thought, finding her feet on the stairs that led down to
the dancefloor, really weird.

22


http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

®

http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

CHAPTER 4.
THEY WILL DIE ...

HoLLAND PARK, LONDON — II.24 P.M.

“THEY think they’re vampires, these people,” said Nadia Radu,
glowing in a crimson gown and a scarlet choker around her throat,
“but they have no idea.”

Her guests, seated on leather couches, drinking brandy, laughed.
Mrs. Radu’s audience comprised a dozen individuals, the men in
evening suits, the women wearing cocktail dresses. One, a man in his
sixties, snow-white hair and 1970s sideburns, said, “They’ll know soon
enough, Mrs. Radu.”

“They will, Your Honour,” she said, “soon enough.” She glanced at
the grandfather Clock in the corner and said again, “Soon enough.”

“These kids,” said a tall man in his forties, trendy glasses perched on
his nose, “think they’re vampires just because they’ve got a cloak like
Bela Lugosi, because they bought a set of fangs.”

“They’ll soon feel real fangs piercing their gums, Professor,” said
Mrs. Radu, “real fangs, and real cravings. Did you know that these so-
called vampires drink blood?”

The guests chuckled, shook their heads.

Mrs. Radu said,“They refer to themselves as ‘sanguine’, do you know?
And they drink each other’s blood. They don’t need it of course —”

“Yet,” said the Professor.
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“Yet. But they think they do. It’s a lifestyle for them. A lifestyle, but
not a life”

The guests hummed in agreement.

“They think that if they’ve read Dracula,” said a red-haired woman
wedged into a blue gown, “that they’re committed to the faith. Put
on a frilly shirt, a cape, some make-up, and” — she struck a pose, and
the others laughed — “they think that’s it: we’re in the gang — we’re
vampires.”

“Little do they know, Minister,” said Mrs. Radu to the red-haired
woman, “of the suffering and the servitude that awaits them.”

The door opened and a man strode in. Tall and imposing, he wore
black and had matching hair tied into a ponytail with a red knot. A scar
striped his face from the corner of his eye to his jaw.

He came to Mrs. Radu, leaned into her, and whispered in her ear
that “they were in”. His breath brushed her bare neck, and she closed
her eyes as desire swept through her.

“Thank you, Ion,” she said as the man moved away, leaving the
room. After he’d shut the door behind him, she said, “Everything is in
place, then. They will die, they will rise, they will feed.”

The guests clapped and hurrahed.

“And soon,” said Mrs. Radu, raising a hand to silence the room, “the
first of the three will be reborn.”

They listened to her, their eyes wide and their mouths open like
children hearing a story.

Mrs. Radu went on:

“And from the first, we shall raise up the second. And from the
second will come the third. And the trinity will reign over London.”

“London,” said the snow-haired man.

“And England,” said Mrs. Radu, “and all these islands.”

“And from there?” said the red-haired woman.

Mrs. Radu smiled at the woman and said, “The world will be ours,
Minister.”

Drained of energy, Mrs. Radu slumped into a leather armchair. She
watched her guests making fists, slapping backs, saying, “Yes, yes, yes,”
celebrating the rebirth — after three thousand years — of a vampire
nation.

* % Kk %
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Lawton thought he heard shrieks filtering through the cacophony,
but he put it down to the partygoers going over the top, as the goths
tended to do.

But fear fired up in his belly.

Something in those shrieks wasn’t right.

He pushed through the crowd, using his elbows to forge a path,
saying, “Let me through, let me through,” as goths gave way.

Lights flashed and cast jerking shadows as the goths moshed around
him.

A circle had formed on the dancefloor, and Lawton’s first instinct
was, There’s a fight. But that was unusual — goths weren’t violent.

But the closer he got, he saw the clubbers get down on their knees,
heard screams, someone shouting, “Can’t someone help him?”

He looked up at the stage. The DJ, Captain Red, squinted down at
the audience. He wasn’t lost in the music as he usually would be. He
was focused, his forehead creased. Lawton tried to get Captain Red’s
attention, but there were too many people.

The music pumped through the club, and Lawton could feel it
throb through him as he made his way through the crowd.

“They’re — theyre dying,” said a voice, and Lawton looked around.

Two men convulsed on the dancefloor, as if they were performing
some freakish breakdance. But Lawton knew breakdancers didn’t froth
at the mouth.

“Jesus,” he said, changing direction, heading for the jerking pair,
blood and saliva lathered at their lips.

A shriek pierced the havoc. Lawton flinched. He wheeled around.
He shut his eyes, felt someone fall against him, opened his eyes and saw
a girl in a spider web T-shirt.

She stumbled and slumped into his arms. He dropped to his knees,
cradling her. He stared into her face. Her eyes were wide, her mouth
open. Her throat jerked, as if she were struggling to breath. She was
pale, her skin bleached by the make-up she wore. Her eyes were painted
black. She had dark red hair.

Lawton bent forward to look into her mouth for any blockage. And
the blood shot up from the girl’s throat, Lawton saying, “Jesus Christ,”
before it gushed out, spilling over her chin, her throat, down over her
T-shirt.

Clubbers screamed, but Lawton held on to her. He looked up.
“Phone 999. Alert security,” he said.
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A couple of goths raced off — to be of some use, Lawton hoped, and
not to avoid watching this girl twitch and vomit blood.

The girl jerked, Lawton trying to comfort her. Blood and spit
bubbled from her lips. He laid her on the floor, turned her on her side.
Blood gushed from her mouth.

Someone grabbed his shoulder, and he wheeled around. It was
Milo, saying, “What the fuck’s happening?” and then, “Fuck,” when
he saw the girl.

“Get Red to cut the music. Find Holt. Phone emergency services.
They’re dying, Milo, they’re fucking dying.”

“Oh shit, oh shit,” said Milo. He dashed off, barging panicked
clubbers out of his way.

Lawton looked around. Bodies jerked and twitched. People
screeched and dashed about.

“Jenna,” he said, “please don’t take anything, please don’t take
anything.”

And the music died and the lights came on and the screams filled
Religion.
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CHAPTER 5.
SLEEPLESS NIGHTS.

NEew Cross, LONDON — FEBRUARY 7

THE 5.00 a.m. headlines said, “Police have closed oft roads leading
to a nightclub in Soho after dozens of clubbers are thought to have
died...”

Lawton made coffee and sat at the kitchen table, listening to the
LBC report. He drank the coffee and smoked a roll-up. Fatigue swept
over him, but like always, sleep never came.

He’d cleared the dancefloor with the rest of the security team, then
attended to the dead and dying.

Lawton shook his head, didn’t want to think about the girl in his
arms, blood lathering in her mouth, her eyes wide with terror, knowing
that her life was ending.

He’d looked for Jenna, but couldn’t find her. He’d wanted to trawl
the club, check out all the bodies. But he had to help in the main hall.
He tried to ring her, but she didn’t answer her phone.

The police arrived and corralled the clubbers who hadn’t fled
Religion. They barriered off the road leading down to the club and
posted a few uniforms there to keep the rest of the night’s partygoers at
bay. It was 3.00 a.m. by the time they got round to Lawton, a PC with
tired eyes taking a witness statement.

“We’ll need to speak to you again. C.I.LD. will be in touch,” said
the PC.
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“My — my ex, she was here. Jenna McCall. Have you —2”

The copper shook his head and said, “We don’t have names yet. If
you didn’t see her among the victims, she might have left. Chances are
she’s okay, Mr. Langdon — 7

“Lawton. It’s Lawton.”

“Yes. Sorry. We’ll be in touch.”

Lawton tried to get back inside, but scene-of-crime officers had
sealed off the areas where bodies had been found: the dancefloor, the
chill-out room upstairs, the toilets, the reception area.

Lawton peered into the club. White-overalled figures strolled
around. They crouched over bodies. They stooped and shuffled about,
looking for any piece evidence.

Lawton turned away, eyes scanning the street. He saw Holt leaning
against a car having a fag. Lawton strode over.

Holt jerked when he saw him, his chubby face turning white.

Lawton said, “If this was Fraser Lithgow’s doing, your head’s on the
block.”

“Why — why d’you think it was Lithgow?”

“He’ a dealer.You let him in.That smirk on his face told me he had
pills on him, Nathan.”

Holt shook his head. “He wouldn’t have been the only one, Jake.
There’s dozens of dealers here every night. We wouldn’t be here
without them. Turn a blind eye, mate.”

“Turn a blind eye, then this happens.”

Holt looked at him. Lawton saw anger in the man’s expression. Holt
said, “We don’t know if it’s drugs. We don’t know if it’s something they
took here. They could be from the same party, a bunch of freaks who
took some concoction before coming out. We don’t know, Jake, so
don’t go spreading stories.”

Holt tossed the fag aside and started to walk away. Lawton grabbed
his arm and forced him back against the car. Fear bleached Holt’s
face.

Lawton leaned into Holt’s and said, “I don'’t spread stories, Nathan,
I try to stop them spreading. We're fucked here, pal. This place is closed
until further notice, and unless someone comes up with answers, you,
me, the Fuads, were going to be pulled apart by the cops.”

He jolted Holt against the car, then walked away.

It was a ninety-minute trip on the night bus to get home, and all the
way he was ringing Jenna’s phone, and it was ringing out.
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Sitting in his kitchen, sipping his coffee, he checked the time on
his Nokia: 5.22 a.m. He gave it one more try, finding her name in the
phone’ directory. He pressed the call button, listened and waited.

Nothing.

He put the phone down and cursed. His guts churned and a finger
of fear crept up his spine.

Something was wrong, he knew it.

Jenna was dead, or close to death.

He finished his coffee, took the mug to the sink and rinsed it out.
He filled it with water and drank it down, then filled it again.

The bottle of Jack Daniels drew his gaze. He stared at the bottle and
thought about opening it and finishing it, and then heading down to
the Tesco Express for another. It was what he always did, so why break
the habit of a —?

Fuck it, he thought.

Grabbing his keys and the Nokia off the table, he started for the
door. He'd find her, or if he couldn’ find Jenna, he’'d find Lithgow.
That blowjob had something to do with this; Lawton could smell it.

The phone trilled. His heart leapt. He answered it, saying, “Jenna?”

Silence at the other end, then a whimper.

“Jenna?” he said again.

“You bastard,” said a man’s voice, “you absolute bastard. You killed
my baby”
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CHAPTER 6.
QUESTIONS.

SoHO, LONDON — 5.54 A.M., FEBRUARY 7

CHRISTINE Murray, forty-four, a bloodhound with blonde curls,
said, “How many dead?”

Superintendent Phil Birch sneered and, checking his red clipboard,
said, “Wouldn't you like to know?”

“I would, Phil, I really would. I've heard fifty, is fifty confirmed?”

Birch’s face stretched into an expression of surprise and he said,
“Who told you that?”

“I can’t say, but I'll print it.”

He scowled. “Print it, then.”

“Okay, so 'm wrong. How many, Phil?”

“Can’t say, Christine.”

She shrugged. “Well it’s mass murder, however many it is. And
you’ve got a drugs war on your hands.”

“A drugs war? How the hell do you make that out? There’s no war
and no mass murder.You're sniffing a story that’s not there. Don’t write
any of that, Christine, I'm bloody warning you.”

“It’s drugs, isn’t it? They died of an overdose.” She looked at her
notebook. “Frothing at the mouth — that’s what one of your over-eager
PCs told me.”
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Birch’s face went red. “Who was it?”

“I can’t say, but I'll print it.”

“Oh, you're a bitch.”

“I know, Phil, I know.”

“How did you get through the cordon, anyway?”

She raised her eyebrows, and blew out her cheeks.“Cordon? I didn’t
see a cordon.”

She glanced towards the club. Ambulances and police cars choked
the street. Their flashing lights threw a glare up into the sky. Paramedics
streamed in and out of Religion. It was almost 6.00 a.m., and the
clubbers had gone.

“What was going on here?” she said.

Birch said, “Wednesday’s goth night. The vampires come out. It’s
organized by” — he checked his clipboard —“The Academy of London
Vampyres, but attracts goths of all kinds. Perhaps you’d like to go and
harass them?”

“Perhaps I will. Anything to do with them, you think? Vampires?
Some bizarre ritual gone wrong?”

“They weren'’t all vampires.”

“Oh, that’s a comfort.”

“Some — most, actually — were goths. And not all goths are vampires,
but all vampires are goths — that’s what one of them, a goth, told me
when I asked him if he drank blood.”

Adrenalin flushed Murray’s heart. “Drank blood?”

“Yes. They — the vampires — some of them drink blood. They’re
sanguine vampires.”

“Blood poisoning? Is that what killed them?”

He sneered at her again. “Screws up your drugs war, Christine.
Anyway, it’s possible — but it wouldn’t kill them straight off. Septicaemia
takes time.”

Murray furrowed her brow. “They drink blood? Is that legal?”

The detective shrugged. “If it’s consensual. What can you do? It’s a
bloody shame, but we live in a free country.”

“How do they —2”

“I don’t know and don’t bloody quote me — and this is a crime
scene, so get lost” He wheeled around and strode towards the club,
a red ribbon fluttering from the clamp that held a notepad to his
clipboard.
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Murray stared down into Old Compton Street. Dozens dead — that’s
what her source had said. Her heart raced at the thought, and despite
the chill, she felt clammy. This was mass murder, no matter what Birch
said.

But who killed them?

A rogue drug dealer?

Some bizarre ritual gone wrong?

That was the story she wanted:

Weird goings-on in Soho. Blood-drinkers spread poison.

The paper would love it.

Murray thought how strange the world was, and she felt a tug of
fear at her heart: David and Michael, still young, still to reach the age
where they could be exposed to stuff like this.

She shuddered, thinking about them at home. What was the best
way to protect them?

Richard thought she should be at home, or at least in a job where
she could work regular hours. He’d raged at her when the phone
buzzed at 3.00 a.m., one of her police contacts tipping her off that
something had “kicked off in Soho — dozens dead — drugs”.

They'd had the usual argument as she left the house half~an-hour
later, and her bones chilled when she walked out of the door and stared
up the stairs.

David and Michael huddled together at the top of the stairs, tears
streaming down David’s face.

“Go to bed, babies,” she tried to say, but her voice cracked.

Murray, seeing her son’s faces, bit her lip.

Maybe Richard was right. Maybe twenty-five years of this was
enough for anyone.

A man in a blue suit came out of the club and lit a cigarette. He
headed up the road and Murray, casting thoughts of home aside, dashed
after him.

“Excuse me?” she said, “excuse me?”

And he stopped and turned.

“Christine Murray,” she said, offering a hand, “freelancer working
for the Daily Mail. Could I ask who you —2”

He turned away from her, drawing on his cigarette.

“Please, sir,” she said, trotting down the road after him towards the
police cordon, “please give me a moment.”

He turned again and canted his head to one side.
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“Thank you,” she said, “I’'m sorry. Do you work at —”

“You're going to have a picture of me. I saw the photographers flash
away. And someone’ll recognize me, no doubt. So, for the record, I'm
Nathan Holt. Manager of Religion.”

“You have a drugs problem here, Mr. Holt?”

He stiffened and colour flushed his cheeks. “You've got a bloody
cheek”

“They say that about me, yes.”

He stared at her for a moment. And then he said, “We have a very
aggressive anti-drugs policy.”

“So was it drugs that killed those people tonight?”

“I'm not a pathologist.”

“Do you have a problem with ecstasy? Do you tolerate it, Mr.
Holt?”

“Do you know how many people die from taking ecstasy? About
ten a year.”

“And that’s all right, is it, Mr. Holt?”

He scowled. “No more ‘all right’ than the thousands who die from
the effects of smoking.”

“You should be careful, then.”

“Excuse me?”

“The smoking,” she said, gesturing at the fag between his fingers.

He smirked at her and said, “I've got to be going. I have to tell the
owners that their club is closed until further notice.”

“I suppose you're not going to have much dancing if there are dead
people in your club.Who are the owners?”

He shook his head and turned, flicking his cigarette away. Murray
watched him stride down the street.

* Kk k%

Lithgow shat himself. He shivered, fear like a tight band around his
chest.

He’d watched Jenna stumble towards the stairs, enjoyed her arse in
that tight little skirt, then she’d fucking collapsed against the wall.

He was about to go help her — fucking honest, your honour — but self-
preservation took hold. Self-preservation and a scream from behind
him.

He turned and saw a guy — a guy he’d sold a pill to moments before
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he’d given one to Jenna — topple over the barrier and fall twenty feet
into the moshpit.

Another shriek at the chill-out room’ bar, and Lithgow turned. A
girl — oh, shit, he’'d sold to her, too — crumpled to the floor, coughing
— coughing — coughing out blood.

Move away, Fraser, he told himself, move away, nothing to see.

A guy with purple hair fashioned into a cockerel’s comb helped
Jenna to her feet. Her skin looked blanched, and blood bubbled at her
lips.

The cockerel soothed her, helped her to a chair, sat her down. But
Jenna jerked and choked and sprayed blood over the samaritan who
still tried his best despite being spattered.

Lithgow sneaked through the crowd. His bladder turned icy. More
goths were going down, their bodies jolting like someone was shooting
electricity through them.

Lithgow tried to look cool, and he managed it despite the sweat
pouring from his hair, down his back, despite the pulse thundering in
his head, making him dizzy.

He weaved through the throng on the dancefloor, panic clutching
at his heart as he saw more and more — all of them his customers
— collapsing, frothing at the mouth, dying.

Okay, this is bad, he thought. Be cool, boy, be cool.

He made his way into the reception area. A doorman tended to a
convulsing girl near the cloakroom, the cloakroom attendant saying,
“Shit, shit, theyre dying, there’s people dying everywhere,” and
someone else saying, “Ring 999 — we need ambulances here, now.”

Focusing on the street outside, Lithgow walked out of Religion. He
waited for someone to shout at him and say, “Come back here, you're
going nowhere.”

But no one said a thing.

He listened to the screams behind him, and then stepped out into
the rain. He walked, picking up his pace, hands in pockets looking as
cool as he could — and he could look cool, could Fraser. Even when
he was shitting himself.

He weaved through the crowds on Old Compton Street. He strolled
past Lab, the cocktail bar where the barmen thought they were Tom
Cruise. It was packed. He could pop in; disappear in the crowd.

He looked behind him. Night dwellers choked the street. No one
followed him. He was okay, and slowed his pace.
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In Charing Cross Road, he hailed a cab and said where he lived in
Fulham. He kept cool, jabbering with the cabbie, laughing at the racist
shit the guy spouted.

He threw forty quid at the driver, got inside the flat.

And then the panic burst out of him.

Shaking and sweating, he locked himself in the bog and sat on the
loo.

With the lights out, he waited in the dark for — for what? What
was he waiting for? A knock at the door? The cops coming to arrest
him? His life totally fucked, totally over. Sent to jail for killing loads
of goths.

He should’ve thought.

The guy, tall and powerful with a scar streaking the left side of his
face, had given him the drugs for free.

“A sample,” he said with a hint, maybe, of a Russian accent. “You
get it for free, and you charge what you want — keep the money. There’s
more if you want. Lots more.”

They were free. What was he supposed to do? Couldn’t turn down
free drugs, could he? This was capitalism, man. He had to make a profit.
The free market demanded it.

Nothing Lithgow sold before had killed anyone — well, not to his
knowledge. And not so many, anyway. Fuck, they dropped like flies,
didn’t they.

He was thirsty. He got off the loo, switched on the light, and went
to the sink. Turning on the tap, he stared at his reflection in the mirror.
His hair was crazy, like a mad professor’s. He looked pale and scared.
He poured himself a glass of water, drank it.

Lithgow thought for a moment. And then he took the jewelled box
out of his pocket. He opened it and went to the toilet. He tipped the
box over the loo.

Pills spilled towards the lip of the box.

Lithgow looked at the pills and thought.

Was this the right thing to do? Well, yes, but when did he ever do
the right thing?

Profit, he thought — got to make a profit.

He levelled the box and rummaged through the pills. These might
not be the ones responsible. Those goths, they might have taken
something else. And Jenna — Jenna might well have had some kind of
condition.
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He shook his head and shut the box.

They can’t pin it on me, he thought. And if they do, Dad’ll sort them out.
They wouldn’t dare accuse me. Not after the last time. After they fucked up and
had to apologize, Dad terrorizing them.

“It’ll be okay,” he said.“Stay cool, Fraize. Stay cool and it’ll go away.
Go to work, act like nothing’s happened.”

He gave the box a shake, and the pills rattled — and it almost sounded
like they were cheering him on, celebrating his decision to hold on
to them.
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CHAPTER 7.
SOLDIER UNDER SIEGE.

SOHO — 10.24 A.M.

“NO SLEEP for the wicked,” said Cal Milo as Lawton trudged up
the steps into Religion.

“I never do,” said Lawton, “but it’s nice to see you looking like the
walking dead, Cal.”

Milo fiddled with wires spilling from a security panel at the front
entrance. He grinned, and spite sparkled in his eyes. He said,““You look
like dead man walking, Lawton.”

Lawton faltered, stared up at Milo. “What d’you mean?”

The big man put his hands up in surrender, said, “Mean nothing,
mate. Just saying. You look like shit, I look like shit, some of us are in
the shit.”

Lawton, his blood getting hot, stepped forward. “Say what’s on your
mind, Milo.”

Milo’s smile disappeared.“Or what, grunt?”

“Sorry, forgot. You haven'’t got anything in your mind, have you,
lump.”

“Piss off out of my face, Lawton.”

“Or what, pondlife?”

Milo took the bait. He let go of the wires. He swung his oak-like
arm around, trying to swat Lawton’s head off his shoulders. Lawton
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raised his guard, hands resting on the top of his head, elbows flared. He
blocked Milo’s attack with his left forearm, and shot up his right elbow
to crack Milo under the chin.

The big man grunted, and his legs buckled. He teetered, Lawton
grabbing Milo’s arms to prevent him from tumbling down the steps and
injuring himself. With Milo finding his feet, Lawton stepped back.

Milo cradled his chin, saying, “What — the — what — did — uh — uh
3

“You'll be all right, Milo,” said Lawton. “Just don’t think too much.”
And he turned, walked into the club.

A police constable greeted him, saying, “You are?”

“Jake Lawton. I've been told to pay Detective Superintendent Phil
Birch a visit.”

He’d already said this to the copper standing guard at the barricade
at the bottom of the street. He was getting tired of it. The PC indicated
with his chin that Lawton should go upstairs. “CCTV unit,” said the
policeman.

He trudged upstairs, thinking about the call he got a few hours
earlier. It was Jenna’s dad.

You absolute bastard.You killed my baby.

Lawton’s blood had frozen, taking Mark McCall’s sobs as
confirmation that she was dead.

“Mark, are you sure?”

“I’ve just had to I.D. her dead body, you bastard, and it’s all down to
you, you and your fucking drug culture.”

“My drug culture?”

“Those clubs, all that weird perverse stuft that goes on down
there.”

“I'm a doorman, Mark — I try to stop drugs getting in.”

“Don’t bullshit me, Jake, I know what goes on. I'm an ex-copper,
so don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes, son. Doormen, dealers, you
all work together.”

Lawton felt a knot tighten in his stomach.

He’d known McCall for years, and McCall never liked him much.
Jenna’s dad had left the force, disillusioned with all the red tape —“You
can’t give a yob a good kicking these days without having to fill in five
forms beforehand, and another three after.”

McCall hadn’t been pleased when Lawton joined up, either. His
daughter’s teenaged boyfriend roaming the world, gallivanting and
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living it up, didn’t strike McCall as a good idea. But he was glad when
Lawton split with Jenna soon after, didn’t care that his daughter was
heartbroken. He thought Jenna would be better off without the likes
of Jake Lawton: “The Army’s full of layabouts, full of scum who’d be
in prison if they’d not joined up. England’s going down the gutter, lad,
down the fucking gutter.”

Lawton knew the lads he worked with weren’t layabouts or scum.
Some of them might be mouthy. A few got into trouble when they
drank too much on R&R.But no one else did the job they did. No one
else went to hell, came out, and was expected to behave normally.

No one else — not even cops like McCall — put their lives on the
line like those lads did.

Things got worse when they invaded Iraq, McCall raging against
Blair, against Bush, against “all the cowards who bowed down before
them and let them walk into a free, independent country”.

Lawton pointed out that Iraq was hardly free.

“’Course they are, Jake. Seen it on TV. Women walking around in
jeans. None of this Arab nonsense. They're like us.”

“Those would be the same women raped by Saddam’ sons if
they take a fancy to them, then. The same women whose fathers and
brothers and sons are tortured if the say a word against Saddam. But
that’s okay. As long as they’ve got jeans, that’s okay.”

“Bollocks,” said McCall. “What do you know? You're a soldier.
Brainwashed.”

He couldn’t win, so he left it. And Jenna left him when he went to
war. It wasn’t that he wanted to go to war. It wasn’t that he supported
Blair or Bush — it was his job, that was all.

His job was soldiering and he was going off to soldier.

McCall had railed against him that morning on the phone. It was
a curse Lawton came back alive from Iraq, he said, wheedling his way
back into Jenna’s life.

“You should’ve left my girl alone,” he said.*“She’s into all that weird,
vampire stuff. You could’ve at least got her out of that.”

“She’s twenty-nine, Mark. She makes her own decisions.”

Silence fell. McCall breathed deep, rasping breaths. Lawton’s nape
prickled.

McCall said, “She was twenty-nine. She made her own decisions.
Was. Made. My” — he began to cry — “baby’s dead, she’s dead. She’ll
always be ‘was’, now, always be past, always be gone.”
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Grief gouged at Lawton’s guts.

“I'm sorry, Mark,” he said, “I really am. If the police don’t get who’s
responsible, I — I will. I promise.”

Fraser Lithgow played on Lawton’s mind: the leer, the swagger, the
spiked hair.

“You're responsible, Lawton. It’s you,” said McCall.

Lawton listened to him weeping. And when the tears stopped,
McCall cursed him again and then slammed down the phone.

* k k%

He knocked once on the CCTV monitoring room and entered.

He went to say hi to Lisa and Brian, but stopped himself. Cops
filled the room. A couple of uniforms, and two suits. A balding man
in his late thirties stood up and glared at Lawton. The man carried
a clipboard. He’d been watching Brian reel through CCTV images,
presumably from last night.

The man said, “You are?”

“Jake Lawton.”

“Mr. Lawton, our doorman. I'm Superintendent Phil Birch.”

“Okay.” Lawton shut the door, stepped into the room.

“I understand you came up here last night.”

“Here?” He glanced at Brian, who was fast-forwarding through tape.
Brian’s neck flushed. “Yes, I came up here to talk to Nathan Holt.”

“We’ve met Mr. Holt.”

“Good, then he explained why I came up here.”

“He did, but that’s not important.”

“Not important?”

“No, Mr. Lawton, what’s important is that the tape from last night’s
CCTV recording is missing.”

Lawton couldn’t speak, his voice trapped in his throat. And no
matter how much he tried, no sound would come out.

“Mr. Holt,” said Birch, “says you came up here to have a word,
but he wasn’t here. Neither were Mr. Smith, here” — he indicated to
Brian, who had turned beetroot red — “nor his colleague Miss Lisa
Dennison.”

“That’s a lie. Brian, that’s a fucking lie.”

Brian turned. Fear filled his eyes. Colour had rinsed his cheeks. His
mouth open and closed.
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Lawton felt his chest tightening. His mind flashed back, and he had
to grab the back of a chair to steady himself.

He said, “Someone’s fucking with me. I’'m being set up — again.”

Birch said, “Mr Smith, you can leave, now;” and Brian scuttled out,
head down, mumbling.

Lawton didn’t look at him; he let him slip out. Brian was all right.
Lawton couldn’t understand why he’d lie — unless he’d been got at.

“You were here alone, Mr. Lawton,” said Birch, “and the tape that
could provide evidence as to who killed twenty-eight people here last
night has gone missing. Any ideas?”

“I wasn’t here alone. Brian was here. Lisa was here. And Holt was
here. I came up to complain that a drug dealer — a known drug dealer
— had been let into the club.”

Birch tapped his teeth with the end of a pen. “Who was that,
then?”

Lawton said who it was and Birch scribbled something down on his
clipboard. He showed the clipboard to the other suit. The man nodded
and went to a corner, where he got on the phone.

Birch said, “Why would three people give us a different story, tell us
you were here alone — for long enough to snaffle that tape?”

“Why would I want to snaffle that tape?”

Birch shrugged. “You tell me.”

“I can’t, because I don’t know.”

The other suit moved back into the light. He handed Birch a scrap of
paper torn from a notebook. Birch studied the piece of paper. Reading
it, he said, “Fraser Lithgow was apprehended by doormen at Religion a
couple of months ago, suspected of being in possession of ecstasy pills.
Turned out it was all a bit of a cock up. Had nothing on him.”’

“That’s crap,” said Lawton. “I found them. Two bags of blue pills
stuffed into his shoes.”

Birch raised his eyebrows. “You found them.”

“Yes I did. I found them.”

Birch nodded and hummed.

“What’s that mean?” said Lawton. “That humming.”

“Nothing, Mr. Lawton. Interesting that you claimed to have found
drugs on this gentleman, that’s all. And then you claim you came
up here last night to complain about him being allowed entry into
Religion. Pissing on your patch was he, sir?”

Lawton glared at him, and the man’s cheeks blanched.
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Lawton said, “I've been here before, Superintendent Birch.”

“How do you mean?”

“Being fitted up for something I didn’t do.”

He smiled and Lawton saw that the man knew — probably had it
written down on his clipboard.

Lawton said, “If 'm not under arrest, 'm walking away. Are you
going to arrest me?”’

Birch shook his head. “But if you do come across that tape, you’ll
let me know?”

“I would bloody love to.”

* Kk k%

Lawton stormed out of Religion. Milo, upgrading the club’s security
system, didn’t see him — and that was lucky for Milo, because he’d get
another smack the way Lawton felt now.

Lawton walked a little way down the street and leaned against a
door. He blew air out of his cheeks and rolled a cigarette. He watched
the passers-by and smelled Chinese wafting from a nearby restaurant.
It got his stomach going.

He lit the cigarette and smoked, and was starting to enjoy it until a
voice said, “Is it drugs or murder this time, Mr. Lawton? Or perhaps a
bit of both?”

He looked up and saw her standing there, a swagger in her posture.

The rage that had been dying rose again in Lawton’s breast. He stared
down at his feet and smoked his cigarette, saying, “I’ve got nothing to
say to you. I've never had anything to say to you.”

“No comment, then,” said Christine Murray. “That looks good in
print. Implies guilt.”

“I don’t care what you think, I don’t care what you say.You fucking
lied and lied before about me, and you’ll lie and lie again, I guess.”

And he stepped away from the doorway, striding past her down to
Old Compton Street. The rain drizzled and he pulled up the collar of
his jacket.

She followed him and said, “Are you involved, Mr. Lawton? I hear
the police have questioned you. Something about a tape.”

He turned sharply to face her, and she stopped in her tracks. They
stood like two buoys in a sea of people and the crowd washed around
them.
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Lawton said, “Do you want a story, Mrs. Murray —2”

“Christine, please. We're old friends.”

“All right, I've got a story for you: they’re setting me up. Just like I
was set-up two years ago.”

“You’re paranoid, Jake.”

“Mr. Lawton, please,” he said. “We’re not friends.”

“What do you know about this tape?”

“I don’t know anything about the tape.”

“And the drugs?”

Lawton opened his mouth and then stopped himself.

“Mr. Lawton?” said Murray, canting her head to the side.“You were
about to say — 7

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” he said, and spun away from her, then
strode off.

“Come on, Mr. Lawton. You're a suspect, did you know that? They
like you for this, that’s what I'm hearing.”

He walked and she followed, and her voice made his skin crawl.
He’d heard it for months after he came home from Basra.

She pestered him by phone, harassed him at his flat, harried him in
the pub.

She wrote her stories and the papers published them, but Lawton
never gave them a word. And then other papers came after him, and
they pestered and harassed and harried, and wrote their stories. But he
didn’t give them a word, either.

They went away, but Murray came back. And she kept coming back
until she had nothing left to ask.

If she’d been a man, he would’ve killed her — he was certain of
that.

And as he turned into Shaftesbury Avenue, he heard her voice filter
through the noise of traffic and people.

She said, “They’ll get you in the end, Mr. Lawton. I might be the
only friend you’ll have left —~

* k k%

Murray shivered and watched Lawton get swallowed by the
crowds.

He chilled her, and always had. The dark hair, cropped short, and
the narrow, steel-grey eyes set in a pale, sharp face, said military straight
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off. He was lean and powerful, and she imagined he’'d be like granite
if you hit him. Not spongy like most men. Scars peppered his face, but
he was still handsome. And she guessed that he had a soft, warm smile
when he chose to smile it. He was still young, but his career was over.
Not much of a future, except perhaps in the black market — drugs,
protection rackets, hired killings.

She’d stalked him for months after the tape fell into her hands. It
was a big story, but Lawton didn’t want to play. He was still serving in
Iraq.

“They still allow him to carry a weapon,” she’d said to a news editor
when she was trying to sell the story.

The Mail refused to run the tape, said it would damage the Army.
The Sun was a bit squeamish. The Mirror had its fingers burnt by
publishing fake images of British troops pissing on Iraqi prisoners.

But a Sunday red-top paid buckets for the story, and Murray posted
the video on her website. Already well known among her peers, she
became a minor celeb.

And Lawton got kicked out of the Army.

“You have your sacrifice,” said Murray’s Ministry of Defence mole,
a sneer in his voice.

She got a lot of shit from Army types, one officer saying, “This
man’s been shot five times for his country, he’s a hero, and you bitch of
a hack destroy his career with your lies.”

But commissions poured in from newspapers and magazines, and
Murray became a troop-baiter.

Murray still loved the buzz of a newsroom and took on freelance
shifts at all the nationals when she could. A couple of weeks ago she’d
signed to do a month at the Mail’s Kensington HQ — and the timing
couldn’t have been better.

Murray’s vision blurred as she glared at the crowd into which
Lawton had vanished.

She thought of getting a coffee and ringing the newsdesk to update
them. Her phone rang, and she thought they'd got there first. But
when she looked at the screen, she saw it wasn’t the newsdesk and she
sighed.

“Hello, Richard,” she said.

A few seconds of silence filled the line, but then he said, “You said
you'd be here for them.”

“There are twenty-eight people dead, Richard.”
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“I know, I heard the news.”

“Well, I've got to —”

“Your sons asked after you.”

A knot of pain tugged in her belly. She flinched. “I — I know I
promised but — 7

“No buts anymore, Chrissie. No buts.You can’t break promises you
make to them, you just can’t. When are you home?”

“I-1 can’t say.”

He sighed, and she gritted her teeth, rage rising in her breast.

“Well,” he said, “we’ll see you when we see you. Oh, they won't,
they’ll be in bed, your sons. So, I'll see you when I see you.”

He cut her off and she yanked the mobile away from her ear. She
bit her lip and tried not to cry.
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CHAPTER 8.
GIVING YOU EXTRA.

HicH STREET KENSINGTON, LONDON — 11.4§ A.M.,
FEBRUARY 7

LAWTON said, “I'd like to make a withdrawal.”

The cashier looked up and paled.

“Hello, Fraser,” said Lawton.

Lithgow grimaced, trying to make a smile.

“How about it, Lithgow? A withdrawal?”

“What — what kind of withdrawal, sir?”

“Your heart, right out of your chest with my bare hands. And don’t
think I couldn’t.”

Lithgow tottered on his stool behind the counter, and the colour
left his face. An Asian woman came up behind him, threw a glance at
Lawton, and then spoke to Lithgow. “Everything all right, Fraser?” and
then looking at Lawton said, “Sir, can we help at all?”

Lawton smiled at her and she smiled back. He said, “It’s fine. My
account’ in a bit of a mess, and I get flustered. I may have made your
colleague nervous with my outburst, but I apologize. It’s my fault. I
should be more careful with my money.”

“All right, sir,” she said. “Fraser, can you deal with this?”

“Yes, yes, it’s all fine,” he said, and the woman slipped away, eyeing
Lawton.
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“What do you want?” said Lithgow.

“I want you, in ten minutes, to have a sudden need for a cigarette
and meet me in Starbucks across the road.”

“Idon’t —I can’t —”

“Or I'll put a name to the face the cops have on that CCTV tape
handing out pills to kids just before they died on Wednesday night.”

Lawton glared at him and hid the lie behind the steel grey of his
eyes.

“Oh, fuck,” said Lithgow. “Okay, okay, ten minutes.”

Lawton glanced at the poster stuck on Lithgow’s window. It showed
the Halifax’s Howard offering to give us extra.

Glaring back at Lithgow, he said,“No TV ad for you if you fuck this
one up, Fraser.”

Lawton strode out.

He crossed the road to Starbucks and sat in a window seat, cradling
a black coftee.

He thought about Jenna and he thought about that copper trying
to nail him for the missing CCTV footage. He thought about Murray,
stalking him again. He blew air out of his cheeks and went into his
pocket for his Rizzla and Old Holborn, but then remembered where
he was.

His skin crawled, and he felt fear grind through his guts. Lawton
knew he was being fitted up.

Was it Holt? And was he trying to protect Lithgow? Brian and
Lisa had obviously been got at. And the copper, Birch, was being fed
information.

Jenna came back into his mind, and he felt sadness well in his breast.
He didn’t think he’d feel like this about her. She was never the one,
but he cared for her.

And if he'd let life control him, and he’d ended up falling into a
marriage and babies with her, he’d have been happy enough.

He almost told Birch that he'd lost an ex in the tragedy. But he
hesitated. They’d want to know why she was an ex; they’d make things
up about their relationship, twist his words and give him motive. He
hoped the tired looking PC he’d mentioned it to last night outside
Religion would forget.

He shook the clutter out of his head and watched the traffic sweep
along Kensington High Street.

He stared at the bank, waiting for Lithgow to slither out. Lawton
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looked at his watch. Ten minutes, he'd said. It was already fifteen. If
Lithgow’d done a runner, he’d find him and wrench his neck like a
chicken.

The irritation grew in Lawton. He was about to storm out of
Starbucks and go find Lithgow. But then the little sneak jogged out of
the bank.

Five minutes later, Lithgow cowered opposite Lawton in Starbucks
with a green tea. He took a packet of sweets from his navy suit jacket
and popped one in his mouth. He pouted and his face creased up.

Lawton, curling his lip, said, “Where’d you get those pills you had
last night, Fraser?”

“Hey,” he said, sucking the sweet,“I don’t know what you're talking
about. I didn’t have any —~

“Don’t bullshit me, you fucking insect.”

“I'm telling you,” Lithgow said, his gaze flitting about the coftee
shop, “I was clean.”

“You’re about as clean as dog shit, Fraser.” Lawton leaned across the
table, bracing himself for the lie: “You're on tape, I told you.The cops,
this morning, say, " Who’s that little shit selling pills to that girl?’ Now”
— he leaned back, folded his arms — “I said nothing. I thought, ‘Give
Fraser the benefit of the doubt, find him myself and ask him nicely’ So
here I am” — he leaned forward again, frowning — “asking you nicely.”

Lithgow glanced around. He swigged the tea.

Lawton said, “You know that Jenna died?”

Lithgow stared at him, his expression frozen in a look of terror.
“Yeah,” he said, his voice like it had been scraped off the back of his
throat.

“Did you sell her a pill?”

Lithgow swallowed. “I — I did not sell Jenna a pill.”

“You didn’t?”

“No, no I didn’t. All right, I sold pills to other people, but I did not
sell to Jenna.”

“So you did have drugs on you, you shit.”

“Yes, yes, all right. I did. But that doesn’t mean I killed them. Doesn’t
mean my pills killed them. There were probably loads of drugs there.
Doesn’t mean I killed them. No way, man.” He sat back, folded his
arms. “No way.”

“You're a coward, Lithgow.”

“Yeah, so? Big fucking deal. I do what I have to do.There’s no way
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I'm taking the fall for those dead people, no way. I only sell ’em on.
Nothing to do with me what’s in them. Not my responsibility.”

Fury boiled in Lawton’s belly. He wanted to drag Lithgow across
the table, toss him through the window. “Okay,” he said, “where’d you
get them? Who sold them to you? Was it Holt? Did he have anything
to do with this?”

Lithgow made a face and said, “Holt? What the fuck =2 No — no
way, Lawton, no fucking way. I'm not a grass.”

“You are if it means saving your skin, shit for brains. Tell me about
Holt. He let you in last night when you're supposed to be banned.”

Customers turned, aware of Lawton’s anger. He looked around,
scowled at a bald man trying to look young in a Nike hoodie. The
man shied away.

Lawton said, “I guess it’s time to slip away. We've got ourselves an
audience.” Lawton stood. “T’ll see you again, Fraser. I want to know
where they came from, or I give you to the cops.”

Lithgow stared up at him.

Lawton, lying again, said, “You’re on the tape, Fraser. Youre on
the tape selling drugs to people who died. Think about it, mate.” He
straightened, pointed at Lithgow saying, “See you soon,” and walked
out.
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CHAPTER 9.
WAR CRIMINAL,.

“JAKE Lawton killed an unarmed civilian,” said Murray. “Chased
him down and shot him through the head.”

“And he left the Army before any charges could be brought,”
said Commander Peter Deere. “We all saw your marvellous piece of
investigative journalism, Christine.” He leaned back in his chair, one
hand scratching the back of his neck, the other aiming the remote
control at the TV.

Murray glanced over at the TV. Sky News was broadcasting a
statement from Home Office minister Jacqueline Burrows.

Murray said, “But you didn’t do anything about it.”

“Not a matter for British authorities. Let’s listen to what Firestarter
has to say,” said Deere.

“Firestarter?”

“Flame red hair and fiery temper, Christine.”

He turned up the volume, and Burrows’s voice grew louder, saying,
“...and our thoughts, today, are with the families of the twenty-eight
victims. I, on behalf of the Home Secretary —”

“Who is on a jaunt in the U.S.)” said Deere.

“ —and the Prime Minister — ”

“Same jaunt,” said Deere. “While their citizens are dying.”

“ — want to declare the government’s determination to bring the
perpetrators of this crime to justice. We do not wish to pre-empt the
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police investigation or the forensic evidence, but it has been suggested
that drugs are to blame for this tragedy. I can assure the public that this
Labour government shall continue its successful campaign against —

Deere muted the minister, saying, “These people spout such
bollocks.” He swivelled round to face Murray. “So your energies are
directed towards this ex-soldier again, are they, Christine?”

“Where are your energies directed, Peter? I can’t seem to get a
straight answer from Phil Birch.”

“Well, off the record Lawton is certainly someone were looking
at. It’s claimed he was alone in the CCTV monitoring suite. The tape,
which would probably identify the dealer, has gone missing.”

“Do you really think he’s the mastermind? I know he was there at
the scene, but it just doesn’t ring true. An organizer of such a crime”
— Murray shook her head — “would be miles away, surely” A sweat
broke on her back and her blood quickened. She suspected Lawton
might be guilty, but wanted to hear it from the police.

Deere shrugged.“I can't tell you any more, Christine. Investigations
are on-going and all that”

“What about the concern that soldiers leaving the Army are being
drawn into crime? We know Lawton’s worked as a doorman at some
unsavoury venues — unlicensed boxing nights, illegal raves.”

“I didn’t know there was a concern.”

“I’'ve written stories about criminal incidents involving ex-Forces.”

Deere smirked. “You seem to have a dislike for soldiers, Christine.”

She shrugged. “Not at all. But I do think that we shouldn’t regard
them all as heroes when we know that individuals like Jake Lawton
join up.”

“Individuals like Jake Lawton?”

“Murderers. A war criminal.”

Deere shook his head. “You went for the jugular, you got your
reward, Christine. And you took no prisoners — even the Met got
lashed — 7

“You didn’t charge him, Peter.You didn’t even question him.”

He held his hands out.“It was out of our jurisdiction. Anyway” — he
sniffed and cradled the back of his head in his hands — “war’s war, and
nasty things happen. I know — well, I'm sorry to say this — but I know
that’s difficult for a woman to grasp,so —”

“It wasn’t a war, Peter. The war was won, by then. This was supposedly
peacetime. He murdered an innocent man. And if he’s able to shoot
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someone in the head at point blank range, he can comfortably play a
part in the distribution of drugs.”

Deere leaned forward and bristled. I shall neither confirm nor deny
our interest in Jake Lawton.”

Murray looked down at the notebook that rested on her knee. She
said, “All right. Anyone else in the line of fire?”

“Off the record, a few drug dealers. The DJ on the night, a Captain
Red — real name Steven Hammond — has convictions for possession.”
He turned his eyes towards to TV. Burrows still railed. “Quid pro quo,
then, Christine — as usual. If you hear anything — let me in on it” He
sighed up at the television. “That Jacqueline Burrows woman will be
up the ACC’s arse all day, and then she’ll be up mine. And once the
Home Secretary’s back from his American junket, he’ll be crawling up
there with them.”

“Can I quote you?”

He glared at her.

* Kk k%

Murray sat at her desk in the Mail’s Kensington offices, pecking
the currants from a scone, and thought about her conversation with
Deere.

She’d known him for fifteen years. Murray worked the crime beat
for the Standard; he worked drugs as a superintendent with the Met.

He was a known woman-doubter, a dinosaur in the multi-cultural,
gay-welcoming, female-friendly Met.

But the dinosaurs still survived, and whatever picture the image-
makers painted, the police would always be a man’s world — like the
Army; Jake Lawton’s world.

She logged on to e-lib, the Mail’s electronic library system. The
database stored stories published in all the national papers. The Mail
had installed e-1ib in the past year, so this was the first time Murray had
run Lawton’s name through the search engine.

She waited while the system searched and thought about Lawton
and how he’d come to do what he did. Murray had marched to stop
the invasion of Iraq. She’d gone as a reporter and as a citizen, furious
that Blair was taking Britain to war.

“Won’t do any good,” said Richard at the time — and he was
right. He’d said, “The loudest voices are against the war, but there’s
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a considerable majority out there who think it’s right to go in — we
believe in the weapons of mass destruction evidence, Christine.”

“I don’t want this done in my name,” she’d said, screaming at her
husband.

“That why you protested, went on that March — to express your
outrage. Pity the Iraqis can’t express their outrage against Saddam.”

“Bollocks,” she said, not wanting to know about Saddam. This was
never about Saddam: it was about U.S. and British aggression.

But the war came, and in days it was won.

And then things started to go wrong.

Abu Ghraib sliced open the wound that had festered since the
invasion, and the poison seeped out. Those images from the Baghdad
prison showing U.S. troops abusing Iraqi POWs confirmed what
Murray knew.

“We’re all barbarians,” she’d told Richard.

After Abu Ghraib, the tide, although always pushing against the
war, swelled and roared in defiance. The papers chased scandals. Mirror
chiefs made morons of themselves by publishing those hoax pictures.
But the mood was clearly there for soldier baiting.

And Lawton got caught.

A friend of a friend of a friend who skulked around the anti-war
movement had e-mailed Murray the footage.

The e-mail said, “Shocking video of British soldier killing an un-
armed Iraqi — who's surrendering. We think the soldier’s called Lawton
— Jack or Jake. Not sure which regiment. There’s no volume, sadly. We
think the incident happened in Basra sixteen months ago, November
2004, but can only confirm this from the reading on the footage — the
settings might not be correct. Leeza Dervish at Peace Today! said you'd
want this. It’s disgraceful — this is what these soldiers are doing every
day in Iraq in our name.”

Murray’s blood boiled when she read then e-mail. But when she
clicked on the RealPlayer icon attached to the message and the video
played, her fury bubbled over.

This is what she saw:

The cameraman looks down into an alley. Static peppers the image.
The picture shows the side of a sandstone building. Pots and pans are
piled up against the wall.

Dust coughs up on the left of the screen, and a bearded man wearing
combats stumbles into shot. A rucksack hangs off his shoulders. His

53


http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

®

http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

right hand’s not there, blood pulsing from his stump. He throws up
dust and debris as he scuttles backwards into the alley. He falls on
his backside. The sand coats his clothes and hinders the cameraman’s
view.

More dust belches from the earth on the left of the shot, and a
soldier in full combat gear comes into view.

A rifle is jammed into his shoulder. He aims the gun at the bearded
man.The soldier crouches as he shuftles forward. The gun’s jerking, and
the soldier’s mouth opens and closes as if he’s shouting at the Iraqi.

A cloud of dust swirls around the alley.

The Iraqi’s jaw goes up and down — was he begging for mercy?

The soldier jabs the gun.The gun’ fixed on the bearded man.The
camera shakes.

In the bearded man’s left hand is a mobile phone. He holds the hand
up over his head, palm facing heaven, pushes it against the air. He’s
getting to his feet. Is he surrendering?

His wounded hand rests over on his heart. He rubs his chest, or tries
to pluck something out of a breast pocket in his jacket.

Is he pleading? Trying to show his identity papers to the aggressive
soldier?

Another soldier coming into shot, gun raised, barking commands
by the way his mouth moves. The first soldier waves him away without
drawing his eyes from the Iraqi.

The second soldier backs away. He reaches for the first soldier, but
the first soldier gesticulates for his colleague to retreat.

And the second soldier reverses to the edge of the shot, drops down
to one knee.

The bearded man, one hand up to heaven, the other on his heart.

Kids spill into the shot, laughing. The bearded man smiles, says
something, probably telling to soldier not to shoot when there are
children about.

The soldier jerks, jabbing the rifle towards the un-armed victim.

The Iraqi lunges forward, spits at the soldier. The soldier recoils. The
Iraqi thrusts his left hand forward. Maybe he’s saying, Let me call my
family before you kill me in cold blood.

The soldier’s mouth makes the shape of, “No, no, no.”

The rifle jerks. A spark spits out of the barrel. Smoke coughs out of
the rifle, clouding the image.
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The bearded man jolts backwards and his head bursts in a flare of
red.

He crashes to the ground, throwing up dust. His body arches, and
he twitches as the soldier moves forward, gun still fixed on his victim.

The soldier stands over the body, rifle aimed at the twitching body.

More troops swarm into the shot. They crouch, they scan, they kick
up a storm of sand.

The killer looks up into camera. He aims at the cameraman. His
mouth makes the shape of shouting. Jake Lawton’s face, creased with
rage, glaring into the lens.

The picture jerks and the screen blacks out . ..

Murray, waiting for e-lib to complete its search, blew out her cheeks
and let the images that had stained her mind for two years fade out.

The database came up with more than thirty pages of hits on Jake
Lawton.

She flicked through the first few stories, beginning with her original
piece for the Sunday tabloid. She read it, moved on to the next hit.

The Independent’s piece ran stills from the video. The headline
read, gazing into the abyss, and a sub-deck declared, How war makes
monsters of good men.

The Sun, following up the Sunday newspaper’s exclusive splash,
were more to the point:

“Execution” screamed their front-page headline.

She felt a trill of excitement. I made this, she thought — this is my
story. And anything to do with Jake Lawton was still her story.

She stared at the video grab of Lawton looming over the man in the
alley that the paper used. The gun was jammed into Lawton’s shoulder,
ready to kill.

She said, “I've not finished with you, Mr. Lawton — by a long shot.
You got away with murder in Basra, but it’s not going to happen
again.
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CHAPTER 10.
GODS FROM DUST.

“TWENTY-EIGHT is a good number, don’t you think, Professor?”’
said Mrs. Radu.

“I think its an excellent number,” said the Professor, wiping his
glasses with a red handkerchief. He perched the spectacles on his nose,
blinked, then sat back in the leather sofa. He scanned the library, taking
in the shelves packed with books. The room smelled dusty, and the
light was weak. “How long will it take?”

Mrs. Radu, dark hair loose over her shoulders, sat cross-legged
opposite him. He glanced now and again at her legs, shapely and long
in black nylon. She turned to the other man, a bent creature, short and
grey-haired. “What do you say, Dr. Haddad?”

Dr. Haddad wheeled his chair over and said, “Between twenty-four
and forty-eight hours is my conclusion, but that’s only guesswork.”

Mrs. Radu nodded, looked again at the Professor. She smiled;let her
tongue slide out of her mouth.

He said, “This dealer, is he safe?”

“Oh, he’s safe. He won't say a thing,” she said.

“You're sure?”

“I'm sure. Firstly, he’s a coward, and secondly —”The phone sitting
on the glass-topped coffee table trilled. Mrs. Radu leaned forward to
retrieve it. The Professor gazed down her top. She raised her eyes to his
and grinned at him. She sat back up and answered the phone.
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“This is Nadia Radu — ah, how are you? —Yes, it’s gone well, the
days will soon be with us —You will be rewarded — I see — Yes, the
soldier, I see — Weell, if there is to be a patsy, why not — Yes, thank you
for calling — soon, then, soon.”

She shut the phone.

“All good?” said the Professor.

“All good,” she said. And she glanced at the elderly man in the
wheelchair.

The Professor knew little about Haddad. He was from the Middle
East, somewhere, but had British citizenship. A frail figure, he was deep
into his nineties. He'd always lived here with the Radus, even when
Nadia’s husband, Viorel, was alive.

Haddad was their secret weapon, the creator of their dream.

“What are you thinking, Professor?”

“I'm thinking how fortunate we are to have Dr. Haddad.”

“We are,” she said. She looked at Haddad. The old man had dropped
off and snored in his wheelchair. Mrs. Radu touched the choker
collaring her throat. The band was her mark — the sign that she was
untouchable. Watching her, the Professor fingered his own mark. Mrs.
Radu went on:

“Dr. Haddad’s work is coming to fruition. Once the first batch rise
up, we can use them to bring in live blood for the resurrection.”

The Professor’s heart raced. A tight band wrapped around his belly,
flushing blood into his penis. He looked at Mrs. Radu, and lust made
him dizzy. “I want to fuck you, Nadia,” he said.

She smiled. “I know you do, Professor, you all want to fuck me, but
I can’t be giving myself to everyone.”

“Give yourself to me.”

“After this is done, perhaps. But I must be choosy.” She glanced at
Haddad, trembling in his sleep.

Hot water rushed up the Professor’s throat, and his guts ground.
“You can’t mean —2”

“I do what I must in the service of my god, Professor. You know
that. My family, our family, has done the same for centuries. We do
what we have to do.”

She stood and the Professor heard the zip of nylon at her thighs. He
got up, too, brushing down his trousers. She threw a look at his crotch
and grinned.

Raising her eyes to his, she said, “Thank you for calling on me,

57


http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

®

http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

Professor. Pleasure to see you again. We'll be in touch soon, won’t
we?”

They shook hands, and he held her delicate fingers in his. He stared
into her purple eyes. She mesmerized him like all the men she met.
Perhaps she’d be his after this was done — after he’d washed the thought
of her with Haddad from his mind.

“This is a wonderful time for us, Professor,” she said. “Don’t you
think?”

“I do”

“We’re creating gods from dust.”
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CHAPTER 11.
CAPTAIN RED.

HE sliced into the meat and blood bubbled from the cut.

Murray’s gorge rose and she turned away and glanced around the
restaurant. They were in an Aberdeen Steak House near Leicester
Square, and she was paying.

“So, Steve, you organize the — the goth-stroke-vampire night at
Religion through this — this Academy of London Vampyres of yours.”

“That’s right,” said Steve Hammond, chewing on the meat, the flesh
pink between his teeth.

Murray cringed, stared at her salad.

“You don’t like steak?” he said.

“I'm a vegetarian. I thought you would be, too.”

“Why’s that?” said Hammond.

She shrugged. “Alternative culture and all that.”

“Are you alternative, Christine?”

“No — I just don’t like the taste of meat.”

“Not a good place to be then,” he said, gesturing at the tables of
meat-eaters surrounding them.

“The smell is gut-wrenching, I have to admit.”

“We could’ve gone somewhere less meaty, but since you said you'd
pay and this” — he jabbed at the steak with his knife —“is my favourite
meal, I thought, Why the hell not?”

Hammond — Captain Red, vampire-night organizer and D]J at
Religion — had on a black velvet jacket and frilly white shirt. His hair

59


http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

®

http://www.snowbooks.com/ebooks

was Flock Of Seagulls-style. He wore black eye makeup and lipstick.
His long, clawing fingernails were painted purple.

Murray said, “Are you a vampire?”

“I am.”

“Do you drink blood?”

“I don’t”

“I thought vampires drank blood.”

“I’'m a psychic vampire. I suck the energy out of people.” He leaned
forward, his mouth full of flesh, and said,*“That’s why you feel lethargic,
now: I'm drinking up your lifeforce.”

“I don’t feel lethargic.”

Hammond shrugged and went back to his steak, saying, “Doesn’t
work all the time.”

Murray said, “The blood-drinking. How does it work?”

“I said, I dont —”

“I know you say you don’t drink blood, but some of your friends
do.”

“Make a little cut, drink away.”

“I've read,” said Murray, “that some of these sanguinarians are so
convinced they need blood, they’ll actually drink tomato juice, or eat
black pudding, to pretend they’re getting blood.”

“The world is a wonderful place, Christine, full of diversity — vive
la différence, eh?

“What about AIDS, HIV?”

“They don’t drink from anyone they don’t know. It’s like sex — it’s
consensual. And they practise safe blood drinking.”

“Do you take drugs?” she said.

He chewed and glanced up at Murray. “Sometimes. I smoke some
weed. But you don’t have to be a vampire or a goth or anything to take
drugs — journalists take drugs, don’t they. In the morning, you write
a story about how terrible cocaine is, then you're off to some trendy
wine bar to snort in the evening. Am I right, or am I right?”

“You’re right, 'm sure — but I go home to my — family in the
evening,” she said, and felt a pressure in her chest.

“Nice, nice,” he said, laying his knife and fork down on the blood-
soaked plate.

Murray looked at the dish and took a swig of water. She put the
glass down and said, “You’ve been charged with possession of ecstasy,
Steve.”
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The vampire leaned back in his chair. “Few tablets,” he said, “fined,
that’s all. And I do it for the kids, you know — it’s a service.”

“But a few are enough to kill, aren’t they? Did you have tabs on you
at Religion last night?”

He glared at her, and his face went red. “Don’t write that in your
fucking paper. Or I'll sue. It had nothing to do with me, no fucking
way.’

“I was asking, that’s all, Steve — and since I'm paying for that steak,
I guess I can ask pretty much anything.”

He threw his hands up. He rolled his tongue around his teeth, prying
out pieces of meat. He said, “Fucking ask then.”

She said, “Do you know Jake Lawton?”

“Yes, I know Jake Lawton.Vaguely. He’s a doorman at Religion.”

“What else d’you know about him?”

Hammond shrugged. “Ex-Army. Always frowning. Tough guy. Don’t
mess with him.” He shook his head. “I don’t mix with that sort. He'd
look down his nose at me.”

“Is he into drugs?”

“No clue. Ask him.”

“I have. He doesn’t like me. I upset him once.”

Hammond scratched at his teeth with a long, painted fingernail.
He said, “A lot of the old-school doormen, you know, they might still
be involved in drugs. But these days theyre all SIA accredited — it’s
all legal. But you know, that means fuck all. And it wouldn’t surprise
me if Lawton’s got his fingers in the cake. They turn a blind eye to
dealers, then take a cut. But it happens everywhere, doesn’t it. Cops
take backhanders, don’t they. And journalists.”

“All the time,” she said.

“So, dessert — and you can tell me how you upset Jake Lawton.”
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CHAPTER 12.
HASSLE.

LITHGOW, head down and watching his feet, strode through
Kensington High Street towards the Tube station.

He sweated and his heart raced. He’d told the bank he was sick,
could he go home, and his supervisor said it was fine. But he wasn’t ill,
he was scared. An