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Prologue


Highgate Cemetery, north London, six months ago


There was blood on his hands. Black and warm, it ran down his fingers and onto the path. He held them up, the stained skin catching the moonlight, mesmerised. But whose blood? Whose? And how had it got there?


Behind him, there was a snap and he dropped, his body tensed for fight or flight, ears alert. He could hear the rain beating on the leaves above him, hear as it condensed into drops and then fell, fat and ripe onto his soaked back. He could hear the scratch of an animal – fox? badger? – in the bush far to his left. And he could hear the wind from the east. The cars rushing up Highgate Hill. His own heart.


And something else.


He moved back into the shadows, allowing the darkness of the cemetery to envelop him like an embrace. This was his home, the one place he felt whole, freed from the frowns and the glances – and the hunger. For a while at least.


He looked down at his hands again. Too dark, but he could feel the scratches, deep welts, as if something had dragged its claws down them. And there was a swelling pain in his knee, his jeans were torn, caked in mud and leaves.


Have I been fighting?


‘Think, dammit,’ he said, pressing fingers against his temples. If he stayed very still, pictures came to him: there was a man, a man with dark eyes, as if a child had scrawled them on, with drawings on his arms and chest, a star on his shoulder. And a beautiful girl with shining yellow hair. And there was music – loud, loud music that made his ears hurt.


But that was a long time ago – wasn’t it? Or only yesterday.


And then the pictures were gone, popped like a soap bubble, because suddenly his eyes were open, his senses tingling. Something was coming.


He began to run uphill, his sure feet following the old wall. Up to his left, through the stooping trees he saw the old black gate. Crouching again, he crept forward, his breath sending little clouds into the air. Ahead of him was an overgrown path and – there! – lying in the centre was a dark shape. A body. Human, still moving. Still alive.


‘Isabelle?’ he whispered. Isabelle? The name had just come to him, appeared in his head like a subtitle. But I don’t know anyone called Isabelle. Do I?


His nostrils flared; there was something else here. Blood, a lot more blood. And something bad. Not a Bleeder, masking their scent with those sickly artificial flowers, but something like him. One who smelled of death.


He tensed again as there was a screech, like a cry of pain – then another. Foxes? Rats? He couldn’t tell. His senses were dulling, the darkness seemed to be growing around him, soaking up the light like fog.


‘Hello? Is anyone there?’ said a voice and he could see the figure framed against an open gate, backlit by the hissing streetlight. A girl: he could smell that much. But not just any girl – it was her.


Oh God, he thought, it’s coming. The thing. The thing with the eyes.


He jumped to his feet and ran towards her, effortlessly lifting the girl from her feet. Up and out onto the road.


‘Go, quickly!’ he hissed.


The dark-haired girl looked up, the moon catching her face.


She’s beautiful, he thought. Beautiful and . . .


‘Get out of here!’ he cried. ‘GO!’


Then he turned back to the darkness. And it swallowed him whole.




Chapter One


It was a bright day as April stepped off the train. The sun was pushing through the paper-white cloud but it did nothing to raise the temperature. Late spring in England, she thought. Isn’t it supposed to be sunshine and roses by now? Her breath puffed in front of her and she shivered as she followed the signs off the platform and down through the black iron gates into the cemetery.


April’s best friend Fiona had been very excited when she had heard that Miss Holden was being buried at Brookwood. ‘It’s the biggest cemetery in Europe. It’s like a city of death!’ she had enthused.


‘And that’s supposed to be a good thing?’


The last thing April wanted in her life was more death – there had been plenty of that over the past few months. And she certainly wasn’t in the mood to get excited about going to the funeral of her teacher.


‘Come on, April, it’ll be fascinating,’ said Fiona. ‘Brookwood was built to deal with London’s population boom in the nineteenth century. There were so many burials every day, the cemetery had their own train station in London.’


April had actually been pleased to find that the spookily named ‘Necropolis Station’ at Waterloo was long gone – bombed in the war, the man in the ticket booth had told her – but Brookwood still had its own station out in the leafy Surrey countryside.


Beyond that, however, the cemetery was a disappointment. Fee’s description had made April think it would be one of those grand old Victorian cemeteries like Highgate, with ornate gates and tombs, but April thought it looked more like a neglected farm. Just a load of empty fields and rusting signs reading ‘No photography’.


April walked along a gravel path towards the cemetery chapel, past a huge rusting conveyor belt machine, its long neck pointing up towards the sky.


Perhaps I’ve been spoilt by Highgate, she thought. Highgate Cemetery was crammed with beautiful statues of angels and pillars and tombs, all of it magnificently overgrown and wilfully spooky. But then Highgate was not only full of bodies – Highgate was full of vampires.


It had sounded such a sleepy place when her dad had described where they were moving from Edinburgh the previous autumn. She could still remember driving into the little north London village for the first time, and despairing at how boring it looked. She couldn’t have been more wrong.


But back then, April had thought that horror movies were stupid, just a load of people running around in rubber masks, spraying fake blood everywhere. But now she knew those ‘masks’ could be real, and that the monsters inside were real-life vicious killers.


Well, not all of them, thought April. Not Gabriel.


Her heart gave a little leap as she thought of her boyfriend: his dark eyes, the upturn at the corner of his mouth when he smiled at her. And the way he had looked that night Miss Holden had been killed, standing on the roof of Mr Sheldon’s burning house, surrounded by flames as he’d taken her hand and jumped off the edge. He’d looked so . . . vulnerable, but still sexy. Was that possible?


April snorted to herself. Anything was possible these days. Her school – posh Ravenwood school on Highgate Hill – was riddled with vampires. It was a front for a giant global blood-sucking conspiracy and – oh yeah – it turned out that April herself was a ‘Fury’, some sort of ass-kicking vamp-slayer whose blood was just about the only thing that could make the undead dead again.


Reaching a fork in the path, April looked around nervously. She didn’t want to find herself wandering into some grisly cul-de-sac, surrounded by unfamiliar graves; she had enough of the familiar kind to worry about. She turned at footsteps behind her.


‘You looking for the funeral? Annabel Holden?’ asked a man in a long black overcoat.


‘Uncle Peter!’ cried April. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Heavens, April,’ said the man, obviously startled. ‘I didn’t recognise you from behind. Have you just come in on the London train too?’


He took off his glasses and ran a hand through his white hair; he looked flustered, distracted.


‘Yes, just arrived,’ said April. ‘Are you okay?’


‘Oh yes,’ said the man, rubbing at his lenses with the end of his tie. ‘Just a little . . . I’m really not looking forward to this funeral, if I’m honest.’


Tell me about it, thought April. She herself wasn’t exactly keen to face Miss Holden’s relatives, not when she was so weighed down with guilt. But at least now she had a friendly face beside her. Peter Noble was a newspaper editor who’d been close to her father and – now she thought about it – one of the few nice people she had met at his funeral only a few months ago. God, has Daddy only been dead six months? It felt a lifetime since she had found him lying there in a pool of his own blood.


‘Do you know where the funeral is?’ she asked. ‘I’m a bit lost.’


Peter forced a smile. ‘Easily done here. This place is about five miles end to end – but it’s this way, I think.’


He led her down the left-hand fork, past the overgrown graves, an awkward silence accompanying them. How could you make small talk on the way to the funeral of a woman who had been tortured and killed by a half-crazed vampire?


‘Do you know why there are so few graves here?’ said April, looking at the open fields on either side of the narrow path. ‘I thought it would be packed.’


‘Well, it is packed, actually,’ said Peter. ‘There are something like a hundred and fifty thousand people buried here. If you look, you can see lots of indentations – those are the graves. If you stripped the soil off, you’d see all of the bones and skulls still there.’


April shivered and looked down at her feet – was she walking over some poor soul right now? She should be less easily disturbed; she had been visiting her father’s grave in Highgate Cemetery for months. However, in Highgate April always felt that William Dunne was the only man buried on that high hill.


‘But why don’t they have headstones?’


Peter shrugged. ‘They have been removed.’


‘Removed?’


He nodded. ‘When you’re buried, you’re really only renting the space. When your time runs out, they make way for someone else. It’s a business like any other.’


‘Eww, so they’re all getting buried on top of one another?’


‘An unpleasant thought, I know, but it’s always been that way. Even when we lived in villages, where everyone would be buried in the little churchyard, there eventually wasn’t room for individual plots.’


‘How do you know so much about it?’


‘You get to my age, April, you spend a lot of time at funerals.’


April nodded. She had already been to too many herself. They walked in silence until finally they turned a corner and saw the squat redbrick chapel at the end of the path, surrounded by people dressed in black. April hesitated. She didn’t want to go down there.


‘So, why are you here, Uncle Peter?’ she said, desperate to delay walking into that church, seeing all the accusing stares. ‘I mean, I didn’t know you knew her.’


‘I knew her father actually. They were from around these parts; that’s why she’s being buried out here. Annabel became my go-to woman whenever I was writing anything about history. She knew so much. It’s a sad loss.’


April looked towards the chapel. ‘Yes, it is.’


Peter put his hand on her arm. ‘I imagine this is pretty hard for you. You don’t have to go in, you know.’


‘Oh, I do. I mean, I didn’t really see eye to eye with Miss Holden a lot of the time, but she was nice to me. Well, as nice as she could be.’


Peter chuckled. ‘She could be a little abrupt, that’s true. You find that with academics; they’re used to dealing with names and dates and places, things written in books. Living people tend to be more of a challenge for them.’


‘But she tried to help me, that’s the thing. She stuck her neck out when she knew it would get her into trouble. And now . . .’ And now April wanted only to turn around and run, get on the train and never look back.


‘Are you worried people are going to stare at you?’ asked Peter gently.


‘No, I’m worried they’re all going to blame me.’


Peter put his hand on her arm. ‘Listen, April, as far as I heard, Annabel Holden was murdered by a deranged student who then set fire to himself with a big can of petrol. How could that have anything to do with you?’


April looked away. He was being nice, of course, just trying to make her feel better. But Peter hadn’t been there. He hadn’t seen Benjamin’s face that night, that horrific moment when he had become infected with the Fury virus – the virus in April’s blood.


‘But I was there, Peter . . .’


‘But nothing, April. You can’t carry on blaming yourself because some crazy boy chose to literally drag you into his insane little world. It’s a tragedy Annabel was killed and she will be sorely missed by all the people in that church, but really, it’s not your fault. You could no more have changed this than you could change the weather.’


She nodded and walked slowly towards the chapel, taking Peter’s arm. It was kind of him, but Uncle Peter was a newspaper editor, used to dealing with the facts of normal life. How could he understand what had happened in that house, how Mr Sheldon, her headmaster at Ravenwood school, had ordered her death, how she herself had killed Benjamin Osbourne, one of her ‘Sucker’ classmates and, most of all, how could he know how Gabriel had almost given up his life – again – to save her?


‘Which ones are her family?’ whispered April as they squeezed into a pew at the back.


‘Front on the right,’ said Peter, patting her hand. ‘You don’t need to worry, I don’t think they have any idea who you are.’


That was hardly any comfort to April. She knew who she was – what she had done. Trying to focus on something – anything – else, she looked along the walls of the chapel: names recording notable people of the parish fallen in the 1914–18 war, the ‘Great War’, the ‘War to End All Wars’.


That didn’t really pan out too well, did it? thought April, then felt bad for being so flippant about it. All those people listed up there – God, there were so many of them – had given their lives fighting to protect their country. Terribly sad in itself, worse was the idea that each of them, cut down by bullets or shells or gas, had left so many who loved them behind: mothers, fathers, sisters, sweethearts. What if she died? Would Caro and Fiona and Gabriel come to her funeral? Would ‘April Dunne’ ever be written up on a wall along with a record of her gallantry and sacrifice? How could it – no one knew about her struggle. Did it even matter, anyway, after you were dead?


April forced herself to look down the aisle towards Miss Holden’s coffin. One thing was certain: there had already been too many violent deaths. From Alix Graves, the singer who had died the night April had arrived in Highgate, and Isabelle Davis, that young girl whose body she had almost stumbled over, to her father, his throat torn out, bleeding to death in her arms. And that had only been the beginning. Milo, Layla, Marcus – crazy Marcus who had tried to kill her twice – then Miss Holden.


The service was short and to the point. A couple of readings from a cousin and an aunt, a brief eulogy from the vicar, who told how Annabel Holden had been a selfless person, a teacher, a sister, a friend, someone you could always rely on. April knew that hadn’t always been the case – not for her anyway – but even so, tears began to fill her eyes as the vicar intoned Psalm 23:


Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,


I will fear no evil;


For thou art with me;


thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.


And the pallbearers picked up the coffin, solemnly carrying it through the church and out into a waiting hearse. Peter went to speak to one of the mourners, leaving April on her own, slowly following at the back of the line of people walking towards the grave site.


April was pleased to see Miss Holden was being buried in a quiet corner, although she couldn’t help thinking of what Peter had said about the layers of bodies piled up under the ground. Was Miss Holden about to become just another layer? And all the people now standing around the open hole? Were they too going to become a jumble of ribs and shins and skulls, churned up again and again as the digger came to cut a new grave? Funerals were supposed to give you closure, a ritual to make sense of the senseless, but April just felt cheated. One of the few people who had understood what she was going through and had tried to help her was being lowered into a hole. She was alone.


Oh grow up, April.


She smiled: she could almost hear Miss Holden saying it. Peter was right, Miss Holden had not been terribly hot on social skills, but she had possessed passion and conviction. Annabel Holden had been a Guardian, a member of an ancient sect sworn to fight the vampires. It had been Miss Holden who had explained to April what it meant to be a Fury, how the virus April carried in her body could somehow counteract the vampire’s finely balanced grip on life. One kiss from April and it was all over. Excellent for a vampire killer, though not exactly what most boys were looking for in a girlfriend.


But Miss Holden would not have let April wallow in self-pity. She would have told her to ‘suck it up’. She didn’t have to like it. Who would? Given the choice of being some sort of antidote to a fearsome tribe of mythical beasts or being an ordinary A-level student, most people would avoid the strong-chance-of-being-eaten-alive option. April didn’t even have that choice – she had a job to do – at the very least, find a way to release Gabriel from the living hell of vampirism. And if she could bring down Ravenwood and find out who killed her father that would be a bonus. Either way, she’d spent far too long standing here, it was time to get back to London.


Just as April turned to head back to the station, a young woman stepped over towards her. Pretty, perhaps late twenties, wearing a black dress, her face was very pale and serious.


‘April Dunne?’ she queried.


‘Yes—’


April felt the sting of the slap before she was even aware the girl had acted. Pain exploded in her cheek and April jerked back, stunned.


‘You arrogant bitch,’ hissed her attacker. ‘How dare you come here?’


April was just beginning to stutter an explanation when a silver-haired old woman wearing a long black coat and fur hat stepped over and put her hands on the girl’s shoulders.


‘Come away, Samantha,’ she said firmly. ‘This isn’t the time.’


‘Isn’t it?’ yelled the girl. ‘She as good as killed Annabel! Has she come to gloat, to see what she has achieved?’ She looked up at the older woman. ‘Don’t you even care?’


‘Of course I care, Sam. Of course I do – we all do. But you know as well as I do that Annabel chose the way she lived her life. She chose it, no one else.’


‘But if she hadn’t . . .’


‘There are a million ifs, Samantha,’ said the older woman soothingly. ‘And none of them will bring her back. Now, you go back to the car. I’ll be along in little while, okay?’


Samantha glared at April again, then nodded and turned away.


The older woman gave April a thin smile. ‘I can only apologise,’ she said. ‘Feelings always run high on these occasions. Everyone’s looking for someone to blame.’


‘I understand,’ said April, touching her cheek which was beginning to sting. ‘Honestly, it’s not necessary.’


The woman, stylish like a retired actress or even minor royalty, seemed to be examining her. April felt uncomfortable.


‘I should have introduced myself,’ the woman said, putting her hand out. ‘I’m Elizabeth Holden. Annabel’s mother.’


April’s mouth dropped open. ‘Oh God, I’m—I’m really sorry . . .’ she stuttered as she shook the woman’s hand. ‘I had no idea, I mean . . .’


Mrs Holden smiled kindly and touched April’s arm. ‘Let’s walk, shall we?’ she said, indicating the path back towards the chapel. April felt horribly uncomfortable as they slowly returned. Every night since that unreal scene in the Ravenwood headmaster’s office, she had relived the death of this woman’s daughter, had seen Annabel Holden tied to Mr Sheldon’s desk as Benjamin Osbourne, his face a terrible twisted vampire’s death mask, tortured her with a guttering flame. At least April had been spared actually seeing Benjamin cut the teacher’s throat, but her mind had certainly tried to fill in the blanks – that was usually the point April woke up gasping for air, tears running into her ears.


‘You know,’ said the woman when they had walked a fair distance from the grave, ‘when Annabel was your age, she didn’t want anything to do with the vampires either.’


April looked at her sharply.


‘Oh yes, I know all about it,’ said the woman. ‘Why wouldn’t I? Our family have been Guardians for generations. I begged Annabel not to join, but . . . well, I know who’s really to blame. Them.’


‘The, um . . .’ April was hesitant about saying the word.


‘Yes, April, the vampires. That’s why I asked that no one from Ravenwood attend the funeral. I didn’t want any of them standing there gloating.’


‘So why did I get asked?’


Elizabeth Holden gave a soft laugh. ‘Because I wanted to meet you, of course,’ she said. ‘I wanted to see this famous Fury for myself.’


April’s heart gave a lurch. ‘You know . . . ?’


‘Of course I know, April. I try to be aware of everything. Most of all I wanted to know why my daughter had been murdered.’


‘Oh God, look I’m so sorry, Mrs Holden, but I . . .’


‘April, it’s all right. I don’t blame you. What I said to Samantha was true: Annabel was an adult – she was entitled to make her own choices, even if they put her in danger. God knows, I lost my husband to this damn war. I’ve had plenty of time to make my peace with it.’


She turned and gave a sad smile. ‘You, on the other hand, had no choice, rather dragged in kicking and screaming, I imagine.’


‘Yes,’ said April, relieved. ‘Something like that.’


‘I wish I could give you some words of comfort, tell you it’s all going to turn out fine, but I don’t suppose that would sound convincing especially as we’re talking at a funeral.’


‘No, I suppose not.’


Mrs Holden stopped and turned to April. ‘Listen to me, April, what I’m going to say is very important. You must fight them.’


‘I— I’ll try.’


‘That’s not good enough. You must fight and you must win, otherwise all this has been for nothing.’ Her face softened. ‘I’m sorry to be so hard on you and I know it’s not what you want to hear right now. I probably look ancient to you, but I can still remember what it feels like to be your age – or at least some of it – and I know you can’t want to be involved. But you are, April. You can’t wish it away. And you’re special, my dear, very special.’


‘I don’t feel it.’


‘I know, but you will. It will come. You may not want your abilities – God knows, I wouldn’t either – but you’re stuck with them and you have to rise to the challenge.’


‘I want to, but on days like today, it all feels a bit overwhelming.’


Elizabeth Holden smiled ruefully. ‘Yes, I can see that. But look –’ she reached into her bag and pulled out a card ‘– I’ve written my number and address on there. If you ever want to talk about it, or just want to get something off your chest, give me a call, okay? I can’t promise I’ll have any answers, but at least I’ll have a fair idea of what’s going on. I imagine that must be the worst thing – having to deal with everything on your own. I know that’s how Annabel felt.’


‘But she had the Guardians, didn’t she?’


Elizabeth Holden’s face darkened. April wanted to look away, but didn’t think she could. ‘Remember one thing, April. Do not trust anyone. Question your friends, your family. And above all, question us.’


‘Us?’ April frowned. ‘Of course, you’re a Guardian too?’


‘Past tense. Oh, I swore their oaths and swallowed their rhetoric. I was young, newly-wed, in love with my husband and everything he said seemed wonderful. But . . . there is a darkness there, April. The Guardians hold secrets, and with secrets come both power and deception, two very dangerous elements. They are not everything they seem.’


April didn’t know what to make of this woman, but she did know she couldn’t fight the vampires alone. ‘I need help,’ she said simply.


The old lady nodded. ‘Then choose your friends carefully, April. Very carefully.’




Chapter Two


April walked back towards the station, feeling even worse than she had earlier. Why did everything have to be so complicated? Why didn’t somebody just walk up and say, ‘Listen, April, forget all about this Fury nonsense; I’ll sort it out for you. You just go home and watch the soaps, have some Toblerone.’ Instead, it seemed that everybody wanted something from her, everyone had their own agenda. She sighed. At least with the vampires you knew where you stood. They wanted to recruit you for whatever weird schemes they were cooking up at Ravenwood, or they wanted to drink your blood. Not pleasant, admittedly. But straightforward. She turned a corner and suddenly was aware of a figure standing in the shelter of a tree.


‘Gabriel!’ she cried, running up and throwing her arms around him. He smelled good; he felt good.


‘Hey, beautiful.’ He grinned, kissing her forehead.


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Thought you might want an escort.’


‘God, you have no idea,’ said April. ‘You have no idea.’


They sat on the train in silence, watching as the countryside whizzed past. William Dunne had always loved trains; April had teased her dad about it, saying he was a trainspotter and ought to wear an anorak, but secretly she had loved those journeys. They would look into people’s back gardens and make up stories about who they were: wizards or giants or pop stars, then they would play complicated games of ‘I Spy’ involving colours and words and sounds.


God, Daddy, why did you have to die?


April blinked back her tears and squeezed Gabriel’s hand a little tighter – she didn’t want to cry, not now. Not when she felt so safe and close, snuggled up against the man she loved. Maybe Miss Holden’s funeral had affected her more than she had thought.


She was certainly going to too many funerals. She thought of what Detective Chief Inspector Johnston had said to her: ‘People keep dying around you, April.’


Was it her? Did being a Fury mean that she was going to have to accept death as a close companion, shadowing her every move, picking off people she was close to? She looked up at Gabriel – people like him, perhaps. Another of the little movies that played in her head late at night was of Gabe slumped in that burning house, half-dead, his clothes soaked in petrol, begging her to leave him behind. What if she hadn’t pulled him onto the roof? It just didn’t bear thinking about.


‘Gabriel,’ she said. ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Sure, anything.’


‘What were you doing at Sheldon’s house that night?’


He looked surprised. ‘The night of the fire, you mean?’


‘Of course,’ she said, more sharply than she had intended. ‘I mean, why did you go to see the Vampire Regent all on your own? Why didn’t you tell me you were going?’


He gave a small smile. ‘Because you would have told me not to.’


‘I wouldn’t . . .’


‘You would. You would have said, “Gabriel. It’s too dangerous!” or more likely, “Gabriel, you have to take me with you.” And I couldn’t do that, not without putting you in danger. Besides, I wasn’t planning on getting grabbed and tied to a chair – I thought I was going there to meet the Regent, do some sort of deal. But it turned out he knew who I was all along.’


April nodded thoughtfully. ‘But what happened when you got there? I mean, how did you end up tied to that chair?’


It was something that had been bothering April for a while. Yes, Benjamin had lured him there, but how had they overpowered a fully fledged Sucker so easily? Especially one who was so massively pissed off.


Gabriel frowned, as if he were trying to remember. ‘I . . . I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘I suppose I must have knocked my head coming off the roof. It’s all a bit of a blur.’ He turned to her and held both her hands. His eyes were dark, intense. ‘Look, April, I’m sorry to be so vague and I know I’ve been unreliable over the last few months, but as of now I’m all yours – one hundred per cent. When the Regent dragged you away in that burning house, I thought I had lost you. I couldn’t stand feeling that again. I never want to be away from you. Okay?’


April felt lightheaded, her heart doing back flips. ‘That’s fine by me.’ She grinned.


He kissed her, on her face, on her neck. April hated the fact that he couldn’t kiss her properly – on the lips – but if he did the Fury virus would consume him slowly from within. I’ll just have to make do with this instead, she thought as Gabriel slipped his hands around her. God knew she could do with Gabriel’s protection – she wasn’t exactly doing a great job looking after herself. Either way, whenever she was with him, April felt that everything was right. Well, not everything, obviously – the world was full of monsters who wanted to burn her alive – but that small detail aside, when April felt his hand in hers, she wouldn’t change anything.


‘So, where are we going?’ asked Gabriel. ‘Shall I escort you back to Covent Garden?’


‘No, I want to go to Highgate, the cemetery. I haven’t seen Dad in a week.’


‘Of course, I should have thought,’ he said, opening the carriage door and then leading her down towards the tube. Despite the creepiness of Highgate Cemetery, April still loved going to see her dad. Sometimes it felt as if he was the only one who really understood what was going on. Crazy, of course. William Dunne was dead – no one knew that better than her – but April still liked going to sit by his graveside, chatting to him, telling him her news, imagining what he would say, what advice he would give. Today he would probably tell her not to worry so much about Gabriel – and certainly not to worry about going back to school tomorrow. In life, William Dunne had always given her great advice. Was there any reason he should stop now?


At Archway, they cut through the housing estate below the hospital, skirting around the bottom of the cemetery. Seeing all those headstones through the black iron bars still made April feel uncomfortable, even after all this time. It wasn’t so much that her father was buried in the cemetery, it was more the reminder of that night when Gabriel had pulled her out, the night Isabelle had been murdered.


‘Gabriel, you remember that night? The first night we met?’


‘In the square?’


She looked at him sharply. ‘That was you? I was never sure.’


Gabriel smiled, his eyes twinkling. ‘It was the first time I ever saw you,’ he said, touching her face, stroking her hair back. ‘I didn’t think I’d ever seen anyone so beautiful.’


April felt butterflies within her take flight. God, she wanted to kiss him so badly.


‘So why did you suddenly disappear?’


He laughed. ‘Your mother turned up, remember? I had a hunch she wouldn’t approve of some strange boy lurking around in the shadows outside her house. Turned out I was right.’


‘Oh, I think she’s warmed to you now. All those times you’ve saved my life probably helped.’


Sadly April’s relationship with her mother was rather less warm these days. Since Silvia’s confession of an affair with Robert Sheldon, April had scarcely been able to be in the same room as her mother and had moved out to live with her grandfather in Covent Garden. It wasn’t exactly ideal, but then what was in her life right now?


‘Anyway, I wasn’t talking about then – I meant that night you pulled me out of the cemetery, the night Isabelle died,’ said April as they turned up Swain’s Lane. ‘What happened? You never really told me.’


His expression darkened. ‘I don’t know.’


April knew she should probably drop it, but there was something about that night which had never quite felt right – and it didn’t help that Gabriel seemed reluctant to talk about it. ‘It’s just that when we were at Sheldon’s house, Benjamin seemed to be saying that you were involved in Isabelle’s death.’


‘I tried to help her, April,’ said Gabriel, a note of exasperation in his voice. ‘But there was something horrible in that cemetery, something evil. I tried to drag her away like I did with you. But there was a darkness there, something bad, black at its heart. I’ve never felt anything like that before.’


‘But what about what Sheldon was saying . . .’


‘This darkness . . .’ said Gabriel quietly, almost as if he was talking to himself. ‘It was like a blanket, a fog. I couldn’t get through, and it was pressing down on me. I felt almost powerless. If I hadn’t got you out of there, I don’t know what would have happened. And even now, it feels as if . . .’


April held up a finger to silence him. ‘Sorry, Gabe! Look!’


Up the road near the cemetery, there was a large white police van parked half on the pavement, with a police car right next to it, their lights still flashing.


‘What are they doing there?’ she said, starting to run. ‘Come on!’


At the gates, April could see a uniformed police officer standing in the doorway to the miniature Gothic chapel that served as a cemetery office. He was talking to Miss Leicester, the sour-faced old woman in charge. Miss Leicester always had a frown on her face, but today she actually looked angry.


‘Excuse me,’ said April. ‘What’s going on? Has something happened here?’


‘Nothing to see here, darling,’ said the officer, walking towards her. ‘The cemetery is closed. Keep moving along, please.’


‘Miss Leicester?’ called April over his shoulder. ‘What’s happened?’


The old woman whispered in the policeman’s ear and they exchanged a look.


‘I’d better call the boss,’ said the officer, stepping to one side and clicking on his radio.


Miss Leicester stepped forward, a look of sympathy on her face. Now April was really worried; Miss Leicester was not the kind of woman who gave the impression of caring that much for other people. She only seemed concerned with the well-being of her beloved graveyard. Sympathy from her was bad. Very bad.


‘There’s been an incident,’ said Miss Leicester, her mouth pinched. The way she said the word ‘incident’, it was clear she actually meant ‘another one of those incidents that keep happening around you, April Dunne’. April couldn’t really blame her for that.


‘What is it? What’s happened?’ asked Gabriel.


‘There’s been some vandalism in the cemetery. All rather unpleasant.’


April looked at her, her eyes wide. ‘Is it something to do with my dad? It is, isn’t it?’


Miss Leicester looked over at the policeman. ‘I think you’d probably better wait until the officer . . .’


But April wasn’t listening. She pushed past the woman and into the courtyard beyond. Already running, she took the stairs three at a time, ignoring the calls to come back. What had happened? she thought as she ran up the path towards the tomb high on the hill. What sort of vandalism? Had someone defaced her dad’s grave? As she turned the corner towards the Vladescu family vault, April almost ran headlong into a man wearing a raincoat.


‘Mr Reece!’ panted April. ‘What are you doing here? What’s happened? Miss Leicester said there had been some vandalism. Is it something to do with . . .’


‘All right, all right, calm down,’ said the detective inspector soothingly. ‘Catch your breath and let’s try to be as steady as we can, okay?’


She felt Gabriel come up behind her and put his arms around her shoulders. She looked up at him; his face was grim, serious. ‘Please, Mr Reece, tell me,’ she said.


The policeman breathed deeply. ‘Okay. Maybe it’s best if I show you,’ he said, leading them along the pathway towards the tall grey stone building. There was another policeman standing by the tomb’s iron doorway – it was open. No! thought April. It shouldn’t be open. Only her grandfather and Miss Leicester had keys, so how could it be open? April moved forward, but DI Reece caught her.


‘There’s nothing to see, April,’ he said. ‘You can’t do anything now.’


‘What do you mean? What’s happened to him?’


April threw herself forward, breaking free of the policeman’s grip, and ran to the doorway. ‘Daddy!’ she cried. The stone around the door was broken, the iron portal dented, as if a huge weight had been thrown against it. Sprayed in red paint over the word ‘Vladescu’ was something else – a foreign language – Latin? ‘Omnes fures mori’ – what the hell? Inside, the small room was empty. Where was his coffin?


DI Reece stepped inside, his face ashen.


‘W – where is he? Where is my father?’ stammered April.


‘He’s gone, April,’ said Reece. ‘Your father’s body has gone.’




Chapter Three


Detective Inspector Reece looked like death warmed up – one of her dad’s pet phrases, April remembered. Perhaps not the best choice today. Reece never exactly looked great, but today, seated in the Dunne family kitchen, he looked haggard and unkempt, as if he’d slept in his clothes. Perhaps he had.


‘We’ve had reports of vandalism in the cemetery over the past few weeks,’ said the inspector, stirring his coffee. ‘Some statues kicked over, slogans sprayed on headstones, that sort of thing,’ he added. ‘I’ll be honest; we hadn’t really taken it seriously.’


He looked up, his gaze moving from April to her mother and back again, taking in Silvia’s glare and April’s discomfort. April hadn’t been back to Pond Square since that confrontation with her mother the morning after the fire. Reflecting, April realised she hadn’t even spoken to Silvia since that morning, but DI Reece had insisted on talking to her and her mother together. So it was that April stood hovering in the doorway, arms folded, avoiding her mother’s gaze, willing Reece to get on with it.


‘You hadn’t taken it seriously,’ repeated Silvia, her voice cold.


April knew the look on her mother’s face well: she was furious. And for once, April couldn’t really blame her.


‘What exactly would you class as “serious”, inspector?’ said Silvia. ‘I suppose there would have to be a killing for it to be treated as serious? Or should I say another killing? Is that how the police operate nowadays? Just wait until somebody is dead before you investigate?’


Silvia Dunne’s voice sounded calm and even, but April knew her mother was like a grenade with the pin out – she could explode any minute. Perhaps sensing this, the inspector attempted a soothing tone.


‘I understand how it looks, Mrs Dunne, but we’ve had a lot more serious incidents to deal with in recent weeks. You’re quite right – people have been killed, and it is to those investigations we have devoted the most manpower.’


‘Oh really?’ said Silvia. ‘And how are those investigations getting along? Have you found out who killed my husband? Have you managed to prevent any more attacks on my family? Because to me, it doesn’t look as if the Metropolitan police are doing anything to deal with what’s happening in Highgate.’


In normal circumstances, April would have been sympathetic to the look of helplessness on DI Reece’s face. After all, the police inspector had always been good to her, but tonight April was just as angry with the police’s incompetence as her mother.


‘How could you let this happen, Mr Reece?’ said April. ‘It’s my dad! How could you let someone just take him? It’s bad enough I had to . . .’ she trailed off. Bad enough I had to watch him die. She turned away, hating herself for getting so emotional in front of her mother. Bad enough I had to get his blood all over my hands, bad enough he was torn from my grasp – and now it felt like she was losing him all over again.


‘Unfortunately, in this case, April, the local police who dealt with the vandalism neglected to pass it on to CID,’ said Reece. ‘They assumed it was just drunk kids messing around.’


‘Just kids?’ snapped Silvia. ‘Is that what you think —’


Reece held up his hands to stop her, but Silvia was in full flight.


‘Kids my arse!’ shouted Silvia. ‘I’m sorry, inspector, but that’s just pure crap. I saw that door. It was solid iron but there were huge dents in it. There’s no way that was the work of a bunch of drunken kids.’


‘I agree,’ said Reece, standing up. He reached into a briefcase by his feet and pulled out a folder, then spread a number of photographs on the counter. April and her mother stepped forward. ‘Luckily, Miss Leicester had the presence of mind to take pictures of the damage to the gravestones,’ said Reece. ‘And . . . well, as you can see, there’s a ritualistic element to this.’


April’s eyes opened wide. There were symbols painted on the tombs, slogans scratched into the ground, even what looked like . . . ‘Is that blood?’ said April, pointing to a dark stain on one of the broken stones.


‘I’m afraid so,’ said Reece. ‘I don’t want to alarm you, but I think that’s strong evidence that there was some sort of sacrifice going on.’


‘Sacrifice?’ gasped April. ‘Human sacrifice?’


‘No, April,’ said Reece, ‘animal – we found a number of dead foxes at the scene.’


April’s heart gave a lurch. There had been a dead fox that first night in the cemetery when Isabelle Davis was killed, hadn’t there? Silvia had obviously registered April’s stricken expression.


‘A few dead animals hardly make this The Exorcist, inspector,’ said Silvia.


‘No, but we have to take everything into consideration.’


He pulled out another photo, a shot of the slogan daubed on the Vladescu tomb. ‘These words written above the door – “omnes fures mori” – do they mean anything to you? The words translate as “all thieves die”. Does that ring a bell with either of you?’


April shook her head, looking at the floor. Her heart was beating so hard she felt sure that the policeman would hear it. Of course it rang a bell. Fures, furem, fury: it was her. ‘Fury’ came from the Latin, dreamt up by angry vampires in the time of the Roman conquest. Marcus Brent had told her this as his horrible bony claws had closed around her neck that night in Waterlow Park. It was a term of disgust and loathing, an accusation that Furies like her were nothing more than cowardly thieves sent to steal the vampire’s dark ‘light’. Something like that, anyway. She had been too busy fighting for her life to ask for a more detailed history lesson.


Reece examined April’s face. ‘You sure?’


‘Of course she’s sure,’ said Silvia. ‘Don’t you think we’d tell you everything, inspector? We want my husband’s remains back.’


The policeman nodded and stood up. ‘Yes, quite. And I assure you we’re doing everything we can to trace your husband’s body and return it to its rightful place.’


‘Assure me?’ said Silvia. ‘You don’t seriously think anything you say is going to carry any weight with me, inspector?’


‘Mum . . .’


‘No, it’s quite all right,’ the inspector told April. ‘I realise neither of you has much reason to trust the police, but we will find your husband’s body, Mrs Dunne. It is a priority, because I believe that all of these incidents are linked –’ he was looking at April now ‘– the attacks, the deaths – even this vandalism – I think it’s all connected. And we will get to the bottom of it.’


‘Sooner rather than later would be good, inspector. Do I need to remind you that my family have been attacked repeatedly?’


‘No, Mrs Dunne, you do not. Thank you. I will see myself out.’


April listened to the front door close, then picked up her coat, turning to follow the policeman. She didn’t feel comfortable being in this house.


‘Please stay,’ said Silvia, walking to her. ‘We need to talk.’


‘There’s nothing to talk about,’ said April.


‘Your father’s body has been stolen,’ said Silvia. ‘Don’t you have anything to say about that?’


‘Of course I do! It’s horrible, disgusting, heartbreaking, but it doesn’t change anything, Mum. You still did what you did and I still feel the same way about it.’


Did Silvia really think she was going to break down and throw herself into her mother’s arms? Maybe a year, even six months ago, perhaps she would have, but too much had changed in that time; April had changed too much.


‘Please, April, this is serious.’ Silvia paused for a moment. ‘Please?’


April sighed and dropped her coat on a chair. ‘Five minutes,’ she said, reluctantly sitting on a stool and watching as her mother filled the kettle again. If you had no idea about the horrific circumstances, you might think this was a normal everyday domestic scene: mother and daughter sitting down to have a chat over a cup of tea. But that was long gone for them, a relic of the world she had known before she discovered that her ordinary boring old life was filled with hideous creatures with long teeth and claws. April suddenly felt a crushing sadness as she realised that nothing her mother could say or do could bring the old certainties of a normal family life back.


‘I do miss you, you know,’ began Silvia. ‘Please come back; your old room is ready for you.’


‘Oh no,’ said April, ‘we are not having that discussion. If you want to talk about what’s happened to Dad’s body, fine, but let’s not get into this. You know very well why I’m not living here any more.’


‘No, April, I don’t,’ said Silvia, turning to look directly at her. ‘I really don’t understand it.’


April was surprised how angry she felt. ‘Because you lied to me,’ she cried. ‘Because you lied to Dad, because you lied about your affair with a man who tried to kill me. Is that enough?’


‘All right,’ said Silvia. ‘Perhaps I’m not the model mother . . .’


‘The model mother? You’ve barely even tried to be a mother. When did you ever act like a mother? I can’t remember one instance of you making me a packed lunch, helping me with my homework, even tucking me in at night.’


‘But I did!’


‘No – Dad did everything like that. You never even came to see me in school plays.’


Silvia frowned. ‘I’m sure I remember seeing a nativity play. Weren’t you Mary?’


‘That was your friend Amanda’s daughter Sophie,’ said April, tight-lipped. ‘You went to her play because it was at some swanky public school where you might meet important people over cocktails.’


‘Fine. I’m a terrible parent,’ said Silvia, crossing her arms. ‘It’s clear you’ve made up your mind about that. But however much you hate me, it won’t change the way I feel about you, April. I love you. And I want you to be safe.’


‘How are you planning to achieve that exactly? Move me back in here? It wasn’t exactly safe for Dad, was it?’


‘That’s not fair,’ said Silvia.


‘Isn’t it? You said it to the policeman yourself – they haven’t got a clue what’s going on in Highgate and they’ve no way of protecting me – of protecting any of us. So what makes you think you can protect me here either?’


‘I’d never let anyone hurt you,’ said Silvia, her eyes fierce.


‘Really? You’ve done a pretty good job of that on your own.’ April regretted the words as soon as they came out of her mouth. Her mother flinched as if she’d been slapped.


‘Look . . . I didn’t mean it like that,’ April said, but Silvia had turned away shaking her head.


Great. Now I’m the bad guy, thought April.


The odd thing was, April had never really minded that Silvia wasn’t a conventional Barbies-and-baking sort of mother. That was just the way she was – self-absorbed and irresponsible. It certainly wasn’t Silvia’s failings as a mother which had pushed April away – it was her lies.


‘If only you could understand how hard it has been for me,’ said Silvia, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.


‘Hard for you?’ said April. ‘You brought this on yourself, Mum – be honest.’


The last thing April wanted right now was to get into a war of words about the ins and outs of her mother’s infidelity, but ever since that night in Sheldon’s house, April had been haunted by his words: ‘Your mother came crawling after me like a dog on heat.’


Silvia had always maintained that moving to London was William’s idea, that she was only here under sufferance, yet Sheldon had laughed at that, said Silvia had talked her father into it, then begged Sheldon to start a relationship. April wanted to know the truth even though nothing could bring her father back.


‘Look, I think I’d better go,’ said April, reaching for her coat. ‘Besides, Grandad will be worrying.’


‘April, can’t we talk about it like adults?’ said Silvia, turning back to her, a note of pleading in her voice. ‘I want you to understand what happened with your father and what happened with Robert and . . .’


‘No, Mum!’ shouted April. ‘I won’t discuss this. I didn’t come here to help you work through your issues. I came to hear what Inspector Reece had to say. Seriously, I’m done with this.’


‘And you’re done with me too?’ said Silvia quietly. April’s heart sank as she watched her mother’s face crumple. Silvia covered her face with her hands and April could only watch as her shoulders heaved with sobs. Suddenly she felt horribly guilty: she had left Silvia to stew, probably drinking herself to sleep every night – and there was no question she deserved it – but Silvia wasn’t exactly surrounded by a support network. What friends she had in Highgate were from her snooty dinner party circuit, and hardly the sort who rallied around when tragedy entered your life.


‘No, Mum, I’m not done with you,’ she said, walking over and putting her hands on Silvia’s shoulders. ‘It’s just that I need a bit of time alone. You can see that, surely?’


Silvia sniffled. ‘I suppose . . . it’s just that I’m so worried about you being so far away. I want to . . .’ she let out another sob. ‘Oh God, how can they take him a second time?’


April rubbed her mother’s arm. ‘We’ll get him back, I promise,’ said April.


Silvia pulled away and grabbed a tissue, loudly blowing her nose. ‘Sorry, darling. It’s just I feel so alone in this big house at night, all the noises, the creaking. And I keep seeing people looking in the windows . . .’ She shook her head. ‘No, that’s stupid.’


April looked at her sharply. ‘People at the windows? Why didn’t you tell Inspector Reece?’


‘Oh, it’s probably nothing, just paranoia. It’s probably just people in the square walking their dogs or whatever. Being on your own, it makes you see things.’


Was Silvia imagining it, or was the house being watched? Was her mother a target? Again April felt a pang of guilt. She was angry with Silvia, yes, but not so angry that she wanted her dead. The very thought made her feel sick – April had lost enough already.


‘Listen, Mum, this is getting us nowhere. I’m fine at Gramps’s place – he can look after me. Just give me some space, okay?’


‘Space to be with your boyfriend, I suppose?’ Silvia said bitterly.


April glared at her. ‘See? This is why I need to get away. Gabriel is a good man, you know that. He’s looked after me. I thought you appreciated that.’


Silvia looked at her. ‘All men are after something, and I should know.’


‘Maybe the men you chase after aren’t the same as Gabriel.’


Just as April had been softening, thinking that she might actually move back into the house, Silvia went and showed her true colours again.


April realised as she snatched up her coat that perhaps she was getting this the wrong way around. If the Suckers were searching for the Fury – and much as she hated to admit it, if Benjamin and Marcus had worked out her identity, it was only a matter of time before someone else joined the dots – her presence in Highgate was only putting Silvia in more danger. Her mother could be ferocious when roused, but – seriously – what could a sharp-tongued widow do against the army of darkness gathering outside her door? However fearsome Silvia Dunne could be, however strong her instinct to protect her only child, the vampires would squash her like a fly.


‘Look, Mum, I’ve got to get back.’


‘You go then,’ said Silvia, waving her hand dramatically. ‘I’ll be fine.’


‘You know what? I think you will.’




Chapter Four


April went out through the front door, slamming it behind her. That’s getting to be a habit too, she thought as she pushed past the creaky gate and across the square.


April was so wrapped up in her thoughts, she didn’t notice the slight figure sitting on a bench facing away from the road.


‘Hello,’ she said, stopping April in her tracks. Davina Osbourne. Queen of the Ravenwood mean girls, top dog in the school Suckers and head of the vampire recruitment team. What was she doing sitting outside her house?


‘God, Davina, you frightened the life out of me.’


‘Sorry,’ the girl said, but there was something odd about the way she said it. April looked at her more closely and was shocked by what she saw: Davina’s usual super-groomed poise was gone. She looked crumpled, exhausted, her normally blemish-free skin was mottled and there were frown lines on her forehead. If she hadn’t felt it was impossible, she would have said Davina had forgotten to wash her hair.


‘I heard about your dad,’ said Davina, wiping her nose with a rag of tissue. ‘Must be pretty freaky.’


April just nodded. She had no idea how to react. Davina looked up and April could see her eyes were bloodshot and red-rimmed. ‘Want to go for a coffee?’


Davina smiled. ‘Thanks, that’d be nice.’


Sitting across from April at a table in the Americano coffee bar, trapped under the unforgiving fluorescent lighting, Davina looked even worse. She looked as you’d expect someone to whose close relative had recently died: washed out, raw and broken. Somehow you didn’t expect vampires to react in the same way as ‘real’ people.


‘So . . . how was the funeral?’ asked Davina, running a nail around the rim of her mocha.
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