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         It’s November, midnight: the perfect time to steal a corpse. No stars are out, no moon, only the steady hum of cold, vertical rain to keep me company as I follow the twist of narrow lanes down to the river. I’m as tense as a feral cat. Every sound, every shuffle makes my pulse beat faster. The last thing I need is a Night Watchman on my tail. Grave robbing is dangerous work, especially when the body involved is Elsie Irving’s. But when you’ve a score to settle, only the most famous corpse in Temstown will do.

         At the end of the street, the river awaits. So far so good. The ferryman is at our agreed jetty in his rowing boat, ready to take me over the water to the opposite bank. Though I’ve not told him precisely what I’m up to, there’s only one reason anyone crosses the river, and 2it’s for North Side Necropolis, the cemetery where Temstown buries its dead. The busy, winding, sometimes stinky river acts as a barrier between the living and the dead. It’s for our own protection: vampires never cross moving water.

         Tonight’s ferryman nods me a greeting and spits out a mouthful of half-chewed garlic. It lands with a splat near my feet.

         ‘Evening, mister,’ I greet him.

         I too have been eating, drinking and chewing garlic all day. Not that I’m expecting to meet a vampire. It’s been twenty years since the last infection, yet protection rituals remain a way of life: garlic, salt, silver – we’re meant to use them every day, though you’re more likely to hear people moaning about the price of salt or how sick they are of eating garlic. The man in charge of Temstown is Mr Montague Helsing, whose vampire-hunting credentials during the last infection earned him the title of Guildmaster. So, he’s the one who made the laws that recently seem to be going out of favour. Twenty years is a long time to fear something that’s no longer around.

         All the same, I’m wary. North Side Necropolis is a desolate place. If the undead are anywhere in our city, it’s likely to be there. In daylight hours only undertakers 3and funeral mourners are allowed inside its gates, and then only with the right paperwork, and via the river’s one road crossing, Salvation Bridge. After dark, the entire graveyard is out of bounds. The Night Watchmen who patrol there are said to be ruthless, the sort who’d lock an intruder up on sight and throw away the key.

         Our plan is risky, then. I’d rather be home in bed with my little sister snoring beside me. But there’s only so many broken promises and unpaid wages two people can stand, which is the situation my pal Varney and I find ourselves in. We’ve tried bringing it up with the doctor who employs us. Tried pleading too. Admittedly, I did the talking – Varney’s more the quiet, supportive type. When, for the umpteenth time, the doctor batted us away as if we were wasps at a summer picnic, Varney agreed we had to take action, though even he was initially doubtful my idea would work.

         ‘A dead body? Isn’t that a bit drastic?’ he’d responded when I aired the possibility over our lunchtime cheese sandwiches. ‘What if we dig up—’

         ‘—a vampire?’ I’d guessed he might say that. He’s more cautious than I am: his favourite cheese is mild cheddar, whereas mine’s a ripe Stilton, which, I think, makes my point.

         ‘Twenty years of no vampires and one happens to 4turn up just for us?’ I’d argued. ‘Come on, V, how likely is that?’ Though for a second, a chill did seep down my spine.

         According to the newspapers, Elsie Irving’s death was mysterious, which increases the risk of her becoming a vampire. But she’d been buried with great care, face down in a garlic-filled coffin, so the chances are slim. Realistically, our biggest danger will be getting arrested, which, I’m terrified to admit, would scupper my dreams of becoming Temstown’s first female doctor. But Elsie Irving’s corpse is the only way to get Dr Polidori listening. This is our last resort.

         And it has to be tonight.

         Dr John Polidori, head of the Surgeons’ Guild, and the man who should be paying Varney, and training me, carries out anatomy lectures every Tuesday morning – in nine hours’ time, in other words. The students – all male – will be learning about the human body from the dissection of a corpse. It’s because I’m so desperate to be there that we’re going to use the city’s most famous dead body as our bargaining chip. Yes, it’s against the law to steal a body, but Dr Polidori himself has done it in the past, albeit with less famous corpses. Indeed, he’s so ambitious it’s a wonder he’d not thought of the idea himself. 5
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         ‘What’s your name, kid?’ The ferryman is squinting at me.

         ‘Mina, as I told you earlier when I paid you,’ I remind him.

         He spits more garlic. ‘Huh. Almost thought you were the boy, the stable lad.’

         I fight the urge to roll my eyes. The stable lad is Varney, who’s travelling via Salvation Bridge to meet me outside the cemetery gates with a horse and cart ‘borrowed’ from Dr Polidori. We’ll then make our way inside the Necropolis together. Frankly, Varney and I don’t look anything like each other: he’s half a foot taller than me, with short dark hair and a chip in his front tooth, caused by a horse kick. I’m what my mother calls ‘wiry’ – small, in other words, and quick on my feet. It’s my red hair most folks notice because there’s so much of it, all springy and face-tickly, so I tend to keep it hidden under a cap. That, and my trusty black-flannel trousers, mean I’m often mistaken for a boy.

         ‘Ahem, any chance we could—?’ I indicate climbing on board. My nerves are kicking in, so I’m eager to get going and the spade I’m carrying is heavy.

         The ferryman digs in his pocket for another garlic clove, which he pops into his mouth like a mint, then beckons me on board. 6

         I step down from the jetty on to the boat. A slight trembling begins in my knees when, just at the point of no going back, I wonder if my plan is ridiculous. What if we get caught? What if the doctor sacks us? What if we do dig up Temstown’s first vampire in twenty years? I take a deep breath. Tell myself it’s only nerves. I’ll feel braver once I’ve met up with Varney.

         I sit opposite the ferryman. Stowed under his seat is a familiar red tin box: the vampire tin. Every household in Temstown has a vampire tin. We keep ours on top of the kitchen dresser, gathering dust. Inside is a bottle of sacred water, salt, garlic powder, silver nails and instructions on how to fend off a vampire, which, thankfully, is an emergency I’ve never had to face. Yet seeing the ferryman’s tin makes my heart skitter. It’s a reminder that tonight I’ll be among the dead.

         ‘Young girl like you going over the river,’ chides the ferryman, as if he’s spotted fear in my face. ‘It’s dangerous. Wish I’d never got talked into it.’

         The coin I’d given him earlier did most of the talking, if I remember rightly. Though his vampire tin in my sight line doesn’t help steady my nerves. Nor does recalling Varney’s warning over what we might dig up.

         ‘Can we just get going?’ I plead, before I’m overwhelmed. 7

         With a heave, the ferryman pushes off from the jetty. We’re away. The rain has stopped, the night air is cool. The river has an oily, murky appearance, pockets of mist floating above the surface.

         Hugging my knees, I try to think nice, silly thoughts. My mother’s terrible singing of the sad ballads she loves comes to mind, though the slurping noise the oars make sounds more like my sister, Buffy, when she’s eating stew. Buffy would’ve wanted to be in on the plan had I told her. She’ll be fuming when she finds out. But I mustn’t feel guilty: our mission’s risky and I don’t want her coming to any harm. I’ve kept it from our mother, Mar, too, because she’d insist it wasn’t safe and I mustn’t do it, and I hate going against her word.

         The river currents are strong; the ferryman is having to row hard. We pass an undertaker’s boat, its black sails limp in the night air as it sails south. It’s the only other river traffic we see. I touch the silver good luck charm I’m wearing around my neck, which is shaped like a letter T for Temstown. Most people still wear silver because of the long-held belief that it protects against the Contagion, and my little charm feels comfortingly familiar.

         ‘Sweet silver, keep Varney and me safe,’ I whisper.

         In my head I go over tonight’s plan one last time. 8It’s my first-ever visit to the North Side so I’ve memorised a map. The only road skirts the walls of the Necropolis, running parallel to the river. There’s a main gate – guarded but unlocked – and a smaller service gate, which the gravediggers use. It’s here I’m meeting Varney, who should be arriving about now. Together, we’ll go in through the gate, find the right grave and dig. Timings are extremely tight. If we’re not super fast we’ll get caught.

         When we near the opposite bank, the temperature plummets. The North Side is famed for being devilishly cold, as if nature itself is warning people to stay away.

         ‘As cold as death,’ is how Mar once described it.

         The clouds are now thin enough for the waning moon to cast light on the water. The ferryman aims for a jetty downstream from the cemetery gates.

         ‘We’re coming in shortly,’ the ferryman warns me.
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         I sit forward, ready to jump out. All too fast, a wooden jetty emerges from the freezing mist. The northern bank of the river stretches beyond it, as dark and welcoming as hell. My pulse picks up speed. Our left oar stills, and with the right the ferryman manoeuvres us alongside the jetty until the boat grinds against it. He jerks his head, which is my cue 9to get out. By the time I’ve both feet on dry land, he’s already rowing away. I don’t blame him: no one would choose to linger here. The world of the living is behind me, on the other side of the river.

         Welcome to the land of the dead.
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         I walk quickly. On my right side is the river. On my left runs the cemetery wall. It’s twice my height, built of glowering grey stone topped with silver spikes, which warn keep out better than any sign. It also casts a shadow over the road, which helps hide me as I hurry along. Part of me can’t quite believe I’m here, on the river’s notorious North Side. All my life it’s been a place of darkness, mystery and warnings, and my first impression, now I’m here, hits me as a shiver over my skin, which makes me think all the rumours must be true. Though the road’s deserted, there’s a strange energy in the air. It’s unsettling me. I’ll be glad to get to our meeting place, where Varney should be waiting.

         A few strides on, I hear voices. They’re coming from behind the wall, on the cemetery side. My pulse quickens. 11

         Night Watchmen.

         Three speakers, Temstown accents, as crisp as if they’re standing right next to me. My shoulders tense. These aren’t the standard Watchmen who police our city streets during daylight hours, reinforcing the Guildmaster’s rules: they’re far tougher, so rumour has it.

         I hold my breath, hoping they haven’t heard me.

         ‘Do another check of the main gate, Marv, then we’ll treat ourselves to a brew,’ one of them says. I raise an eyebrow. It seems even Night Watchmen have tea breaks.

         There’s a stomp of boots as they move away. I breathe again. The quiet settles – or pretends to. Really, it’s layers of little noises – the river murmuring, a bird shifting in its sleep, and further off, a scratching, scrabbling sound. Mar says it’s a rare blessing to have such unusually sharp hearing, though in a noisy city like ours, it can be distracting so I’ve learned to block it out most of the time. Tonight’s different: I’m giving every sound my full attention.

         The cemetery’s main gates are upon me quicker than I’d expected. The entrance, a grand arch of the same grey stone as the wall, is lit on either side by flaming torches. The sudden brightness makes me blink. The gates themselves are shut: bolted but not locked. 12Never locked. No one should be trapped in with the dead, the Old Lore tells us.

         I can’t help wishing they’d made an exception for Night Watchmen, at least for tonight. The fact they could be anywhere is giving me neckache. Every few steps I’m glancing behind, up at the wall, out over the water. At the same time, I’m listening out for Varney’s cartwheels. One small relief is that I seem to be keeping ahead of the Night Watchmen.

         The service gate, where I’m meeting Varney, is just round the corner. After noticing on the map how the cemetery wall curved suddenly left, we’d picked the spot because it’s not visible from the main gates. It’s probably a deliberate design, to shield mourners from the practicalities of a vampire-proof burial – the gravediggers carrying silver coffin nails, buckets of sacred water, poppy seeds to scatter over the finished burial to confuse the undead. For us, it’s a decent place to wait with a horse and a small cart. We know too that Elsie Irving is buried in the western part of the cemetery where Temstown’s famous figures are laid to rest, the service gate being the closest entry point to those graves.
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         I round the corner, relieved and more than ready to see Varney’s friendly face. 13Instead, I’m greeted with an empty road. My heart sinks: he should be here by now.

         A bitter wind blows off the river. Sheltering in the lee of the wall, I wait, tense and shivering, ready to spring the second he arrives. Across the river, a clock strikes one. The scrabbling I heard back where I passed the Night Watchmen has grown louder. It’s coming from behind me, inside the Necropolis, and sounds like soil being cleared. I’m praying it’s nothing worse than a gravedigger at work, because Varney’s concern about the undead is, now I’m actually here, starting to feel more of a possibility.

         ‘Oh, come on, V,’ I mutter, glancing up and down the still-deserted road.

         It’s not like Varney to be late. I’m really worrying. Any number of things could’ve gone wrong. Dr Polidori, who normally sleeps like a hibernating bear, might’ve heard him leaving. Or maybe Zeus the horse has gone lame, or the checkpoint guards on the bridge were suspicious about Varney carrying the papers of a well-known doctor. It makes me doubly glad I didn’t ask Buffy along. She’d have insisted on bringing the raven she’s befriended, which would’ve further complicated an already risky plan.

         I wait a bit longer, fidgeting with rising panic. The 14spade I’ve brought rests at my feet. I hear an owl, the slosh of water, my own pulse pounding. The clock chimes the quarter hour. It’s then, in the distance, coming from the direction of Salvation Bridge, I pick up on the rumble of an approaching cart. My shoulders slump with relief: at last, Varney!

         At the very same moment, footsteps approach round the corner.

         ‘Who’s there?’ The beam of a lamp sweeps towards me. In it I glimpse the outline of a helmet-headed, wide-shouldered, sword-carrying Night Watchman.

         I shrink back, alarmed. The gate shifts against my weight. The Watchman, hearing movement, holds up his lamp.

         ‘Hey! You!’

         I freeze. He’s seen me. I fumble for the gate latch and push hard. The hinges groan. The gate opens. As I step backwards the Watchman rushes forward, closing the gap between us. He grabs the scruff of my jacket so forcefully I’m almost lifted off my feet.

         ‘GOTCHA!’ he crows.

         I can’t move. The seams of my jacket are straining at the strength of his grip. A vision of Temstown’s jail flashes before me, of Mar racked with sadness because of the shame I’ve brought on her and Buffy. And I can 15wave goodbye to my dreams of being a doctor.

         Meanwhile, hoofbeats tell me the horse and cart are fast approaching. I’m about to shout a warning to Varney to keep going, when the Watchman turns to see who else is arriving in the middle of the night. In doing so, he loosens his grip on me slightly.

         It’s now or never.

         A quick duck. A sudden twist. My jacket makes a tearing sound, and I’m free.

         ‘Oi! Come back here!’ the Watchman bellows.

         As if I would.

         I’m already on the other side of the cemetery gate and running on a path that cuts through a yew hedge. I go fast, arms pumping. The spade, which miraculously I’m still holding on to, thumps against my thigh. At first, the Night Watchman is right behind me.

         Good.

         If he’s following me then he won’t witness Varney arriving. I doubt even a full-grown Watchman will be fast enough to catch me – which I don’t say to be boastful. Even carrying a spade, I’m able to run at speed. It’s a relief to put some distance between myself and the Watchman. If I loop back to the service gate and shake off the Night Watchman, then there’s a chance Varney and I can still reach Elsie Irving’s grave. 16

         Beyond the hedge, the graveyard proper begins. It’s here the temperature truly plummets, hitting me like a brick wall of cold. The air burns my lungs as I gulp it down. I run on until the path narrows and twists around the gravestones in what little space there is between each one.

         Slowing as I listen for the Night Watchman, I again hear that scratching, clawing, fumbling noise. Though the man doesn’t seem to be following any more, my relief turns to a flutter of fear. I’m completely alone. All around me are gravestones in every shape imaginable – angels, headstones, obelisks, sarcophagi – all jammed in tightly, wonkily, jutting and leaning and covering every inch of ground. If I’m not careful, I’m going to get lost.

         Fumbling under my jacket, I touch my silver charm for reassurance. It helps that Mar handmade this one specially for me in her job at Silversing Industries, the silver factory owned by the Guildmaster, where all Temstown’s silver charms and vampire tins are made. The Watchman seems to have vanished: he must’ve joined the others on their tea break. The best thing I can do now is retrace my steps back towards the service gate, and Varney. I picture my friend hunched in the driver’s seat, his chin buried in the red scarf Mar 17knitted him when she heard he’d parted ways with his own family years ago. I’ll be back at the gate in minutes. And then, maybe, just maybe, we can still pull off our plan.
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         I pick up speed, running in what I’m sure is the direction of the service gate. But when the path veers right, I realise, to my annoyance, that I’ve gone wrong somewhere.

         I slow to a walk. There’s no sign of the cemetery wall, or anything remotely familiar, and I’m quickly getting flustered. All I can see, in every direction, are headstones, coffin tombs, stone figures, marble slabs. This is the western part of the cemetery, so I know I’ve not gone too far out of my way.

         How we’re going to find Elsie Irving’s plot is also worrying me: the cemetery is so overcrowded. And I can’t dig up and carry a body by myself. I need Varney. In the distance, the same annoying clock chimes the half hour, reminding me – and probably the Watchmen – that all tea breaks must end. We’re running out of time.

         I give my cap a determined tug. I’m not giving up. There’s still a chance Varney and I can pull off what we came here to do. When Dr Polidori hired me fresh out 18of school he did so because, he said, I had a sharp eye and a quick wit. It’s taken nearly two years of prescription-delivering, message-carrying and general dogsbodying to try to prove myself worthy of a place at his anatomy lectures. And the man still regularly forgets my name.

         Finally picking up a more familiar path, I start to run again.

         That’s when I get caught.
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         The Night Watchman has been lying in wait for me behind a gravestone. He barrels into me with a roar. A pair of arms grabs me around the waist. My spade, the one thing that might protect me, flies from my hand. My cap falls off too. All the hair tucked inside it swings across my face, so I can’t even get a decent look at my attacker. In seconds, I’m on the ground, flat on my back with an ‘oof’.

         ‘All right!’ I wheeze. ‘This time you’ve got me!’

         But as my hair falls back so I see who’s floored me, I’m in for another shock. It isn’t the Night Watchman: it’s a girl, who finishes her killer move by straddling me, pinning my arms to my sides with her very bony knees.

         ‘You know what the punishment for grave robbing is, don’t you?’ she hisses.20

         ‘Yeah, death by suffocation, if you’ve anything to do with it,’ I reply, trying to wriggle out from under her.

         The girl leans in closer. It’s too dark to see her expression, but her breath smells of something sweet – cocoa, I think.

         ‘I’d say that spade you were carrying confirms you’re here to dig up a body,’ she says with satisfaction.

         ‘Huh, as if I’m going to tell you!’ I retort. This girl is starting to annoy me. She’s not the law. She’s not a Watchman. And she’s uncomfortably close to the truth.

         I try turning the question around. ‘What are you doing here, then?’

         ‘Business,’ she replies curtly. ‘Some work is better executed at night, so my mother tells me. Annoying, but there we are.’

         The mention of mothers makes me wince with guilt. If Mar finds out where I’ve been tonight, it’ll turn her hair grey with worry.

         ‘Would you mind getting off me so I can breathe?’ I try again.

         To which the girl sits down more heavily, as if she’s settling into her favourite armchair.

         ‘You’re not going anywhere,’ she assures me. ‘You – Little Miss Corpse Thief – are going to tell me why Elsie Irving’s coffin lid is smashed in.’21

         ‘Her coffin?’ I gulp. ‘But isn’t it—’

         ‘Buried? Ha! Don’t pretend you don’t know someone’s tried to dig it up,’ the girl hisses. ‘There’s fresh earth everywhere. Though whoever was doing it must’ve been disturbed halfway through.’

         ‘What?’ Immediately I’m thinking of the scrabbling I heard. Not a gravedigger’s work, then, but another grave robber. Someone’s beaten me to it – beaten both of us, because the girl, I’m guessing, is also a grave robber. There aren’t many reasons she’d be here at night, and plenty of other doctors would pay well for such a famous corpse.

         Yet the person currently flattening my ribcage doesn’t seem especially desperate for money. She smells of good food and clean linens. From her silhouette, I notice she’s wearing a fashionable little trilby.

         ‘Oh, that’s right, pretend to look shocked,’ the girl sneers. ‘I know what you’re really up to. I suppose you’ve come back with that spade you were carrying to finish the job?’

         I try again to shove her off me. I’m beginning to see sparkly bits before my eyes. I really can’t breathe.

         ‘If you don’t get off me,’ I gasp, ‘I’ll … I’ll … bite you!’

         It’s not a threat we use lightly here in Temstown, but I’m panicking for breath. And to be clear, I’ve never 22bitten a person before, or an animal, alive or dead. Nor would I want to – my mum brought up Buffy and me to be vegetarians.

         But we’re way past these being normal circumstances, and amazingly, it does the trick: the girl climbs off me, only to pull me to my feet and twist my left arm behind my back. It’s done so quickly, and with such strength, I miss my chance to give her the slip.

         ‘Let’s have a closer look at the hole, Little Miss Corpse Thief. Then we’ll find the nearest Watchman so you can tell him what you’re doing here, at night, with a spade,’ she says.

         I’m angry and panicking: Varney’s waiting for me. But if I try to run now, it’ll be my arm that rips, rather than my jacket.
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         We take a few steps, then stop at a gap between two marble angels where the ground has been disturbed. At first glance, it looks like a fox has been digging here. The smell is of fresh earth mixed with funeral flowers. A piercing chill in the air makes my skin prickle.

         ‘Is this where she’s buried?’ I ask, then correct myself. ‘Or meant to be?’

         The girl nods. As my eyes adjust to the shadows, I brace myself for the 23sight of a freshly exhumed coffin. But though some of the earth has been removed, only a small part of the coffin lid is visible.

         What strikes me next are the ruined lilies. A few days ago they would’ve been expensive funeral flowers: now they’re scattered about the grave, shredded to pieces and crushed into the ground. And very recently too – the green, tangy smell of their torn stems still lingers. The earth that’s been removed from the hole is in random, scrabbled heaps. Something has clawed at the dirt – not a fox; the nail marks are too long.

         I don’t think this is the work of any living creature. The girl lets go of my arm, as if she’s also finally understanding what’s really happened here.

         ‘Grave robbers haven’t done this,’ she whispers, echoing my thoughts. There’s a new, husky catch to her voice that makes me realise underneath her bluster she’s almost as scared as I am.

         Forcing myself closer, I step over the ruined flowers and piles of dirt until I’m at the edge of the grave pit. The girl does the same so we’re standing shoulder to shoulder. What I see turns my blood to ice.

         ‘Suffering spirits!’ I cry.

         The grave’s entrance is no bigger than a shoebox. From what I can see of the coffin lid, the wood is 24splintered, the shards pointing upwards, indicating something has smashed its way out.

         Cold, hard dread fills my chest. This isn’t a grave robber’s work.

         It’s a vampire’s.

         ‘I don’t understand!’ The girl rubs her temples like she can’t think straight. ‘How could it happen? How?’

         I can’t speak.

         Anyway, she must know the answer, because like me, she’ll have studied the Old Lore in her final year at school: a person who dies in mysterious circumstances is more likely to become a vampire. It’s blindingly obvious that’s what’s happened to Elsie Irving.

         I shake my head. How stupid I’ve been not to take the risk more seriously. When Varney mentioned it, I’d assumed it the least of our worries, but I overlooked that Elsie Irving’s strange, sudden and very public death made her a prime candidate for vampirism. Temstown’s favourite singer dropped dead onstage at the Lyceum Theatre, mid-song. It was shock enough to hear she’d died. And now it seems Miss Elsie Irving has become the undead.

         I take a deep breath and force my eyes down to the grave again. The hole that she’s escaped through is cat-sized at best – and escape is the right word. She 25hasn’t slipped out or crawled out, she’s quite literally fought her way to the surface, smashing through the lid of the coffin and clawing at the soil that covered it. It’s proof of her incredible strength – and that she’s not in human form. The very thought makes me light-headed with fear.

         ‘You’re right,’ I murmur, realising I’ve misunderstood the girl’s point. ‘I didn’t think this would happen in Temstown, not after so long.’

         ‘And when we protect ourselves,’ she adds.

         It’s true. The Guildmaster’s old-fashioned rules are meant to keep us safe. What we wear, what we eat, where we go – all of it is determined by the Old Lore to protect us from another vampire outbreak. There’s the silver, the garlic, the lavender, the salt. In every house is a hallway mirror to check visitors have a reflection before inviting them inside. Though people are questioning, more and more, why the rules are necessary, they are still the law.

         Nor is it peak danger time in the lunar cycle for vampire attacks. Every day on my way to work I pass a moon clock, a big one in the roof spire of the cheese market, so I know we’re in the last quarter. But the new moon, the time when vampires are most powerful, isn’t until early Friday: that’s over three days away.26

         I wonder again how Elsie Irving came to die. The papers said ‘a strange illness’: we’d have discovered the truth tomorrow in Dr Polidori’s dissection lecture, had our plan worked. I’d already imagined the doctor presenting the body as his own brilliant idea, and me in the front row, furiously taking notes with the other students. Varney would be happy too, wages paid. Though that’s now feeling like a distant memory. Varney’s still at the service gate, waiting for me. I need to tell him what’s happened. But shock has rooted me to the spot.

         Next to me, the girl is silent. She has, I see, wild hair rather like mine, only hers is fighting against the pins trying to control it, rather than a cap. Her gloves are fine, soft leather, her hands clasped tightly under her chin. She looks almost regal. It’s odd what a shocked brain notices.

         ‘Elsie Irving had the Glastonbury,’ the girl says suddenly. ‘It’s a prestige coffin. Very expensive. Pure oak.’

         I give her a curious look. ‘Really?’

         Though I guess, like most of Temstown, she read in the newspapers about the lengths Drake’s the undertakers had gone to, to ensure Elsie Irving’s burial was utterly vampire-proof – the garlic flowers adorning 27the silver-bolted coffin, the sacred water to wash the hooves of the horses pulling the hearse. Miss Irving had been buried in her favourite stage costume, the reports said, complete with her trademark red feather in her hair. Much was made of how Drake’s had followed tradition to the letter. Even the Guildmaster himself had been quoted as praising what he’d called their ‘law-abiding, high-quality practice’.
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         It must’ve been done for comfort and show, rather than to actually keep us safe.

         Because, despite all their efforts, here we are. A vampire is on the loose.
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         ‘Where would Elsie Irving have gone?’ I ask, my voice quaking with fear.

         ‘Where do vampires ever go?’ The girl grimaces. ‘To infect those responsible for their deaths, I’d guess.’

         ‘She can’t cross the river,’ I point out, with some relief. ‘Still, we really should report it.’ Not that there is a ‘we’ – this girl isn’t a friend – but we’re the only two people here, witnessing this, and neither of us seem eager to involve the Watch.

         Thinking my best bet is to run back to Varney, I’m about to do just that when I catch the creak of leather boots coming towards us. Suddenly, a constellation of Night Watchmen’s lanterns lights up the path.

         ‘Who goes there?’ a man cries.

         I tense. If I don’t run now I’ll never get away. But the 29girl pleads: ‘Don’t tell them anything. You’re here with me, all right? Just let me do the talking.’

         ‘Er … all right.’ But it throws me. We’re not here together. I don’t even know her name.

         In seconds, the Night Watchmen have us surrounded. I count ten lanterns, at least, in the tight, bright circle. Dread grows in my stomach. This is it: we’re going to be arrested. The smell of leather uniforms is overwhelming. I’m kicking myself for not getting away while I still could.

         ‘Miss Bella?’ one of the Watchmen says.

         I jolt. He knows her. The mood in the rest of the group shifts too, voices muttering ‘Not again’ and ‘What a time-waster’. And I’m growing more confused by the second.

         The Watchman who seems to be in charge tells them to be quiet, then comes closer with a light, addressing the girl. I’m amazed at how poised she now is. But for the stray lock of hair blowing across her cheek, there’s no hint that she’s been fighting, or has just discovered a vampire’s grave. Unlike me: I’m covered in mud and trembling all over.

         ‘Yes, it’s me, working late again, apologies if I alarmed you,’ she says, and gives a sweet, tinkling laugh. It’s what Varney and I call ‘a drawing-room laugh’. 30Suddenly, I’m so nervous I’m overcome with giggles, and have to pinch my nose to stop myself.

         The men, meanwhile, are clearly fed up.

         ‘Stop fidgeting with your nose,’ the girl hisses in my ear. ‘Act like you’re with me.’

         Deciding it’s simpler to do as I’m told, I slip my arm through hers. She’s tall, I notice, a good head taller than me. There’s a warmth coming off her, a sort of charge, that makes me stand a little straighter. My gaze flits towards the Watchmen again. Though they know Miss Bella, they’ve not yet let us go.

         ‘You know how my mother prefers to work under cover of darkness,’ Miss Bella says, addressing the stubble-cheeked Watchman in charge.

         The man rubs an exasperated hand over his face.

         ‘I hardly need remind you again, Miss Bella, that being at the Necropolis in the depths of night is not advisable,’ he replies.

         Her smile slips. For a second, I think she’s going to tell him that, actually, he has more serious matters to deal with, like Elsie Irving’s empty grave. But her mouth stays firmly shut. Personally, I still think we should report the grave, but remembering my promise, I keep quiet. Though I’ll certainly be telling Varney everything. It’s another reason I can’t wait to be on 31board the cart with him, heading home. I’ve had more than my share of graveyards.

         ‘I will pass your concern on to Mama,’ the girl promises the Watchman, before picking up her skirt hem as daintily as if she’s about to leave that same drawing room. ‘I’ll say goodnight, then, gentlemen.’

         This time, the Watchmen stand aside for us. I keep my head down as we walk away so they can’t see my astonishment.

         ‘How the heck did you do that, Miss Bella?’ I cry, once we’re out of earshot and on a path that finally looks familiar. ‘You’re a girl in a skirt, and they listened to you!’

         ‘I’m called Bella,’ she corrects me. ‘What about you, Corpse Thief? What’s your name?’

         ‘Mina,’ I reply.

         ‘Well, Mina. Thanks for keeping quiet back there.’ She gives a quick, tense smile. ‘You’ve helped buy my mother and me a bit of time to sort out this mess. They’re going to blame us for Miss Irving turning into a vampire, I can guarantee it. Even though we did everything to the highest standard.’

         I narrow my eyes at her. ‘Why would they blame you?’

         Then it comes to me: the fashionable hat and good 32posture are a giveaway, as is the fact the Night Watchmen knew who she was.

         ‘You’re an undertaker!’ I blurt out.

         ‘Ten out of ten for observation,’ she replies with a mischievous smirk.

         ‘You’re from Drake’s! You buried Elsie Irving!’ I insist with growing wonderment. Their adverts are on omnibuses, river barges, street corners, newspaper front pages.

         
            Drake’s Funeral Emporium: Rest in Peace, Forever 

         

         I can’t help but stare at Bella like she’s royalty: she might as well be, to a kid like me.

         Our city, divided into four workers’ guilds, ranks people depending on their profession, or, for children, those of their parents. All the guilds are linked to vampire protection: Silver, Garlic, Surgeons and Undertakers, in ascending order. Undertakers are the highest guild because they deal with the dead directly. Whereas silver – my guild – is the lowest because garlic, though it’s grown in the city’s outskirts, is considered more valuable.

         So it’s no wonder we’ve never met before tonight. Bella’s wealthy, well-spoken, smartly dressed: I’m none 33of these things. We’re about as opposite as two girls could be. It makes me feel suddenly shy.

         ‘That’s why you asked me to keep quiet,’ I murmur.

         ‘Just till Mama and I can sort it,’ she begs. ‘Please, Mina. We’ve done nothing wrong, I assure you. But it’ll ruin our business completely if this gets out.’

         Footsteps make us both spin round. The Watchmen, I realise grimly, are following us back to the gate. I pray Varney’s ready to make a speedy getaway.

         Bella seizes my hand. ‘Can I trust you, Mina?’

         I consider it for all of a second.

         ‘Yes,’ I say firmly. ‘You can.’
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         And here’s why. Drake’s Funeral Emporium is run by a woman, the only female in a position of power in the whole city. Bella’s right: they’ll be the scapegoat for what’s happened to Elsie Irving. Drake’s will catch the blame. Though I’ve only just met Mrs Drake’s daughter, we’re the two people in Temstown who know there’s a vampire on the loose. Whatever happens next, we’re connected by our strange discovery.

         
            *

         

         Back at the service gate, a carriage is waiting. It’s not the vehicle I’m expecting, I see that straight away. Dr Polidori’s cart is covered in 34dents, testament to his terrible driving, whereas the carriage at the kerbside is a small, stylish landau with black lace curtains and a lamp burning mysteriously at the window. It throws me. A glance up and down the street confirms Varney isn’t here. He would’ve waited as long as he could. He must’ve gone home.

         Bella, meanwhile, strides up to the carriage. From the lurch in my chest, I can guess who’s inside.

         ‘Mama?’ Bella calls. ‘We’ve a problem.’

         The carriage door opens, releasing the hems of a huge skirt. I can’t help but stare, proper eyes-on-stalks gawping. It’s my first real-life glimpse of Mrs Beatrix Drake, owner of Drake’s Funeral Emporium and head of the Undertakers’ Guild, and I’m starstruck. She’s long been an inspiration to girls like me. Plus, I’ve never seen such an enormous skirt: it must fill the entire carriage.

         ‘For goodness’ sake, Bella.’ Mrs Drake sounds rather annoyed. ‘How have you managed to turn a simple job like checking the funeral flowers into a problem? I told you exactly what to do.’

         I frown. The Bella I’ve just witnessed in action was quick-thinking and brave, so it’s a surprise to hear Mrs Drake addressing her as if she’s a bit of a clot. Bella, meanwhile, folds her arms, fists stuffed into her 35armpits. It’s what Buffy does when she’s in a sulk.

         ‘I checked the wreaths and bouquets, exactly as you told me, Mama,’ Bella huffs. ‘As always,’ she adds under her breath.

         Mrs Drake sighs. ‘Then what, for silver’s sake, is going on?’

         Bella glances at me. I mime keeping my mouth buttoned up because I’ve been told to stay quiet. The Great Lady herself notices me then, her eyes flitting over me in a way that makes me wish I wasn’t quite so covered in mud.

         Bella gestures over her shoulder at the Watchmen now approaching. ‘I can’t tell you out here, Mama,’ she says urgently. ‘But believe me, it’s a huge problem. As soon as the Watchmen find out what’s happened it’s all going to go BANG!’

         ‘Bella, dear.’ Her mother’s beginning to sound concerned. ‘Whatever is this all about?’

         Bella hitches up her skirt, ready to climb into the carriage. I take it as my cue to leave and start sidling away.

         Mrs Drake spots my move.

         ‘Stay exactly where you are, please,’ she says to me. Her tone isn’t unfriendly. And I’ve now left it too late to get away, because the service gate squeaks open: 36the Night Watchmen spill out on to the street.

         ‘Mrs Drake, ma’am,’ the Watchman in charge begins, touching the peak of his helmet. ‘Your daughter visiting the graveyard at night really is most irregular.’

         The carriage door opens wider. Mrs Drake is now fully visible, her skin pale in the lamplight, her hair raven-dark and sleek against her skull. She’s very beautiful. But it’s something else, an almost magnetic power, that draws me in.
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Temstown is in mourning at
the strange and uncanny death
of Theatreland’s most popular
star. Miss Elsie Irving, aged
22, collapsed onstage during
yesterday’s matinee performance
at the Lyceum Theatre. At the
moment of her death, horrified
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every gaslight in the building
went out. Theatre manager Mr
Bram Stoker was too upset to
speak to the press. Meanwhile,
Guildmaster Mr Helsing assures
us there is no evidence of the
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Miss Irving’s untimely demise.
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