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Chapter One


Nina was stuck. She didn’t know what to write next.


So far, her teenaged captive had been dragged into a refrigerated meat locker by two thugs armed with a gun and a boning knife. But Zadia Bloodstone was already waiting for them. Hanging upside-down from a meat hook, wrapped in a long, black cape and covered by a thin layer of frost, Zadia had cleverly disguised herself as a harmless side of beef. Only when she’d spread her arms wide had the crackle of breaking ice announced her presence.


Bang-bang! Two bullets had promptly smashed into her ribcage. But Zadia wasn’t troubled by bullets, because her vital organs could regenerate themselves at lightning speed. Somersaulting to the floor, she’d walked straight up to the bigger thug and kicked the gun from his hand. Then she’d whirled around to fight off his friend. Within seconds, the two baddies had been knocked out – leaving a very important question unanswered.


What would the rescued boy do?


Obviously, he would be grateful. He might even be dazzled by Zadia’s flawless face and perfect figure. But if he saw her sink her fangs into anyone’s neck, he would also be frightened. He would realise instantly that she was a vampire, and run for the door.


He would be unaware, at this point, that Zadia was a heroic crime-fighter who only preyed on lowlife scum.


Nina chewed away at a lock of her hair, thinking hard. She was in the middle of chapter eight. The room in which she sat was illumined solely by the glow of her computer screen; barely visible in the dimness were her brass bedstead, her Indian cushions and her lava lamp. A poster of David Bowie hung on the wall, curling at the corners. A small bookshelf contained multiple copies of Youngblood (Book Two of the Bloodstone Chronicles), by someone called N. E. Harris.


Splashed across the cover of Youngblood was a glamorous, slinky young girl with white skin, black hair and ruby-red lips. She wore high-heeled boots and lots of black leather, as well as an ammunition belt. Her canine teeth were long and pointed, but she was stunningly beautiful nonetheless.


She appeared to be leaping from rooftop to rooftop, her black cape streaming out behind her.


‘Nina!’ somebody shouted, from beyond the closed bedroom door. Nina didn’t respond. She stared unblinkingly at the computer screen, still gnawing at her hair – which was thick and dark, and cut in a heavy, clumsy, old-fashioned style that didn’t suit her bony little face.


It was about time, she decided, that Zadia made friends with the boy she’d rescued.


Zadia hesitated, Nina wrote, torn between her desire to punish the wicked and her need to reassure the tall, pale, handsome teenager with the big brown eyes.


‘Nina!’ a distant voice called again. Ignoring it, Nina deleted the word ‘pale’. Her hands on the keyboard were like chicken’s feet, all scaly and dry. Her skin was the colour of a maggot’s, and her legs were so thin that her tights were wrinkled around the knees.


Her boots had flat heels on them.


‘Nina!’ The door burst open to admit a withered old woman in a quilted nylon dressing-gown. ‘For God’s sake, are you deaf? Father Ramon’s outside – you want to keep him waiting?’


Nina sighed. She shut her laptop, moving sluggishly.


‘All right,’ she murmured. ‘I’m on my way.’


‘Aren’t you feeling well?’ the old woman wanted to know. She had the hoarse rasp and yellowed fingertips of a chronic smoker; her hair looked like a frayed clump of steel wool, and her scarlet lipstick was bleeding into the cracks around her mouth. ‘Because if you’re sick,’ she said, ‘you shouldn’t be going.’


‘I’m not sick, Mum. I’m fine.’


‘That’s what you always say, and you never are. Is your head giving you trouble?’


‘No!’


‘What about your stomach?’


Nina didn’t reply. Instead she rose, reaching for her sunglasses – which shared the cluttered surface of her desk with a Pet Rock, a pile of vintage vampire comics, and a netball trophy awarded to the ‘Junior Regional Inter-School Champions’ of 1971. On a noticeboard hanging above the desk-lamp were pinned various faded photographs of laughing teenage girls.


If any of these girls was Nina, it wasn’t immediately apparent. They were so sleek and glossy and bright-eyed that they could have belonged to an entirely different species.


‘Are you nauseous?’ her mother nagged. ‘You are, aren’t you?’


‘There’s nothing wrong,’ said Nina, on her way out of the room. It was a lie, of course. There was always something wrong.


And her mother knew it.


‘If you get sick, I want you to come straight home,’ the old woman advised, as they descended a narrow wooden staircase together. ‘Dave won’t mind bringing you back early, if you can’t stay to the end. And don’t leave it till the last minute, the way you did before. Dave won’t want you throwing up all over his sheepskin seat-covers again …’


Nina winced. It was true. She had ruined Dave’s precious seat-covers. Was it any wonder that he didn’t exactly beat a path to her door? Was it any wonder that she spent so much of her time in imaginary meat lockers with the stylish and vigorous Zadia Bloodstone? At least there were no uncontrollable bouts of vomiting in Zadia’s world.


Nina pulled open the heavy front door of her mother’s terrace house. Outside, the darkness was relieved only by the soft glow of a nearby streetlamp; stars were scattered like sequins across a coal-black sky. Yet Nina had already donned her sunglasses, which were big, heavy, wrap-around things that made her pinched face look smaller than ever …


You know what? This isn’t going to work. I can’t write about myself the way I write about Zadia. It’s too weird. It’s confusing. Next thing I’ll get mixed up, and start making me do things that I can’t actually do. Like turn into a bat, for instance. Zadia can do that, but I can’t. No one can.


The plain fact is, I can’t do anything much. That’s part of the problem. Vampires are meant to be so glamorous and powerful, but I’m here to inform you that being a vampire is nothing like that. Not one bit. On the contrary, it’s like being stuck indoors with the flu watching daytime television, for ever and ever.


If being a vampire were easy, there wouldn’t have to be a Reformed Vampire Support Group.


As a matter of fact, I was going to a group meeting that very night. Father Ramon had come to pick me up. It was a Tuesday, because all our meetings are held on Tuesdays, at 9.30 p.m., in St Agatha’s church hall. And in case you’re wondering why I couldn’t have driven myself to St Agatha’s … well, that’s just one of my many problems. I still look fifteen, you see. I still am fifteen, when all’s said and done, since I stopped ageing back in 1973, when I was infected. So I’d attract far too much attention behind a steering wheel. (Besides which, Mum doesn’t have a car.)


As for the public transport option, Sanford Plackett has ruled that out. He’s always ruling things out; you’d think he was our lord and master, the way he carries on. He’s forbidden any of us to travel around Sydney on buses or trains, for instance, in case we stumble across something that Father Ramon would probably describe as ‘an occasion of sin’. I suppose Sanford’s worried that we might encounter a bleeding junkie rolling around on a station platform, and won’t be able to stop ourselves from pouncing.


‘You think you’ll never succumb,’ he once said to me, ‘because you can’t come to terms with your true nature. You refuse to concede that you’re really a vampire, with a vampire’s weakness. But you are, Nina. We all are. That’s why we have to be careful.’


And being careful means not catching cabs. According to Sanford, it’s too risky. Staring at the back of a cab-driver’s exposed neck would be quite stressful for most of us – especially if someone’s been bleeding onto the seats beforehand. Sanford also insists that no one in our group should go wandering the streets all alone. He says that we wouldn’t stand a chance against the drunks and addicts and muggers on the loose out there. He says that everyone should follow his advice, because he’s been around for so long and has so much experience, and because, although Father Ramon might be our group facilitator, even a priest with counselling experience can’t be its leader. Not if he isn’t a vampire himself.


That’s Sanford’s opinion, anyway. He’s got a lot of opinions, let me tell you. And he’s never shy about airing them, whether asked to or not.


He was already in the car when I reached it, because he can’t drive either. People who grew up before the First World War rarely can. Back then, even doctors like Sanford didn’t own motor vehicles – and he certainly couldn’t risk learning to drive now. None of us could. We’d be exposing ourselves to the kind of official scrutiny that you need to avoid at all costs, when you’re toting fake IDs. Most of the vampires I know have changed their identities at least once, and Sanford has done it twice, owing to the fact that he doesn’t look his age (believe it or not). Despite his balding scalp and clipped moustache – despite his preference for three-piece suits and fob-watches – you’d never guess that he was a hundred and forty years old. The very fact that he’s not six feet underground is a dead giveaway. And he’s no different from the rest of our group, which is full of people living precarious lives, under assumed names, with forged papers.


It’s a real drag, believe me.


‘Hello, Nina,’ he said, as I slid into the back seat of the waiting Nissan Pulsar.


‘Hello, Sanford.’


‘How are you, Nina?’ Father Ramon inquired, pulling out from the kerb.


‘Oh – you know. Nauseous. As usual.’


I didn’t want to complain too much, because that’s what vampires do. They complain too much. But I needn’t have worried. Gladys did the complaining for me.


‘I bet you’re not as nauseous as I was last night,’ she said, moving over to give me some space. ‘I was trying to sell a timeshare, and I spewed all over the phone. At least a cupful of blood. It no sooner went down than it came back up again. I lost the sale and everything – didn’t I, Bridget?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Bridget, who was knitting. Bridget’s always knitting. She was eighty-two when she was infected, so she can’t do much else. Even climbing stairs can be a problem for Bridget, because of her hip joints.


There’s only one thing worse than being a vampire, and that’s being an elderly vampire with bad hips.


‘Have you been taking your enzymes, Gladys?’ asked Sanford, from the front seat. He craned around to peer at her. ‘Every morning, before you go to bed?’


‘Of course I have!’


‘What about other treatments? Have you been drinking those herbal concoctions again?’


‘No!’ Gladys exclaimed, sounding defensive, though it was a perfectly reasonable question. Gladys goes about smelling weird, like a hippy, because she’s always treating her manifold health problems with miraculous new oils or exercises or meditation techniques. She even looks like a hippy, in her beads and her shawls and her long, flowing skirts. Having been infected back in 1908, she can’t bear to expose her legs; ladies didn’t do that sort of thing in the old days, and Gladys likes to think of herself as a lady – even though she was actually a common streetwalker. She also likes to think of herself as a young lady, despite her old-lady obsession with bowels and feet and joint-pain, because she was only twenty-four when she first got infected. But I’m here to tell you, she’s about as young as a fossilised dinosaur egg.


‘I haven’t even been burning scented candles,’ she whined, ‘and I’m still getting that rash I told you about. The one on my stomach.’


‘It might be a bad response to the supplements,’ Sanford mused. ‘I could adjust your levels a bit, I suppose. Have you had any dizzy spells?’


‘Yes! This morning!’


‘What about headaches?’


‘Not since last week. But the other night one of my toenails fell off in the bath –’


At this point I could restrain myself no longer.


‘Hey! Here’s an idea!’ I growled, my voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Let’s all talk about our allergies, for a change! That’ll be fun.’


There was a long pause. Father Ramon glanced into the rear-view mirror, shooting me one of those reproachful-yet-sympathetic looks in which he seems to specialise. Sanford sniffed. Gladys scowled.


‘Well, what do you want to talk about, then?’ she demanded. ‘What have you been doing lately that’s so wonderful? Watching re-runs of Buffy the Vampire Slayer?’


‘I’ve been writing my book,’ I said, knowing perfectly well what sort of reaction I’d get. And when Sanford removed his sunglasses briefly, to massage the bridge of his nose, I braced myself for the usual guff about how I was putting everyone at risk (even though I write under a pseudonym, and use a post office box for all my correspondence).


‘Yeah, yeah, I know what you think of my books,’ I added, before Sanford could butt in. ‘Spare me the sermon – I’ve heard it all before.’


‘They’re not doing us any good, Nina,’ he replied. ‘People are scared enough already; you’re only making things worse.’


‘Zadia’s not scary, Sanford. She gets fan mail. She’s a heroine.’


‘She’s a symbol of your flight from reality.’ This was one of Sanford’s stock remarks. For at least twenty-five years he’d been telling me that I was stuck in the ‘denial’ phase of the Kubler-Ross Grief Cycle (rather than the ‘anger’, ‘bargaining’, ‘depression’ or ‘acceptance’ phases), because I had refused to embrace my true identity as a vampire. ‘You feel compelled to invest vampires with a battery of superhuman powers,’ he said, making reference to Zadia Bloodstone, ‘just so you can tell yourself that you’re not really a vampire. You’re living in a dream world, Nina.’


‘No – you’re living in a dream world.’ I was trying to be patient. ‘You talk to me like I’m still a kid, even though I’m fifty-one-years-old. Do you know how boring that can get?’


He did, of course. Everyone did, because I’d mentioned it often enough. It had been a good thirty years since our group’s first meeting, so we knew each other pretty well by this time. We’d also covered every subject known to man, over and over and over again. It’s something that tends to happen when you don’t mix very much with other people.


Sometimes I look around St Agatha’s vestry on a Tuesday night, and I think to myself: If I never see any of you ever again, I’ll be a happy vampire.


‘You might have lived for fifty-one years,’ Sanford chided, without even bothering to glance in my direction, ‘but you’re still a kid at heart. You’re stuck in a teenage time warp. You still think like a teen. You still behave like a teen.’


‘What – you mean like this?’ I said, and flipped him the finger. Gladys giggled. Father Ramon changed gears abruptly, though his voice remained calm.


‘Come on, now,’ he remonstrated. ‘That’s enough. If you want to argue … well, you should at least wait until the meeting.’


Then Sanford’s mobile phone began to trill. While he fumbled inside his jacket, I turned my face to the window. Outside, streetlamps were gliding past, illuminating the kind of neighbourhood that I’ve always enjoyed looking at. House-fronts were shoved up hard against the pavement. Though the gaps between shrunken curtains and broken cedar slats I could see flickering television screens, curling drifts of cigarette smoke, and people rushing from room to room, slamming doors.


But I couldn’t see enough. I never can. I always get a fleeting glimpse of normal life before it’s whisked away – before I’m back in a crowded car with a bunch of vampires.


‘Oh. Hello, Dave.’ Sanford had found his phone, at long last. ‘Yes. Yes. Dear me. That is troubling. Yes, I’ll tell him.’ Addressing the priest, Sanford delivered Dave’s news with solemn emphasis. ‘Dave says that Casimir won’t answer his intercom,’ Sanford announced. ‘They’ve been trying for about ten minutes. Dave wants to know if you still have a spare key.’


‘Yes, I do,’ said Father Ramon. He sounded worried. ‘Tell him I’ll swing round.’


‘Did you hear that?’ Sanford addressed his mobile again. ‘He said we’ll swing round. Yes. Well, I hope so. All right. Yes, see you soon.’


He hung up.


I don’t think anyone quite knew what to say, initially. Sanford appeared to be thinking. Father Ramon was obviously reassessing his planned route; he suddenly pulled into someone’s driveway, and executed a rather clumsy three-point turn. Bridget was looking puzzled.


I couldn’t even pretend to be anxious. In fact I was downright disgusted. ‘Ten to one Casimir’s out on the prowl,’ I said at last, airing a very natural suspicion. ‘I bet he’s got his fangs into somebody as we speak.’


Boom! Instant uproar. If I had set fire to Gladys, I might have triggered a less impassioned response.


‘Nina!’ Father Ramon seemed genuinely horrified. ‘That’s a dreadful thing to say!’


‘You shouldn’t talk about people like that,’ Bridget protested. I couldn’t see her eyes behind the dark glasses that she wore, but her face was even whiter than usual. It was almost as white as her hair.


Sanford twisted around to admonish me.


‘Casimir Kucynski hasn’t set a foot wrong since being released,’ he pointed out, in frigid accents. ‘That was five years ago. Casimir’s reformed, now.’


‘Reformed?’ I folded my arms. ‘He sleeps in a coffin, Sanford!’


‘He’s doing his best, Nina. Casimir is a victim too – just like the rest of us.’ Sanford’s tone became pompous. ‘You know you’re not the only one who was infected by Casimir. If the others have forgiven him, why can’t you?’


‘Because he’s a creep,’ I replied, without fear of contradiction. Casimir Kucynski was a creep. Even Sanford couldn’t deny it. Though Casimir might have called himself a reformed vampire, he was anything but. He would go on and on about ‘the good old days’, when you could buy your very own slaves and kill them with impunity. He would do the most awful things with his tongue, which was long and blue, like one of those poisonous jellyfish. He had eyes like oysters, and teeth like tombstones.


In fact, if you want my honest opinion, Casimir had been a vampire for so long that he wasn’t really human any more. It’s vampires like Casimir who give other vampires a bad name. But try telling that to Sanford. Even now he maintains that it’s important not to draw any kind of distinction between what’s human and what’s vampiric. He insists that vampirism is just another form of humanity – that there’s nothing inherently wrong with being a vampire. And whenever I try to contradict him, he gives me a lecture about my attitude.


‘Casimir is probably sick,’ said Father Ramon, playing the peacemaker as usual. ‘He probably can’t get out of bed.’


‘That’s right,’ Sanford agreed. ‘He might be having an adverse reaction to his supplements. It’s happened before.’


I could have reminded him, at this juncture, that Casimir had also suffered adverse reactions from fanging dead rats. But I didn’t speak. Instead I stared out at the passing streetscape, which was undergoing a slow transformation: the turrets, avenues, door-knockers, mailboxes and iron railings were giving way to signage, awnings, plate-glass, traffic lights and concrete barriers. Pedestrians strolled along, swaddled in winter coats. Coloured lights flashed inside a corner pub.


I lifted my sunglasses, to get a better look at the festivities. It was only going to be a quick squint.


But Sanford nearly bit my head off.


‘Nina!’ he squawked. ‘There are headlights everywhere! Do you want your eyes to start bleeding again?’


Welcome to my world. It’s the kind of place where you can’t do the simplest thing without risking a full-blown haemorrhage.


God I’m sick of it.





Chapter Two


People often think that vampires live in decrepit old castles, or mausoleums, or sprawling mansions full of stained glass and wood panelling. Unfortunately, that’s not the case.


Perhaps it would be, if all the vampires in this world were millionaires. But since the ones I know are just ordinary working stiffs (so to speak), their dwellings tend to be on the modest side. They can’t afford towers or gargoyles or enormous iron gates. Some of them can’t even afford a broadband connection.


Nevertheless, there are certain features that distinguish a vampire’s domicile. A vampire, for instance, doesn’t like picture windows. In fact a vampire doesn’t like windows at all. So you’re not going to find a vampire living in a modernistic glass box featuring lots of skylights and breezeways.


For the same reason, a vampire’s windows are always going to be well covered. Shutters and curtains are favoured over vertical or Venetian blinds. Rubbery draught excluders are attached to most of the doors, and there’s never an exposed keyhole or an unsealed letterbox.


What’s more, a vampire likes to sleep somewhere special. Somewhere safe. So a vampire’s abode usually contains the kind of bolt-hole that you often don’t find in normal homes. Sanford, for instance, lives in a former bank building, and sleeps in the vault. Gladys and Bridget live in an old butcher’s shop, and sleep in what was once a refrigerated meat-locker. Even Dave has managed to find a skinny little duplex with a disused dark-room in it.


As for me, I sleep in the basement of my mother’s big, Victorian terrace house. It’s quite a nice space, really, even though Mum has had to brick up the front window, and block off the outside door. There are quite a few cockroaches, but they only come out at night, when I’m upstairs. And we use a dehumidifier to keep the damp under control.


But Casimir never had the funds to inhabit anything vampire-friendly. While the rest of us have managed to support ourselves one way or another, Casimir was always far too antisocial; he used to get by on a disability pension, augmented by the occasional gift from those of us with money to spare. As a result, he could only afford to occupy a one-bedroom flat. A downmarket one-bedroom flat.


The building itself was a dingy art-deco structure, all blood-coloured brick and pus-coloured paint. It stood three storeys high, on a narrow patch of mangy grass. There was a separate laundry block, as well as a two-car garage.


When we arrived there, we saw Dave’s blue hatchback sitting out the front.


‘Don’t park too close to Dave,’ I suggested, leaning forward to address Father Ramon. ‘It might look too busy. Like an emergency, or something. People might get interested.’


‘She’s right,’ Sanford agreed – to my utter astonishment. ‘Park around the corner a bit.’


So we parked around the corner a bit, some distance from the nearest streetlamp. As we swept past the hatchback, I spotted Dave in its driver’s seat, with Horace beside him. They had been smart enough to stay huddled in the car, instead of hanging around the front entrance.


I should probably explain, at this point, that Dave Gerace is the only vampire in our group who can drive. When he was infected, back in ’73, he’d already had his licence for just over two years (having acquired it at the age of seventeen), and he’s managed to renew it regularly ever since, by means of various cunning and questionable ploys. That’s why he’s spent the last three decades chauffeuring the rest of us from pillar to post. You have to admire him for it; personally, in Dave’s position, I’d have been tempted to run over Casimir, instead of faithfully picking him up every Tuesday night. But Dave’s so tolerant and mature. And sensible. And safety-conscious. Once I was listening to some music in his car, and when I asked him to pump up the volume a bit, he wouldn’t. He said he was worried that my ears might start bleeding, the way my eyes and nose and gums often do. It’s funny: to look at him, you’d think he was a teenager. But a lot of the time he acts just like my mum.


During all the years I’ve known him, he has never, ever exceeded the speed limit.


‘You might want to come with me, Sanford,’ Father Ramon remarked, when his own vehicle had stopped moving. He jerked at the handbrake as he turned his key in the ignition. ‘Casimir might need some help.’


‘Yes, of course,’ Sanford replied. Then he glanced into the back seat. ‘Someone had better stay with Bridget,’ he added. ‘She wouldn’t even make it up the stairs.’


‘I’ll stay,’ Gladys offered, in a feeble voice. ‘Casimir smells, and I feel sick enough already.’


‘Then I’ll go too,’ I said. Because the sad fact is that Gladys happens to be a chronic whiner, who rarely talks about anything except her own health problems. She claims that she suffers more severely from symptoms and side-effects than the rest of us do – though I’ve noticed that she’s never too sick to curl and colour her hair. (She’s not a natural blonde, that’s for sure.) At any rate, whatever the reason might be, she’s not exactly a bundle of laughs.


And I was in no mood to hear about her rotting toenails.


‘I want to see Casimir’s flat, anyway,’ I said, pushing open the back door. ‘I’ve never been in there.’


‘It isn’t very exciting,’ the priest observed doubtfully. He seemed to have forgotten that any new venue is exciting when you don’t get out much. Like the rest of our group, I have to put up with a very limited existence: I never meet any strangers, I conduct most of my business on-line, and I’m frequently so ill or exhausted that I spend entire nights slumped in front of the television.


So I ignored Father Ramon, and set off towards Dave’s car.


By this time it was empty. Dave and George and Horace had already climbed out, and were standing around with their hands in their pockets, waiting for us. Dave was dressed in his usual jeans and denim jacket, so he looked all right. George was wearing the kind of baggy, over-sized, swamp-coloured clothes that you see on most sixteen-year-olds these days, so he wasn’t too conspicuous, despite the orange fuzz on his scalp.


Horace, however, had arrayed himself in a Gothic assortment of crushed velvet, black satin and patent leather that shouldn’t be allowed, in my view. He might as well have had I am a vampire embroidered across the front of his wateredsilk waistcoat. An outfit like that is going to get him staked one of these days; it’s exactly what Boris Karloff would have worn, if he’d joined the cast of The Rocky Horror Show.


‘You shouldn’t be out in that stuff,’ I muttered, as soon as I was close enough to be heard. ‘Why not go the whole hog, and put on a bloody bat costume?’


‘Get in the car, Horace!’ Sanford snarled. He was close on my heels, and took me by surprise. Even Dave looked startled. But Horace merely lifted one side of his mouth, exposing a yellowish fang.


‘Bite me, Sanford,’ was all that he said.


‘Is the intercom actually working?’ Father Ramon quietly asked Dave, before any further comment could be made on the subject of Horace’s ridiculous costume. ‘Did you press the other buttons?’


‘Only one,’ Dave replied. ‘A woman said hello.’


With a grunt, the priest pulled a bunch of keys from somewhere beneath his cassock. And Horace snorted.


‘I don’t know why you’re so worried about my clothes attracting attention,’ he remarked. ‘Father Ramon’s wearing a dress, for God’s sake!’


‘Shut up, Horace,’ said Dave. He must have been quite rattled, because he rarely snaps at anyone. On the contrary, he tends to slouch glumly in the background, hiding behind his hair and his five-o’clock shadow.


Sanford always used to say that Dave was stuck in the depression phase of the Kubler-Ross Grief Cycle. But then again, Sanford was born in the nineteenth century; he thinks that any man who doesn’t shave every morning is either clinically depressed or a prison inmate.


He also likes to see women wearing hats, even in the middle of the night.


‘George, you should go and sit with Bridget and Gladys,’ he said, as Father Ramon strode down Casimir’s front path. ‘If anything happens, they’ll need somebody with them; they’re not fit to take care of themselves.’


Then he followed Father Ramon, leaving the rest of us dumbstruck – because George Mumford isn’t someone I’d like to have taking care of me. One look at his gormless, waxy, nondescript face is enough to tell you that he’s not exactly the sharpest tool in the box.


But perhaps that was why Sanford had decided to get rid of him. Perhaps Sanford felt that George was much better out of the way.


Horace certainly seemed to think so.


‘Yes, off you go, George,’ said Horace. ‘No reason why we should all head up there. We wouldn’t fit in, for a start.’


‘How do you know?’ I was taken aback. ‘Have you been inside Casimir’s flat?’


Horace shrugged.


‘I had to upgrade my PC, so I gave my old one to Casimir,’ he revealed. ‘Someone had to get him connected.’


‘To the Internet?’ This was ominous news, which hadn’t been debated at any of our meetings. Before I could pursue it, however, Dave beckoned to us.


‘Hurry up,’ he said, ‘if you’re coming.’


And we went.


The main entrance to Casimir’s building was protected by a security door with a missing pane of glass. Beyond it, a shabby foyer contained a notice board, a light switch, and something that was either an empty planter or a very large ashtray. The carpet looked older than I am. Cobwebs fluttered from inaccessible corners of the ceiling.


I couldn’t imagine how Casimir’s coffin had been lugged all the way up to the top floor.


‘Don’t make too much noise,’ the priest murmured, putting a finger to his lips. It was unnecessary advice. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who felt horribly vulnerable as we approached Casimir’s apartment. Every creak of the stairs made us wince. Every peep-hole in every numbered door seemed to be aimed straight at us, like a loaded gun. I couldn’t help worrying about nosy neighbours, or wondering how on earth Casimir had survived in such a crowded place. How had he smuggled in his guinea pigs? And by what means had he disposed of their tell-tale little corpses?


‘Uh-oh,’ said Horace, under his breath. I peered past him, unnerved by a muffled roar of canned laughter. Clearly, the occupants of number twelve were watching television. The walls were so thin that I could hear the clink of cutlery, and the sound of someone coughing.


Father Ramon had reached number fourteen. Even from where I was stationed, bringing up the rear, it was obvious that Casimir’s lock had been tampered with.


The spare key wouldn’t be needed after all.


‘It could have been a robbery,’ the priest said at last, his voice a mere thread of sound. ‘Casimir might have been scared away if he woke up and found the place ransacked.’


‘But why not call us?’ I whispered. And Horace hissed, ‘Let’s just go in. Now. Before somebody asks what the hell we’re doing.’


There was really no choice. Father Ramon pushed at Casimir’s front door, which creaked open to admit us. One by one, those of us wearing sunglasses slowly removed them.


Inside the flat, total silence reigned. I couldn’t even hear the humming of a fridge.


‘Casimir?’ said Father Ramon, hesitantly.


No one replied. It was very dark. Even so, there was enough light spilling across the threshold to show me that Casimir had taped sheets of cardboard over the windows. I could also see how bare the living room was; it contained one stool, one recliner chair, a portable TV on top of a milk crate, and a wooden desk supporting Casimir’s personal computer.


‘This place wasn’t robbed,’ Horace opined, as Father Ramon flicked the switch by the door. But nothing happened.


‘Oh dear,’ said the priest.


There was no bulb in the overhead socket. Vampires are extremely sensitive to artificial light; I realised suddenly that Casimir must have functioned quite well with only the TV and computer screens to illuminate his domestic environment.


That’s why I offered to turn on both machines.


‘I’ll do it,’ Dave said softly, and sidled towards them, step by cautious step. Sanford took the priest’s arm.


‘Just stand still, Father,’ he advised, in an undertone. ‘You might run into something, otherwise.’


At that instant the TV clicked on, brought to life by a jab of Dave’s finger. Shots rang out and music blared; we all flinched like nervous chihuahuas. Frantically Dave scrabbled around for the remote, which he used to adjust the volume.


For some reason, however, that blast of noise had changed things. It had broken the spell cast by such a creepy, all-encompassing silence. We felt safer, and more courageous.


Horace, for example, suddenly marched towards the kitchen.


‘There’s no one in here,’ he announced, peering into a narrow, murky, unrenovated nook. ‘Unless Casimir’s hiding in a cupboard.’


Gently, Father Ramon shut the front door. Sanford headed for the bathroom. Dave and I peered through another door, into a space that looked pitch black from where we were standing.


‘His coffin’s in there,’ the priest informed us. Whereupon Dave and I exchanged glances.


‘You’ve got the best eyes,’ Dave pointed out – and it was true. I have terrific night vision. Perhaps it’s because I was infected at a younger age than anyone else in our group.


‘I’ve found a candle,’ said Horace, from inside the kitchen. ‘Matches, too.’


But by then I was already stepping into Casimir’s bedroom, where I almost fell over his coffin. It had been placed directly on the floor, you see, and lay much too close to the entrance. Upon crouching down, and running my hands over a large expanse of polished wood, I discovered an extremely handsome piece of funeral furniture with brass fittings, carved embellishments, and a lid that was divided into two parts.


I couldn’t lift even one of these parts by myself.


‘You’ll have to help,’ I told Dave, who was hovering around in a nervous manner, as if he expected something to come leaping out of the shadows. Obediently he squatted, his knees cracking.


‘You don’t think he’s still in there, do you?’ Sanford inquired, from the doorway. All at once the room was flooded with a faint, golden glow; I glanced around to see that Horace had entered, carrying his candle. He was shielding the flame with one hand, looking positively spectral in his black cape and frock-coat. His lank, oily, slicked-back hair gleamed like a billiard-ball in the flickering light.


On either side of him stood Sanford and Father Ramon, their faces creased with anxiety.


‘I don’t know if he’s in here or not,’ was all I could say. ‘But we’d better check, don’t you think?’


Sanford gave a nod. Father Ramon made an approving noise. But Horace gestured towards a gigantic wardrobe that occupied about a quarter of the available space. Taped to one of its doors was a poster of Bela Lugosi.


‘That closet’s pretty big,’ said Horace, uneasily. ‘What if he’s in there?’


‘You should take a look,’ Sanford suggested. Horace blinked, his face a study in consternation. Before he could think up an excuse, however, Dave and I raised the lid of Casimir’s coffin.


Bang!


Then we dropped it again.


‘What’s wrong?’ said the priest.


I couldn’t reply. I had covered my mouth. Dave grabbed my arm suddenly, pulling me backwards as he straightened.


‘Oh, man,’ he groaned.


‘What’s in there?’ Sanford darted forward. ‘Is it him?’


‘Oh, shit,’ Dave rasped. At which point Horace relinquished his candle, thrusting it at Father Ramon. As the priest staggered, and I flinched, it was Horace who helped Sanford to raise the lid of the coffin again – exposing the grisly contents of that satin-lined box.


I’ll never forget what we saw in there. Not ever.


A dense pile of ash lay pillowed on several folded sheets. This ash had been slightly disturbed by a puff of displaced air; a sharpened stake had also scored a deep trench through its powdery heart. But despite all this interference, there was enough shape left in the mound to tell us everything we needed to know.


The ash was so fine – so delicately moulded – that I could see Casimir’s nostrils, and his earlobes, and his grin of agony.


There could be no doubt at all that he was dead.





Chapter Three


When I saw Casimir’s remains lying there, I was appalled. I was shocked. I was very, very frightened. So were Dave and Sanford and Horace.


But we didn’t feel bereft. That’s something I have to make clear. We didn’t grieve for Casimir because we didn’t really like him.


It was Casimir, you see, who first brought the vampire infection to this country.


He left Europe at the end of 1907, alarmed by the growing number of people there who had been reading Dracula. After choosing one of the most isolated spots on earth as his destination, he disguised himself as an Egyptian mummy, lying dormant and well-wrapped for the duration of his long sea voyage. In January 1908 he arrived in Sydney, where his sarcophagus was delivered to the Australian Museum. And on the night of 23 January he was released from his temporary entombment by Horace Whittaker.


If you check out the vestry of St Agatha’s on a Tuesday evening, you’ll find yourself looking at a collection of vampires who wouldn’t even be there, if it weren’t for Casimir Kucynski. Either directly or indirectly, he was responsible for infecting every single one of us. Take Horace, for instance. Horace was an aspiring young archaeologist when he prodded at Casimir’s bandages, down in that dank museum basement a hundred years ago. I’ve seen him in a sepia-tinted photograph, wearing a high collar and a silly hat; you almost wouldn’t recognise his clear gaze, straight back and fresh face. Of course, it’s possible that Horace was a bit of a reprobate even before he became a vampire, but I doubt it. I think he changed after Casimir bit him. I don’t believe that the upright twenty-one-year-old in that picture would ever have considered making money off dodgy Internet scams.


Naturally, Horace claims that his money comes from a cutting-edge computer program that he designed several years ago. But I beg to differ. From some of the things that George has let drop, I figure that Horace is running an embezzlement ring out of their house. And one of these days we’ll all get stung because of it.


At any rate, Horace was Casimir’s first victim – though of course he wasn’t the last. After attacking Horace, Casimir was able to escape from the museum and bite Gladys Blakers, who was a streetwalker at the time. In fact, before the end of 1908, Casimir had managed to infect fifteen people (most of whom are now either dead or living in Melbourne). He was not, however, directly responsible for infecting Sanford, Bridget or George. Those three suffered from secondary transmissions.


Sanford Plackett was the doctor who treated Horace a day or two after Horace became infected. In one sense Sanford was very unlucky; if he hadn’t been stitching up a wound before his arrival in Horace’s bedroom, Horace might not have attacked him. In another sense, however, Sanford was very lucky indeed. He had a jewel of a wife (named Maud) who was a former nurse, and who had also read Dracula. Together, she and Sanford quickly worked out what had happened. Not only that, but within a few months they had developed a crude ‘digestive powder’, which was an early prototype of the enzyme supplements that vampires take now.


You have to give Sanford his due. He might be a humourless, opinionated know-it-all, but there isn’t a vampire in Australia who wouldn’t have been worse off without him. It was Sanford who freed us from the necessity of drinking human blood. It was Sanford who started the Reformed Vampire movement. And it was Sanford who finally dealt with Casimir, confining him for more than sixty years in a strong-box under a cement slab. Sanford was also the one who located Gladys, Bridget and George – just in time to stop them from spreading the infection any further. Mind you, I’m not saying that Bridget would have bitten anyone. She was the nun who nursed Gladys at the Magdalene Hospice, after Casimir’s attack, and she would have sealed herself up in a crypt rather than harm another living soul. But George was just a teenage boilermaker’s apprentice when Gladys lured him into a dark alley. He was as brainless then as he is now, so he didn’t know enough to stop himself from fanging other people, once he was blooded.


You won’t understand about blooding, because it’s a difficult concept to grasp. Basically, it’s that moment when, as a vampire, you first smell fresh human blood and have to fight the urge to bite someone. Microscopic amounts of blood won’t trigger the reflex; a flossing accident or razor nick won’t send most vampires into a feeding frenzy, though I have to admit that even grazed knees and hangnails make us feel uncomfortable. It probably takes about five millilitres of blood before the response kicks in. And then you have a choice: you can either give in to it or not.


George gave in to it once. He fanged a woman named Ethel (who was later murdered by her own family) before Sanford tracked him down and stopped him. The Placketts also looked after Gladys, and did their best for Bridget Doherty. Thanks to Sanford and Maud, there wasn’t another case of infection in the whole of Australia until 1973 – when Casimir ran amok again.


In my opinion, he should never have been released from that strong-box.


I suppose you could almost say that it was Father Ramon’s fault. After Maud died, Sanford was in a bad way. He was particularly upset that she had refused to become a vampire on her deathbed. So he turned to the priest for comfort. One thing led to another, until finally Sanford made his confession to Father Ramon. At which point the priest found out about the vampire buried under the cement slab.


Now, Father Ramon is a decent man. It’s written all over his face. With his solid build, shaggy grey head and big brown eyes, he looks like an elderly labrador, seasoned and weary but not disillusioned. He spends a lot of time visiting sick people, organising charity collections and counselling wayward teenagers. It was therefore hardly surprising that he should have felt for Casimir, back in 1973.


Father Ramon was of the opinion that Casimir had suffered enough. So Sanford dug up the strong-box and slowly brought its contents back to life. After which that scheming, slimy, oyster-eyed Lazarus made a bee-line for the nearest pub – where Dave Gerace became his next victim.


Poor Dave had been playing a gig at one of the harbour-side hotels. He hadn’t left until the early hours, by which time he’d downed just a few too many beers. In fact he was so legless that he never even realised what had happened; upon waking up in a gutter the next morning, on top of his guitar, he’d assumed that he was suffering from a really bad hangover, and had crawled home to spend the day in bed.


Luckily for his flatmates, he had lost his wallet near the site of the attack. Sanford and Horace found it there, half-hidden by weeds, the following night. So they were able to identify Casimir’s victim, and pay him a visit before Dave was strong enough to do anything regrettable. I suppose they were pretty quick off the mark, really. I just wish they’d been a fraction quicker. Because if they had been, I wouldn’t be writing this now.


Sanford was living with Casimir at the time, and was therefore well placed to monitor his guest’s state of health. What’s more, as a physician, Sanford had a keen eye for physical changes. It’s normally impossible to disguise the symptoms of fresh human blood; a single mouthful can triple your strength, boosting your energy levels like a drug (or so I’m told). Dave’s blood might have been adulterated by alcohol, but its effect on Casimir’s metabolism was still noticeable. When Casimir returned home from his meeting with Dave, Sanford took one look at that two-faced louse and knew damn well what he’d been up to. But there was nothing to be done – not with daylight fast approaching. Forced into bed, Sanford wasn’t able to lift a finger until he woke up again, by which time Casimir was raring to go. Still invigorated by the residual effects of Dave’s blood, Casimir bolted. And Sanford couldn’t stop him; it takes more than one reformed vampire to restrain another vampire who happens to be in Casimir’s condition.


That’s why Sanford was forced to pursue Casimir. That’s also why he broke off his pursuit, very briefly, to call Horace and George from a public phone-box. Unfortunately, by the time reinforcements arrived, it was too late. I had already staggered out of a friend’s place, unaccompanied, to vomit up the gin I’d been drinking. And Casimir had already stuck his fangs into me.


I’ll tell you right now, that was my last ever drink. Though I was always a bit of a party animal in my early years, I’ve been as sober as a judge since 1973.


I haven’t really had any choice.


So that’s my depressing story. And Dave’s. And Sanford’s. And the rest of the group’s. Is it any wonder that we weren’t saddened by the passing of Casimir Kucynski? Is it any wonder that our immediate and heartfelt reaction was fear, rather than sorrow?


Because let’s face it: as a vampire, the very worst thing that you have to deal with – worse than the isolation, and the indignities, and the health problems – is the fact that a large chunk of the world’s population wants to kill you. For no good reason. (After all, if vampires were permanently attached to other people’s jugular veins, the entire planet would be populated by vampires. And it isn’t. Is it?) Not only that, but a large chunk of the world’s population also knows how to kill you. Despite the vast number of stupid vampire myths floating around, most people nowadays have grasped at least one fundamental truth: to kill a vampire, you either cut off his head, plunge a stake through his heart, or stick him outside in the sun.


Apparently, Casimir had been staked.


‘This is bad,’ croaked Horace, who was the first to find his voice. And he rose abruptly, backing away from the coffin. ‘This – this is a slaying.’


Father Ramon crossed himself. Sanford wiped his mouth, as if battling a sudden urge to throw up. His face was drawn tight.


‘Keep calm,’ he quavered. ‘We have to think. We have to figure this out.’


‘We have to check the wardrobe,’ said Dave.


Everyone swung around to stare at the piece of furniture in question. I remember how my guts seemed to drop through the floor. I remember thinking: Is the killer in that wardrobe? If not, where is he? In the neighbouring flat? In a car downstairs? What if he’s outside, waiting for us?


‘We have to leave,’ I said, hoarse with fear. And Dave’s grip on me tightened.


‘Shh!’ he warned, as Father Ramon – our brave protector – advanced a few steps, his candle elevated, his eyes fixed on the wardrobe. But Horace stopped him. After briefly casting around for an alternative weapon, Horace had reached for the wooden stake.


‘Use this!’ he suggested, before his arm was knocked aside by a furious Sanford Plackett.


‘There might be fingerprints!’ Sanford hissed. Whereupon Horace scowled.


‘What?’ he squawked. ‘Don’t be so stupid!’


‘It’s evidence, Horace!’


‘Bite me, Sanford!’


‘Hello there!’ said Father Ramon. Though his voice was steady, his hands were shaking; I could tell by the way the candle-flame flickered. ‘My name is Ramon Alvarez,’ he continued, addressing one of the cupboard doors. ‘I’m a Catholic priest, and I mean you no harm. Why don’t you come out and talk to us? We won’t hurt you, I swear.’


There was no response. Not even a creak or a shuffle.


‘Maybe we should fetch that stool from the other room.’ Dave was talking under his breath. ‘Or a knife from the kitchen …’


But it was too late. All at once the priest leaned forward, yanking open the door in front of him.


He jumped back just in time to dodge a long-handled spade.


It fell to the floor with a mighty clang, barely missing his toes. I must have screamed, because Dave began to pat me on the shoulder. ‘It’s okay. It’s nothing,’ he said, without much conviction.


Meanwhile Father Ramon had opened the second door, and the third. Behind each of them I could see jangling coathangers, discarded shoes, a collection of dowdy overcoats and a high shelf stuffed with shirts and towels and knitwear – but no lurking assassin. There wasn’t even a muddy footprint, or a tell-tale hint of disarray among the contents of the wardrobe.


‘No one’s in here,’ the priest said with a sigh. He bent to pick up the spade, which was encrusted with dried soil.


I wondered if Casimir had been burying his dead guinea pigs.


‘Someone should call Gladys,’ Sanford urged, sounding deeply shaken. ‘Tell her to lock the doors and stay in the car.’


Almost without thinking, I fumbled in my pocket, searching for my mobile phone. Dave and Horace did likewise. But when Sanford plunged his hand into Casimir’s ashes, I forgot about Gladys. For a moment I just stared in disbelief.


Because Casimir’s face was gone. It had crumbled away beneath Sanford’s touch.


‘What are you doing?’ I yelped.


‘We can’t let anyone find him like this.’ Sanford’s lips were trembling. His eyes were glistening. I’d never seen him so agitated. ‘You know what will happen. We can’t risk it.’


‘Sanford’s right.’ Horace muscled in before I could object. ‘Jesus, Nina, we don’t want the police to see! What if they work out that Casimir was a vampire?’


I had to laugh, though it wasn’t funny. Not the least little bit. ‘There’s a coffin in here, Horace!’ I reminded him. ‘Of course they’ll work it out!’


‘No they won’t,’ said Father Ramon, his expression grave and tired. ‘They’ll think poor Casimir was mentally unbalanced.’ And he laid his hand gently on the coffin. ‘What should be done with the ashes?’ he asked Sanford. ‘How should they be interred? What will the official cause of death be, in such a case?’


These were all good questions. Unfortunately, they were also hard to answer. Try telling the police that someone has turned to ash after being staked in the heart, and see how far it gets you.


‘Do we have to tell the coppers?’ I objected. ‘We don’t want them poking around. Suppose they come looking for us? Suppose they find Casimir’s address book?’


Suddenly I stopped, appalled by a terrible possibility. If the killer had found Casimir’s address book, then he (or she) might already know our names – and where we lived.


The same notion must have occurred to everyone else in that room at exactly the same instant. Because we stared at each other for two or three seconds, in absolute horror, before Dave croaked: ‘Did Casimir even have an address book?’


Nobody knew. Not even Father Ramon. Horace began to claw at his hair.


‘This is bad,’ he shrilled. ‘This is bad.’


‘We have to go.’ Dave was getting antsy. ‘Right now.’


If he hadn’t started jerking me out of the room, I would have agreed. For all we knew, Casimir’s killer was in the neighbouring apartment, waiting to pick us off, one by one, as we made our exit. For all we knew, Bridget and Gladys and George were already dead.


But I hate the way people assume that I’m brainless, just because I look like a kid. I hate the way they keep pushing me around.


‘And where are we supposed to go, exactly?’ I demanded, shaking off Dave’s hand. ‘What if there is an address book? What if this slayer knows where to find us?’ The full import of our situation hit me, then; it was like copping a bucket of water full in the face. ‘Christ!’ I spluttered. ‘What about my mum?’


There was no immediate response. Even the priest was stumped; he stood dazed with shock and lost for words, exactly like the rest of us. I was thinking: How can this be true? How can this have happened? It didn’t seem real.


Finally, however, Horace began to use his head.


‘This guy is a slayer,’ he reasoned, in a halting and tentative sort of way. ‘If – if he used a stake, he must know his vampire lore. Which means he probably thinks that a crucifix will kill us.’ When Horace discerned no spark of comprehension in the eyes of his audience, he added impatiently, ‘We should go to St Agatha’s. He won’t be looking for us there. Vampires aren’t meant to hang out in churches.’
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