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    Chapter 1


    





    




    It’s only nine in the evening but Leah’s shift is already turning sour. She wonders if it’s just her own state of mind, or if the manager had deliberately given her all the awkward cases.




    On the other side of the plain metal desk, a woman her own age. Slightly taller than Leah, longer-legged, hair in dreadlocks, biker-chick miniskirt that shows a tattoo of a spiky rose stem down one thigh, leather jacket over a miniscule T-shirt that flashes more tattoos every time she shifts position. High, sculpted cheekbones and full lips. According to the file in front of Leah, her given name had been Phoebe Giddens, her current alias is Skye do Escuro and her previous names have all been variants on the same theme – Layla del Fosca, for example. Layla being Arabic in origin and meaning “of the night” while Fosca means “dark” in Portuguese.




    That’s the thing with her clients. They all want dramatic names that connote darkness, night and death in different languages.




    And maybe part of Leah’s annoyance, actually, is that she feels very attracted to Skye. She’s exactly the kind of woman she fantasises about having a relationship with. Just two small problems there, though. She’s Skye’s caseworker. And she’s Skye’s caseworker because Skye isn’t human.




    Leah massages her temples with her fingertips, breathes deeply and tries once more to get her point across.




    ‘It is a condition of the programme that you change your identity every five years. It stops people working out that you’re not ageing at the same rate as a human. It’s also a condition of the programme that you don’t work in any job that gives you access to blood products, and that’s about protecting you from discovery. Not because we think you’ll get tempted.’




    ‘For fuck’s sake, it’s not like I want to be a nurse or anything.’ It’s a fair point. She wants to be a tattooist.




    ‘I don’t make those rules,’ Leah says. ‘There are plenty of databases we can fix for you, but occupational registrations like that aren’t one of them.’




    Skye makes a complicated gesture, something that incorporated a twist of the lips, a shrug and a “fuck you” hand movement.




    ‘Much as the programme’s been helpful, I could always go solo. Because, think about it this way, any job I train for I can only do for a couple of years before you want me to give it up and start a new life.’




    They both know the programme hasn’t been mandatory for a couple of decades. Cutbacks. Changes from being part of the civil service into a non-departmental body. That kind of thing. Many of her kind have indeed gone solo, though that in itself has caused problems one way and another. Housekeeping Division is always complaining, not just about their workload but warning of the political fallout that would result from the “post-decease animates issue” coming into the public domain – or, to put it more accurately, being taken as a serious and real issue rather than dismissed as the ravings of a bunch of fantasists.




    ‘You’re at liberty to make that decision,’ Leah says carefully. ‘But of course you lose the benefits: access to plasma supplies, specialist support, renewal of identity, and so forth.’ There’s no point in asking Skye to come back and let her know what her decision is. None of the Authority’s “clients” ever do. They just disappear into the night – literally. After a while they become cold cases, though Leah’s work periodically involves trying to work out what happened to them. Unless Housekeeping Division finds out first.




    Skye parts her lips in what ought to be a smile, though it looks somewhat feral. ‘You know, in other circumstances you and I could really hit it off. You have beautiful little blue veins in your neck.’ She stands and leans forward, hands on the desk, the length of her legs and the shortness of her skirt giving Leah a close-up view of the rose thorn tattoo and a big clue as to where it might end.




    ‘Since you’re cute, I’ll let you know what I decide.’ There’s a heat in Skye’s voice. A heat that comes from decades of learning to be her own person and pursue her own desires, wherever they lead. ‘In fact, if I do set up a tattoo business, I’ll even give you my contact details. A tat would look really neat on you. A bat, or a skull, maybe even a sigil.’




    And with that, she’s gone.




    Leah has to sit and wait for the flush on her cheeks to fade before she dares return to the open-plan office on the floor below.




    Skye won’t, in fact, have been able to see the bat tattoo Leah already has, because it’s on her ribcage next to her heart.




    Even when she gets home, at seven in the morning, Leah can’t concentrate on much. The TV presenter’s talking about the economic downturn, disturbances on the streets. But not here, not in this city. Leah collapses into bed, goes to sleep with one hand on her bat tattoo and the other on her thigh, the same spot where Skye’s body has the rose displayed.




    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 2





    Leah’s degree was in physics. When she graduated, though, jobs weren’t exactly easy to come by. She applied for, and got, a mundane desk job in DEFRA – the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.




    Maybe it was her personality, because she had an unquenchable curiosity. Maybe it was her looks, because she bucked the trend and kept her Gothic identity: coloured streaks in her hair; multiple ear piercings; Velvet Acid Christ on her iPod; a Cradle of Filth ringtone on her mobile that annoyed the hell out of her co-workers. She did the civil service dress code, pinstripe skirt and jacket and a white blouse, but there were always just a few too many buckles on her boots. Then there was the stuff other people didn’t get to see, like wearing hold-up stockings in preference to tights and the pentagram design on her belly-button piercing.




    Pretty soon she was being invited out on field investigations. Unexplained mutilations of cattle, that kind of thing. The second time it happened, some guys in suits arrived on the scene and quietly told the vet to leave. The case had “security implications”, they said. And they made sure they took her name and business card as well.




    A couple of weeks later she received a strange phone call at work. Was she prepared to switch departments, a post that would involve unsocial hours but might be suited to her interests? She said yes and was given an address and time to attend for interview.




    It turned out to be an anonymous city centre office block, the offices not even in the block itself but part of an underground warren below the basement car park.




    ‘I won’t beat around the bush,’ her interviewer said. ‘Do you believe in the existence of vampires?’




    Leah took it to be a standard civil service interview technique, an off-the-wall personality assessment thing. Something of the same ilk as asking her about the key policy implications that might flow from pigs being able to fly – which was something, in fact, she had been asked at a previous interview.




    ‘I’m a physicist by training,’ she said carefully. ‘So I believe in the existence of all kinds of things you can’t normally sense. Quantum functions. Wave interference. Spin up and spin down. Charm-strange mesons. But they are all things that can be measured, or inferred theoretically from measurements. There’s evidence for them. What’s the evidence for vampires?’




    Her interviewer looked amused. Then he provided her with the evidence. That was the beginning of her employment with the Identity Management and Control Authority, the name deliberately vague to obscure the fact that what they did was monitor vampires and provide certain services in return for their not biting random strangers on the street.




    ‘The problem is this,’ the interviewer said. ‘While there have been vampires for centuries, there was a real increase in the vampire population after the Second World War. You know the myths about the Nazis trying to create a vampire division within the SS? That happened. What’s less well known is that the Allies did the same thing, recruiting certain individuals who were considered to meet appropriate criteria.’ He didn’t say what those criteria were. ‘And after the war, the vampire population became something that governments had to manage, and do so with some secrecy. And we’re still doing it.’




    There was more. Including the fact that within the Authority itself, the term “vampire” was never used. They were “post-decease animates”, or PDAs.




    She did a month’s training on medical, biological, tactical, administrative, and sexual matters relating to the PDA population, on a windswept ex-RAF base somewhere. A woman in her sixties with a European accent lectured them.




    ‘Bacteria were first accepted as scientific fact in 1674. Almost two centuries later, the first virus was discovered by Dmitri Iwanowski, in St Petersburg, in 1892. The tobacco mosaic virus, and the foot-and-mouth disease virus, were both discovered in 1898 and the yellow fever virus in 1901. After that, of course, the pace picked up with new ones being found all the time. Bacteriophages, viruses that infect bacteria, were first found in 1915. By that time, though, the First World War was under way, and you will remember the spark for that particular fire was the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, in Sarajevo, in 1914 – though power-plays between the major powers had turned the area into a powder-keg, and there had already been the Balkan Wars in 1912-13.




    ‘So there were Serbian and Balkan fronts to the war, though the British were not, officially at least, involved there. And stories emerged of soldiers who’d been killed coming back to life. Just as, for centuries, there had been folklore of certain individuals waking from the dead, revenants walking the earth again, which led to certain macabre practices … To cut the story short, the revenants, and then the soldiers, appeared to have contracted a rare cocktail of bacterial infection, bacteriophages and viruses. A cocktail in which each component was so rare in itself that for a person to contract all of them was almost impossible – unless they’d been deliberately infected. Though each disease, in itself, should have been lethal, the combination did not interfere with life: and when life should have ceased, after the heart had stopped beating and respiration – the intake of oxygen and removal of carbon dioxide – had stopped, they were able to sustain muscular and brain activity, stimulate the body’s regenerative processes. They created life after death.
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