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Chapter One

 


The she-wolf had been a wolf for so long,
she couldn’t remember her human name anymore. There were memories,
vague and troubling, of a warm kitchen redolent of cinnamon. A
laughing woman with tousled red hair. A scowling man with heavy
fists. But they were distant, and had nothing to do with the
she-wolf. They were from another life. All she knew now was the
wilderness: the crisp scent of freshly-crushed autumn leaves. The
tang of overripe berries and juniper. The musk of rabbits and the
rich red scent of deer. That was all the she-wolf knew … and all
she needed.

She sat on a rocky outcrop overlooking the
hills and moors that were her home, and watched the sun rise. Up
here in the heights, a cold wind rushed through the trees, bringing
the first taste of frost. Down below, the woodlands spread out
before her in a sea of green pines and oaks tinged with golds and
russets. Beyond that, heather in shades of mauve and pale violet
remained visible on the gently rolling moors. Winter was coming
early this year, she sensed. The prey would be scarce, the days
hard and the nights long.

She shivered as if the snow was already
here, and a brief memory of a snapping kitchen fire flitted through
her mind.

Something went by high overhead,
distracting her, and she looked up to see a big, misshapen bird
passing over the forest, with a thwap-thwap noise: A
helicopter, the old part of her mind supplied. The
she-wolf snarled at herself and watched the helicopter sweep over
the tree tops. It would scatter the prey. She flicked her ears in
irritation. The craggy hills were far away from the nearest big
human den, and whilst they did come up here, they rarely stayed
long and were easy enough to avoid. That suited her fine. She had
the run of the land, the pick of the prey, and nothing to remind
her of her old self. But the helicopter might mean there would be
humans out on the moors.

The she-wolf hated the humans. They stunk up
the land and disturbed the smaller animals, left mess and wreckage
behind––and once they started coming, they didn't stop. This wasn't
her first home: she'd left a beautiful forest when too many humans
started denning there. She didn't want to leave this home, though.
It had taken her a long time to find it and with winter coming, she
didn't want to start a long trek to find a new home. Not when
beyond the silent safety of the hills lay her old world, the world
she didn't remember anymore but knew she didn't want.

She huffed and lay down to gnaw at her
claws, trying to ignore the helicopter. Maybe it would go away and
no humans would come. Sometimes she saw bigger, longer ones flying
overhead, and they never landed. This one might be the same.

****

“This one's exactly the same.” Phoebe
Fairley held a lavender-scented handkerchief to her nose as she
crouched over the dead body. Her senses were muted compared to a
normal werewolf's, but still sharp enough that the mingled scents
of blood and sweet rot bothered her. The rot more so than the
blood––it meant she knew what had killed this woman, and she didn't
like the knowledge.

Her companion swore. Inspector Aidan
Spalding had a beautiful voice, Phoebe thought: a rich, sonorous
baritone. It made even the most explicit curse words sound elegant.
“Fucking hellfire, Fairley. What is it?”

She didn't answer. Instead she stood,
stepping away from the dead woman on the alley floor and inhaling a
deep whiff of lavender. Pre-dawn light filled the dark stone
passageway, casting a solemn glow over both the corpse and the
litter of broken bottles and cigarette ends. Just an ordinary woman, Phoebe thought.
Probably just stepped out of the club next door
for a cigarette, or a breath of fresh air. Although
her lack of a coat argued against that––the skimpy miniskirt and
halter-neck top would have offered no protection against the cold
weather. Maybe she'd been lured outside by her killer?

Well, no. Not if her killer was who,
or rather what, Phoebe
suspected. She gave Spalding a tired smile. “It's not a wolf, if
that's what you're worried about,” she said.

“I already knew that,” he snapped.
“Never seen a wolf kill like this.”

Spalding was human, but any officer working
in Major Investigations would know what a wolf kill looked like.
There was a long, sad history of serial killer werewolves and
whilst the motives might vary, the methods rarely did. Messy
kills––maulings, really. This wasn't a mauling. This was a neat,
quick kill. A broken neck, puncture wounds near the major arteries.
Phoebe didn't need the autopsy results to know the woman would be
missing a lot of blood.

This was the fifth such body she'd seen in
as many months. The first had been south of the border in
Northumberland. Another young woman, caught sometime after
midnight, neck broken, blood missing. The next three had seen the
killer slowly moving north through Scotland. And now this one,
number five. The Luporum had sent her to investigate as soon as the
news of the first killing broke.

She presented herself at each scene as a
government official, and the Luporum had provided her a solid
cover. When she'd shown up at the Dundee City Center Police Office
two hours ago, Aidan Spalding had agreed to let her come to the
crime scene without hesitation, assuming she'd have vital
information.

“We've heard about the other murders,”
he'd said as he escorted her to his car. “We'd appreciate an
expert's opinion.”

The problem was, she couldn't share her
expert opinion. Humanity had come to terms with werewolves, mostly.
Vampires, that was a whole new issue, and one the Luporum didn't
think the world was ready for. Phoebe agreed wholeheartedly. The
Luporum were hardly ready for it themselves.

So, she’d given Spalding the same line she'd
given every other officer she'd spoken to. “We need to pull some
files and run some data, but this more or less confirms it. We have
an organized serial killer on our hands. We suspect he was recently
released from prison, and may have a medical background. I wish I
could tell you more, but right now…”

“Bloody government spooks,” Spalding
muttered. “Fine, keep your mouth shut.” He turned to the alley
entrance and whistled piercingly. On cue, Spalding's team hustled
into the alley to take care of the body.

That was Phoebe's own cue to leave. She
needed to report back to her superiors. She also needed a long, hot
shower and a few hours’ sleep. Most of all, she needed to be away
from that rank, rotten smell that had her wolf snarling and
snapping inside her. It made her itchy and edgy, more aware of how
narrow the alleyway was, and how hard it would be to fight in such
a tight space. A normal werewolf would be able to shapeshift and
burn off the nervous energy with a good run, or a hunt, but Phoebe
didn't have that option. The best thing for her to do was get away
from the alley and take her anti-anxiety medication.

“As soon as we can share anything
useful, we will,” she told Spalding as they left the alley. The sun
was rising fast and the city was starting to stir. The normality of
it: the lorries, pulling up outside shops, and bleary-eyed people
unlocking café doors––it was all so reassuring and
grounding.

“You do that,” Spalding said. She
guessed he was regretting his eagerness to bring her along
now.

She didn't begrudge him that. Having some
unknown quantity swoop in and pull rank on your already mysterious
murder case had to be annoying. She mumbled a goodbye and trotted
away from the scene, glad to be leaving the body in the hands of
the forensics team.

She'd been recruited to the Luporum straight
from university two years ago as a researcher. Field work wasn't
supposed to be her remit. But these murders had pulled her very
rudely into the field.

Phoebe still wasn't quite sure she belonged
there.

****

One thing you could say for field work,
Phoebe reflected an hour later, was the Luporum didn't skimp on the
expenses. She'd been booked into a five-star hotel in the city
center and told to put everything on the rather unnerving black
credit card she'd been given when first called to investigate the
murders. Using it made her feel like a cross between a celebrity
and a fraud.

Now she lay in a jasmine-scented bubble
bath, cradling a glass of sparkling water and watching the sky
change from dusky gray to brilliant orange. When the sun was up, it
was impossible to think vampires might be real. But the evidence
fit with the research she'd done. Records were scarce, and picking
fact from fiction was a long, often tedious job, but that was the
kind of work Phoebe excelled at. It was why the Luporum had chosen
her to investigate these killings. They had other researchers, and
they had field workers with far more experience and skills, but
when it came to non-human history, Phoebe Fairley was the best.

Once she felt she'd soaked away the grime of
the alleyway, she left the bath and wrapped herself in the hotel's
fluffy white robe. She stretched out on the bed and powered up her
laptop. She was preparing to add the details of the Dundee killing
to her case notes when her phone rang.

“Fairley,” she answered, already
knowing who it would be.

“Have you seen it?” Stefan sounded
almost morbidly eager. “Is it like the others?”

“You'll see the official report when
it's done, as usual,” she said.

“As your boss, I insist on a verbal
report.”

She grinned at that. “Wouldn't that be
ignoring protocol, boss?”

“Only if my
boss found out.” He paused and she could almost hear him
waiting for her to fill the silence. She bit her lip, knowing he'd
crack first.

Sure enough, after a few seconds, he huffed
impatiently down the line. “So? Is it like the others?”

“She was killed like the
other women, yes,” Phoebe said. She swallowed hard, the lingering
fizz of the water in her throat suddenly choking her. “Puncture
wound to the neck, neck snapped. The same smell, too.”

“And the same reaction?”

The choking sensation became the feeling of
her bile rising and her wolf scratched inside her, restless and
trapped. “Exactly the same.”

“But they won't let you track
it. Gówno.” He
swore in Polish, making her smile a little despite herself. “How
much more can we learn by observing after the attacks have
happened? People are dying, and we just watch and watch and
watch...”

“I can't
track it, Stefan. You know that.”

“We are wolves. Tracking is in our
blood.”

“Not mine,” she snapped.

Stefan fell quiet and she bit her tongue. He
should know better, really. Phoebe had Siodmak's Syndrome––the
physical inability to shapeshift––and Stefan knew it as well as
anyone. Hell, it was one of the reasons she'd been selected for
this job. What scant records there were of vampire-wolf
interactions, Phoebe knew inside out, and they showed that wolves
reacted badly to the scent of vampires. Phoebe's disability meant
her senses were dampened. Her wolf had less control over her, and
that volatile reaction was less acute.

It was nice to be useful. It was painful to
be reminded why.

“Phoebe, I’m sorry. I didn't
mean…”

“In any case,” she cut him off, not
wanting any pity, “any successful predator knows when to steer
clear of another. I doubt a vampire is going to hang around long in
a city full of wolves.” She put the laptop aside and rolled over so
she could prop herself up on one elbow. The bed was almost too
soft, like lying on a marshmallow.

“None of the victims have been
wolves,” Stefan said thoughtfully. “These creatures may regard us
as apex predators. Something to avoid. That does fit with the
records.”

“Regardless,” she said, “the rule is
no engagement. I'm simply observing and recording, as instructed.”
Even if she hated it. She agreed with Stefan: watching was not
enough when people were dying. But there was little else she could
do. The knowledge was bitterly frustrating.

He grumbled in Polish. She understood enough
to pick out a few more swear words. “So what do you think its next
move will be?” he asked her.

She hesitated. Her pet theory had been
dismissed before, but by alphas higher up than Stefan. She hadn't
shared it with him yet. “Honestly, I think it's looking for
somewhere to hibernate.”

“Hibernate?” He sounded bemused, which
was better than dismissive in Phoebe’s opinion. “Like a
bear?”

“Why not? A lot of the cases we have
include speculation that vampires are cold-blooded, and we don't
have many records of killings happening through autumn or winter. I
think it's glutting itself now, to survive a fast through the cold
months. Maybe they go into some kind of suspended animation,
or…”

“You think it's like a tortoise?” Now
he sounded amused, which was a step back, in Phoebe's
opinion.

“Maybe more like a snake. They're less
active in colder weather, but they don't hibernate. They brumate.
They slow down all their metabolic activity, and can go for months
without food.” She tried to keep her tone level. The fact was, the
Luporum just didn't have enough information on vampires to be sure
of anything. A lot of their records came from folklore and
historical anecdotes. Most of the time, the study of the creatures
was a side project. It was good work for new recruits, to get them
used to research. It was only at times like this, when a rash of
strange killings might shed a bad light on werewolf society, that
the Luporum wanted to be proactive. Phoebe's theories had as much
merit as any others she'd heard and, in her very private opinion,
more than most.

Stefan sighed. She heard a burst of music
down the phone line and guessed he'd switched on his TV or
something, a sure sign he was preparing to end the call. “So what
do you want to do now?” he asked her. “After you've submitted your
report, I mean.”

“Well, I don't want to sit around
waiting for the next person to die,” she said. “There must be
something more I can do.”

“If you think it's going to ...
brumate, then how about looking for
potential dens?” he asked. “Dig back into the history. See if we
have anything that suggests where a vampire might want to spend the
winter.”

It was as good an idea as any. They said
their goodbyes, and Phoebe hung up, suddenly crushingly tired.
She'd been in Edinburgh yesterday, and had arrived in Dundee just
before midnight, alerted by a Luporum wolf working on the Edinburgh
police force. She'd caught Spalding just as he was marshaling his
team to check out the murder site, and spent the next couple of
hours with him, watching his men do their jobs before she could
pull her “government expert” act and look the body over.

Now it was early morning, and the
combination of travel, death, and lack of sleep was hitting her
hard. The report could wait, she decided. She needed a clear head
to write it up anyway, and a few hours’ sleep would give her
that.

She stripped off the robe and curled up
under the duvet, listening to the sounds of the city coming to life
outside. Phoebe never felt homesick until she had to use a strange
bed. She inhaled the smell of fake vanilla from the plug-in air
freshener and wished she was back in her leafy London suburb, where
vampires were just a speculative theory and she didn't have to see
any other dead bodies.

****

Phoebe woke a few hours later with a sharp
itching under her scalp, relentless and maddening. It would spread
too, down her spine and into her toes, a crawling, prickling
sensation that wouldn’t let up until she took her anti-anxiety
meds. She gave herself a mental slap for not taking them before she
fell asleep. She was always fuzzy-headed for the first hour or so
after taking them.

That was the curse of Siodmak’s: the sense
that your own body was the enemy, that you were living in the wrong
shape. Phoebe had attended a support group between the ages of
twelve and fourteen, spending an hour a week with other Siodmak’s
sufferers. The theory was that sharing their experiences would help
normalize them, help the kids feel less like misfits and freaks
among their own kind. But all it did for Phoebe was reinforce the
idea they were not right, not proper wolves. She met kids who
self-harmed to cope with the physical problems, kids who drank or
did drugs to cope with the psychological ones. She’d never met
anyone who’d come to terms with being a werewolf trapped in a human
body.

She rolled out of bed and grabbed her meds
from her handbag. A hot shower would also help ease the itching.
The medical community had yet to find any truly successful
treatment for Siodmak’s, but every sufferer had their own coping
mechanisms. Phoebe preferred natural remedies as far as possible,
but some days there was just no beating a good dose of
chemicals.

With the physical symptoms taken care of,
Phoebe set to work writing her report––distraction, she knew, was
generally the best way to deal with any psychological symptoms. It
didn’t take long, so she turned her attention to Stefan’s
suggestion.

Phoebe liked the brumation theory, largely
because it demystified the vampires. If she just looked at the rare
eyewitness accounts and murky folk tales, she had a monster on her
hands. A blood-drinking, silent shadow, that killed without warning
and vanished without trace. But if you started to look for natural
behaviors and patterns, you had an animal. An animal that had
biological needs, like any other animal. She could understand that.
She could deal with it.

An animal that required sleep throughout the
winter had definite needs. It needed to fatten itself up, slow its
metabolism down, and lower its body temperature. If a vampire
really was like a reptile, it might wake only to drink. The time of
year fit too, as brumation was triggered by a lack of heat and
sunlight. Although, since vampires did seem to be nocturnal, that
probably wasn’t a factor.

She pushed that train of thought aside and
opened up her files on vampire distribution and habitat. Her
historical records were largely obtained from medieval Europe at
the height of the classical witch hunt period. Hysteria over
werewolves, witches, vampires and devil worship made it hard to
sift fact from fiction, but she’d found some clergy records
correlated closely enough that she had been willing to accept them
as true, especially when cross-referenced with more modern cases.
Of course, modern cases were rarely stamped with “definitely a
vampire,” but if you knew what to look for, the signs were there in
certain unsolved murders.

Vampire kills generally happened in
big cities, and apart from the rare case, they were widely spaced
out. Rare cases like this
one, she thought, shuddering at the memory of the dead
girl. Phoebe guessed either vampires didn’t need to feed often, or
they didn’t always kill their prey.

She found herself mired in historical
records and hysteria about coffins, dirt, and poppy seeds, and was
on the verge of giving up and going out for a run when she stumbled
on a document she’d put together last year and promptly forgotten
about. It was a news article from about a decade ago, reporting the
disappearance of a dog-walker in the Brecon Beacons in Wales. The
body had been found in a cave deep in the woods, drained of blood
with puncture wounds in the thigh. The case had been glossed over:
a couple of anti-wolf groups had labeled it a wolf killing, and
then it promptly dropped from the news. What had really piqued
Phoebe’s interest when she originally found it were the comments
from a wolf police officer who’d been on the scene.

The thing that struck me most was the smell:
rancid, very sickly, and unlike anything I’ve encountered on the
force before. The whole cave had that smell, and it wasn’t coming
from the body.

She scanned her notes to see when the body
had been found, and saw it was early March. Just as the winter was
ending and the spring air might be warm enough to entice a dormant
vampire out of its sleep. Phoebe twirled her hair around her
fingers, wondering how big a leap in the dark the Luporum would
allow her to make. A cave was a good place to hole up for the
winter, and if you’d glutted yourself well on a healthy, active
human, you might not need to venture out for food for months.
Scotland had plenty of national parks, wide forests and mountains
that might provide safe winter shelter, and the further north you
went, the fewer humans or wolves you were likely to run into.

A little sliver of excitement ran through
her. The Holy Grail––for the Luporum, if not for her
personally––had to be finding a live vampire and holding it. If she
could track this one to a winter den, catch it hibernating…? Well,
it would be a coup, for sure. Especially for a Siodmak’s wolf.


Chapter Two

 


After a quick workout in the hotel’s
gym and a huge breakfast, Phoebe set off for the police station.
Whilst there wasn’t much she could tell Spalding,
he might have fresh information
for her––and it could be
useful to know what the police thought about this case. If there
was even the slightest chance they were looking for a wolf suspect,
the Luporum needed to know.

Phoebe wasn’t the only person looking
for Spalding, she discovered. When she arrived at the police
station, a small group of protesters had taken up residence
outside, carrying neon signs emblazoned with Protect Our Daughters and Collar The Animals. Phoebe’s stomach lurched and
the wolf inside her cowered. Alpha Humans had latched onto the
killings, declaring them wolf-murders without a shred of evidence.
It was how they operated, of course, whipping their members into a
frenzy of anti-wolf protests and marches regardless of the facts.
She wondered how hysterical they’d get if the word “vampire” made
it to the press.

The group looked mostly to be middle-aged
women, more interested in chatting to each other than really
protesting or causing chaos, and Phoebe slipped past them without
feeling too intimidated. It helped that, thanks to her disability,
her wolf-self was muted and less likely to react to a perceived
threat than a normal wolf might be. She’d seen plenty of wolves
start fights at the drop of a hat, overruled by wild instinct. It
was one of the rare times she was glad to be different.

Inside the police station, the officer on
the desk didn’t seem troubled by the protesters. “Always protesting
something,” he told her. “Drugs, drink, wolves … any excuse.”

She found Spalding in an open plan office, a
giant mug of coffee in one hand and a half-eaten bagel in the
other. Cream cheese oozed out of the bagel, threatening to drip on
the paperwork he was leaning over, and Phoebe found herself
shifting the papers away without thinking about it.

“Ta,” he grunted around a mouthful of
bread. “Didn’t think you’d be back. Allowed to share anything
useful with us?”

His grim tone suggested she’d better have.
She evaded the question. “When did the protesters show up? Has this
made the news already?”

He scowled, and grabbed a newspaper
from the desk next to his. It was an early morning edition of some
local rag, the headline on the front page provocative and
bold: Death Stalks Dundee.
“Someone leaked something to the local press. Don’t know who, but
if I find it’s one of my lads, I’ll wring his neck.”

She scanned the article. Last night’s
killing hadn’t been linked to the other murders, but it was only a
matter of time. There was no way to hide or dismiss the
similarities. The papers were already talking about the other
killings anyway. Cross-Country
Killer was the most popular, if least original, tag
for the story. “Have you identified the victim?” she
asked.

“Marie Hendry. Twenty-three years old,
local girl, devastated family.” He leaned across his desk and
grabbed a beige folder from the desk opposite. Nobody else was in
the office yet, but Phoebe thought Spalding probably treated
everything in here as if it was his own. He had that presence, that
way of dominating a space. If he were a wolf, he’d be an alpha. He
passed her the file. “I pulled the details on the other killings.
Presumably you gave all those officers the ‘recently released
serial killer’ line too?” His tone was wry, but there was an edge
of anger to it.

Phoebe flushed, and she buried her head in
the file to hide it. It was full of newspaper clippings on the
earlier killings, scrawled over with cryptic notes – Spalding’s,
she guessed. The man clearly hadn’t slept since she’d left him.
“I’m really not at liberty to say anything,” she said.

“But you expect me to tell you
everything.” His scowl was deep enough she thought he’d be in
trouble if the wind changed.

“I’m just following my orders, same as
you,” she said, handing the file back to him.

He muttered something under his breath about
Nazis saying the same thing, and she resisted the urge to tell him
how ridiculous he sounded. She understood how frustrating this had
to be for him, but…

But. The Luporum was first and foremost
concerned with its own secrecy, but you couldn’t just toss the word
“vampire” into a conversation and expect to be taken seriously. It
was just always easier to stay quiet, even when you really, really
wanted to speak up. She chewed her lip to hold back the
replies––both sensible and sarcastic––that burned on her
tongue.

Instead, she tried diverting the
conversation somewhere useful. “Has she been for autopsy yet?”

He shoved the remains of the bagel in his
mouth and shrugged. Phoebe wrinkled her nose at the sound of his
lips smacking together, feeling mildly nauseated. “If I tell you
she was practically drained of blood, will you be surprised?” he
asked, mouth still full.

So far, the press hadn’t got hold of that
detail from the other killings. If someone had already leaked news
of this one, chances were the cause of death wouldn’t stay secret
much longer. She could already imagine the sensationalist
headlines. “No,” she answered Spalding, “but then, we did already
go over that at the crime scene.”

“Practically drained of blood,” he
repeated, eyes gleaming. “Not just some
blood loss, Ms. Fairley, but almost bloodless. And
there was no blood at the scene, but the coroner didn’t think she’d
been moved. So, she was killed where we found her, drained of
blood. Mad, don’t you think?”

She rocked uncomfortably on her heels and
didn’t say anything. Maybe he’d be the one to start talking about
vampires.

He leaned back in his chair, eyeing
her suspiciously. “My nan used to talk about brownies and
hobgoblins,” he said. “The Good
People, she called them. Used to leave a saucer of
cream and stale bread out for them every night, to keep away bad
luck. And that was after you people came out of the closet, so to
speak.”

“What’s your point?” she asked. “You
think a brownie killed Marie Hendry?”

“No, but something that wasn’t human,
at least not at the time, certainly did. When you wolves showed up,
my nan thought it was just a matter of time before the Sidhe and
the dragons appeared, too.” He sounded faintly amused now. “Me, I
thought that was bollocks, but here we are. Werewolves are real,
and dead girls with no blood are filling up the North of
Britain.”

Phoebe fiddled with her earrings. “I don't
think it's a dragon,” she said, trying for levity and missing.

“No more than a brownie,” he agreed.
“So what else is out there?”

He gave her a dirty look, but the arrival of
another officer cut short their conversation. “Ah, Gibbs,” Spalding
said. “Meet Ms. Phoebe Fairley.” His tone indicated he'd already
told Gibbs all about her, and it probably wasn't a favorable
report.

Phoebe smelt wolf, strong and vibrant, in
Gibbs, and she turned to greet him with a strained smile. He was a
lanky beanpole of a man, with a shock of unkempt ginger hair and
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