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Prologue
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“No!” Nicodemus howled in unbearable anguish. “It can’t be true. I refuse to believe it.” His thick white hair fell over his face, as he rolled back his head and clutched his chest, as if gripping his own heart. He beat his own chest over and over again in sorrow as he staggered blindly from his wooden throne. His long purple robes trailed behind him like a river of blood. “I refuse to believe my beloved Frances is dead.” He lurched forward, now snatching at the air, trying to stop the overwhelming grief knocking him from his feet. 

“It is true, my liege,” Josef said, kneeling before his king in the Great Chamber. The chamber was the largest of many such chambers, which made up the interior of the vast fortress hidden beneath the Carpathian Mountains. The mountains, with their jagged peaks, formed a vast mountainous arc which spread for over nine hundred miles across Central and Eastern Europe. The chamber, in which Nicodemus now grieved at the news of the murder of his daughter, was hidden from the natural world beneath the mountain range which surrounded the region of Transcarpathia and Transylvania. From here the mountains swept southeast, coming to end on the shores of the River Danube. For time unknown, the vampires had lived here in secret, set apart from the humans and their world. 

The mountains had once been shared with the Lycanthrope. All but one of that race was now dead – hunted into extinction by the vampires. Nicodemus had now learnt what he had always feared, that the only surviving member of that long forgotten race of wolves had murdered his precious daughter.

“I refuse to believe it,” Nicodemus screeched, kicking his most trusted servant away. “Frances is not dead.” His voice echoed off the black walls which had been carved deep into the mountains. Giant pillars supported the cathedral-like ceilings daubed with paintings depicting the vampire’s history and the wars they had raged with the wolves. Torches flickered against the walls, casting eerie shadows high up into the darkness.  

Josef staggered backwards on his knees as his master’s bare foot crashed into his chest. He sucked air deep into his throat and pulled himself back onto his knees. His long black hair hung across his unnaturally white face like a spider’s web. He brushed it away and looked once more up at his grieving king. He watched in silence and fear as his master screamed across the chamber before the members of his court, who had gathered before him. They stood in their black robes, heads down, all of them trying desperately not to make eye contact with their grieving king.

“Tell me it’s not true!” he screamed at them, blood and spit flying from his lips. “Tell me this is a lie, for I cannot bear to believe my precious daughter is dead at the hands of that wolf.” 

They all lowered their heads a little more. Only Josef could find the courage to answer his master. 

“It is true, my Liege, Frances is indeed dead.”

“Bring me her body,” Nicodemus roared, spinning around in a flash of purple robes, looking at his servant. “Bring me her body so that I may hold her close to my heart.” 

“That is not possible, my master,” Josef said, still on his knees before his king. He fought desperately to mask the way in which his body trembled with fear. Then, drawing a deep breath and fearing that it might well be his last, he added, “Frances is dust now.” 

“No! I refuse to believe it!” Nicodemus screeched, beating his chest again and stumbling across the chamber. 

Josef dared to look up, praying that his master would not vent his anger on him. Nicodemus stood before the others gathered around him. Raising his head and staring at them with his dead black eyes, he hissed, “Where were you when my daughter was being savaged by this wolf? Where were any of you? You call yourself soldiers. Every one of you is a coward, weak and pathetic and I hate you!” 

With his bony claws appearing like knives from the folds of his robes, he swiped his arms through the air, opening up each of his soldiers’ throats. Crimson jets of blood splashed the walls and the cobbled floor of the chamber. In the darkness their blood looked sticky and black. As their bodies lay twitching before him, he spat a wad of bloody phlegm from his throat down upon them.

“Cowards,” he hissed, turning away so angry that blood streamed from his eyes like tears. His perfectly white face looked like it had been clawed at as the red tears streamed down over his high cheekbones and onto his chin. 

“Tell me this not true,” he beseeched his most trusted servant again. Dropping to his knees, Nicodemus threw back his head and wailed up into the shadowy depths above him. “So, this is how you repay me, my dear God? This is how you repay the one who showed favour to your own son? I renounce you!” he screamed, ripping apart his robes with his claws and exposing his emaciated chest. “I hate you for not showing the same favour to my daughter! I turn my back on what little light you have cast into my life, and from now on, I embrace only the darkness.” 

“But my liege,” Josef breathed on hearing his master turn his back on God. “You do not know what you say.”

“Quiet!” Nicodemus screamed at him, staggering to his feet. His long white hair now lay matted to the sides of his long narrow face, held there by the blood streaming from his eyes. Reaching Josef, he dragged the servant to his feet. “Where is my daughter’s protector? Where is the one I entrusted to protect my daughter as she stood in the moonlight?” 

“Nate Varna is dead, too, my liege,” Josef whispered, no longer able to hide the tremors that raced through his body.

“And Michelle? Claude?” Nicodemus hissed just an inch from Josef’s face.

“Dead,” Josef uttered. “All of them are dead, slain by the wolf and another.” 

“Another?” Nicodemus breathed. “There are no other wolves left. There is only Thaddeus Blake.” 

“A girl, my master,” Josef whispered, trying to hide the fear in his own voice. “A girl who mirrors your daughter. It was she who Nate Varna had been watching, not Fran... your daughter. All of us have been deceived by the wolf and this girl.” 

“How do you know this?” Nicodemus seethed. “Who told you of this treachery?” 

“Such news travels fast amongst our own that now have lives above ground,” Josef said.

“So why have they not killed the wolf?” Nicodemus screamed, demanding an answer. “Why do I not have the corpse of the wolf and this girl before me?” 

“Blake has taken the Moonbeam,” Josef said. “He took it from Varna. While the wolf has it, it will make tracking him very difficult. You know the Moonbeam can blind us to him. The wolf knows that. That’s why he took it back.” 

Screaming with rage, Nicodemus threw Josef to the ground. “Then all is lost?” Nicodemus cried. “The wolf has escaped us already?” 

“Not so,” Josef said, rubbing his throat where his master had held him. 

Nicodemus span round to face his servant, his teeth rolled back to reveal his ivory-looking fangs. “Tell me,” he hissed.

“There is someone who can track the wolf and the girl,” Josef said, hoping this news might well sedate his king’s anger and save his own life.

“Who is this person?” Nicodemus asked, narrowing his eyes into slits and staring across the chamber at Josef. 

“My twin who has chosen to live above ground amongst the humans for the last hundred and fifty years – give or take a year or two. He lives and works amongst the humans. He understands their laws, their technology. He even smells like one of them. For years he has fed off the humans without detection. The humans do not know he is among them, even though he has been killing them for years.”

“How has he managed this?” Nicodemus asked with a thin smile. 

“Because they trust him,” Josef smiled back.
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Thaddeus Blake ripped the right ear from what was left of Nate Varna’s head and held it up in the moonlight. Winnie winced at the sound of tearing flesh, and watched as Thaddeus turned it over and over in his blood-soaked claws. He appeared to be inspecting it. 

“Was that really necessary?” Winnie complained. “The man is dead, after all.” 

“He wasn’t a man,” Thaddeus corrected without looking at her. “He was a vampire, and it was you who blew his brains out.” 

Winnie glanced down into the darkness and at the gun which lay smoking in the long grass. Tendrils of gun smoke drifted up into the night sky. She looked back at Thaddeus, silhouetted by the bright orange flames that consumed his mansion in the distance. The sound of crackling flames and collapsing timber echoed back across the field. 

“I only shot him so as to save you,” Winnie said. 

“So, you said,” Thaddeus murmured, still inspecting the fleshy ear.

“What are you looking for?” Winnie asked, her long red hair snaking back from her head in the breeze like the flames that ravished the building in the distance. 

“This,” he said, taking something from the earlobe with his claws. 

Throwing the dead vampire’s ear to one side, Thaddeus held something up into the moonlight. Whatever it was twinkled and reflected back in his bright yellow eyes.

“What is it?” Winnie asked, taking a step closer in the dark. 

“Part of the Moonbeam,” Thaddeus whispered in awe. 

“The Moonbeam?” Winnie asked, shaking her head slowly. “What’s the Moonbeam?” 

Thaddeus ignored her. Did he even hear her? Thaddeus was too engrossed in the tiny earring he had taken from the vampire’s ear. Thaddeus placed it in the open palm of one of his claws and gently prodded it with one razor-sharp fingernail. Winnie stepped closer still, to get a better look. In the palm of Thaddeus’s hand, Winnie could see what looked like a roughly cut diamond. It looked as if it had been chipped away from a large stone. It shone like a piece of broken glass. Without saying anything, Thaddeus raised his open hand again into the moonlight. At once the tiny piece of what looked like cut glass shone an electric blue. Bright rays of milky blue light emanated from its centre. Winnie drew a deep breath at its beauty. 

Unable to take her eyes from it, she whispered, “Why does it light up like that?” 

“It’s reacting to the moonlight, just like how I react to the moonlight,” he whispered, closing his fist over the stone and looking at Winnie with his bright piercing eyes. For just one moment, Winnie thought she saw streams of pale blue moonlight seep from between his fingers, then fade. Opening his fist again, he took the earring carefully between two hooked fingernails and fastened it to his earlobe. His unruly dark brown hair covered it from view and from the moonlight. Thaddeus towered tall and lean over Winnie. His bare, well-toned chest was streaked with blood, as were his claws and powerful forearms. He still had yet to return to his human form, and to Winnie, he still looked like a cross between a wolf and man. The sides of his face were covered in thick sideburns, and his mouth was full of jagged teeth. Thaddeus knew she was staring at him, so he turned away. He considered changing, but he didn’t know how many of the vampires had come looking for him this time around. They usually travelled in groups of three, but this time was different. This time Frances was dead. Had Nate, Michelle, or Claude got word back to Nicodemus that his daughter was dead? Had they told him that the wolf Thaddeus Blake had murdered her like they knew he would one day? If they had, then others would be on their way from their homes in the Carpathian Mountains. But Thaddeus knew there could be vampires which were closer still. Just like he had made a home and life amongst the humans, so had many of the vampires. So, he couldn’t change yet, not until both he and Winnie were safely away from the burning remains of his home.

“Where are you going?” Winnie asked, as he walked away from her. 

“To clean this mess up,” he said without looking back. 

“But your home is burnt down... I don’t think there is much you can do...” Winnie started. 

“I’m not talking about my home,” he said over his shoulder. “We have to hide what happened here tonight. We have to hide it from the human authorities and those that will come after us.”

“More vampires you mean?” Winnie said, her hair being snatched from the sides of her face by the wind. 

“Yes,” Thaddeus grunted, reaching down and grabbing hold of Nate Varna’s corpse. He hoisted it over his shoulders. “Bring the girl.” 

Winnie looked back at Michelle’s shredded remains and her head that lay a few feet away. Her face was upturned and looked pearly white in the moonlight. Her empty eye sockets were like two black pits in her face. Her lips were bloated and mauve, stretched wide in the shape of a terrible grin. Winnie shivered, her flesh going taut with gooseflesh. 

“Bring her head and body over to the fire,” Thaddeus said. 

“I don’t think I can,” Winnie said, wringing her hands. 

“Drag her body and carry her head,” Thaddeus explained, knowing that Winnie didn’t have the kind of inhuman strength he possessed.

“It’s not that,” Winnie said, unable to take her eyes from the hideous remains of Michelle at her feet. 

“What is it then?” Thaddeus frowned.

“I don’t want to touch her dead body,” Winnie almost whimpered. “I can’t touch her head... it’s all bloody, and...” 

“It’s just a piece of meat now,” Thaddeus said. “She can’t hurt you.” 

“I know she can’t hurt me, Thad,” Winnie said, a pleading look in her eyes. “I just can’t touch her... I don’t think I can touch a dead body...”

“You touched your friend Ruby Little, didn’t you?” Thaddeus said, moving towards Winnie, Nate’s corpse thrown over his bare shoulders. “You cradled Ruby’s dead body until the police arrived.” 

“Yes, but...” Winnie murmured, remembering how she had found her friend dead beneath the arches behind The Embankment Tube Station in London. That had been hundreds of miles away and seemed like it had happened a lifetime ago. Apart from the trickle of dried vomit around Ruby Little’s mouth, she hadn’t been decapitated and covered in blood. If she had, Winnie knew that however much she had loved her friend, she wouldn’t have been able to cradle her like she had done.  

“But what?” Thaddeus asked, trying to smother the growing sense of urgency he now felt.  

“...there is so much blood,” Winnie groaned, wrapping her arms about her shoulders as if cradling herself.

Stopping in front of Winnie, Thaddeus looked down at her. “Better her blood than yours,” he said. 

“What’s that s’posed to mean?” Winnie asked, her heart skipping a beat. Had he just threatened her, she wondered. 

“We have to get rid of the bodies,” Thaddeus snarled. “We can’t just leave them lying here. This fire will be seen for miles around, even if this place is remote. It won’t be long before this place is swarming with fire crews and police officers. If they find the bodies out here, then they’ll know they’ve been killed, but if and when they find the burnt remains in the house, they might just think they are us and put it down to some kind of tragic accident. With any luck, the vampires that come after us might even think the same for a while... it might just give us some time to put a gap between us and them.”

“They might not come...” Winnie said, full of naïve hope. 

“They will come,” Thaddeus growled at her. “And when they figure out, if they haven’t already, that Frances is dead, as are Nate and the others, they won’t stop until they have ripped our tongues and hearts out. If you think what has happened here tonight is bloody, what they will do to us will be something close to what goes on behind the walls of a slaughterhouse. I’m not trying to scare you, Winnie; I’m just trying to be truthful with you.”

“Truthful!” Winnie snapped at him. “You wouldn’t know the truth if it came up and smacked you in the face. You’ve done nothing but feed me a pack of lies since you made me that offer back in London.” 

“You didn’t have to accept...” Thaddeus started.

“What choice did I have?” Winnie glared at him. “Besides, if I’d known the truth about what you really are, do you think I would’ve come to this godforsaken place to play housekeeper? But I wasn’t here to be your housekeeper, was I? You brought me here to play the role of your dead wife. You had me parading around in the moonlight so a bunch of freaking bloodsuckers would believe she was still alive just to save your neck. That’s the real reason you got me to come down here with you. You lied to me!” 

“You had every opportunity to run, but instead you came back...” 

“To save you,” Winnie cut over him. “I must have been out of my tiny freaking mind!” 

“So why did you come back to save me?” Thaddeus pushed. “You could’ve been miles away from here by now. I think you came back because you feel something for me.”

With her mouth open and eyes wide, Winnie stared back at Thaddeus. Regaining her composure, she said, “The only thing I feel for you right at this moment is hate!”

“So, you came back to save someone you hate?” Thaddeus frowned again. “That makes perfect sense!” 

“Fuck off!” Winnie snapped, reaching down and snatching up Michelle’s head by her long black hair and marching away. 

“Where are you going?” Thaddeus called out over the sound of the burning in the distance. 

“To throw this bitch’s head in the fire!” Winnie screamed in disgust.

Scooping up Michelle’s body, and with the other corpse swinging over his shoulder, Thaddeus followed Winnie across the field to his burning home. He hadn’t wanted to be so harsh with Winnie, but he knew he had to make her understand how much danger she was now in. Thaddeus knew in his heart he was right to believe the vampires would hunt them down, and he also knew he was right about why Winnie had come back to save him.
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In silence, Thaddeus and Winnie stood and watched the seething flames engulf the remains of the vampires who had pursued them. Thaddeus believed after years of being stalked by them, centuries of having to bear the knowledge that once every full moon he had to let his beloved Frances be looked upon by Nate Varna, he would feel some relief at now knowing he was dead. But Thaddeus felt nothing, only disquiet in the knowledge that Nate was just one of many vampires who would now be sent to kill him. The heat from his burning mansion prickled their skin, and he glanced sideways to see Winnie rub her right forearm where she had been bitten by Michelle. 

“Does it hurt?” he asked. It was the first words that had passed between them in the last half hour or so. 

“A bit,” she said, her voice still a little frosty. She rubbed her arm again.

“Let me take a look,” he said, reaching for her. 

“It will be okay,” she said, pulling her arm away. 

But Thaddeus wasn’t so sure if the bite would be okay. “If it really starts to hurt, let me know.” 

“Sure,” Winnie said, staring into the fire. She watched the flames lick and dance over the now blackened remains of the three vampires. How was this happening, she wondered. Shit didn’t happen like this in the real world. But what was the real world? She had seen a lot of shit happen there, too. Her past life, where she eked out an existence by begging on the streets of London, had had its dark side, too. Winnie had believed she had left such darkness and misery behind when she had boarded that train with Thaddeus while wearing the pretty new clothes he had bought for her. But she now understood she had swapped one life of darkness for another. Her whole life she had spent running, and just when she had thought she was safe to stop and catch her breath, Winnie was now in a race against time to save her own life. But could it be saved? She feared. If what Thaddeus said was true about these vampires, then their search for them both would be relentless. It sounded as if they would stop at nothing in their search for her and Thaddeus. Perhaps then she should go her separate way – leave Thaddeus – put as much distance between her and him as possible. After all, the vampires were after him, not her. Winnie knew, however, that she couldn’t walk away from him no matter how much that little voice in her head screamed at her to do so. Thaddeus had been right. Since meeting him, she had grown to feel something for him. What that something was, she didn’t truly know. Winnie knew her dreams were often haunted by him. In them, he would be kissing her and caressing her body. Why such dreams? Perhaps they were nightmares, and she was yet to realise that. The little voice – the voice of her dead friend Ruby Little – would tell her they were nightmares, but if they were, why did she wake from them wanting to be with Thaddeus – to be held by him – to be loved by him?

Winnie glanced sideways and watched how the oranges, reds, and yellows from the flames reflected off his pale skin and bright eyes. His muscular chest rose slowly up and down as he stood impassively and watched his home, and the vampires burn. However much she hated admitting it to herself, she knew Thaddeus had been right – Winnie had come back because she felt something for him. 

“What now?” she asked over the hiss and snapping of burning timber. 

“We need money and clothes,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “I won’t be able to go very far looking like this. But more than that, we’ll need to find somewhere secure to hold me when I change.”

“When you change into a wolf?” Winnie asked. 

“Yes,” Thaddeus said, now turning to face her. “The last full moon was the night before last, so that gives us twenty-seven, twenty-eight days, at the most to find somewhere.” 

“Have any ideas?” Winnie said, remembering the story Thaddeus had told her about how he had killed his previous maid and bitten Frances, which had led to her death. 

“I can only think of one,” he said thoughtfully. “But...”

“But what?” Winnie asked. 

“It’s more than a long shot,” Thaddeus said. 

“I don’t think we have too many options, do we?”

“The place I’m thinking of is in one of the remotest parts of Scotland,” Thaddeus said. 

“And what’s there?” 

“Not so much as what but who,” Thaddeus said, looking at her.

“A friend?” Winnie quizzed him. 

“Perhaps,” Thaddeus said, looking back into the fire as if searching his memory.

“What’s that s’posed to mean?” 

“His name is Karl Lauderdale, and we were once friends,” Thaddeus said wistfully.

“So, we can trust him then?” Winnie said, a sense of relief falling over her, hoping that perhaps they did have somewhere they could go where they would both be safe.

“Trust him?” Thaddeus said, glancing at Winnie. “I’m not so sure about that.” 

“But you said he was your friend?” 

“Like you, Winnie, he says he hates me,” Thaddeus said. 

“Hates you?” Winnie frowned. “Why would he hate you?” 

Meeting her curious stare, Thaddeus eventually said, “It’s a long story, Winnie, and I don’t have time to tell you now. If we are going to go and find my friend, we will need money, clothes, and food.” 

“And where are we going to get all of that?” Winnie asked, pointing into the fire. “Everything you own is burning inside that wreck.” 

“Not everything,” Thaddeus said, grabbing her by the hand and leading her away from the fire. 

“Where are we going?”

“To see a friend,” he glanced back with
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