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Winnie & Thaddeus
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Prologue 
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“Where is the wolf’s head?” Nicodemus screamed. “Why do I not have it already?” Blood dripped from his black eyes onto his pale face. The blood, the colour of his robes, filled the deep cracks and creases in his withering flesh.

“My brother, Lance, is doing his best, my Liege.” Josef cowered before his master in the vast chamber beneath the Carpathian Mountains that twisted and stretched like a knotted spine over vast swathes of Central and Eastern Europe.  

“His best!” Nicodemus cried in rage, clawing at the air just inches from Josef’s face with his jagged claws. “The wolf is still alive – he is still breathing, even though my daughter is dead. Do you not understand my insufferable torment?” 

Josef lowered his gaze; he couldn’t look into his king’s red, weeping eyes. It wasn’t the grief or the hatred he couldn’t bear to look upon, but the sheer fury he could see in them. 

Snatching hold of his servant’s face, Nicodemus sunk his broken fingernails into his pale flesh. “Look at me!” Nicodemus screeched. “Look. At. Me!” 

Quivering, Josef looked into his master’s eyes. They were so very black, he feared he might just be sucked deep into them and lost forever, swallowed up into his master’s tortured soul. Josef could not see one glimmer – spark – of light in them. It was like his king’s soul had gone to a place beyond death. He had seen the change in his master since he had renounced God – turned his back on the light and truly welcomed the darkness. It was as if God had now forgotten Nicodemus as much as Nicodemus had forgotten God. 

“But the wolf has the Moonbeam,” Josef whimpered, his master’s claws burning deep against his narrow face. “He is protected by the light... it makes tracking him difficult. The light protects him. The light masks him from us.”

“Don’t talk to me of light!” Nicodemus cried as if in agonising pain. He pushed Josef away as if disgusted by his servant. “Any light in my life went out the moment that wolf took my precious daughter’s life.”

“But you turned your back on the one true light...” Josef dared remind him, his voice sounding nothing more than a whisper in the great stone chamber. The nearby candles flickered. 

Hearing this, Nicodemus spun around, his purple robes flapping like great wings in the gloom and the shadows. “It is the one true light that has turned his back on me,” he spat, blood flying from his lips. It was as if his grief was causing him to bleed internally – from deep inside. “It was Joseph of Arimathea and I who went to the tomb and prepared the corpse of the true light for burial. And where is God now that I have lost my daughter – my only child? Has he helped me prepare her body for burial like I helped prepare the body of his only son? No! I don’t even have her body to bury – to lay to rest. The wolf turned her to ash. It is God who has abandoned me – not I, him. It was he who chose to take the light from my life. It is God who has left me in utter darkness...”

“But, my Liege,” Josef quaked, pulling himself up into a kneeling position once more on the stone cold floor of the chamber. “You mustn’t turn your back on...”

“I renounce him!” Nicodemus screamed, curling his long claws into fists and beating his chest. “I turn my back on him and the light. I welcome the darkness in my life – into my soul – and I will not rest until Frances’s death is avenged. If I am to be punished, then so be it.” Slowly, he turned his back on Josef. “God can cause me no greater suffering than the pain I already feel.” Snaking his dry, cracked tongue from the corner of his wrinkled mouth, he licked the bloody tears away that had gathered in the grooves there. With his back to his servant, Josef, he lowered his head. “Time is running out for you and your brother. Bring me the wolf’s head, or I will go and claim it myself.” 

Josef glanced up at Nicodemus, fearful of his master’s threat. “But...”

“Don’t fail me,” Nicodemus warned, almost seeming to glide away across the chamber and disappearing into the shadows that gathered there. 

“No, my Liege,” Josef whispered, lowering his head once more, fearing that his king might soon be slicing it from his neck. 
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Thaddeus fed Winnie the last of the strips of meat. She licked greedily at them with the tip of her tongue. Her fever had begun to break as the blood from the meat started to satisfy the cravings that burnt deep within her. And even though the wind that rattled the tree branches above them was icy cold, a hot sweat glistened like a string of beads across Winnie’s brow. With her cradled against his chest in the bushes at the side of the road, Thaddeus knew they had wasted too much time already. They had put little distance between them and the farmhouse they had just fled. If the two people he had seen approaching the farm through the darkness were vampires like Thaddeus feared them to be, he knew it wouldn’t be long before they realised, he had been there. With his free hand, he pulled the chink of moonbeam stone from his pocket. It glowed – pulsated – blue then white in the palm of his hand. It would blind the vampires to him, but in his pocket its protection was lessened. But Thaddeus feared wearing it in his ear like the earing it had been fashioned into. What had happened to him on the train stopped him from doing that. Wearing the moonbeam had changed him – turned him into the wolf that had lurked just beneath his skin for as long as he could remember, and that was dangerous. Not only because it drew attention to him and Winnie, but it was also dangerous to the humans. If he were to change fully – become the true wolf that he had to lock away during a full moon – then his killing would be bloody and indiscriminate. He had no control over the wolf once it was set free from within. On the train as Winnie had battled with her new and dark cravings, the moonbeam he had worn in his ear had made him part wolf. This he had always had some control over. Since a boy, he had been able to release just enough of the wolf to protect himself and those who he had once loved. But it seemed wearing that tiny chip of the Moonbeam stone so close to his flesh had taken that control away – that ability to hold back the wolf and release it only when he needed or wanted to. But why now? he wondered, placing the piece of Moonbeam back into his jeans pocket. He scooped Winnie up into his arms and set off into the darkness once more. She made a soft whimper against his chest as he followed the curve of the road, making sure to keep to the shadows afforded by the treeline. 

“Shhh,” he whispered into her ear. “Rest.” 

But he knew Winnie was going to need more than rest. She was going to need someplace safe to sleep. Someplace out of the daylight that Thaddeus knew would be up in just a few short hours. Holding her tight to him, he pushed on. The road was remote, and he had yet to see one solitary vehicle. Dare he try and thumb a lift? Would anyone stop for a bedraggled-looking man and feverish young girl? Someone might stop for Winnie, but she was too sick to stand on the roadside and wave a car down, even if there was one. The wolf inside him knew that if he had any chance of reaching Scotland and his friend Karl Lauderdale and the Moonbeam, then he should ditch the girl – give her up. But he couldn’t – he wouldn’t. He feared that Winnie would die without him. Others might die too if he wasn’t there to help control her cravings. To help her turn fully from human to vampire. After all, he knew and felt some regret now that it was him who had made her a part of this world. A part of the dark world of shapeshifters and immortals he belonged to – was a part of. But it was a world – a life – that Thaddeus had lived for hundreds of years. And over those many centuries, he had grown used to and accustomed to the lust for human flesh and blood. He had developed ways of keeping the hunger at bay – he found places to lock himself away – found people who he had trusted enough to keep the key safe to the prisons and the cells he had taken refuge in on each full moon. Now that job fell to Winnie. She would have to look after him as much as he would have to take care of her. They needed each other. Thaddeus, therefore, knew in his heart that he couldn’t leave Winnie behind, even if he wanted to – because without her at his side, he risked dying as much as she. Whether she held him back or not, they were now forever linked – held together by the darkness that shrouded the world he lived in.

Just ahead, what looked like two round discs of light appeared in the darkness. They grew bigger with each passing moment. With Winnie still cradled in his arms and against his chest, Thaddeus watched from the darkness as the car approached. He could feel the heat of her fever radiating against him. With the engine of the car growing louder, Thaddeus looked east and could see the sky lightening there. Knowing that time was running out for him to find a place for Winnie to sleep and keep out of the approaching sunlight, Thaddeus stepped from the safety of his hiding place amongst the brambles and bushes and out into the road. With his back straight and Winnie in his arms, he screwed his eyes up at the glare of the approaching headlights. The vehicle began to slow. The headlights flashed brightly once, then twice. When Thaddeus failed to move off the road and out of the path of the approaching vehicle, another set of lights began to flash. But these weren’t white, but blue and red and fixed to the roof of the car. It was as the vehicle pulled to a shuddering halt before him that Thaddeus saw the word POLICE written in blue across the hood of the car. The driver and passenger door flew open as two thickset police officers dressed all in black climbed from the police car. 

“What’s your problem?” the driver asked, sounding pissed off and disgruntled. 

Before Thaddeus had a chance to say or do anything, the second cop was pulling his Taser from his overcrowded utility belt and aiming it squarely at Thaddeus. 

“I recognise you,” the cop said. “You’re the poet who killed those three people, and then torched his own house.” 

Now also recognising who it was standing before them on the road, the other police officer yanked his Taser from his belt and aimed it at Thaddeus. 

“Put the girl down and get on the ground, arsehole!” he ordered. Then, reaching for his radio with his free hand, he said into it, “All units, all units, I have located Mr. Thaddeus Blake.”
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Detective Inspector Lance Stoke stood outside the farmhouse, mobile phone pressed to his ear. The reception from beneath the Carpathian Mountains was broken and weak, and the sound of the nagging wind made listening to his brother talk difficult. But he could hear enough of his brother’s voice to know it sounded as fractured as the telephone signal. Glancing back over his shoulder, he watched Sergeant Becka Horton speak into her radio, summoning more officers to the scene to help deal with the slaughter of the male and female who sat gagged and bound at the farmhouse kitchen table. She turned away, against the wind, and as she did, Stoke glanced down at the swell of her arse in her black snug-fitting trousers. He imaged what it would feel like to sink his fangs into those soft mounds of flesh. 

“Are you listening to me, brother?” Josef almost seemed to plead from the other end of the phone deep beneath the Carpathian Mountains.

“It’s a bad line,” Stoke said, turning his back on Becka and stepping around the side of the farmhouse. He wanted to take shelter from the wind, but more importantly, he wanted to be out of earshot from his colleague. Once out of the wind he said, “Tell Nicodemus...”

“No, you tell Nicodemus,” his brother hissed, his voice sounding scratchy and far off. “I’ve never seen him like this. It’s as if his grief – his fury – has consumed him. He wants the wolf’s head...”

“I’m trying...” Lance snapped.

“Try harder,” Josef almost screeched. “Because if you don’t bring the head of that wolf back to the caverns, and soon, it will be us losing our heads.”

With his blond hair flapping about the collar of his coat, Stoke stood stock-still. He knew that Nicodemus didn’t make idle threats. He had seen his master slaughter his own before. It had been one reason Stoke had chosen to leave his home beneath the Carpathian Mountains and forge a life for himself above ground amongst the humans. It often seemed that those living too close to Nicodemus were living on borrowed time. He showed little forgiveness, and during the hundreds of years his beloved daughter Frances had spent living above ground with her wolf lover, his rage had only grown stronger and intensified. But on hearing of her death at the hands of the wolf, Thaddeus Blake, Stoke had at first believed he had discovered an opportunity to forever protect himself from his master’s anger. If he was the one to return home with the wolf’s head, then his life, until the end of time, would be safe. But now he wasn’t so sure, and a part of him now wished that when his brother had asked him to track down the wolf, he hadn’t taken the call. Blake was proving harder to find than he had first thought. In his arrogance, Stoke had wondered how hard it could possibly be to hunt down and kill the last remaining werewolf. Their race was on the brink of extinction. Blake was all that stood in the way of the Lycanthropes’ total inhalation. But Stoke hadn’t foreseen the Moonbeam. How could he have? How could he have possibly known that Blake would become in possession of a piece of it? But he had, and it was protecting him – shielding him from being hunted down and captured. Stoke knew that if he stood any chance of capturing the wolf, he would have to be just as cunning as the creature he now hunted. He glanced back around the side of the farmhouse, fearing that Becka might have come looking for him – that she might overhear his conversation. He watched her, bent against the wind as she continued to pass information to the control room about the dead mutilated couple at the farmhouse.  

Josef spoke again in Stoke’s ear, but he wasn’t listening. He had zoned out again. Stoke was watching his sergeant Becka Horton from behind the wall of the farmhouse. He knew that she would slow him down – hold him back. If she knew what he truly was – if she were like him – then they could move faster – kill and feed on those who stood in their way, just like he had Blake’s agent, Sarah Russell. 

“Are you still there?” Josef hissed down the phone. 

“Sorry, brother,” Stoke said, slipping back around the side of the wall, deciding that he would either turn Becka Horton or kill her. “I’m doing my best. But the wolf has a shard of the moonbeam and it’s concealing him from me. I have to track him by conventional means and even that’s proving to be difficult. This guy is really on the money. He doesn’t use credit cards; he doesn’t even own a credit card or drive a car. And now he’s gone, and half eaten a farmer and his missus...”

“But that’s good, isn’t it?” Josef asked, hope in his voice. “If he leaves a trail of corpses in his wake, then he’ll be easier to follow...”

“No!” Stoke snapped. “It doesn’t make it easier – it just muddies everything.”

“How?” his brother asked, the howl of the wind unable to mask the sound of confusion in his voice.  

“The more humans he kills, the more he will be hunted,” Stoke began to explain. “That means more cops, and the more cops searching for him means that it might not be me who gets to him. The humans might capture him first. And what then? On the next full moon, locked up in prison or not, the humans are going to get one big fucking surprise. What happens when the humans finally have proof that immortals actually do exist? We know that Blake will do anything to save his scrawny neck. What if he makes a deal with the humans? What if he tells them about us? What if he leads them to our home? It has to be me who captures him – silences him – rips off his fucking head. Thaddeus Blake knows exactly what he’s doing. Doesn’t the realisation that he is the last of their race, but yet has still managed to survive hundreds of years, tell you something?”

“What?” Josef whispered, as if readying himself to share some sacred secret that might yet save his life.  

“Blake is a survivor. He will do whatever, use whoever, kill whoever, pretend to love whoever, to stay alive,” Stoke said. Hearing those words slip from his own mouth, Stoke now regretted once again ever taking up the bounty to hunt down the wolf. “That’s how he has managed to survive while the rest of his race perished.”

“So, all is lost, then?” Josef breathed.

Stoke could hear the fear in his brother’s voice as he once again glanced around the side of the wall in search of Becka. To his surprise, she was running toward him. 

“Guv! Guv!” she gasped, dragging in lungfuls of cold, night air. 

Stoke looked at her, the phone still at his ear. “What is it?” he asked her.

“We have him,” she said. “A couple of cops have stopped Blake on a road about ten miles east from here.” 

“Get a car!” Stoke snapped at her. He watched her run back toward the police cars that were now heading down the lane toward the farm, lighting up the night sky in flashes of blue and red. Speaking into the phone again, he smiled and said, “Perhaps all is not lost, brother.”
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


“Put the girl down!” the police officer ordered Thaddeus again, his Taser still trained on him. 

Clutching Winnie to his chest, Thaddeus glanced left and could see the second cop creeping around to the side of him. He too had his Taser aimed at Thaddeus. 

“My friend is unwell,” Thaddeus said, wondering how he was going to get away from the officers. He knew he could. It would be easy enough. But he didn’t want to kill them if he could help it. 

“Put the girl down and get on your knees!” the officer roared. He took a step closer. 

Bending at the waist, Thaddeus slowly lowered Winnie down onto the centre of the road. Her skin looked almost translucent in the headlamps of the police car. Her long eyelashes flickered open then closed.

“Thad, don’t leave me.”

“Everything is going to be okay,” he whispered in her ear. 

Standing again, he looked squarely at the police officers. “Please, you really don’t want to do this,” he said, raising his hands slowly in the air. He could feel his claws pressing against his fingernails, desperate to be freed. He resisted the temptation to change. He wanted to find another way if he could. Killing two cops wouldn’t be cool – not if he didn’t have to. The hair beneath his flesh began to bristle, and his heart raced. 

“On the ground!” the cop off to his left roared. 

“Listen to me...” Thaddeus started, but before he
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