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One




Maverick Hale, alpha of the Storm Moon Pack, studied the river card, his own hand of cards, and then his three opponents. 

He was playing poker in his spacious flat above Storm Moon, his club in Wimbledon, London. The lighting was dim, the corners of the room lost in shadows, and the fire in the wood burner blazed, keeping the chill February weather at bay. 

His opponents were friends and employees, and one of them was a new member of his pack. Hunter, another wolf-shifter, had recently moved to London from Cumbria. He was tall and cocky with an undeniable flare for poker, and a brawler, if given half a chance. Grey was the Deputy Head of his security team; he had a shaved head, was packed with muscle, and was ex-Forces. As such, he was watchful and resourceful, and very good at poker. And he could drink—a lot—without it hardly ever seeming to affect him. The other poker player was Jet, a petite, dark-haired waitress who was also a spy in his club, paid to find out secrets. Nothing nefarious, of course, just things that would enable his pack to keep Storm Moon running smoothly, and life in general settled in their area. Both Jet and Grey were human. All looked at him now, expressionless. 

Maverick weighed the options of possible hands, then slid his chips into the middle of the table as he stared at Jet. Her bet was ridiculously high, and he was sure it was because she had nothing of value in her hand and was hoping to bully out the opposition. He didn’t have much either, just three of a kind, but that was hardly the point. “I’ll match your bet.”

Her dark red lips pouted as she leaned back in her chair, studying Maverick just as intently. “Are you sure you want to do that?” 

Maverick smirked. “I just said so, didn’t I?”

“Risky!”

“Hardly.”

“Oh, I think it is. You are far too calm.”

Maverick refused to break eye contact. “I’m always calm.”

Grey snorted and almost spit his whiskey out. “That is not true! But,” he slid a sideways glance at Jet, “let’s not upset the boss too much.”

Hunter laughed. “I thought Maverick was always in control.”

“That’s because you haven’t been around long enough yet,” Grey said. “Trust me, when he loses it, it’s big. And I’m out. That bet is too rich for my taste.”

Maverick glared at Grey. “I do not lose it. I express anger when necessary. It’s healthy. Hunter, are you in or out?”

“In, obviously.” He counted out his chips and pushed them forward. “Show us your cards, then, Jet.”

She smiled as she placed her cards down. “Straight flush.”

Maverick groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Her smile broadened. “I warned you. Hunter?”

“Bollocks. I have a flush.” He eyed her appreciatively. “Well played.”

She leaned forward and dragged the chips towards her. “Thanks. I know.”

Grey threw his cards onto the table and eased his chair back. “It was an insanely risky bet, and could easily have backfired.”

“But I’d still have won, just with less of Maverick and Hunter’s money.” She checked her watch. “Well, seeing as it is now almost three in the morning, I’d better get home. Money, please!”

“But we’re not done yet!” Hunter complained.

“Yes, we are,” Maverick said as he stood and reached for the cash. “It’s been a long day, and a longer night, and I need to run before I sleep. Let’s cash up the chips.”

By run, he meant he wanted to shift into his wolf and race across Wimbledon Common, and maybe Richmond Park beyond it. He’d been cooped up all day in the club, ironing out issues with the pack, and then stayed all Thursday night, one of the busiest nights of the week—and they had a full weekend ahead, too. They had a big band booked for Saturday night.

“You want company?” Hunter asked, standing, stretching, and cracking his neck.

“Thanks, but no. I need some head space, too.” Maverick pocketed his meagre winnings. “You need a hand getting home, Jet? I don’t like you walking on your own at this hour.”

“All sorted,” Grey said. “I’m dropping her off. Hunter?”

He shook his head. “My flat is just down the road. I’ll be fine.”

In a few more minutes, Maverick was alone. As the alpha, he was quicker and stronger than the other shifters, and he needed to stay that way. Part of that role meant he needed to argue his way out of things—or into things—and be able to control a large group of shifters, all with big egos, and keep their respect. It was a hard job, but he did it well. Playing poker with friends was a good way to decompress, and to get to know the newer members, like Hunter, in a more relaxed setting. 

He was impressed with Hunter that night. He was easy going and didn’t lose it when he lost—especially to Jet. Not all shifters were comfortable being bested by a woman. Maverick was just as his name implied. He was not an old-fashioned shifter alpha who demanded subservience from everyone, especially women, and his pack knew it. If they didn’t like it, they could leave. And yet no one did, which meant he must be getting something right.

Besides, he was already impressed with Hunter. He’d first met him a few months before, in November, when they were investigating the death of his friend, Kane. At that time, Hunter was living in Cumbria, part of the pack there. However, after a breakup with a witch, he needed a change. It seemed London and the Storm Moon Pack was it. He’d arrived just after the New Year, bringing his crazy shifter friend Tommy, too. Maverick wasn’t sure what he thought of Tommy. He was a beast of a man, definitely a brawler, and some kind of demolitions addict. But he had no aspirations for leadership, only a good time. So far, both of them were working out well and had settled into the pack as part of the security team.

Did he really want to go out? It was mid-February and cold outside, his apartment was warm, and his bed beckoned after barely four hours of sleep in the past twenty-four. But he was also wound up and needed fresh air, and if he didn’t shift now, he wouldn’t be able to until Friday night. 

Maverick shook off his introspection and headed downstairs to check on the last of the staff that were tidying up the club before they locked up. Then he would hunt.


      [image: image-placeholder]Domino, Head of Security at Storm Moon and senior member of the pack, watched two of her security staff stroll through the darkened club, checking the toilets and small seating areas to make sure no one was still there before they locked up. In another few minutes they would be finished, and then they could secure the exits and go home.

There were three floors to the building, and Maverick owned all of it. His flat was on the first floor, the bar was on the ground floor, and the club was below it, in the basement. Domino was in the office that overlooked the club’s dance floor. It was elevated above the main floor, with a large, one-way glass window that enabled the staff to watch the customers unobserved. The bar was at one end, the stage at the other, and a huge dance floor stretched between them. Out of sight was a series of seating areas in small rooms off a corridor that led to the office. They had security cameras everywhere, and the feed led to a few monitors in the corner of the room.

She turned away from the window to watch Arlo, Maverick’s second in command, count the cash they’d taken for the night, ready to put it in the safe. “Good night’s takings?”

“Very. I thought tonight would never end.”

Domino laughed. “It’s not even the end of the week yet! Saturday will be big.”

Arlo rolled his shoulders. “I’m just tired. Saturday will be great. Mystic Banshees is the biggest band we’ve booked for a while. Are you putting on extra security?”

She nodded. “Another half a dozen. I thought it would be wise. An extra couple on the doors and through the club and pub.” She was looking forward to the band, but the place would be packed, and that undoubtedly meant a higher risk of trouble from a crowd they wouldn’t normally get. “Fortunately, Tommy and Hunter are happy to take on extra shifts at the moment.”

“Good. I like them. They fit in well.” Arlo made a note of the cash before placing it in the safe. “Done, and now I’ll sleep like a baby.”

“Snore and grunt, more like.”

“Want to find out?”

“No! Besides, it’s hardly like you make me feel special.”

Arlo flirted with everyone. It was like breathing to him, which was why no one took it seriously. He stretched and winked, revealing a glimpse of flat, toned abs, and then ran his hand through his dreadlocks. He had a Jamaican dad and an English mum, and had skin the colour of milky coffee, with dark dreads that fell to his shoulders. “Dom, you know you’re special!”

She leaned against the window, arms across her chest. “Be still my beating heart! You’re cheesy, and your flirting is meaningless.”

“But so much fun.”

She laughed. “Idiot.” She wanted to add that his heart still belonged to Odette, one of the Moonfell witches, but decided not to sour the moment.

Arlo, however, was not averse to teasing, and he smirked. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to step on Hunter’s toes. Working out all right with him, is it?”

“We have a perfectly good professional relationship. Are you insinuating something?”

“Just noticed that you seem to like his flirting, that’s all.”

“It’s banter. Just like this is.”

“Sure it is.”

“Piss off!” 

There was only so much she could say. Arlo was right. So far, Hunter wasn’t making any obvious moves, but he definitely flirted with her more than anyone else. He’d made his interest clear while they were investigating Kane’s death in November, but he wasn’t part of the pack then, and now he was. That changed everything. She could do without messy relationships in her pack. Plus, she had her position of authority to consider. She was effectively Hunter’s boss. So, he could flirt and she would enjoy it, but that was it.

The door opened and both turned, knowing it was Maverick before they even saw him. His alpha dominance radiated around him, and Domino had scented him from halfway down the hall.

Maverick brushed his hair away from his face as his long strides ate up the room. “All good here?”

Domino nodded. “We’re almost ready to lock up, and the money is in the safe. How was poker?”

“I lost. Jet is annoyingly good.” 

“What about Hunter?” Arlo asked. “Can he play?”

“Very well.” Maverick poured a shot of rum and knocked it back. “I’m going to have to up my game.”

“Competition’s good though,” Domino pointed out. “It’s better than getting complacent.”

“I never get complacent.”

Domino just laughed. That was true enough. Maverick never presumed anything, never dropped his guard, and was always fitter and faster than everyone else. His position depended on it.

He rolled his shoulders, “I’m going for a run, but I was thinking we should all head out tomorrow night. It’s a full moon.” 

He didn’t need to qualify that. There were no formal arrangements, but it was common for the pack to run together every full moon, depending on availability. 

Domino collected the glasses and headed to the sink in the kitchenette. “Works for me. Richmond Park, I presume? We’ll have more space there. I was thinking we should make it fun. Split the pack and have a hunt, of sorts. I could hide some steak or chicken in the daylight tomorrow. It will give the adolescents something to focus on.” 

The younger wolves who had only just started to shift needed to hone their hunting skills, and setting targets and making it a game was a good way to do it. If there was live prey available, like rabbits, badgers, foxes or birds, that was better, but it was sometimes a bit ambitious for the teenagers. At the moment, there were only seven of them, but they needed a firm hand. 

“Great.” Maverick headed back out the door. “Get the word out, Arlo, and let’s make it happen.” 

The door slammed behind him, leaving Arlo and Domino alone again. Domino grinned. “Need help organising it?”

“I am very used to Maverick’s requests. I have texts and email and messenger apps! I’m Pack Second, Dom. It’s what I do. Do you need help burying bait?”

Only half-joking she said, “I’m Head of Security. Burying things is my job.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Hunter didn’t want to go home yet. Maverick might not have wanted company, which was fair enough, but Hunter wanted to hunt, too.

He’d found it harder than he thought to move from Cumbria to London. He missed the familiarity of home, and the wide-open moors that stretched around Keswick. The wildness of the landscape was soaked into his bones after generations of his family had lived there. He had taken his first tentative steps as a shifter on those hills.

He missed the place more than he did his family, which was a terrible thing to admit. Of course, he missed the easy comfort of being around them and his lifelong friends. Although unexpectedly, Tommy, his big, brawny shifter friend, had moved with him. In his usual, brusque Tommy way, he just said he wanted a change too, so why the hell not. For all that he’d dreaded it at the time—Tommy was large, loud, and occasionally annoying—he was also funny and reliable. And so, for the first time in years, Hunter was flat sharing. With Tommy. It was all taking some getting used to.

Fortunately, Maverick and the Storm Moon Pack had lots of contacts, and finding a flat hadn’t been hard. One of the shifters managed properties, and always prioritised renting to pack members. The flat wasn’t cheap, but it was a decent size, and in Wimbledon. Hunter had money coming in from the family business, and both he and Tommy were paid as part of Storm Moon’s security team. All in all, it had been a good move. The late hours and easy camaraderie suited him. Plus, there was Domino, the hot, sexy Head of Security who was doing a very good job of keeping him at arm’s length. That was fine. He could wait. 

After Hunter exited the club, he walked through Wimbledon Village to the green space around Rushmere Pond, stripped and hid his clothes under a bush, then shifted to his wolf. The night air was crisp and sharp, and he inhaled the scent of damp earth and grass, and the myriad scents that carried to him on the breeze. He immediately raced towards Wimbledon and Putney Commons, his long legs covering the ground easily. Hunter was a big wolf, his pelt dark grey. Beyond the commons, over a main road, was Richmond Park, extending to almost two and a half thousand acres, and filled with ancient woodland, wetlands, and grassland. There were lots of ponds, birds, wildlife, and even a herd of deer—although hunting the deer was strictly forbidden by the pack. It would attract far too much attention. In general, it was perfect. It was enclosed by a wall, but there were plenty of gates, and it was easy for a wolf to enter. Storm Moon Pack had chosen their base well. 

Throwing off the close confines of Maverick’s luxurious flat, he raced onwards, relishing the landscape unfolding around him. He ignored the time. It would be dark for hours. He zigzagged back and forth, investigating new scents, then hunting rabbits and foxes, mainly for the pleasure of it rather than to actually catch them. 

Until he caught the scent of something quite different. Something foul, rotten even. 

Hunter scanned the area and dropped low to the ground, hackles raised. Whatever it was smelled unnatural, and was certainly very different to the odd fey-shifting Pûcas they had come across only a couple of months before. Keeping low, he tracked it, following the scent across grass and into a stand of ancient trees. The scent of blood was strong there, and beneath all of it was a whiff of sulphur. He paused, ensuring that it wasn’t a trap, and then edged forward again.

Ahead, there was a dark shape against the shadowed trunks, and he waited for it to reveal itself. For long minutes, nothing changed, and Hunter wondered if it had seen him. Then, with startling swiftness, the shape vanished. Hunter waited, scanning all sides, but whatever he had seen had gone. 

When he reached the spot, the only thing to show for its presence was a dead fox.








  
  
Two




“Where were you when you saw it?” Maverick asked Hunter. “I was in that park last night and didn’t detect anything odd.” 

“Close to Duchess’ Wood. Not far from the Queen’s Ride. I swear, I wasn’t imagining it.”

Maverick observed Hunter’s earnest expression and direct stare. Hunter was a good friend of the Cumbrian alpha and used to being listened to. It wasn’t a challenging stare, but he certainly wanted to be heard. “It’s fine. I believe you. I was out southeast, in the Isabella Plantation.” 

It was just past midday on Friday, and Arlo and Domino were with them, all gathered in the Manager’s Office, which was situated behind Storm Moon’s ground floor bar. It was half the size of the Security Office in the club, but perfect for Arlo’s needs. Maverick didn’t have an office anywhere. He didn’t need one. If he wanted a meeting with his senior staff, he either used their offices or his apartment.

Domino was perched on the corner of the desk. “We must cancel tonight’s plans, that’s obvious. Can’t have a bloody hunting game when there’s something out there that we don’t understand.”

“Agreed.” Arlo leaned against the door, effectively blocking anyone else from entering. “We should head out there this afternoon. I know we can’t shift because it’s daylight, but it will be useful. We can chat to the staff, see if there is anything odd happening.”

Maverick nodded. “Then we go back with a search party tonight. It could have been a visitor, of course. Something we won’t see again.” He narrowed his gaze at Hunter. “You said it smelled odd?”

“Yeah, sort of fetid. Rank. Like stale, brackish water. Bit of a whiff of sulphur, too. Probably some kind of decay.” He huffed. “It was nothing like anything I’ve scented before.”

“But some kind of paranormal creature?” Arlo asked.

“Had to be,” Hunter reasoned. “It vanished instantly. I couldn’t even find a trail of where it might have gone!”

“Did it fly?”

“Not that I saw. It was there, and then it wasn’t. Like a ghost. But ghosts generally don’t smell. Although…” he paused, thinking. “Avery’s ancestor in White Haven appears every now and again. She carries a faint scent of violets and woodsmoke, but that’s fleeting. Last night it was strong.”

Maverick dropped into the chair behind the desk, annoyed that he hadn’t scented anything. He had paperwork to complete that day, but nothing that couldn’t wait. An unknown predator so close to their pack and on their claimed land was worrying. They might not own Richmond Park, but the North London Pack knew it was their hunting ground, and unless they were actively seeking trouble, wouldn’t trespass. As for any other paranormal creatures in London, they could do what they liked there, but at least the pack normally recognized the scent. 

“How did the fox die?” he asked.

“Its heart was ripped out, and something had drunk its blood. Chewed half its face off, too.”

Domino groaned. “Are you sure it wasn’t a vampire?”

Hunter snorted, crossing his arms over his chest. “Hell no! I know those. I hunted one in Cornwall. Ripped its throat out. No, it wasn’t a vampire.”

“Thank fuck for that,” Arlo said, rolling his eyes. “I hate them. The rat-infested dive we hunted that last nest down in, was the worst.”

Maverick couldn’t forget that particular hunt. It had taken weeks to chase down their lair, and there were close to a dozen of them inside. They’d managed to hunt down a few individually, but had to find their base to kill them all. Then they’d burnt it. Vampires were cold-blooded killers, feral, and without reason. Of all the paranormal creatures, they were the worst, by far. He hoped Hunter was right.

“So it’s something unknown—at least to us. No sign of human blood, Hunter?”

“None.”

Maverick stood up, sending the chair wheeling backwards into the wall. “Then let’s head out now. Arlo, stay here and let the pack know what’s happening. Cancel the event tonight. Domino, organise a crew. About ten. After dark, we’ll split up across the park, in two groups, maybe.”

Domino frowned. “You don’t want me to come with you now?”

“No. Let’s keep it lowkey this afternoon. Just me and Hunter. After all, it might be nothing. Maybe whatever it is was just passing through.”

Arlo crossed to the desk, sitting in his seat that was vacated by Maverick. “True. And it may be no risk to us, anyway. I’ll contact everyone now and play it down. No point in panicking everyone.”

“But stress that the park is off limits,” Maverick instructed. It was always hard to find the line between maintaining safety and scaring the crap out of his pack. Parents of young shifters were always jumpy. Just because they were wolves, didn’t mean they didn’t care about their young, or that they thought they were invincible. “I’d rather play it safe than sorry.”

He swept out the door, Hunter in his wake.


      [image: image-placeholder]Maggie Milne, Detective Inspector and lead officer of the London Paranormal Policing Unit, was pissed off at being called out in the cold weather, especially to this stretch of the Thames. 

It was frigid, clouds were gathering, and there would be rain soon. Fuck it. She hated winter. Not even hot toddies and fires could make it better. 

“Who called this in, Conrad?” 

Detective Sergeant Irving Conrad was one of the two sergeants on the team. He looked as pissed off to be out in this weather as she was. Mainly, she thought uncharitably, because he was overweight and hated having to walk anywhere. And this was a nightmare place to find a dead body.

“The Director of Ham Polo Club, Mr Huntingdon-Smythe. That man over there.” He pointed out a well-dressed man in an immaculate suit who was sitting on a bench, being comforted by a PC. Maggie inwardly groaned. Posh men in smart suits were always trouble, in her opinion. Bollocks. 

Why here? she asked herself again. This was an exclusive area, just beyond Richmond Park, and right next to Ham Polo Club, Park Lane Stables, and Ham House and Gardens that was owned by The National Trust. Not far from there was an activity club, and despite the cold weather, people had actually paid to go on the river today. Madness. Further up the road was Richmond Yacht Club situated on Eel Pie Island. The whole place was all manicured lawns and well-tended borders; it reeked of cash and outdoorsy wankers. Maggie hated it.

And now one of these wealthy denizens was dead.

Unfortunately, this fresh mystery guaranteed that her annoying boss would be all over this case. If only it wasn’t her team’s responsibility. Unfortunately, while she had no idea who had killed the unfortunate sod at her feet, it was undoubtedly paranormal. The man’s heart had been ripped out of his chest, his rib cage cracked and broken, and blood was splattered everywhere. A human could have done it, potentially, but there was a strange smell around the corpse that had nothing to do with damp earth and blood. Besides, there were claw marks—or maybe teeth marks—and Maggie was pretty sure they weren’t human.

“Any idea what could have done this, Conrad?”

“A wolf?” He cocked an eyebrow. “The shifter kind.”

“Are you trying to be funny?”

“They have sharp teeth and are supernaturally strong. And they hunt.”

“They also rip throats out, not hearts. Plus, neither Maverick’s pack nor Castor’s would dream of doing this.” Castor Pollux was the alpha of the North London Pack, and while he was undoubtedly a shady piece of work, he wasn’t this stupid; nor would he tolerate this behaviour from his pack. As for Maverick Hale, Maggie thought it highly unlikely that he would be responsible. She had a high regard for him after their collaboration a few months earlier when they had to battle Pûcas and therians. For all that he riled her up with his rock star swagger, she dismissed him as a suspect immediately. “No. It’s someone—something—else.”

“Could be rogue,” Conrad reasoned.

“No. It doesn’t feel right. And it smells of the river.”

“The body is dry.”

“Which makes it even odder. You must be able to smell it?”

“Of course. It smells like something has been dredged from the depths. Maybe the creature from the Black Lagoon.”

Maggie took a deep breath of resignation and immediately wished she hadn’t as the stench of brackish water filled her nostrils. However, her sergeant’s witticism prompted a question. “Could it be lake water, rather than river?”

“Bloody hell, Guv! I don’t know.” Conrad hefted his trousers’ waist band up, but it was an unequal match for his beer gut, and it subsided beneath it again. “But the river is much closer than the ponds in the park, so my bet is the river. Maybe it’s some kind of sea creature that’s headed upstream.”

“A killer water creature that likes human hearts? Interesting.” Maggie looked towards the Thames that ran sluggishly a short distance away. “It’s a busy stretch of water. Isn’t the ferry terminal close to here, too?”

“A few hundred yards upstream.” He pointed, but the place was hidden by trees that edged the river. “This place would be quiet at night, though. Secluded. None of these places,” he gestured behind him to the polo club and stables, “would be open.”

Maggie finally turned her attention to who the victim was rather than the area and the culprit. The man was well dressed in casual clothes that reeked of money, and was middle aged with thinning hair. “Who is he?”

“Mr Skelton. He’s a member of the stables, and a co-owner. Mr Huntingdon-Smythe who found him says he knew him quite well. Apparently, he often swings by to check on the horses at night. A bit obsessive. Ex-British show jumper.”

“I guess that answers why he was here, then.” The grassy area where the body was found was a few minutes’ walk from the stables. “How did he find the body?”

“He saw it from the clubhouse windows and came down to investigate. Didn’t actually realise what it was until he was here.”

“But why was he here?” Maggie asked. “Maybe he heard something, or something had spooked the horses. Are they okay?”

“From what I’ve gathered so far, yes they are—at the stables and the polo club.” 

“I’d rather not presume. We should check while we’re here.”

Conrad frowned. “Do you think they were the target?”

“I have no idea right now, but we should keep an open mind.” 

Across the field she saw her team’s specialised Scene of Crime Officers arrive in a large white van. The SOCO team always took a little longer to get on scene than a regular team, as most of the members were engaged in other activities across the force. Unfortunately, the Paranormal Policing Team was not always busy enough for a dedicated SOCO team. She’d had enough trouble securing these.

Right behind them was Layla Gould’s car, the doctor from the Paranormal Department, a government team situated in The Retreat, the sprawling underground headquarters beneath Hyde Park and Kensington Palace. Since the events at Christmas when Maggie had investigated the deaths caused by the Deputy Director of the PD, she had kept in touch with Layla, and had managed to secure her as their regular pathologist, something she was beyond pleased about. 

Maggie rolled her shoulders in an effort to ease the crick out of her neck caused by the cold wind. “We’ll hand things over and see what the doc says. Then we’ll start nosing around.”

The team had parked on a narrow lane that ran under the trees, and they crossed the grassy expanse quickly. While Conrad dealt with SOCO, she pulled Layla aside. She was a small, birdlike woman in her sixties, and was immaculately dressed as always in a smart wool coat and leather gloves over her plaid woollen trousers. She’d even pulled on posh Hunter wellies with paper shoes over them. She fitted right into this environment. 

Layla greeted Maggie briefly, her sharp eyes already appraising the body. “Well, what a mess. You always like to make life interesting, Maggie.”

“I know you don’t like to be bored.”

“Fat chance, at the moment. New staff at The Retreat are driving me mad. Never mind, I’ll get over it.” She crouched to examine the body. “Where’s all the blood?”

“On him!”

Layla huffed. “Oh come on, Maggie. His heart has been ripped out of his chest. This place should be swimming in his blood.”

“It could be in the earth beneath him.”

“But it’s not. You’d see it. No.” She shook her head. “Some of it is missing. Interesting.”

“Any idea of what could have done it? Has the PD had any weird reports?”

“We’re always getting weird reports, but nothing that matches this.” She looked up at Maggie, blue eyes flashing with intrigue. “Something new, perhaps. Or very old. Lucky you.”

Maggie snorted. Yes, so lucky.
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“Well, I could lie, but that wouldn’t do us any favours,” Arlo admitted with a smirk. “Do you want to join us tonight?”

Grey shook his head. “I’d just slow you down. Besides, if you’re taking a lot of our senior staff, I should stay here. Who’s going?”

Domino studied the roster that was printed on the wall in the Security Office. “Maverick wanted ten, but that will be pushing it.”

“Take Tommy and Monroe. They’re both big enough to count as four,” Grey said, laughing. “Are you both going?”

“I’d like to,” Domino admitted. “It would be good to hunt, but it’s Friday, and who knows what may happen here.”

Domino always worried and hated to delegate. That’s what made her such a good security chief. She took her responsibilities very seriously. Sometimes she missed out on the fun stuff because of it. Not that searching for a killer was fun…well, for normal people anyway.

Grey crossed to her side. “Go. I’ll handle it here, but maybe leave Vlad, too. He’s Deputy Manager now, and leaving him in charge tonight will be good for his ego.”

“I doubt he’ll see it like that,” Arlo said, filling the kettle with water to make them a drink.

“You’d be surprised. He’s enjoying stretching his legs in the role.” Some people didn’t handle leadership well. It went to their heads, and they became insufferable. Vlad was a pro, and Grey enjoyed working with him. “The staff—especially the shifters—respect him, so there won’t be any issues while you’re gone. We’ll keep John on the door. He’s a regular face there and the punters like him.”

Domino ran her finger down the roster. “Jax is off tonight, so I’ll call him. You sure you can spare Monroe? Hunter is already with Maverick, so he should come.”

“Sure. Take Cecile, too. She’ll be pissed if you don’t,” Grey said, smirking. “I’d rather not have Cecile grumbling all night. Especially if you take Xavier.”

Cecile and Xavier were French cousins. He was dark-haired and olive-skinned, while she was a sharp-tongued honey blonde who fought as well as any of the men. 

“You don’t mind?” Arlo asked Grey.

“I’m resigned to it. I’d rather you weren’t vulnerable on the hunt. Leave me Rory and Fran too, and I’ll promote one of the younger shifters to man the club doors.” 

Rory was one of their older staff members who’d been travelling with his family for over a year and had only recently returned to London. He’d slipped back into his old security role easily, and Grey was glad of it. However, they couldn’t forget the younger shifters. Balancing the need to give them more responsibility over leaving the club vulnerable was always tricky, but it was something they did daily. It was pack life, and although Grey wasn’t a shifter or a pack member, he knew as much about it as if he was. Being in the army was a bit the same. Handling aggression and giving shifters an outlet for their natural urge to hunt and kill was essential. No matter how affable most of them were, Grey could never forget that they were aggressive killers at their core. It was a credit to them that they reined it in so well. He almost forgot until tempers smouldered, and the yellow light glowed within their eyes. At that point, the predator became all too obvious. Grey also knew the club could function with their less aggressive, mature shifters. In fact, they helped settle the junior staff more. They were less competitive. 

“Who are you thinking for the door job downstairs, then?” Arlo asked, handing him and Domino a cup of coffee. The club entrance was inside the building, accessed by the stairs from the ground floor bar. It was where the cloakroom and club ticket area were situated, manned by a couple of female human staff—usually Jasmine and Jade—and of course whichever shifter was on the door, too. 

“Hal.” He cocked an eyebrow at Domino. “He’s itching for more responsibility, rather than skulking around the bar all night. Fran can cover the loading area and back door. Sound good?”

Hal was the oldest son of one of their shifter families and had been eager to work at the club rather than his father’s business. He thought it more exciting than working on cars, and Grey couldn’t blame him. 

“I’m happy if you are,” Domino said, eyes on the roster again. “So that means our team is me, Arlo, Mav, Hunter, Tommy, Mads, Jax, Monroe, Xavier, and Cecile. Ten. Perfect.”

“Sure that’s not overkill for one dead fox?” Grey asked.

“It’s a big park,” Arlo pointed out. “Maverick suggested teams of five. I think teams of two. We’ll cover more ground. I guess it depends what Maverick thinks after he’s been to the park. Time will tell.”

Grey sipped his coffee, thinking over what the dead fox could portend. He was playing it down—it was his way—but he was unsettled and worried. Plus, it was a full moon that night, and all the crazies loved a full moon.








  
  
Three




“There it is,” Hunter said to Maverick, pointing at the base of the tree where the dead fox was still sprawled. 

In the afternoon half-light of a cloudy winter day, the brutalised carcass looked even more horrific than it had the night before. Not that Hunter was squeamish. He killed his own fair share of foxes while he was hunting, but he usually ate most of them. The poor fox had been sacrificed. At least, that was the word that came to mind.

Maverick didn’t speak; instead, he crouched and sniffed the body, face expressionless.

It had taken them almost an hour to reach the spot after parking the car in the closest carpark by Upper Pen Pond. Everything felt different in the daylight, but the scent of blood still hung heavy in the air, and the other unusual scent, too—or unusual to a wolf, at least. In warmer weather it would already be decomposing rapidly, and Hunter wondered if the park staff would remove it. They probably would. It wouldn’t do for regular visitors to find it. 

Hunter searched the area while Maverick investigated the body, hoping to pick up a scent he had missed the night before, and a way to track the killer. Unfortunately, it was as if the responsible party had vanished into thin air.

What kind of creature would take a heart? Not an animal, surely; therefore, it was something or someone supernatural. Perhaps it would be used for black magic. Witches might know, but even all these months after splitting up with Briar, the earth witch in White Haven, he wouldn’t phone her. He could call Reuben or Alex, the male witches in the coven, but it would be weird, and he didn’t want that. Although he missed them, especially being called Wolf Man by Reuben. Silly bugger. He was so preoccupied by his own thoughts that he barely heard the growl until the air was humming with it.

Alarmed, he looked around and found Maverick on his feet, staring wildly around, his eyes molten gold. One wrong move now and he’d rip Hunter’s throat out. Or anyone’s, for that matter. Hunter’s eyes were the only thing that moved as he scanned the area like Maverick. Fortunately, no one was there, and it was dark and lonely beneath the trees. 

Hunter kept his voice low. “Maverick, what have you seen?” Maverick’s wild gaze swung to Hunter, and knowing how to deal with an enraged alpha, he adopted a deferential tone. “Have you scented something? Can I help?”

A full-throated roar ripped from Maverick, and he threw his head back, jaw open wide. 

Herne’s horns. He was going to shift. Here in broad daylight! Was he possessed? He looked out of control.

But no. He had enough wit about him to strip before he shifted to his wolf—a huge, brindled-brown animal that was the size of a small horse. Hunter had no idea what was happening, or why, but he did the same. He was either going to be fighting for his life or following Maverick, because there was no way he could leave him on his own now. Hunter wasn’t sure which was the worse option.

Fortunately, Maverick had no interest in fighting Hunter, and he raced through the woods, a rippling shadow in the gloom. He travelled quickly, zigzagging back and forth, but there was no trail that Hunter could discern. All the while, Maverick kept growling, a throbbing pulse of sound that to Hunter’s ears was horribly loud. Hunter could barely keep up, but he followed him through Duchess’ Wood, into Deer Park, and then along the Queen’s Ride to Jubilee Plantation. Every now and again he slowed down, but not for long. He finally halted at the perimeter of Saw Pit Plantation, and Hunter drew level with him, keeping a respectful distance. He settled on his haunches, wary of every sound and movement. 

They had passed a few people, but had skirted around them, Hunter grateful that the cold February afternoon and impending rain kept visitor numbers low. He risked a quiet bark, a question. “What’s going on?”

Maverick levelled a long stare at him, and Hunter looked away. Movement in his peripheral vision showed Maverick was shifting back to human, and Hunter shifted, too. 

Surer of himself now, Hunter didn’t stand on ceremony. “What the hell was that, Maverick?”

“You dare to question your alpha?”

“I do when you risk exposing us both.” Hunter met his eyes, this time refusing to back down. “There are people here. And dogs!”

“You didn’t have to follow me.”

“Yes, I bloody well did, and you know it. Now we’re stark bollock naked in Richmond Park and risk being seen. Or arrested. What is going on?”

“I recognise the scent.” Maverick’s eyes were still molten gold, and it looked as if he was hanging on to his self-control by a thread.

Understanding suddenly dawned. “This is personal.”

“You could say that.” Maverick studied Sidmouth Wood a short distance away.

Chastened slightly, Hunter said, “You know what—or who—this is.”

“Not exactly. It’s a scent I hoped never to smell again. It was all over my parents when they were found. Dead.”

The enormity of his statement left Hunter temporarily lost for words. He rubbed his stubbled jaw, fumbling through what he knew about Maverick. “I’m sorry. But I thought a witch killed your parents, and that’s why you hated them.”

“A witch was partly responsible, as well as whatever this scent belongs to. We never found it then, but I swear that I will find it now.” Maverick stared at Hunter. “By any means necessary.”
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“I’m not mistaken. I will take that scent to my grave.” 

He was in Maverick’s flat early on Friday evening. Maverick had been back for an hour or two, but hadn’t wanted to be disturbed, and no matter how much Arlo had wanted to ask him questions, he had respected his privacy. Hunter had informed them of what had happened, racing into the office as soon as they returned, flushed with worry, and angry after chasing his alpha around Richmond Park. 

Impatient, Arlo had continued to work, finding it hard to focus, until he finally received the call from Maverick that he knew would come. He had expected to find him seething with fury, or chewed up with memories, but instead it was worse. He was ice cold with tightly reined anger. 

“I need to find whatever it is,” Maverick continued, fingers gripping his glass of rum, eyes on the fire. “It’s time to stop these endless questions that have been circling my brain for more than twenty years.” 

“I agree, and we’ll do everything we can to help.”

“We will keep my personal connection a secret from everyone though, except for you, Domino, and Grey. And Hunter, of course. The rest of the team know nothing.”

Arlo hated to question him in this mood, but… “What about Vlad? He’s Deputy Manager now. We can trust him, or he wouldn’t be in the role,” he added when he saw Maverick’s shoulders tighten.

He sighed. “Okay. Tell Vlad. But that’s all!”

“That’s fine, but there might come a time—”

“I’ll decide when.”

“Of course.” It was already dark outside, and light rain was falling. They would be lucky to see any of the full moon that night, but perhaps that was in their favour. They would stay hidden while they hunted. “It may have gone already, whatever it is.” He squared his shoulders, ready to share what he’d seen on the news reports. “A dead man was found nearby, did you hear?”

Maverick whirled around, rum sloshing in the glass. “No! Who? How?”

“I don’t know the details, but he was found by Ham Polo Club. Close enough to the dead fox, wouldn’t you say? Maggie is the leading officer.”

Maverick huffed. “So it’s paranormal, then.”

“It seems so. Do you want me to call her? I can ask for more details,” he clarified in answer to Maverick’s narrowed eyes.

“All right, but keep my connection out of it. Just say that it’s in the pack’s interest to know.”

“Of course. This whole scenario raises more questions, though. If it is the thing that—”

Maverick cut him off. “It was involved with my parents’ death. I am not mistaken.”

Arlo nodded. “Then the obvious question is, why is it here now? Has it come for you? Or is this just a weird coincidence? A new hunting ground, perhaps?”

“I’d like it to be a coincidence, but I doubt it is. Perhaps it has come for me. Or is a warning to me, for some reason. Or even maybe a taunt.”

Arlo’s worry magnified, out of fear for Maverick’s safety and that of the pack. Not many things would take on a shifter and win, but it had killed two shifters in the past—and maybe more. “I’m sorry to keep asking questions, Mav, but I’m confused. You have always said that a witch killed your parents. That’s why you hate them so much, but now you’re saying that this creature is involved—this something. Is it a witch disguising itself? I just don’t get it!”

“It’s complicated, and right now you don’t have to get it. You just have to trust me.”

“Of course I trust you, but some context, some explanation of what the fuck happened would be good! It could help us now!” 

Maverick virtually snarled. “When I’m ready.”

Deep in the back of his eyes a yellow glow started to smoulder, and Arlo’s wolf answered. He could feel it struggling within him, no matter that Maverick was his alpha. Secrets were fine, until they risked killing someone. 

Arlo needed to leave before he did something stupid. “If that’s all, I’ll go and call Maggie.”

“Are the staff organised for tonight?”

“Yes, ten as you requested. Vlad will stay here to support Grey.”

“Good. Tell them we’ll go at ten o’clock, leaving together from the carpark out back.” Maverick turned away, his broad shoulders straining beneath his t-shirt, and Arlo knew he wanted to shift again. Could smell the charge in the air. 

“Of course.” 

Arlo didn’t trust himself to say any more, and he stalked down the stairs, fury building. When he reached the flat’s entrance door, he burst through it to the rear carpark and took deep inhalations of cold air. His eyes would be molten gold, he knew, and he had to get it under control before he went inside. Fuck it! Maverick was infuriating sometimes. He was hurting, of course, memories of his dead parents and his childhood would be painful, but for fuck’s sake…

“Bad meeting?” Fran was at the corner of the building, overseeing the band that just arrived to set up for the evening show.

“You could say that.” He took another breath. He certainly wasn’t going to badmouth the alpha to Fran. “You’ve heard about what’s happening tonight?”

Her mouth twisted in displeasure. “Yes, and I’m stuck here.” Fran was of medium height, attractive rather than pretty, with short auburn hair clipped in a pixie cut, and large almond eyes that missed nothing. Plus, she was pure muscle. Her human partner, Evelyn, ran a gym that they all used, but Fran frequented it daily. She was ripped, and on her best days wasn’t overly communicative. 

“Not stuck, Fran,” he said curtly. He moved closer, finally getting his anger under control. “Whatever that something is, could have it in for this pack, so you being here tonight, on this door, is very important. You’re one of the only senior security staff left, so you need to be vigilant—and calm-headed. Understand?”

She straightened, new resolve in her eyes. “You think it might come here?”

“It’s unlikely, but certainly possible. I trust you to do the right thing.”

“You can count on me, boss.”

“I know.” He shouldn’t take his anger with Maverick out on Fran. She’d sustained some serious injuries fighting Pûcas a few months earlier, and she was highly trustworthy. He softened his stance. “I have phone calls to make. Any concerns, call me. I’m here for a few more hours.”

He headed into the club, nodding at the band members who were carrying their equipment onto the stage, crossed the empty dance floor, and pounded up the stairs to the office. 

Domino was seated at the desk, as impatient for answers as he was. “Well?”

“He’s a stubborn, secretive, pain in the arse.”

“Not our usual Maverick, then?”

Arlo slammed the door behind him so hard that it rattled in the frame. “No! And that worries me. I mean, I know this is awful! This is about his dead parents, but keeping secrets…”

“So, we cut him some slack,” Domino said, leaning back in the chair. “He needs our support. If necessary, we pick up more things here. This is his priority now.”

Arlo walked to the fridge and grabbed a beer. “Want one?”

“No, thanks. I want to stay fresh for tonight.”

“It’s one beer!”

Domino rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

Arlo popped the caps off the bottles and walked over to the desk to hand it to her. On the computer monitor were more reports of the dead man that Maggie was investigating. “Any updates?”

“No.”

Arlo took a few sips of his drink, and then pulled his phone from his pocket, ready to call Maggie. “How old was Maverick when his parents were killed?”

“Fourteen.”

“Did he tell you why they thought it was a witch who killed them? Because this is a creature, from the sound of what Hunter says.”

“No. He just told me that it was complicated, and that there was some sort of issue with the pack that his family belonged to.”

“In Kent, right?”

“Yes. Just outside Canterbury, I gather. That’s all I know, though. It’s a subject he keeps very quiet about, and I don’t blame him. It’s in the past. I do know that he grew up with his aunt after that.”

Arlo nodded and settled in the chair across from the desk. “Yeah, I heard that. His older brother ran wild, took off to France on a ferry when he turned eighteen. Pretty much abandoned Maverick. Not that he says it in quite those terms.” Arlo suddenly felt very mean and guilty. “I shouldn’t be so hard on him. That’s a lot of shit to have dealt with.”

“You’re dealing with a lot too,” Domino reassured him. “It’s your job. How did everyone take the news today?”

Arlo huffed at the memory. “The usual acceptance of some and worry of others. Especially those with kids. I know Maverick wants to find the creature, but I’m hoping whatever it is just blows through.”

Domino looked guilty. “I don’t. I want to help him find it, or the witch that was involved—and still could be.” She sipped her beer. “I can’t complain. I had a nice, easy upbringing, and I know you did too, with your cosy bedtime stories that your mum used to read you.”

Arlo laughed. He should never have shared that information. “We were lucky.”

“Too true.” She eyed his phone. “You going to call Maggie?”

“I’m summoning the courage.”

Domino almost spat her beer out in a snort of laughter. “Want me to handle it? Woman to woman?”

He was tempted to hand her the phone. “No. I’ll win her over with my smooth ways.”

“Yeah. Good luck with that.”

Arlo decided to just get it over with, and leaving Domino at the desk, strode to the window and watched the flurry of activity in the club below while he called Maggie. The band was setting up, and the usual staff were behind the bar, restocking supplies before opening. Hal the shifter was chatting to the door girl, no doubt getting familiar with the set up for the night.

Maggie answered quickly, her voice clipped. “DI Milne.”

“Arlo Weir here, Maggie, from Storm Moon.”

“Fuck. Don’t tell me something is wrong there!”

“Lovely to chat to you, too.” He smiled. Maggie had a foul mouth and a short temper, but she was brilliant at her job. “No, nothing going on here. I just wanted to check a few things about the body you found earlier.”

“I didn’t find him! He wasn’t a lost handbag!” 

Domino sniggered, no doubt able to hear Maggie’s strident voice from across the room. 

“Bad choice of words, sorry, Maggie.” He rolled his eyes at Domino. “I’m sure you’re busy, but you can understand that we’re worried about the death. Clearly it was paranormal, or you wouldn’t be involved. Anything you can tell us?”

“Other than the fundamentals, not much. The PM will be done tomorrow. His heart was ripped out, and a lot of his blood was missing. I assume it’s just the juicy details you want, right?”

“Anything. It’s on our patch. We want to help.” He winced. Actually, it wasn’t what he should be saying at all. They would look for it, obviously, but Maverick wouldn’t thank him for actually offering assistance. “We want to stop it. Catch it and kill it if necessary. Any idea what it is?”

“No. I was hoping you might be able to tell me.”

“If you can tell us more, we might find out. No one wants an unknown killer running around, especially us.”

“Are you holding out on me?”

“No.” Technically true.

“If only I could believe that. There was a strange smell on the body. Brackish. Watery. No water on the victim, though. But that’s it until the PM.”

“And where was it found—exactly?”

She ran through the details, and Arlo nodded as he pictured the place. “Thank you. Will you call me tomorrow with an update?”

“I guess so. It’s a full moon tonight. You going to hunt for it?”

“Of course.”

“Already?” she sounded impressed.

“No point waiting.”

“No. I don’t want to deal with another death tomorrow. I was thinking I might have to call you guys. You’ve pre-empted me.” She huffed and he heard paperwork rustling.

“Are you still in the office?” He checked the time. “It’s past seven.”

“I’ll be here for a lot fucking longer yet.” She paused, and then said, “It was a nasty death, Arlo. Vicious. I know the victim was human, but he wasn’t a little man. You lot should be careful.”

“So should you. No midnight excursions, Maggie.”

“You don’t have to warn me. Stay safe, Arlo.” She rang off abruptly.

Arlo turned and found Domino watching him. “It must be bad. Maggie sounds shaken.”

“Then we hunt in bigger teams,” Domino answered.

“Do you think Maverick can hold it together tonight? He was barely hanging on earlier. Hunter is pretty laid back, and not averse to a wild chase, but he was not impressed with Maverick’s behaviour.”

“It was a shock. He’ll be fine. He just needs to…acclimatise.”

“Will you go and check on him?”

“He will not appreciate me coddling him.”

“It’s what friends do.”

“You’re his friend, and now you have news from Maggie. Suck it up and go see him. You two should work on your issues.” Domino smirked.

“They’re not issues!”

“You’re his second. Go and remind him why you are. And make sure he’s not drinking too much rum.”
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