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There was only a razor-thin crescent of moon visible as Maverick Hale, alpha of the Storm Moon Pack and owner of Storm Moon, his club in Wimbledon, London, unleashed his wolf in the enormous grounds of Richmond Park. 

He was accompanied by a select number of his pack members: Domino, his female Head of Security; Arlo, his Pack Second who managed the club; and Vlad, the club’s Deputy Manager. They were his inner circle, privy to the secrets and issues that he kept from the rest of the wolf-shifters. There were others in that select group, such as Grey, the human Deputy Head of Security, and Jet, his human spy, but they weren’t part of the hunt that night. 

It was mid-June and hot, and London felt unsettled, as if something lurked beneath the blazing sun. The glare that daylight brought was almost too bright. It slanted into every corner, and the heat had made the ground hard and dry, and the grass brown. Dust rose around his pounding paws as he raced through the grounds, his three companions spread around him. It felt good to cut loose at night, and even better that it was just past the new moon. Darkness was welcome.

Without warning, half a dozen rabbits bolted into view, white tails bobbing as they bounded across the field, and rather than set off in pursuit, he waited, senses alert for what might have disturbed them. Even with his excellent night vision and acute sense of smell, he sensed nothing untoward, yet they raced away as if spooked by something. Maybe it was him they sensed. He was a predator after all, and as he wasn’t hunting, hadn’t bothered to disguise his approach. 

And then a screech sundered the air, and a huge owl soared overhead, talons outstretched. Spotting Maverick, it swooped and headed directly for him. Even as Maverick sensed that something was wrong, because owls in general did not attack wolves, he still responded as his instincts demanded. He snarled, back legs bunching beneath him, ready to spring at the threat.

It was a Tawny Owl, larger than most, and its amber eyes blazed with a fiery orange light, much as Maverick’s probably were. They gleamed gold when threatened, and although an owl wasn’t really a threat to a creature of his size and speed, the fact that it was being blatantly aggressive was enough to provoke a reaction. As he leaped towards it, the owl turned swiftly, avoiding his snapping jaws, and its claws raked through the thick fur on his shoulder blade before rising on powerful wings and wheeling away.

Maverick landed softly on his paws, cursing his clumsiness. The bird was swifter and more agile than he had expected for such a large creature. And that’s why wolves don’t chase birds. Idiot. A wave of dizziness swept over him, and he slumped to the ground, shifting quickly back to human. The dry grass scratched his bare skin, and he barely had time to register that he’d shifted without really intending to, when Domino raced to his side and shifted, too. 

“Are you all right, Mav? I saw the owl attack you.” Her long, dark hair fell over her face as she crouched to inspect his wounded right shoulder. “Claw marks, but they’re not deep.”

“They sting like a bitch, though.” He twisted to look at them. “They don’t look too bad.”

Domino inhaled deeply, and an odd expression swept over her face. “You smell different. What’s going on?”

Maverick’s hand flew to his shoulder, coming away sticky with his blood. He sniffed tentatively. “Can you smell poison? I must admit, I feel…odd.” He shook off his irrational fear. “It was just an owl. I can’t be poisoned. I’ll sleep in my wolf tonight. It will pass.” Shifters were preternaturally strong, and healed quicker than humans, especially if they stayed in their primal form. His gaze swept his surroundings, but the owl had disappeared, and so had the rabbits. In a few seconds, though, Vlad and Arlo loped towards him, shifting to human, too.

“We saw what happened,” Arlo said. “Tried to follow it, but it vanished too quickly. Somewhere over Two Storm Wood. Any idea why it…” And then he stopped speaking, eyes darting to Domino and Vlad before settling on Maverick again. Arlo was his best friend, who he’d known for years. He was mixed race, with a Jamaican dad and English mom. He was normally laid back and easy-going, but his face was now creased with fear. “Where’s your wolf, Mav?”

“Where it always is, you twit.”

“No, it’s not. I can’t sense him.”

Maverick could always feel his wolf. It was a part of him. The wild nature at his very core. It gave him superior strength, speed, an excellent sense of smell, and acute night vision. It also made his human side stronger. All wolf-shifters were superior to humans in every way. And as the alpha, he was quicker and stronger than his pack, but he kept his natural aggression tightly leashed. He wasn’t a monster. Even so, his wolf lurked close, ready to rise should he need it. He felt for it as he always did, and then realised why he felt so odd. 

It wasn’t there.

“What the fuck?” Maverick’s hand flew to his chest, as if he could feel it just under his skin, and he sought deep within himself. Had it fled out of fear? Was it hiding in some part of himself he didn’t know he had? All stupid questions. His wolf never ran. “It must be here…” He stared at Domino and Vlad, seeking reassurance. “Can you sense it?”

Vlad shook his head, eyes darting away to take in their surroundings, as if he couldn’t bear to look at him, but Domino kept her eyes firmly on Maverick. “No, I can’t. It’s just as Arlo said. It’s missing. I knew something was different, but I was so focussed on your injury…”

Maverick felt sick again. Dizzy. This couldn’t be happening. He was the alpha. A born shifter. You couldn’t lose your wolf…right? “It can’t have just gone!” His panic rose and his heart pounded.

Domino turned to Arlo. “Arlo, our wolves don’t just vanish, and owls don’t normally attack us, yet that owl attacked Maverick. Maybe it had poison on its talons.”

“That suppress our wolf?” He tossed his dreads in derision. “It’s not suppressed, Dom. It’s gone. And I don’t smell poison. Do you?”

Maverick felt like a child while they discussed the issue as if he wasn’t even there. Was this how it was now? No wolf, no opinion? Bollocks. He couldn’t even snarl! A wolf with no bite. It just wasn’t in him anymore. He felt so weak. So ineffectual. “Guys! I’m right here. I was fine, right up until I saw that owl. It must be responsible!” 

He rose to his feet feeling diminished. Like half a man, even though physically he hadn’t changed at all. He scanned the sky, looking for the Tawny Owl. Unfortunately, he might look the same, but his eyes weren’t. Nothing was as clear as it should be. Plus, he was naked, and it was a long walk home.

“How can an owl be responsible?” Domino asked. “It doesn’t make sense. Perhaps something happened to you earlier in the day?”

“It’s been a regular day, Dom, until the owl encounter. As soon as it struck me, I collapsed…so rationally, it must be the owl.”

Vlad finally spoke. “Maybe it wasn’t an owl.”

“Another shifter?” Arlo asked. 

Vlad shrugged. He was a tall, blond, and blue-eyed Dane that had been recently promoted to the role, and so far he’d been loyal and reliable. “I don’t know, but owls don’t normally attack wolves, and they don’t steal powers.”

Maverick’s voice rose with anger. “Whatever it is, how can it steal my wolf? It’s like stealing my soul!” He sighed when no one answered. “Raise the pack. Have them come out here and hunt that thing. It’s still out there somewhere.”

“Are you insane?” Arlo said, incredulous. “Let the entire pack know you’ve lost your wolf? You’ll be challenged, and you’ll lose. We can’t tell anyone. Understood?” He stared at Vlad. “Vlad?”

He nodded. “Of course. It would be a disaster. But what if we’re attacked? This could happen to any of us.”

“It might only be temporary,” Domino reasoned. 

“We don’t know that,” Vlad pointed out. “It could be forever!”

Dizziness swept over Maverick again. He couldn’t lose his wolf forever. He’d lose who he was. His place in the pack. Maybe even his life. He’d made enemies. If the wrong people found out he was weak… “I need to get home.” Home was his luxurious flat above Storm Moon.

“No!” Arlo shook his head. “That’s the last place you should be. Other pack members can find you there and detect the loss. And you can’t go back with me. Jax would find out.” Jax was another shifter, and Arlo’s flatmate.

“Or me,” Vlad said. “Mads would know. I know he’s my brother, but…” He trailed off, eyes full of doubt, and Maverick understood why. Mads had struggled with Vlad’s promotion, but would he really challenge Maverick? He prided himself on being a popular alpha, but with wolves that only went so far.

“Moonfell,” Domino said decisively. “It’s the only safe place you can go. The witches have no interest in the pack beyond helping us. They will not challenge you. They can help, and right now, we need all the help we can get.”

‘I don’t need minders,” Maverick said, glaring at his companions. “I need my wolf back.”

“We three will investigate that,” she said, clearly ignoring his doubts. “And I’ll involve Grey. Maybe Jet, too. We’ll go from there.” Grey was ex-military, and always useful in a crisis. Domino squared her shoulders. “Apart from those two, we say nothing to anyone, and finding out about that damn owl is our number one priority. Is that okay, Maverick?”

Maverick hadn’t felt vulnerable for years. Not since his parents died. But right now, with three aggressive wolves looking at him, wolves who knew he couldn’t fight properly, he felt his fear rising but immediately squashed it. They must not sense that. No matter if they were his friends. They were still wolves. He nodded, needing to exert his alpha dominance now more than ever. “Yes, all great suggestions. Thanks, Domino. I’ll head to Moonfell now, but keep me updated.”

“I’ll escort you, that’s my job. You two,” she glanced to Arlo and Vlad, “start hunting—but be careful. I’ll join you when Maverick is safe.”








  
  

Two


[image: image-placeholder]




Morgana Cornelius, one of the three resident witches of Moonfell, pulled several ancient grimoires from the shelves in their enormous library and arranged them on one of the wooden tables situated under an open window that overlooked the inner courtyard. 

They had hundreds of grimoires, all written by the many witches that had lived in Moonfell over the centuries, or had their life’s work returned there after death. Some grimoires were slim volumes that were more like personal diaries with spells throughout, while others were thick, heavy tomes filled with arcane knowledge. Their ancestors had many different skills, much like the present coven, but Morgana was specifically interested in grimoires that mentioned transfiguration. Somewhere in these pages might be the answer to their present dilemma: Maverick’s missing wolf.

He had arrived in the early hours of the morning with Domino, who looked just as worried as Maverick. They all knew that the implications were huge. If they couldn’t find Maverick’s wolf, not only his life would be turned upside down. The entire Storm Moon Pack would be in a state of disarray, too. Packs needed stability and strong leadership, or violence could erupt. Plus, Morgana had personal reasons for wanting to help him. Not only was he her friend, but Maverick wasn’t your typical alpha. He might swagger, but he wasn’t a bully or a misogynist, and she liked how the pack behaved under his leadership. 

“Well?” Birdie asked, bustling across the room, her Indian cotton dress fluttering around her ankles. “Any solutions yet?”

“Good grief! Give me a chance. It took a while to narrow these down.” Morgana’s hand swept over the collection in front of her. 

Birdie was the High Priestess of the coven, and Morgana’s grandmother. She was an imperious witch in her eighties, who now looked like she was in her sixties, thanks to the Goddess who had gifted her some of her years back several months before. She was also the oldest member of their coven. The third witch who lived permanently at Moonfell was Odette, Morgana’s cousin, who at thirty-one was twelve years younger than Morgana.

Birdie grimaced. “Is that all there is? I had hoped there’d be more.”

Morgana pointed across the library to the remaining golden orbs bobbing by some leather-bound volumes. “Other books my spell identified that may be of use.”

“Still not that many, really,” she said, walking over to collect them. “I suppose it’s not a common issue.”

“What? Transfiguration, or the stealing of one’s inner animal?’

“The latter—I hope.”

“How is Maverick this morning?” Morgana asked, flicking open the first grimoire and settling into a chair. 

“Terrible. I’ve never seen him so down. He can’t even muster the energy to be furious. It’s really quite terrifying.” Birdie tucked an errant lock of white hair behind her ear, eyes speculative. “It’s as if part of his personality has been stolen, too.”

Morgana tried to keep her impatience from her voice. “His identity, certainly. He is his wolf! They are bound, which makes me think whoever has stolen it has very powerful magic. What has happened shouldn’t be possible. At least not with one touch! It should take hours of spellcasting to do such a thing.” She considered the pages full of scrawled spells in front of her. It would take all day to review them all, and that was just with skim-reading. “Birdie, even if we find spells that could do such a thing, it doesn’t tell us how to find his wolf, or where it’s stored.”

Birdie snorted. “I doubt it’s in a box!”

“I am well aware of that! But where could it be? And who stole it? I mean, I know it was an owl, but who or what is that? Is it a therian-shifter? Or a bird-shifter? Perhaps a witch?” Morgana had so many questions, it was overwhelming. 

“My dear,” Birdie said calmly, “that’s exactly what Odette is investigating. We must wait and see what she finds. Hopefully, she can see what Maverick saw last night in that uncanny way of hers, and gain some much-needed insight. Then of course we must see if there’s anything in his wound that can reveal who or where his attacker is. I’ll use the sample we took when he arrived.”

Morgana nodded. They had acted swiftly upon his arrival, securing a sample of tissue at the site when his wound was fresh. “I thought you were doing that now?”

“I will. I was just checking in on you first. Hopefully, you will find a spell that can return his wolf to him.” 

As usual, the Moonfell Coven had divided their time and skills to speed up their investigation. Time was not on their side.

Morgana took a deep, calming breath. “This whole thing has unsettled me. It seems so…impossible. I will sit here until I find something useful!”

“You know,” Birdie mused, “I’ve been wondering if the thief is a familiar.”

Morgana fumbled the pages in shock. “A familiar? Has Hades told you something?”

“Unfortunately, not. He is as surprised as we are.”

Hades was a large, grey, Savannah cat who had a long, checkered history with their house and their ancestors. Morgana tolerated him, but had long considered him to be too odd to be trusted. However, he was Birdie’s familiar, not hers, and she trusted Birdie.

“Why would a familiar steal Maverick’s wolf? They are creatures of spirit.”

Birdie shrugged. “It’s just a suggestion. I was throwing it in for consideration. Maybe it’s a weak familiar who wanted a more powerful spirit.”

“Hardly weak if it’s stealing Maverick’s wolf,” Morgana muttered. “No, something else must be behind this. It might not even be malicious. Just misguided, perhaps.”

Birdie cocked her head. “I doubt that. The paranormal world knows the enormous significance of this. Such events could be catastrophic. Plus, it sounds to me as if Maverick’s attack was opportunistic, so there might be other random thefts. Maybe not just shifters, either. Other types of paranormal powers.” Her eyes darkened as she considered the implications. “Witches’ power, perhaps. A vampire’s immortality. Some quality of a spirit, maybe. Clairvoyancy. Elemental magic. Telekinesis. Even demon powers could be harnessed. Maybe even the ability to straddle worlds.”
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