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Prologue

Not all werewolves are unhappy. Most of the MacRinnalch werewolf clan live quite contentedly at Castle MacRinnalch, hidden away safely in the Scottish Highlands. They’ve lived there for centuries, largely untroubled by the outside world.

 



But some werewolves are unhappy. Kalix, for instance. Her father was head of the clan, but after his violent death she was forced to flee the castle. She headed south to London, and there she existed for several years as a lonely teenage werewolf. Kalix pined for her lover Gawain, and wondered if she’d ever see him again.

 



Life did improve when she met a pair of friendly students, Daniel and Moonglow, but Kalix still had problems. Her own clan were pursuing her, and the werewolf hunters were after her too. It all led to a terrible confrontation. Kalix survived, though many werewolves didn’t.

 



Afterwards she couldn’t go home, so she stayed on in London. Kalix MacRinnalch still wasn’t a happy werewolf, but she hoped her life might become more peaceful for a while.
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‘I think I might cry,’ said Moonglow.

‘Why?’

‘Kalix is going to school.’

Daniel looked puzzled. ‘Why would that make you cry?’

‘First day at school can be very traumatic. What if her teachers are horrible? What if someone bullies her?’

‘Kalix is a werewolf with super-strength and a history of violence. If anyone picks on her, she’ll rip their head off.’

‘Well, that wouldn’t be a very good thing to happen, would it?’ said Moonglow, alarmed at the prospect. She poured tea from her delicate black china teapot into her favourite black mug.

‘Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to encourage her to go to college. We shouldn’t have pushed her into it. She’s too young to manage on her own.’

‘Kalix is seventeen! That’s only two years younger than us. And again, as you said, she’s a werewolf with savage strength. Even in human form she can throw people around. I really don’t think there’s any need to worry. Anyway, Vex will be with her.’

‘That’s not very reassuring.’

‘I think it is. I mean, one teenage werewolf and one teenage fire elemental, on their way to remedial college to learn how to read and write . . . what can go wrong?’

‘Everything, if people discover they aren’t human. Kalix is very sensitive about her poor reading skills. What if she gets upset and starts tearing the place to pieces? What if Vex bursts into flames?’

‘Kalix can’t change into a werewolf in daylight.’ Daniel remained unconcerned. ‘And I don’t think Vex even knows how to burst into flames. Maybe a little orange glow when she gets excited, nothing more.’

They were interrupted by the noisy arrival of Kalix and Vex, who clattered down the stairs into the living room, each clutching a bag of books. Vex was in a state of particularly high  excitement. Since her aunt, Queen Malveria, ruler of the Hiyasta fire elementals, had agreed to let her move into the attic of the small house in South London so that she might attend a human college and learn something - anything - she had been beside herself with anticipation. Vex had become increasingly bored in Malveria’s Imperial Palace, and was now exhilarated at the prospect of spending time in the human dimension, in London, with continual access to clothes, gigs, clubs and enjoyment.

The same couldn’t be said of Kalix MacRinnalch. She stood forlornly with her bag of books, and looked very young, and rather small and nervous. Though the MacRinnalch werewolf clan took care to educate its children in Scotland, the peculiar circumstances of Kalix’s life meant that she had received almost no schooling. She was close to being both illiterate and innumerate, and was keenly aware of it. Though renowned for her savagery in battle, the prospect of displaying her ignorance in a class full of strangers filled Kalix with dread.

Moonglow had tried to reassure her, in her kindly way. Despite her rather foreboding black attire and heavy dark make-up, Moonglow could be reassuring. She’d told Kalix it wasn’t all that unusual for a person to reach the age of seventeen and still be unable to read or write. It happened to a lot of people.

‘You’ll fit in perfectly well. There will be plenty of others there who missed school. You know, with family problems. Or they might have been ill.’

‘Or they might have been in prison,’ added Daniel, cheerfully.

Moonglow glared at him.

‘It’s no disgrace catching up on your education. You’ll have fun at college.’

Kalix was unconvinced. She would never have agreed to go were it not for the offer of money from her mother. Verasa MacRinnalch, the Mistress of the Werewolves, cared enough about her youngest daughter to support her, even though, like the rest of the family, she was estranged from Kalix. Kalix could not return to Castle MacRinnalch in Scotland. Through the intermediary of Thrix, Kalix’s older sister, Verasa had offered Kalix an allowance if she remained where she was in London, and went to college. It was better than having her wander off again, to live on the streets and sleep in warehouses.

Kalix sat at the table, head bowed, her hair hung down to her hips. She was still the skinniest girl Moonglow had ever seen. When they’d first encountered her, Kalix had been achingly thin, filthy and ragged. Now, several months later, she was clean, better fed, and reasonably healthy. Though she still refused to look after herself properly, her inner werewolf vitality was starting to show.

Kalix sighed. If only she could have refused her mother’s offer. Unfortunately, she needed money. Moonglow and Daniel had looked after her for the past few months, providing her with plenty of raw meat and buying her what second-hand clothes they could afford, but she knew this couldn’t go on. The two young students weren’t wealthy and she couldn’t live off them for ever. London was an expensive city and there were bills to pay.

Then there was the matter of laudanum. Kalix still needed money for her addiction, shameful though it was. Really, the offer of an allowance from her mother solved many of her problems. If only she didn’t have to go to college and let everyone know how stupid she was.

Vex bounded over to the table.

‘Isn’t it fantastic? I never thought Aunt Malvie would allow it, but here I am, all ready to learn stuff! I have new coloured pencils! ’ She glanced at her feet. ‘I could have done with new boots, though. You might have thought she’d stump up for a new pair. It’s a scandal, really, sending me to college in old boots.’

There was a violent flash of orange light in the small living room. Queen Malveria had arrived.

‘The only scandal, dismal niece, is that you will soon inflict your dreadful self on an unsuspecting group of tutors who will probably be driven to despair trying to force knowledge into your head. A task made harder, no doubt, by the preposterous jumble you call a hairstyle.’

Vex grinned. She was dark-skinned, like all the Hiyasta, which made the severe bleaching of her hair all the more noticeable. It stood out from her head in great peroxide spikes, each one welded in place with assorted hair products. In Queen Malveria’s elegant palace it made the young elemental stand out like a beacon, and it was the sight of Vex strolling into her last elegant  banquet with her hair in flaming spikes which had finally made the Fire Queen decide that it might not be such a bad idea to send her niece away for a while. Her loyal subjects deserved some respite from Vex’s sartorial outrages, which were starting to reflect badly on the Queen. Malveria was renowned for her elegance. She was dressed by Thrix MacRinnalch, and Thrix MacRinnalch was second to no one as a fashion adviser.

Malveria glared at Vex with displeasure.

‘What on Earth is that T-shirt made of?’

‘Plastic,’ said Vex.

‘Where did you obtain such a garment?’

‘I made it from a bin liner.’

‘You amaze me,’ replied the Queen, acidly. ‘Even young Daniel here, well known for the scruffiness of his attire, would know better than to wear such a thing.’

‘Thanks,’ muttered Daniel, and let his hair flop over his face, slightly embarrassed to be called scruffy by the elegant Malveria.

‘Now, Agrivex,’ continued the Queen, ‘attend my words carefully. For me to let you live in this world, even for a few days, costs me a great deal of power. So I trust you will make better efforts to behave properly than you have done up till now. The most brilliant of my Hiyasta scholars were driven to despair by your unparalleled stupidity. Do not let it be the same at this human college. If you let me down I will personally throw you into the Great Volcano, a fate which you have deserved for many years.’

Malveria turned her eyes on Daniel and Moonglow.

‘Once more, young humans, you have my thanks for accommodating Agrivex. Though she can only live with you for three days each week—’

‘Maybe four,’ interrupted Vex, eagerly.

‘—Possibly four, though I would rather not expand such power - I regard it as a great favour that you have let her live here.’

Malveria paused, then turned her eyes back on Vex and Kalix. ‘So,’ she declared, imperiously, ‘are the pupils ready to begin learning?’

‘I am so ready!’ screamed Vex, and began jumping around the room.

All eyes turned towards Kalix, but the young werewolf made no reply. She looked down at her feet, and wished she were anywhere else but on her way to college.
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Princess Kabachetka was not happy. Though her status as most popular princess in the Hainusta nation was secure, her hair a shade of golden blonde unmatched by any other fire elemental, and her clothes quite splendid, she had recently suffered several disappointments. At the Sorceress Livia’s 500th-birthday celebration, the Princess had been eclipsed by Queen Malveria, ruler of the Hiyasta. In the fierce rivalry for the position of fashion leader, Queen Malveria had come out on top.

‘And all,’ mused the Princess, with some bitterness, ‘because that dreadful werewolf Thrix MacRinnalch designed her clothes. Without her, Queen Malveria would be exposed as the style-less fraud she really is.’

Thrix MacRinnalch wasn’t the only werewolf to arouse the Princess’s ire. Perhaps unwisely, she’d recently taken an interest in the affairs of the MacRinnalch werewolf clan. The Princess had found herself deeply involved in the feud over their leadership, supporting the great werewolf Sarapen and developing something of a passion for him. But Sarapen had been defeated, thanks to an assortment of werewolves who’d opposed him; notably Kalix MacRinnalch, her cousin Dominil, and, once more, Thrix, the Werewolf Enchantress. Not that this motley collection could have defeated Sarapen and the Princess had it not been for the aid they’d received from Queen Malveria. Ever since, the Princess had burned with anger against Malveria and her shabby assortment of werewolf companions.

The Empress Asaratanti, ruler of the realm, was surprised to receive an early-evening visit from her eldest daughter. At this hour Princess Kabachetka would normally be busy in her chambers, dressing for her evening engagement. As far as the Empress could recall, this process had never been interrupted. Asaratanti eyed her with some suspicion. If she had come to borrow money  again, the Empress would want a good reason. The Princess did suffer from an unfortunate tendency to profligacy.

‘Greetings, daughter.’

The Empress’s throne room was bright and splendid, as befitted the ruler of the Hainusta fire elementals, and the deep red jewels on the Empress’s throne reflected the bright, flickering light from the torches on the walls. Hainusta torches were particularly splendid, and they never went out.

‘Empress Mother,’ said the Princess. ‘I’ve come to you for advice.’

The Empress waited. If her daughter wasn’t here to borrow money, it could only be that she found herself involved in some fashion crisis. Possibly she was looking for a new designer.

‘It concerns the werewolves,’ said the Princess, surprising her mother.

‘Werewolves? What werewolves?’

‘The MacRinnalchs.’

The Empress was puzzled. The Hainusta had little contact with the Earth these days, and almost none with the MacRinnalchs or any other werewolves.

‘I need to punish them,’ continued the Princess.

‘Punish them? For what?’

‘For illegally attacking Sarapen, and placing Markus MacRinnalch at the head of their clan.’

Empress Asaratanti could make nothing of this. The MacRinnalchs lived in Scotland, a small country on the planet Earth, a whole dimension away from the fire elementals. Why the Princess should pay them the slightest attention was beyond the Empress. ‘Why should I involve myself with a small subspecies of the race of humans? I have affairs of state to occupy my mind, and no time to waste on obscure groups of ill-bred creatures in different dimensions.’

‘These werewolves’ actions have affected our dimension. They should be punished.’

‘The only effect I’m aware of, dearest daughter, is that Queen Malveria now seems to be better dressed than you. Which is regrettable, as it reflects poorly on our people, but hardly enough reason for me to start breaching the dimensional walls.’

‘I have suffered!’ cried the Princess, her voice rising in anguish,  ‘and I want revenge! I appeal to you, Mother Empress, for help in taking this revenge.’
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Queen Malveria transported herself to the apartment of Thrix MacRinnalch, Scottish werewolf and Enchantress, currently residing in London. She composed herself before knocking.

‘My dearest Thrix!’

‘Malveria. Is there something wrong?’

‘Nothing is wrong, Enchantress. Why do you ask?’

‘You’ve got flames coming out your fingers.’ Thrix ushered Malveria inside before anyone appeared in the corridor. The Fire Queen knew how to blend in with the human realm but there were times when her emotions got the better of her. Malveria had been known to destroy a new pair of shoes, scorching them with the force of her excitement. Not that Thrix could blame Malveria too much. She felt as much excitement over new shoes as the Fire Queen.

Malveria quickly extinguished the flames.

‘I’m sorry. I’ve just seen Agrivex. One tries not to become upset, but really, she is an immense trial. Do you know she was actually wearing a plastic T-shirt?’

Thrix winced. It did sound bad.

‘And then she proceeded to call me Aunt Malvie, which I particularly hate. It shows such disrespect. Also, it makes me feel old. Do you have a glass of wine?’

Thrix snapped her fingers, bringing a bottle and two glasses from the drinks cabinet.

‘At least she’ll be out of your way for a while.’

Malveria nodded in agreement. ‘Her three days a week at this human college will be a blessed relief. One only wishes it could be longer. But much sorcery is required to allow a fire elemental to remain in this world, particularly one with so little natural power as my appalling niece. The foolish girl would wither and die without the spells of protection I’ve placed around her.’

The Queen sipped her wine with some relish. ‘No doubt she  will never study, but will instead spend her time swarming around boys, musicians and dubious market stalls. Disaster will ensue, I am certain.’

‘Wasn’t the whole thing your idea?’ asked Thrix.

‘Yes,’ admitted Malveria, ‘but I had to get her out of the palace somehow. I was driven to desperation by the hedgehog affair.’

‘Hedgehogs?’

‘Agrivex had been wearing a T-shirt featuring a picture of a hedgehog, though I had forbidden her to do so, naturally.’

‘Why?’

‘Hedgehogs are foul and dangerous creatures, filthy and taboo in the land of the Hiyasta. Is it not the same here? No? Very strange. I would have thought that hatred of hedgehogs was universal. Agrivex’s T-shirt was a clear act of rebellion. What goes on in that girl’s mind is a mystery to me.’

‘Perhaps what was going on was a desire for you to send her to college in London.’

‘Quite possibly. While lacking intelligence, Agrivex is not without her share of devious cunning.’

Thrix had been the one responsible for finding a suitable college for Kalix and Vex. It wasn’t a task the Enchantress had relished, given her aversion to her younger sister, but she’d felt obliged after the request from her mother, the Mistress of the Werewolves. Thrix had turned the task over to her assistant Ann, who’d come up with a range of likely establishments. There were plenty of places willing to teach remedial skills to slow learners, for a price. It had been only a matter of making sure that Kalix and Agrivex ended up somewhere reputable. The small college they’d settled on was associated with the university which Daniel and Moonglow attended, and that was reassuring. Thrix didn’t much care for Daniel or Moonglow, but she did admit they’d had a beneficial effect on Kalix.

Malveria picked up a copy of French Vogue. She couldn’t read French, but was very attracted by the shoes on the cover. ‘A pleasing shade of lilac. But I am already well equipped with lilac shoes for the coming season, am I not?’

‘You are,’ replied Thrix, who had successfully kept Malveria ahead of the trends for some time now.

Malveria looked pleased, though even the knowledge that she was well supplied with fashionable shoes could not entirely drive Agrivex from her mind. ‘It is strange. The Hiyasta used to persecute mankind. When men lived in caves we would make war on them over the use of fire. Now I’m spending my gold sending my niece to a human college.’ The Fire Queen frowned, and shook her head. ‘My Advisory Council found it hard to understand. Though they did appreciate that desperate measures were permissible in getting rid of Agrivex. Her hedgehog garments had already caused widespread offence. As had her mittens.’

‘Mittens?’

Malveria shuddered. ‘She must be the only Hiyasta ever to wear them. One would think that no matter how hopeless a fire elemental she is, she would at least be able to keep her hands warm. Do you think Daniel and Moonglow will be able to cope with her?’

Thrix shrugged. ‘You probably know them as well as I do. Since Markus became Thane I’ve hardly seen them.’

‘You are not monitoring Kalix, as your mother wished?’

‘No, I’m not,’ stated Thrix, forcibly.

‘You still resent that her lover Gawain toyed with your affections before cruelly discarding you?’

Thrix’s lips tightened and she swallowed an angry retort. ‘It’s not about Gawain. You know how I hate getting dragged into clan affairs.’

‘One might almost think you regret being a werewolf,’ said Malveria, archly.

‘I’m fine being a werewolf,’ replied Thrix. ‘It’s all the other werewolves that bother me.’

‘I would like to remain longer, Enchantress, so that we may watch the Japanese fashion show together on your excellent cable television. But now I must away to play whist.’

‘Whist?’ Thrix was surprised. ‘I didn’t know you played.’

‘Since the Duchess Gargamond initiated a whist evening at her castle it has become popular with the ladies of my court. I don’t love the playing of cards but it will give me a splendid opportunity to show off the fabulous pale blue dress you provided me with last week.’

Malveria dematerialised in an aroma of jasmine. Thrix wasn’t  sure it was a good idea for Agrivex to move into the same household as her young sister Kalix. A household consisting of two young students, one young werewolf and one young fire elemental was a troubling mix. As long as it didn’t engulf Thrix in some sort of family crisis, she didn’t much care. Thrix and Kalix’s friendship had never been strong, and it had ended the day her younger sister discovered that Thrix had been sleeping with Gawain, the great love of Kalix’s young life. Since then they’d taken care to avoid each other, and Thrix wouldn’t have minded if she were never to encounter her sister again.
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Decembrius MacRinnalch remained in London after the great battle. He had no desire to return to the castle in Scotland. Decembrius had been a loyal supporter of Sarapen’s. Now that Sarapen was dead, the young red-haired werewolf didn’t know what to do with himself.

He could have gone home, had he wanted. Markus, the new Thane, had extended a pardon to everyone who’d fought against him. The werewolf barons - MacGregor, MacAllister and MacPhee - had all made their peace with the MacRinnalch Clan. Some more sincerely than others, no doubt, but now Sarapen was gone there was nothing more to fight about. Markus might not be to everyone’s taste as Thane, but it was done now.

Decembrius sat in a small Italian cafe in Camden, as he often did in the afternoons. He drank coffee, read a newspaper, and felt dissatisfied with life. Really, he should go back to Scotland. Due to the deaths in the recent feud he’d found himself elevated to the Great Council of the MacRinnalchs. That was an honour which his mother Lucia had trumpeted all round the clan, but Decembrius couldn’t share her enthusiasm. He’d looked up to Sarapen. He’d been sure that the huge, forceful werewolf, eldest son of the late Thane, would emerge victorious in the struggle over the Thaneship. His death had left Decembrius shaken and disillusioned. He couldn’t raise any enthusiasm for clan affairs.

He stared over the top of his newspaper, focusing his eyes on a spot just above the da Vinci print of the Last Supper that adorned the cafe wall. He let his gaze float over the wall, then tried to focus on nothing. After a few moments he frowned, and shook his head. From a young age, Decembrius had had an ability to glimpse the future and observe things that were hidden to others. Though he’d never been able to control the power well, in the past year he’d been making some progress. Since the battle in which Sarapen had fallen, his powers of prescience had disappeared. Whatever was in his future, Decembrius couldn’t see it.

His mother, Verasa’s sister Lucia, couldn’t wait to see him in the council chamber. But the thought of sitting round a table with Thrix and Dominil horrified Decembrius. Both had fought against Sarapen. Thrix had protected Kalix, and Dominil had killed Andris, Sarapen’s bodyguard, another werewolf whom Decembrius had held in high regard.

His anger subsided back into depression. Decembrius had always had a tendency towards depression and he was worried that he might be heading for a serious episode. While he’d been busy working for Sarapen, he hadn’t noticed it. Now that Sarapen was dead it had come back, and the loss of his powers made it worse. It was another reason not to return to Scotland. The MacRinnalch werewolf clan tended to lack sympathy for depressed werewolves.

Decembrius tried to distract himself from his gloomy thoughts by looking round the cafe, and staring openly at two girls who’d just sat down at one of the small tables. Decembrius was young and good-looking in an angular sort of way. As a werewolf of the MacRinnalch Clan, his vigour shone through. Here in London he wasn’t short of female company. Decembrius preferred to keep these affairs hidden from prying eyes at Castle MacRinnalch, particularly his mother’s. Like many of the traditional werewolves in Scotland, Lucia didn’t really approve of the philandering of the younger generation.

Decembrius brushed his fingers through his thick dark red hair; he’d grown it longer in recent months, and swept it back. He had another gold stud in his left ear. Since encountering Beauty and Delicious, the notorious cousins of whom the family  did not use to speak, Decembrius had made an effort to make himself more stylish. The twins’ wild appearance and lifestyle had made him feel older than his twenty-six years.

The twins had fought against Sarapen too, of course, albeit not very effectively. Beauty and Delicious weren’t fierce, by werewolf standards. Not like Kalix. There was a werewolf you wouldn’t want to encounter in battle. Even Sarapen had been unable to subdue her. Of course, Kalix was mad. She probably didn’t feel pain like a normal werewolf. Her father, the Thane, had died of injuries she’d inflicted, resulting in her being banished, and setting off the whole chain of events that led to the vicious feud. His wife Verasa had nominated her second son Markus as Thane, instead of Sarapen, her eldest. It led to war, and many deaths. Kalix had started it all and she’d finished it. Kalix had delivered the fatal blow. She’d killed Sarapen. There were many in the Clan who would never forgive her.

Outside an ambulance went by, its siren wailing as it edged its way through the heavy traffic. The bustle of London was very different to the peaceful Scottish Highlands where Decembrius had been raised. These days, he preferred the noise of the city. He stared into his empty coffee cup, and realised he’d been thinking about his young cousin Kalix a lot recently. He could still picture her, fighting with an unquenchable fury. Decembrius almost smiled. Kalix was insane in battle. Insane in other ways too, depending on which member of the family you listened to.

She was beautiful as well, in a waiflike way. What had she been doing since Sarapen’s death? he wondered. But Kalix’s location was a secret. Technically she was still a fugitive from the clan, and the Mistress of the Werewolves was not about to risk having her youngest daughter dragged back to Castle MacRinnalch to face punishment. Thrix and Dominil probably knew where she lived, but they wouldn’t pass on any information to a recent enemy like himself. Kalix was hidden, by secrecy and sorcery, and couldn’t be found.

Decembrius pursed his lips. Was she still seeing Gawain? She had taken up with him at a young age, in an affair which had scandalised the Clan. Gawain had been banished, though they’d got back together eventually. Whether their renewed relationship had survived the trauma of the MacRinnalch feud, Decembrius  didn’t know. He hoped it hadn’t. Decembrius had never much liked Gawain.

Decembrius scowled as he ordered more coffee. He glanced at the clock on the wall. He still had some time to kill before meeting the Douglas-MacPhees. It wasn’t an encounter he was looking forward to. Duncan, Rhona and Fergus were a vicious, criminal trio of wolves who had no regard for the Clan or anyone else. Or rather, they had been a vicious trio until Kalix had killed the huge werewolf Fergus. Remembering this, Decembrius almost smiled. Fergus had also been fighting for Sarapen but Decembrius couldn’t pretend he was sorry about his death. Kalix had destroyed him, ripped him apart in the full fury of her battle madness. Fergus’s superior size and strength had counted for nothing.

‘Duncan and Rhona won’t be quite so sanguine about it,’ mused Decembrius, and wondered if they might be seeking Kalix, looking for revenge. The thought troubled him, and he resolved to find out from them if they had any clue as to her whereabouts.
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Moonglow’s anxiety over Kalix’s debut at college persisted throughout the day. No amount of entreaties from Daniel could ease her concern.

‘Should we pick her up after class?’ Kalix’s college wasn’t far from their university building, just south of the river.

Daniel was against the idea. ‘If we meet her at the gate she might think we’re treating her like a kid. It’ll just annoy her. Stop worrying, everything will be fine.’

Moonglow was unconvinced. As she travelled home with Daniel she was too preoccupied to listen to anything he had to say. His eternal campaign to persuade Moonglow to go out with him was proving even less successful than usual. He’d tried to explain to her how he’d powered his way through level nine of  Grimcat, his current favourite game, but she hardly seemed to listen, even though Daniel was sure the story reflected well on him. Level nine was notably difficult.

When they arrived home Moonglow hurried up the stairs to their small flat above the empty shop.

‘I’ll make tea for them. It’ll be welcoming. And maybe I should light a scented candle. Something soothing.’

A few minutes later, the downstairs front door banged heavily and there was the sound of two pairs of booted feet ascending the stairs. The living-room door opened and Kalix trudged into the room. As Moonglow greeted her brightly, she kept on trudging, an obviously unhappy werewolf.

‘Stupid college,’ she muttered, and disappeared upstairs to her room. Vex bounded into the living room behind her.

‘I got a gold star!’ she shrieked, and leapt around, brandishing a notebook which, Moonglow noted, she had already decorated with luminous coloured inks.

‘I got a gold star for my poem!’

Daniel and Moonglow were puzzled. They knew that the college Vex was attending did cater for people with poor reading skills, but it was for adults, not children. They hadn’t expected it would be handing out gold stars.

‘Look!’ yelled Vex, happily. Moonglow looked. On the first page there was a very short poem, and beneath it Vex had written ‘goldd starr.’

‘Eh . . . did the teacher give you that?’

‘Yes! She told the whole class how great it was! So obviously it was worth a gold star. Do you want to read it?’

Moonglow smiled at the young fire elemental’s enthusiasm and took the proffered book.

 



I wish I had a hedgehog.

I’d take it for walks up the great volcano

which is close to the palace.

I live in a golden palace.

 



‘The teacher said it was really imaginative!’ explained Vex, still very excited. ‘Isn’t it great? I got a gold star on my first day at college!’

‘It is imaginative,’ agreed Moonglow, sincerely. Almost every word was misspelled but English, after all, was not Vex’s first language. She noticed that Vex had taken the notion of decorating  each letter to great extremes. Having started out by putting little hearts over each ‘i’, she’d decided that the idea could be expanded. Now every letter seemed to have some colourful decoration. It made for a bright and confusing page.

‘Do you want to read my poem too?’

‘I already - eh, yes, of course,’ said Daniel, looking at her eager face.

‘How did Kalix get on?’ asked Moonglow.

Vex stopped smiling. ‘I don’t think she liked it so much.’

‘I better go and see,’ said Moonglow, and departed the living room to the sound of Vex reciting her poem.

 



Upstairs in her tiny room Kalix lay on her bed, mildly intoxicated from laudanum. Recently she’d been taking less of the opiate but she still used it regularly. While laudanum was rarely found in the world these days, as humans had moved on to other drugs, a few werewolves still preferred it. Every week Kalix would make the long journey over to Merchant MacDoig’s premises in East London to replenish her supply. The Merchant had introduced her to the opium derivative at a young age. Now the young werewolf was dependent on it. It was expensive, which was a continual problem for Kalix.

The young werewolf hadn’t enjoyed her first day at college at all. She’d been surrounded by people she didn’t know. Kalix was never comfortable with strangers. While Vex had talked cheerfully to anyone who came within range, Kalix had resisted all efforts to engage her in conversation, maintaining a hostile silence all day. Unlike Vex, who was eager to throw herself into college life, Kalix had no such ambitions. Though it frustrated and embarrassed her that she was practically illiterate, she had no desire to sit in a classroom and display her ignorance to everyone.

She had been horrified when the teacher had announced that everyone was going to compose a poem. Though Kalix made an effort to record her own life, and wrote every day in her private journal, she’d never written a poem. She had no idea how to do it, or even where to start. The teacher’s instructions that each student should just use their own imagination had seemed to her completely inadequate. While other students, some of them  foreign, with hardly any grasp of the language at all, had grappled with the task, Kalix had sat quite still, head bowed, staring forlornly at her exercise book. She’d written nothing at all and found the whole experience very embarrassing, bordering on the traumatic. College was even worse than she’d expected. Vex, naturally, had been thrilled by the whole thing. On the Tube home she wouldn’t shut up about her poem; a poem which, as far as Kalix could see, was the most stupid thing ever written. By that time all Kalix wanted to do was get home and fill herself with laudanum, which she’d now accomplished. She felt a brief nausea, then some welcome drowsiness. She pulled her quilt over her, and wished she never had to go back to college.
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Dulled by laudanum, Kalix drifted into an ugly dream. Misshapen trees loomed above her as she crept through a darkened wood, and though she thought she knew her way she suddenly found her route blocked by bushes, bushes that crackled with a fierce array of thorns.

‘I’m lost,’ she whispered.

‘Lost? You’ve been to the Forests of the Werewolf Dead before.’

Kalix cried out in alarm and tried to see who spoke, but the figure was hidden behind a huge tree, an ash that moved towards her, branches reaching out like long fingers. Kalix lashed out with her claws and as she did so she woke quite violently. Her body was covered with sweat. She’d fallen asleep fully dressed, and overheated beneath her quilt. Kalix threw off the cover and sat upright, shaking her head to clear it. It was the second time this week she’d dreamed of the Forests of the Werewolf Dead.

I went there once already, thought the young werewolf. I’m not ready to go back.

She stood up, and was momentarily disorientated because she imagined herself to be in werewolf shape, as she had been in the dream. But she was human at the moment; seventeen and a half years old, attending college and living in London. Much the same  as thousands of others, except that she’d been born into the ruling family of the MacRinnalchs, the largest clan of werewolves in the country. For the first part of her life, she’d lived at Castle MacRinnalch in the Scottish Highlands. For much of the past two years, she’d been on the run; hiding from her family, hiding from werewolf hunters, living in alleyways and abandoned warehouses. Now she was no longer running, her life should be better. Kalix wasn’t sure that it was.

Her new domestic setting was more comfortable than sleeping rough, but she hadn’t yet become used to sharing her life with other people. It annoyed her that she had to moderate her behaviour. When she’d lived on the streets, she had begged for money, or stolen it. Now she couldn’t do that. Moonglow wouldn’t like her to beg or steal, particularly to buy laudanum. Kalix frowned, and felt angry. What did she care what Moonglow thought? She was Kalix MacRinnalch. Only three months ago she’d slain her brother Sarapen in combat, and he’d been the most ferocious werewolf in the land. Kalix MacRinnalch shouldn’t have to worry about what Moonglow thought. And yet, it wasn’t really that simple. Moonglow had been kind. She’d given Kalix a place to live when she’d had nowhere else to go. She’d bathed her wounds and provided her with food. Moonglow had saved her life. Kalix’s frown deepened. It was a strange feeling, being obligated to someone. She didn’t like it.

Kalix wondered, as she often did, whether she should leave. She didn’t have anywhere else to go. She had no other friends apart from Daniel and Moonglow and she couldn’t return to the family home at Castle MacRinnalch. If she did she’d be liable to punishment for her past crimes. The family still held her responsible for the death of her father.

Today’s experiences at college hadn’t brightened her mood. Kalix sighed, and sipped from her bottle of laudanum. Though the opiate dulled the anxiety to which she was prone, it exacerbated her depression.

Far above, the moon appeared, a small crescent. Kalix felt it. She considered changing into her werewolf shape, for comfort. Like all the purest-blooded MacRinnalchs, Kalix didn’t need the full moon in order to change. She could do it under any moon, on any night. On the three nights around the full moon the change  came on automatically: other nights the MacRinnalchs were free to choose. On their remote Scottish estates the werewolves would change very frequently. Though they were discreet about their true nature, they weren’t ashamed of it. Nor was Kalix. She was proud to be a werewolf. But here in London, she had to take more care to keep it secret. Daniel and Moonglow had accepted her as she was. That didn’t mean others would. Besides, there were the hunters to think about.

Kalix shook her head, still not completely over her nightmare. She felt the moon above her. It would be comforting to change but she still hesitated. Being werewolf dulled her anxiety and depression, but it affected her in other ways she didn’t like. When she was in her werewolf shape she’d gorge herself on almost anything. In her days of living on the streets she’d killed and eaten dogs, and wolfed down the contents of supermarket skips. Now she was well provided for by Daniel and Moonglow. The fridge was full of meat, bought to satisfy her eager werewolf appetite. The werewolf feasting was good for her health, but next day, when Kalix reverted to human, she’d remember how much she’d eaten, and how much she disliked eating, and then she’d feel bad again. Sometimes she’d be sick, quite violently.

Moonglow knocked on the door.

‘Go away,’ said Kalix.

‘Don’t you want to talk about your first day at college?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘College is stupid.’

Kalix felt an urge to add ‘and so is poetry,’ but refrained, not wanting to engage in conversation.

‘There’s a letter here for you.’

Kalix blinked. In her semi-stupor, she wondered if she’d heard correctly. A letter? No one ever wrote to her. Hardly anyone knew where she lived. Her location was well hidden by spells provided by her sister Thrix.

‘Who’s it from?’

‘I don’t know,’ called Moonglow, through the door. ‘Should I bring it in?’

‘No,’ said Kalix, but it was too late. Moonglow came in anyway, and smiled as she handed Kalix the letter. Kalix scowled  at her. She took the envelope in her hand, then buried it under her duvet as if pointedly telling Moonglow that whoever the letter came from, she wasn’t going to discuss it with her.

The air was thick with the smell of laudanum. Kalix remained silent, daring Moonglow to lecture her about it. Moonglow didn’t mention it, however, instead asking her brightly about her first day at college. Kalix, who quite clearly remembered telling Moonglow she’d hated it only a few moments ago, refused to discuss it.

Realising that Kalix was intent on resisting all attempts at friendly communication, Moonglow began to withdraw, having satisfied herself that at least Kalix wasn’t cutting herself - which she was also prone to - or descending into the grip of an anxiety attack, or dying of a laudanum overdose.

As Moonglow reached the door, Kalix, despite herself, suddenly burst out: ‘Wasn’t Vex’s poem the most stupid thing ever? How could the teacher like it?’

Moonglow paused. ‘Well, it was imaginative, I guess,’ she answered.

‘No, it wasn’t! It was awful. I hate her poem.’

‘Did you write one as well?’ asked Moonglow, brightly.

‘No. And I hate college,’ said Kalix, and pulled her duvet over her head.
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The Empress Asaratanti, a fire elemental of regal aspect and, since her recent trip to the cosmetic surgeon in Los Angeles, a very good figure, still couldn’t understand why her daughter was so keen to punish a group of werewolves who lived in the human dimension. It was true that since the mania for high fashion had swept through the courts of both the Empress Asaratanti and her neighbour Queen Malveria, there had been rather more contact with the world of humans. The great ladies of their courts had hurried to make use of their fashion designers. They did have a way with clothes. But werewolves?

‘Werewolves are low creatures, Princess. Beneath our notice. Why trouble yourself?’

‘They assisted Queen Malveria!’ exclaimed the Princess. ‘Without the MacRinnalchs’ help I would have overshadowed her. Does it please you that your daughter now suffers mockery and derision from the ladies of Malveria’s court?’

The Empress considered this. Though they were at peace these days, the Hainusta and the Hiyasta had never got along well. There was no denying that Malveria was very full of herself. Asaratanti couldn’t blame her daughter for disliking her.

Around the Empress’s throne, her ministers and courtiers stood at a respectful distance, careful not to let any flames emerge from their bodies, something which was frowned on at court as rather common.

‘So what, dearest daughter, do you want me to do?’

‘Provide help to the enemies of the werewolves.’

‘You already helped their enemies by giving them sorcery. Without asking my permission.’

The Princess shifted uncomfortably. It was true that she’d provided Thrix and Malveria’s enemies with powerful spells without consulting her mother, something Asaratanti had not been slow to point out afterwards. The Empress’s own sorcery was of great importance for the defence of her realm, and its secrets were not to be transmitted to all and sundry at the whim of her irresponsible daughter.

‘And when you did this,’ continued the Empress, ‘you failed. Which made it all the more lamentable. I don’t intend to allow any more of my private sorcery to be shipped to Earth, where it may be examined and copied.’

‘Then we could send someone to assist the Avenaris Guild instead,’ suggested the Princess.

‘The Avenaris Guild? The werewolf hunters? According to your report of that sorry affair, they were soundly defeated.’

‘That’s why we should help them now. With our help they’d soon put an end to the Werewolf Enchantress. Once the Enchantress is defeated, she won’t be making any more clothes for Queen Malveria. Without a new outfit every day the woman is nothing.’

The Empress mused on her daughter’s words. Dealing Malveria a blow wouldn’t go amiss. Particularly now, with the border dispute over the Western Desert still dragging on.

‘What I require,’ continued the Princess, ‘is a Hainusta who can go to Earth. A strong warrior to defeat the werewolves.’

‘No fire elemental can survive for long on Earth. You know our visits to that dimension are limited. And incidentally, that blue dress does not flatter you.’

‘My designer is not up to the task!’ exploded the Princess, ‘which is another reason to destroy Thrix MacRinnalch!’ The Princess was indeed enraged by the deficiencies of her outfit, but calmed herself by glancing at her feet. She wore a new pair of high-heeled sandals fresh from Italy, a beautiful shade of grey with a delicate strap, which were beyond reproach. Even if her dress was deficient, her shoes were excellent, which was something at least. ‘As for the matter of how we might send a warrior to Earth, I was hoping you might think of something.’

‘I’ll ponder the matter,’ replied the Empress.

‘Might you ponder it quickly?’

The Empress yawned. ‘I’m two thousand years old, dearest daughter. I don’t like doing much quickly, these days. But I’ll consider it.’

As the Princess withdrew from the jewelled throne room, passing under the great burning arch of state, she was reasonably satisfied. If she could elicit her mother’s support, she was sure she could defeat the hated Werewolf Enchantress. Thrix MacRinnalch, however, was not uppermost in the Princess’s mind as she made her way back to her chambers. There was another werewolf the Princess was much keener to destroy: Kalix MacRinnalch. Princess Kabachetka hated the young werewolf because it was she who’d plunged the knife deep into Sarapen’s heart. Princess Kabachetka had fallen in love with Sarapen and now she intended to take revenge for his downfall. The Princess had sworn to herself that Kalix MacRinnalch was going to die.
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Dominil MacRinnalch examined the living room with distaste. As ever, the twins’ house was extremely messy. Dominil found the untidiness offensive. On occasion, when the mess had reached  crisis proportions, she had been obliged to call in professional help. A team of domestic cleaners had put the house back in some sort of order. Unfortunately, Beauty and Delicious were incapable of keeping it that way. The floor was littered with guitars, clothes, CDs, DVDs, magazines, plates, cups, glasses, food cartons and several empty bottles of the MacRinnalch whisky.

Dominil knew she shouldn’t let it bother her. After all, she didn’t live here. She had a comfortable flat of her own in London, lent to her by the Mistress of the Werewolves, who seemed quite happy that Dominil was again helping Butix and Delix. Beauty and Delicious, as they preferred to call themselves, were also notoriously incapable of helping themselves.

If the werewolf twins were incapable of keeping their house in Camden in any sort of order, they did at least have talent in other directions. Several months ago Dominil had helped them re-form their band. They’d played a gig which had gone surprisingly well. The sisters wanted success above anything else and they might even be able to achieve it if they could only focus their attention.

Which, of course, they can’t, thought Dominil, picking up a CD from the floor and placing it on a nearby shelf. She wondered if it had been wise to agree to help the twins again. She’d done it first as a favour to Verasa, the Mistress of the Werewolves. Dominil had succeeded in that task to everyone’s satisfaction. The sisters had been so grateful to Dominil that they’d actually gone back to Castle MacRinnalch and voted for Markus as Thane. That had been the point of the whole exercise from Verasa and Dominil’s point of view. Markus had needed their votes to be elected. Now that was done, there was really nothing else that the family needed from the twins. Yet here Dominil was in London again, with the declared intention of helping them. Yum Yum Sugary Snacks, the twins’ band, needed more rehearsals, more gigs, and more publicity. Dominil could make that happen. Though only a few months ago Dominil had had no knowledge of the music business, she was both competent and determined, and could generally do whatever she set her mind to.

‘It wouldn’t be so bad,’ mused Dominil, ‘if the twins weren’t so fond of drinking. And continually surrounded by a drunken rabble of admirers and hangers-on.’

Dominil stared at her reflection in the glass of a cabinet. Her  snow-white hair was long and in fine condition. While not particularly vain, Dominil nonetheless liked to take good care of her hair. She was the only living MacRinnalch to have white fur when she transformed into her werewolf shape. If she changed into her full-wolf form, as many of the MacRinnalchs could do, she appeared as a great arctic wolf. It was commonly held that the icy-white coat reflected her character, and Dominil did nothing to dispel the notion.

Dominil sensed Kalix’s approach before the doorbell rang. Dominil’s sense of smell was extremely acute, allowing her to identify potential threats, even in the city where the competing odours could be overpowering. Heightened senses were not the only characteristic that differentiated the MacRinnalchs from humans. As werewolves under the moon they were abnormally strong, but even in daylight, in human shape, the MacRinnalchs were unusually powerful creatures.

Kalix arrived at exactly the agreed time, which pleased Dominil. People tended not to be late for appointments with her. The young werewolf looked better than she had when Dominil had first encountered her in London. She was still extremely thin, and rather pale, but her unusually long hair was well cared for, rather than knotted and tangled. Her eyes had lost the haggard look they’d had while she’d been on the run. She wore a long dark coat, a style that seemed to be favoured by the MacRinnalchs. Kalix was now almost eighteen but since she’d regained her health, she looked younger.

 



Kalix stood hesitantly on the doorstep, looking up at Dominil, who was tall for a MacRinnalch woman. Though she liked Dominil, Kalix was a little nervous of her. Besides, Kalix was not the sort of person to stride confidently into anyone’s house. She’d faced too much rejection and hostility in her life to feel confident about her welcome. They looked at each other without expression. Kalix was too shy to smile and Dominil rarely did. The awkwardness continued as they walked through to the twins’ living room.

‘You’ll notice that the twins’ liking for mess hasn’t changed,’ said Dominil.

Kalix nodded. She knew that the untidiness offended Dominil.  No doubt it was partly for this reason that the white-haired werewolf had chosen to stay at the apartment provided for her by Verasa, rather than with the twins. Kalix didn’t know where Dominil’s apartment was. Possibly no one did, apart from Verasa. Dominil wasn’t forthcoming on personal details.

‘Have you organised any more gigs?’ asked Kalix, in an attempt to make conversation before coming to the real point of her visit.

‘Not yet. I could, but first I’d like to introduce some order into their chaotic lives. I’ve put their website up, with some music for people to listen to. I’ve got an agent interested in them, which will help us get more gigs.’

As always, Kalix was impressed by Dominil’s endeavours. When Dominil had first arrived in London she’d been displeased to find the sisters even more degenerate and disorganised than their reputation suggested. Despite this, Dominil had swiftly managed to galvanise their careers. She’d managed to reunite their band and get them onstage in the space of a few weeks, something that none of their many acquaintances in Camden would have thought possible. The gig had been a success. Unfortunately it had been followed by a ferocious battle during which many werewolves had died. Still, the twins had played well.

Dominil fetched a bottle of whisky from a cabinet. The MacRinnalch Malt, distilled on the clan estates in Scotland, was an exclusive drink, available only to the clan. The MacRinnalchs used it as a traditional token of hospitality towards guests. Kalix accepted a glass of whisky gratefully. She’d been drinking the MacRinnalch whisky from a young age. Too young an age, even by the standards of the MacRinnalch werewolves, which were not quite the same as those of their human neighbours.

‘Sit down,’ said Dominil.

Kalix sat down.

‘What did you want to talk to me about?’

Kalix looked at her feet, and felt uncomfortable. She noticed that her boots were in a poor state. She supposed she could buy a new pair, if she kept on accepting the allowance from her mother, though her mother would stop sending her money if she left college.

After a pause of only a few seconds, Dominil spoke again.

‘Please get to the point quickly. I have things to do.’

Kalix flushed. Rather unwillingly, she dragged an envelope from the pocket of her long overcoat.

‘I got a letter,’ she said. ‘It’s from Gawain.’

Kalix fell silent.

‘And?’ said Dominil.

Kalix’s face went bright red with embarrassment. She stared down at the floor.

‘I take it you are unable to read the letter?’ said Dominil. She rose and plucked the letter from Kalix’s hand. Kalix continued to stare at her feet, intensely ashamed that her reading skills were so poor. Though she’d made some progress in recent months, the close handwritten script of Gawain’s letter had completely defeated her. Kalix was unwilling to take this problem to either of her flatmates. It was too personal. She’d much rather not have shown it to anyone, but after agonising over it for days she’d realised that she had no choice. Either she asked someone to read it to her or she’d never know what was in it. At least Dominil was trustworthy. Kalix was certain she wouldn’t repeat any of the letter’s contents to anyone.

‘Would you like me to read it all out to you, or simply summarise it?’

‘Just tell me what’s in it,’ muttered Kalix, who didn’t think she could bear to hear Dominil read out every word. Dominil scanned the letter quickly.

‘Gawain professes his love for you. He apologises profusely for forming a relationship with your sister Thrix. He also apologises for disappearing so abruptly after the battle at the gig, but says he was unable to face you after you learned of the affair. He suggests that you may be able to make another attempt at forming a relationship.’ Dominil paused. ‘His language is rather more romantic than my summary.’

‘Is it?’ Kalix looked up eagerly. ‘Is it romantic?’

‘I would say so. Though I may not be the best judge. It’s certainly heartfelt.’

‘Read it all out to me!’ said Kalix, who was now feeling better about this shameful experience.
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‘There is no need, dearest Enchantress,’ said Queen Malveria, ‘to tell me how splendid I look. This dress you provided for me is of such fine design as to render compliments superfluous. One does not need reassurance when one is attired in such a superb garment. ’ The Queen examined herself in Thrix’s huge wall mirror. ‘It does look splendid, does it not?’

‘It does,’ agreed Thrix.

‘I apologise for my minor impatience after the third fitting.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ said Thrix.

‘And my hair is coiffured to perfection?’

‘It is.’

‘Thank you. You are looking splendid yourself, Enchantress, and are a credit to werewolves everywhere, and to blondes, and to blonde werewolves.’

Tonight Thrix and Malveria were going to the Opera House at Covent Garden. While Thrix was not a great fan of the opera, it was an excellent opportunity for some fine evening wear. The opera house was an expensive and fashionable place and no one was going to turn up more expensively or fashionably dressed than the Werewolf Enchantress and the Fire Queen.

‘Tell me again - what is this musical event?’

Thrix almost laughed. She’d already explained to Malveria several times what an opera was, but the Fire Queen found it difficult to understand. In Malveria’s realm, there was music and there was singing, but there was no theatre. Malveria could just about imagine what a spoken dramatic performance might be like, but the idea of a story being told through song seemed very strange.

‘This is not normal, surely? People do not sing songs as they go about their business?’

‘It’s an artistic convention,’ explained Thrix, which only added to the Queen’s puzzlement. In reality, Thrix herself was unsure about operatic conventions. She’d only been a few times, each of these for reasons of fashion rather than art. She was looking forward to showing off her excellent outfit but she wasn’t particularly excited by the prospect of the performance.

‘It all seems most baffling,’ said the Fire Queen, for the twentieth time, ‘but if as you say it is a fashionable place I am satisfied to attend. Explain to me again why we’re going?’

‘My mother wants me to impress a singer. Felicori, the tenor. He’s the star of the show. She’s planning on asking him to sing at some charitable event she’s sponsoring. I’m part of the advance party to weaken his resistance.’

‘Ah.’ Malveria nodded. ‘You are to seduce him with your golden beauty?’

The Enchantress looked alarmed.

‘I hope not. I’m just meant to impress on him how worthwhile the MacRinnalchs are. Without revealing we’re werewolves, of course. That would probably put him off.’

Thrix finished the last of her wine and waved her hand, causing the glass to float through to the kitchen.

‘It’ll be quite a coup for Mother if she pulls it off. Felicori’s a big star.’

‘He is big indeed!’ cried Malveria, and laughed quite raucously. When Thrix had shown her a picture of Mr Felicori, the Queen had marvelled at his girth, and wondered how it was possible that such a large man could be an object of adoration. Malveria had very strict views on all matters pertaining to weight, views which were completely unmitigated by human standards of charity or tact. She was apt to shudder and shift uncomfortably in the presence of overly large people. Thrix had not yet informed her that some of the women on view at the opera might not be quite sylphlike either, and was rather looking forward to Malveria’s reaction when she first set eyes on them.

Malveria checked her lipstick. ‘So, we attend the opera, we dazzle the crowd with our fabulous frocks, and afterwards, you enthral this Mr Felicori so that he follows you to Scotland and sings at your mother’s important event. I have the whole programme memorised, and will do my utmost to help.’ Malveria paused, and looked troubled. ‘This lipstick. Now it is perfect, but in a few hours I know it will have faded. Why cannot a lipstick be manufactured that does not rub off? Sometimes my evenings have been quite ruined by this dreadful phenomenon.’

‘It’s a trial,’ agreed Thrix. ‘But we just have to carry on the best we can.’

Malveria adorned herself in her wrap and accompanied Thrix downstairs to the waiting taxi. Though it was a short journey to the opera house, the evening traffic was heavy and progress was slow.

‘Though I remain dubious about this large man telling us his problems through song, I welcome the diversion,’ Malveria said. ‘Life at court has been stressful of late. First Minister Xakthan has once more been dropping hints about the succession. Much as I don’t wish to discuss this, it is a problem. Were I to die, with no one in line to succeed me, the nation would descend into chaos. It is a poor prospect for everyone. So poor that there have even been hints that it may be time for me to formally adopt Agrivex.’

The Enchantress raised her eyebrows. ‘Surely you can’t really be considering Vex as the next Queen?’

Malveria shuddered.

‘Indeed not. Having built up my realm, one would not like to see it destroyed by the foolishness of my almost-adopted niece. But if I were to adopt Agrivex she would at least be a figurehead behind whom my First Minister Xakthan could rally support. With Agrivex as figurehead and Xakthan in control, the nation might be spared a great deal of strife. It would placate those ministers who are becoming anxious, until I think of some better plan.’

‘Have you thought of actually producing a successor?’ asked Thrix.

Malveria sighed. ‘Again, very difficult. I really don’t know of any suitable fire elemental with whom I would wish to raise children. ’

The Queen fretted at the memory of the last meeting of her Advisory Council. ‘My councillors are intensely annoying. Really, Distikka is the only one I trust.’

‘Distikka?’ Though the Enchantress was familiar with the Queen’s court, she hadn’t heard the name before.

‘A new member of my council, and our only female. Though the history of the Hiyasta is littered with Queens and Princesses, our females do not make politicians, as a rule. Distikka,  however, has recently come to prominence. She talks good sense, even if she does have an unfortunate habit of being badly dressed.’

The taxi slowed to a crawl as the narrow streets around the opera house became crowded with pedestrians, pushing their way between the traffic. Many of them were formally dressed, having parked nearby to walk the last few yards to the opera.

‘And yourself, Thrix? Do you have any romantic dalliances in prospect?’

‘Definitely not,’ Thrix answered, firmly.

‘You cannot give up. Though your recent affairs all ended in disaster, your next may not necessarily do so.’

Thrix wasn’t flattered to hear her affairs described as disasters, but she didn’t protest. It was true. ‘I think I’ll just manage without male company for a while.’

The Queen was about to lecture Thrix on the necessity of finding a suitable lover when she halted, and peered closely at her friend.

Thrix shifted uncomfortably. ‘Would you mind studying me a little less closely?’

‘I apologise, dearest Enchantress. But I thought I saw in your aura some longing for Gawain?’

‘Absolutely not!’ cried Thrix.

‘It would not be so strange. After all, it was a passionate affair, and he was a handsome wolf.’

‘I’m not longing for anyone,’ declared Thrix. ‘I’m concentrating on business.’

‘Sometimes you terrify me with your business obsessions. Surely you deserve some enjoyment?’

‘If I can’t persuade some buyers to start stocking my clothes soon, I won’t have any business,’ muttered Thrix, but the Queen didn’t hear her. She was too preoccupied with observing the fashionable crowd that was assembling.

Malveria became excited. ‘It’s time to dazzle the public. Let us proceed inside where we may make the men in the audience regret that they are not in our company. There will be sadness tonight as they return home with their frankly unsatisfactory wives, still yearning hopelessly for Queen Malveria and Thrix MacRinnalch.’
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Dominil drove from Camden through East London with Kalix beside her. They sat in silence as Dominil carefully negotiated the heavy traffic, edging her way past temporary traffic lights that bordered a long stretch of roadworks. Kalix was occupied with thoughts of Gawain. Occasionally she’d glance at Dominil, and make as if to ask her a question, but she held back. It took some nerve to broach any sensitive subject with Dominil, who could be alarmingly unsympathetic.

‘So do you think I should go and visit Gawain?’ she asked eventually, trying not to sound too emotional.

Dominil remained silent for a few moments, then looked round as they halted in traffic. ‘Do you want to see him?’

‘I think so.’

‘Then visit,’ said Dominil.

‘But what if it turns out badly?’ said Kalix, anxiously.

Dominil frowned. ‘Well, you will just have to take the risk.’

‘Do you think it’s a bad idea?’

Dominil’s frown turned into a scowl. ‘Do we really have to continue discussing this endlessly?’

Kalix sank back into her seat, feeling young and stupid, and the conversation, like the car, ground to a halt.

They were on their way to Merchant MacDoig’s shop to buy laudanum. Kalix’s shameful addiction to the opiate was widely known throughout the MacRinnalch Clan, but Dominil had managed to keep her own dependency a secret. Only Kalix knew of it. Were it to become widely known, Dominil would be disgraced. However, though Dominil took pains to be discreet, she hadn’t been that displeased when Kalix had learned her secret. The white-haired werewolf guarded her personal affairs very closely, but having a sympathetic fellow addict made the whole thing a little more bearable, for some reason. The shared addiction had occasionally caused Dominil to confide in Kalix. Not much, but more than with anyone else.

Merchant MacDoig plied his trade mainly in Scotland. He’d done a great deal of business with the werewolf clan in the course of his unnaturally long life. Quite how the Merchant had managed to extend his lifespan, no one knew, but as he was fond of  saying, when a man had travelled as far and wide as he had, he picked up a thing or two. The small shop in East London was normally staffed by his son the Young MacDoig, who, like his father, was a curious figure; large, florid, and dressed in a peculiarly old-fashioned manner. An encounter with Merchant MacDoig and his son, with their black hats, silver-topped canes, stiff collars and embroidered waistcoats, was like stepping back into the nineteenth century and the world of Dickens.

Dominil was a precise driver. Near the River Thames she parked, very carefully. The two werewolves emerged from the car into an area that had once been part of the old docks but was now completely renovated, and strode past an array of high glass-fronted business blocks. Businessmen and businesswomen who passed between offices glanced curiously at the pair as they walked by; two unusual young women, both with exceedingly long hair and long coats, both wearing rather sturdy boots, though Dominil’s were new and Kalix’s were shabby. Dominil ignored the attention. Kalix felt uncomfortable.

As they turned into the small alleyway that was their destination, the modern world abruptly disappeared. Here in the narrow darkness there was a smell of dampness and antiquity, with green mould on the walls and cracked cobblestones underfoot. Huge rats looked up in alarm and quickly scuttled away, sensing that Dominil and Kalix were not creatures to be interfered with. The pair made their way silently down the alley in the fading early-evening light. As darkness fell, Dominil suddenly took on her werewolf shape, changing in an instant into a creature that remained on two legs but was covered in shaggy fur, with a wolf’s face, claws, talons, and very sharp fangs. Kalix was puzzled. In the alleyway they were unlikely to be observed, but, even so, it was unusual for any of the MacRinnalch werewolves to make the change while there was a possibility of being observed.

Dominil turned and scanned the alleyway suspiciously. Kalix followed her lead, and changed into her own werewolf shape. As she did, she too sensed danger - danger she hadn’t noticed earlier due to her preoccupation with Gawain.

Suddenly Dominil sprinted towards the mouth of the alley and, as she approached, a man with a gun appeared out of the gloom. He seemed untroubled as the werewolf raced towards  him, perhaps confident of his ability to put a silver bullet through her heart. It was a serious mistake. Whatever training he’d received had not prepared him sufficiently to meet the fury and athleticism of a MacRinnalch werewolf. Dominil leapt high in the air, launching herself off the wall and pouncing on her attacker even as a bullet whistled harmlessly past her shoulder. She slashed out with a great talon, catching the man hard. He spun backwards. Before he could fall to the ground he was caught in Kalix’s jaws. She’d followed Dominil, at great speed, and arrived in time to finish off the affair. The werewolf hunter fell dead at her feet, blood gushing from the teeth marks in his throat.

Dominil gazed down the long dark alleyway, sniffing the air. ‘He’s on his own,’ she muttered eventually. ‘Let’s go.’

Dominil changed back into her human form, a change that was as smooth and instantaneous as before. But Kalix remained as werewolf, and snarled. Fighting always brought on Kalix’s battle madness and she paced around expectantly, hoping for more hunters to kill.

‘Come on,’ said Dominil, but Kalix refused to move. She kept turning this way and that, still snarling and growling.

Though Kalix could still think rationally while in werewolf shape, any form of violence propelled her into a state of extreme aggression that she couldn’t easily control. It could be hard to bring her back to normal.

Dominil laid her hand on Kalix’s shoulder. Kalix angrily shook it off. The white-haired werewolf stared into her eyes. ‘Kalix. Calm down. Return to human.’

Kalix only growled more, and bent down toward the hunter’s body, thinking perhaps to savage it again. Dominil drew a small antique bottle from within her long leather coat. She unscrewed the top. The bottle was empty but still smelled strongly of laudanum. It was strong enough to capture Kalix’s attention.

‘We need laudanum,’ said Dominil calmly.

Kalix shuddered, then changed back to human, the change being less smooth than Dominil’s. Laudanum was a powerful factor in the young werewolf’s life; powerful enough even to penetrate her agitated state of mind. She shook her head to clear it, then followed Dominil along the alleyway. Neither of them  spared a thought for the dead hunter. Dead hunters were a way of life to the MacRinnalchs. Neither side showed any mercy in their endless war.

At the far end of the long alley there was a small black door. Dominil knocked, quite heavily.

‘Who’s there?’ came a voice with a familiar Scottish accent.

‘Dominil MacRinnalch.’

‘Come in,’ came the reply, friendly enough, and there was the sound of bolts being drawn. The Young MacDoig appeared at the door, red-haired and red-faced, wearing an old black hat, shiny with age. Dominil stepped swiftly inside, followed by Kalix.

‘Did you know there were hunters in the alleyway?’

The Young MacDoig shook his head, looking concerned. When a man traded with werewolves, it was bad news to learn that hunters were close. Dominil regarded him with suspicion. The MacDoigs were dealers in all things esoteric. It wouldn’t have surprised her to learn that they’d traded with werewolf hunters in their time. Merchant MacDoig was notorious as a man who liked a profit from any source. But whether the MacDoigs would actually betray a werewolf to the hunters, she doubted. They did too much trade with Castle MacRinnalch to risk it. She told the Merchant’s son briefly about what had happened.

‘You should get rid of the body.’

‘We’ll take care of it,’ said the Young MacDoig, ‘and I’ll tell Father what’s happened. He’s due in London any day now. You’ll be here for your laudanum, I expect? Would you like a dram while you wait?’

Neither Dominil nor Kalix was keen to remain in the Merchant’s shop any longer than necessary but they accepted the whisky anyway, drinking it back quickly while the Young MacDoig fetched the laudanum for them. The faintest expression of distaste flickered across Dominil’s face. The whisky that the MacDoigs provided for their customers was far below the quality of the private supply the MacRinnalchs distilled for themselves. Kalix gulped hers down eagerly, hardly noticing the difference.

‘It’s fine to see the pair of you, anyway,’ said the Young  MacDoig in the jovial manner he’d learned from his father. ‘The MacRinnalchs are always welcome in our shop.’

The two werewolves chose not to respond. The high price the Merchant charged them for laudanum had never endeared him to them. Dominil settled the bill, and they left the shop, carefully sniffing the air for any sign of more hunters. Halfway along the alley they paused to look down at the corpse.

‘I recognise him,’ said Dominil. ‘He was one of the hunters who attacked us at the rehearsal studio. That means he’s from the Avenaris Guild.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘I’ve had enough of the Guild harassing us.’

Kalix nodded in agreement. She herself had been pursued by their agents many times.

‘Perhaps it’s time the Clan did something about it,’ said Dominil.

They walked on quickly, out of the alley, back into the modern world of tower blocks where office workers were now spilling out of their buildings, heading for home.
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Decembrius walked through the centre of London, pausing on Charing Cross Road in front of St Martin’s College of Art. The building itself was of grey stone, almost indistinguishable from the buildings around it save for a small window exhibiting some work by their students, but Decembrius stood there a while anyway. The Sex Pistols had played their first gig here, which interested him. He’d watched a programme last week about famous gigs in London, and that had been one of them. Several students walked past him on their way into the building. The girls examined him with interest. With his swept-back red hair, leather jacket and multiple earrings, Decembrius was quite a noticeable figure these days.

He walked on down Charing Cross Road, and turned the corner into Oxford Street, crossing the road swiftly to avoid the constant stream of taxis and large red buses. He paused again in front of the 100 Club, an unprepossessing entrance. Outside there was a small board advertising tonight’s gig, featuring some jazz musicians he’d never heard of. But here at the 100 Club,  Decembrius now knew, the Sex Pistols had played at a famous punk festival in 1976, with other very early punk-rock innovators. That had been an influential gig too, according to the programme he’d watched.

Decembrius was on his way to meet the Douglas-MacPhees, not an encounter he was looking forward to. He wondered why they’d contacted him. If they were hoping that he might use his powers of seeing to find something, they were going to be disappointed.

Though his prescience had vanished, and his moods were tending towards depression, Decembrius at least felt physically well. Last night, in his apartment, he’d slept as a werewolf. He usually did. The transformation was a revitalising experience for any MacRinnalch, though changing into werewolf form in the city could be awkward. A MacRinnalch werewolf didn’t lose control but did feel rather differently about life. The urge to prowl through the night and hunt could be very strong. Decembrius was experienced enough to control his urges. He had no intention of being discovered, particularly as the Avenaris Guild had their headquarters in London. The Guild had killed many werewolves, and Decembrius was acutely aware that since the death of Sarapen he was on his own. He had no allies to turn to for assistance.

He walked on for a while, then hesitated, unsure of his direction. He scowled, and cursed silently. I’m not supposed to get lost. I’m a werewolf, he thought.

But lost he was. There had been a time when Decembrius could have tracked anyone anywhere, always knowing by instinct where he was. Now he found himself wandering around looking for any street or building that looked familiar. Eventually he was obliged to go into a small tourist shop and buy a street map of London, an experience that he found rather embarrassing. He opened it as discreetly as he could, huddling in a doorway, checking his directions, and trying not to look like a tourist.
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In the lair of Baron MacPhee, Marwanis MacRinnalch was courted by both Wallace MacGregor, the Baron’s son, and  Lachlan MacGregor, the Baron’s chief adviser. Marwanis had no interest in her suitors. She wanted revenge for the death of Sarapen, whom she had loved.

‘Sarapen was murdered. He was the eldest son of the Thane. The Clan should take revenge but it won’t, because the Clan is run by accomplices to his murder. His family should take revenge but it won’t, because his family were the killers. The Great Council should take revenge but it won’t, because the council is dominated by his murderers. There’s no one to take revenge for Sarapen’s death.’

Marwanis raged against the injustice of it.

‘The Thane, the Mistress of the Werewolves, and their lackeys on the council might think they can forget that Kalix killed Sarapen. I’ll show them they can’t. I’ll see Kalix dead for it if it’s the last thing I do.’

Lachlan MacGregor was troubled. He’d hoped that here, in the house Baron MacGregor had provided for Marwanis on his estates in the Rinnalch hills, far to the north of Castle MacRinnalch, Marwanis might start to forget. Like many of the MacGregor werewolves, Lachlan had supported Sarapen. But he was dead now, and the feud was over.

‘There’s no point in more bloodshed,’ Lachlan declared.

‘No point if you’re a coward in a clan of cowards who’ll lie down and roll over for Markus and his mother,’ said Marwanis. ‘You make me sick, all of you. And if none of you are prepared to do what should be done, I’ll find some werewolves who are.’

Lachlan had the uncomfortable feeling that there might be plenty of werewolves prepared to do what Marwanis wanted. Marwanis wasn’t a warrior, or even particularly strong by the standards of the werewolf clan, but she was much admired, and persuasive. Marwanis had long been the most popular of the younger werewolves who made up what could be termed the MacRinnalch ruling family. In contrast to Thrix, who’d abandoned the clan to seek fame in London, Butix and Delix, who’d departed to bring shame on the clan with their degenerate lifestyle, and Dominil, with her notoriously hostile demeanour, Marwanis was a symbol of MacRinnalch tradition. Respected, respectful, elegant, and almost everything that a proper werewolf should be.

The older werewolves, and many of the younger ones too, didn’t approve of those who left home in search of excitement. It was a danger to the clan, and shouldn’t be encouraged. It was something of a blemish on the reputation of even such a renowned werewolf as Verasa MacRinnalch that her children had not turned out as respectably as Marwanis.

There was no need to make comparisons with Kalix, of course. Kalix was universally regarded as mad, and beyond redemption.

Marwanis, for all her respectability, had refused to declare peace after the feud was over. She’d stopped attending meetings of the Great Council. She asked Lachlan if he could put her in touch with the Douglas-MacPhees, and though Lachlan was troubled at the thought he nonetheless did as she asked. Marwanis made contact with them, and arranged to meet, and then wondered who else she might recruit in her quest for revenge against Kalix.
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Dominil drove Kalix back to Tottenham Court Road Tube station where she caught a late train to Kennington. She had a fresh bottle of laudanum in her pocket and kept her hand on it. As Kalix journeyed south she was deep in thought, oblivious to the passengers around her. The attack by the werewolf hunter hadn’t troubled her unduly, but Gawain’s letter had. Kalix wished she’d been able to formulate some sort of question about Gawain which Dominil might have been willing to answer, but Dominil had been characteristically unforthcoming. Dominil was focused on helping the twins’ band and had no time for Kalix’s problems.

As always, Kalix’s recent change into werewolf shape had invigorated her. She drew strength from it, and it showed. These days she was quite a striking figure. The current generation of female MacRinnalchs were noted for their beauty. Dominil, Marwanis, Beauty and Delicious, all caused heads to turn. The seventeen-year-old Kalix was perhaps the most beautiful of them. She was skinny, waiflike, with thick, dark hair flowing down to  her waist. Her eyes were large and very dark, and she had an unusually wide mouth, characteristic of the MacRinnalch women. Now that she was looking after herself better her complexion was clear and the dark shadows under her eyes had disappeared. As some of the passengers eyed her surreptitiously, they wondered about her. Why, for instance, was such a beautiful young girl dressed so shabbily, in an old coat, an oversized shirt, and boots that were falling apart? Was she too poor to buy clothes? Or just following some trend for ragged garments? A fashion student making a statement, perhaps? It was difficult to say.

Kalix stared at her feet, unaware of the attention. The news that Gawain wanted to see her was monumental. Her mind raced in all directions. In the past few months she’d felt every possible emotion towards Gawain, from the deepest, most painful yearnings to a savage, murderous fury. Gawain, the son of a very respectable werewolf family, had once been her lover. Her lover at far too young an age for the family’s liking. Kalix’s father, the Thane, had banished him from the castle, exiling him from the clan. It was this which had finally tipped the troubled young Kalix over the edge, leading to her madness, her attack on the Thane, and her own exile. In the three years they’d been apart Kalix had never stopped thinking of Gawain. When they’d finally met, thrown together by the chaotic events that followed the Thane’s death, it had not gone the way either of them would have planned. Gawain, believing himself to be rejected by Kalix, had become involved in an affair with Thrix, Kalix’s older sister. To Kalix, this had been a staggering act of betrayal. She’d probably have attacked them both had she not simultaneously been plunged into battle with her elder brother Sarapen and his supporters. By the time the ferocious combat was over, Sarapen was dead at Kalix’s hands. Sarapen, the strongest and fiercest werewolf in the country, had been unable to overcome her.

Afterwards Kalix had been too drained to think of anything. Gawain had survived, badly wounded. He’d limped off without speaking to anyone. Though Kalix had seen her sister Thrix since, she’d never raised the matter of the affair with her ex-lover. It was too painful. She’d been miserable in a way she thought would never end. Though the raw wound had lessened a little over the past few months, it hadn’t gone away. Kalix still yearned  for Gawain but now it was more hurtful, with the image of Thrix mixed in with it. Sometimes she still felt like killing them both. Other times she wished she could just be back with Gawain, forgetting all their troubles. Occasionally she wished she’d never met him in the first place.

Now Gawain wanted to meet her. Kalix didn’t know what to think. She felt a familiar anxiety creeping up on her, and wished she could drink some laudanum, here in the Underground. Kalix was frequently plagued by anxiety. Any unusual event could trigger it. She felt her palms go moist and began to fear that she might have a panic attack right now. She clenched her fists, and tried to ward it off.

When the train eventually pulled into Kennington station, Kalix rushed off, barging her way past people and running up the escalator, desperate to be above ground. As she reached the outside world and sensed the night and the moon above her, she felt a little better. She had an urge to take on her werewolf shape, for comfort, but there were still too many people around. So the young werewolf hurried on towards the flat she shared with Daniel and Moonglow, where she could retire to the privacy of her own room, drink laudanum, and curl up on her bed in her werewolf shape, and perhaps stop feeling anxious about the letter from Gawain.
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In Daniel and Moonglow’s small flat above an empty shop in Kennington, an unfashionable part of South London, Daniel was stressed. Exams were not far away. Having turned in some fairly acceptable coursework, he was approaching them in better shape, academically, than he might have been if he hadn’t had extensive help from Moonglow. Without her he’d have been sunk already, which he freely acknowledged. Nonetheless, he railed against his fate. Surely this system of exams was antiquated, and out of place in the modern world?

‘Don’t they want us to be fully developed, capable of tackling problems in a non-conventional way?’ he complained.

‘Possibly,’ replied Moonglow. ‘But you still have to pass your exams.’

‘It’s ridiculously old-fashioned. You’d think we were stuck in the eighteenth century or something.’

Moonglow looked up from her book. ‘Study,’ she said, ‘and stop complaining.’

Daniel made a face, and tried to reapply himself, meanwhile thinking harsh thoughts about the novels of George Eliot, which he’d never particularly taken to. Both young students sat at the table in the living room, studying, but the silence lasted only for a few minutes.

‘It’s not a fair system. Look at all these other students with nothing to do except study. Then think of the problems we’ve faced. We have a werewolf to look after.’

Moonglow smiled. It was a reasonable point. They did have a werewolf to look after. Since meeting Kalix they’d had a lot of distractions. They’d found themselves pitched into the middle of a ferocious war, an affair that involved not only Scottish werewolves but also strange beings from another dimension. The Queen of the fire elementals had actually stored clothes in their attic. Surely no other students had encountered such difficulties.

‘We haven’t had that many werewolf distractions recently,’ Moonglow pointed out. ‘The feud’s over and Kalix has been fairly quiet.’

Daniel was unconvinced. It still seemed unjust.

‘Anyone that has to look after a werewolf should get extra marks in the exam. It’s the only fair thing to do.’

Daniel’s tirade against the iniquities of the education system was interrupted as they heard the door slam downstairs.

Moonglow smiled as Kalix entered the room. ‘Hello, Kalix. You’re just in time for a tea break. We’ve been studying and Daniel keeps complaining about everything.’

‘I was just pointing out—’

Daniel halted. Kalix was gone. She’d barely acknowledged them before disappearing to her own room. ‘You still couldn’t say her social skills were great, could you?’

Moonglow shrugged. ‘Oh well. They’re better than they used to be.’

‘Do you think she’s still upset about college?’

While Vex had professed to having a wonderful time at the remedial institution, they were both aware that Kalix had still not shown any enthusiasm.

‘I’m sure she’ll like it when she gets used to it.’

‘I’m sure she won’t,’ said Daniel. ‘I still expect her to eat her teachers. We’d better use the Mistress of the Werewolves’s money to pay the rent quickly before Kalix gets expelled. Verasa won’t send us any more after that.’ He rose from the table. ‘Time for tea. I’ll put the kettle on.’

He wandered through to the kitchen. Though it had been rude of Kalix to barely acknowledge them, Daniel had already forgotten about it. Kalix’s emotions could be so extreme that a little rudeness was hardly noticeable. Mainly, he was preoccupied by Moonglow. It was time she started going out with him. It should have happened by now, and it could only be wilful unreasonableness on her part that prevented it.

Suddenly moody, Daniel deliberately made a lot of noise washing cups, as if banging some crockery around might repay Moonglow for her lack of reasonableness. When he took the teapot back into the living room, he thumped it down quite violently on the table. Moonglow was immersed in a book and didn’t notice. Daniel glared at her, then took a cup of tea towards Kalix’s room. He found Kalix sitting on the bed in her small, bare room.

‘Cup of tea?’ he asked, pleasantly. ‘Very refreshing for werewolves. ’

Kalix smiled. Only a few months ago Daniel had found Kalix’s werewolf nature terrifying. Now he could be light-hearted about it. Neither he nor Moonglow regarded it as very strange any more.

Kalix had never regarded it as strange. She’d been born a werewolf and was proud of it.

‘Moonglow is being completely unreasonable,’ said Daniel, sitting down.

‘Why?’

‘She won’t be my girlfriend. Isn’t that the most unreasonable thing you’ve ever heard? I mean, we’re obviously well suited. I’m a far better alternative than the string of useless boyfriends she’s had. And you know, it was close to happening. Did you  notice that? I definitely noticed it. There was a moment when Moonglow was right on the verge of being my girlfriend. And then something happened. I can’t understand it. It was like . . .’

Daniel stopped. He couldn’t describe what had happened, but something had. After the MacRinnalch werewolf feud ended, Moonglow had become very close to him. It seemed like any moment she would take Daniel in her arms and tell him he was the boyfriend she’d always yearned for. Perhaps not yearned, admitted Daniel. But they’d definitely been getting there. Then, abruptly, she’d backed away. Since then, Daniel had been unable to rectify the situation.

Daniel flicked his hair back from his face. At nineteen, he was finding life and romance increasingly frustrating.

‘Seriously, how am I meant to study for exams when Moonglow just refuses to acknowledge that I’m the boyfriend she needs?’ he said, warming to the theme.

Kalix, not really interested in any of this, sat on the bed, staring at the letter in her hand.

‘You’d think Moonglow would show a little human sympathy, and—’

Daniel stopped abruptly. Kalix had changed into her werewolf shape. Kalix didn’t have to transform - the change only came on automatically on the three nights around the full moon - but as a full-blooded MacRinnalch she was able to take on her werewolf form any night she chose. Having changed earlier in the evening when confronting the hunter, she had a lingering werewolf appetite, which now needed to be satisfied. Kalix, who was never concerned with food when she was human, became very concerned with it when she was a werewolf.

‘Need meat,’ she said. In her transformed state Kalix was half-wolf, half-girl, walking on two legs, but with a covering of shaggy fur, a wolf’s face, quite alarming jaws and sharp-taloned paws. She brushed past Daniel, heading for the kitchen, where Moonglow had thoughtfully provided several joints of beef for her, all of which Kalix would now devour with enthusiasm, along with anything else she came across.

Daniel watched her go, and felt hard done by. He was sharing a flat with a girl he loved who wouldn’t go out with him, and an  unsympathetic werewolf. He wished that Vex was around to listen to his problems. She wasn’t the best listener but she was better than no one. Vex, however, had been whisked back to the Imperial Palace by Malveria for interrogation about her first days at college. Suddenly depressed, Daniel retreated upstairs to his room to lie on his bed, play music loudly, and stare at the ceiling. He put on his new We Slaughtered Them and Laughed CD, in which he found some consolation.

Downstairs in the living room, Moonglow smiled as the young werewolf trotted by on her way to the kitchen. Kalix had such a poor appetite that it was a relief for Moonglow when she made the change into werewolf form and gorged herself on meat. As a vegetarian, Moonglow didn’t relish the sight of Kalix chomping her way enthusiastically through a side of raw beef, and licking the blood off her fangs, but it was certainly good for her health.

Kalix arrived back in the living room, still moving gracefully despite her cargo of meat. She was as agile as a cat, and capable of extremely swift movement. ‘Meat,’ she said, sitting down at the table and licking her lips, before taking a huge bite out of the joint.

‘Is it good?’ asked Moonglow.

‘Mmm . . . good meat,’ muttered Kalix, devouring it eagerly.

There had been a time when Kalix, on regaining her human form after the werewolf change, had been so upset at the thought of the food she’d consumed that she’d fall ill, vomit, and dissolve in waves of anxiety. After some months with Moonglow and Daniel, she seemed to have calmed down.

‘Is there pizza?’ said Kalix, finishing the beef. Moonglow smiled again. When they’d first met Kalix they’d had some trouble understanding her while she was a werewolf. Her strong Scottish accent, transmitted via her wolf jaws, could be difficult to comprehend. They were used to it now.

‘I was just about to phone them,’ replied Moonglow. ‘I’ll ask Daniel what he wants.’

‘He wants you,’ said Kalix.

Moonglow blushed, and suddenly regretted Kalix’s less complicated werewolf emotions.

‘That’s why he’s sulking in his room. Because you won’t go out with him. Why won’t you go out with him?’

Moonglow was flustered and didn’t know how to reply. Even if she’d wanted to be Daniel’s girlfriend, something of which she wasn’t sure, she couldn’t. It would be complicated to explain, though, particularly to Kalix.

‘How was Dominil?’ she asked, to change the subject.

‘OK,’ said Kalix. Her face fell. She pawed at the string that had encircled her joint of beef.

‘Gawain sent me a letter,’ she said, suddenly, then looked down at her plate.

Moonglow nodded. It wasn’t a surprise that the letter had come from Gawain. Kalix had loved him dearly. He’d loved her too, apparently. Enough to be banished from the clan. Though not enough to stop himself having an affair with her sister, something of which Moonglow heartily disapproved. It had driven Kalix mad when she’d learned of it; later she’d settled into a dull depression, and refused to speak about it.

‘He wants to see me,’ said Kalix quietly. ‘Dominil thinks I should go.’

‘Do you want to?’

Kalix didn’t know if she wanted to or not. She’d been separated from Gawain for three years. When they’d been reunited they’d had one day of happiness. Then everything had gone drastically wrong. It had all been too painful to bear. She didn’t know if she could stand opening the wound again.

‘Do you still love him?’ asked Moonglow.

‘I’ll call Daniel and tell him it’s pizza time,’ said Kalix, and hurried from the room.
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The Douglas-MacPhees, Duncan and his sister Rhona, were waiting in the pub when Decembrius arrived. They were with a man Decembrius didn’t recognise and, although the bar was full with a lunchtime crowd, there was space around them. Even as humans, the Douglas-MacPhees looked tough; people who should be avoided. Douglas’s long hair was held in place by a black bandanna. He wore a leather waistcoat that showed the  wolf tattoo on his shoulder, and he hadn’t shaved for several days. Rhona wore a battered leather jacket. Neither smiled as Decembrius approached. He glanced at their companion.

‘Our cousin William.’

‘He’s almost as big as Fergus,’ said Decembrius.

Rhona scowled at the mention of her late brother’s name. It was a touchy subject. Decembrius had once fired a silver bullet into Fergus’s shoulder. Though it had been accidental, it was a taboo action which might have got him expelled from the clan had other, weightier matters not been occupying them at the time.

‘Poor Fergus,’ said Duncan. ‘Never seen a werewolf in such pain.’ He laughed, and didn’t seem particularly annoyed at the memory. He leaned forward. ‘At least you didn’t kill him.’

There was an intense silence.

Rhona was the first to break it. ‘We’re looking for Kalix.’

‘We thought you might know where she was,’ added Duncan.

Decembrius eyed each of them in turn, and sipped at the beer William brought to the table. William, he noted, was cast from the same mould as his cousins. No doubt he was just as vicious and unlawful as they were.

‘Why do you want to find her?’

‘She killed Fergus,’ said Rhona.

‘There were a lot of werewolves killed that day,’ said Decembrius. ‘But the clan’s at peace now.’

Rhona leaned forward. Her hair, spilling from her bandanna, was thick and black. When she spoke her Scottish accent was very strong, like her brother’s.

‘I thought you’d be keen to help us. She killed Sarapen too.’

‘They’ve all made peace in Scotland,’ repeated Decembrius.

The Douglas-MacPhees laughed. Their newest associate, cousin William, had a deep bellowing voice, matching his frame, and his laughter made the table vibrate.

‘You think so?’ growled Duncan. ‘Marwanis MacRinnalch hasn’t made peace. Nor Red Ruraich MacAndris and his clan.’

‘And the new Baron MacPhee isn’t a peaceful sort of werewolf, ’ added Rhona. ‘There’s quite a lot of people who don’t like Markus as Thane.’

‘I don’t like him myself,’ countered Decembrius. ‘That doesn’t  mean there’s anything to be done about it. The Great Council support him. No one’s going to start another war over it.’

‘Who said anything about starting a war?’ growled Duncan. ‘We don’t care who leads the MacRinnalchs. A plague on the Thane, whoever he is. We’re talking about revenge on Kalix. No one can find her since the Enchantress gave her the pendant that hides her. She has no scent to track. But that doesn’t mean she can’t be found. We could use Gawain to lead us to her.’

The Douglas-MacPhees stared at Decembrius.

‘So what about it?’

Decembrius took a while to reply. He’d been thinking much the same himself. Gawain might well lead an enquiring werewolf to Kalix.

‘I don’t know where Gawain is,’ he said, finally.

‘But you’ve got powers of seeing, have you not?’

Decembrius gave a slight nod. Though his powers had all but disappeared he didn’t intend to let the Douglas-MacPhees know about it.

There was a burst of raucous laughter from the table by their side, where a group of office workers were having some refreshment before heading back to work. Duncan scowled in their direction. The last time he’d been in this bar it had been an old establishment, dilapidated and comfortable. Now it had been modernised, smartened up, and he didn’t feel at ease.

‘I don’t know why they can’t just leave these pubs the way they were,’ he muttered.

‘So can you find Gawain or not?’ demanded Rhona, impatiently.

‘Maybe,’ replied Decembrius. ‘If I wanted to. But I don’t know that I want to.’

‘Why not?’

‘I’m a member of the Great Council now. I’m not going to be the one who starts trouble again.’

‘He’s a member of the Great Council,’ said Rhona, mockingly. ‘He’s important.’

Duncan and William laughed, though their laughter was drowned out by the increasing hilarity at the next table, where the office workers seemed to be celebrating someone’s birthday. Duncan pulled out a wallet and opened it to reveal a thick wad of banknotes.

‘I don’t imagine you’re so well off these days, what with not being on Sarapen’s payroll any longer.’

Decembrius didn’t care one way or the other about Gawain, but he had no intention of doing anything that might lead the Douglas-MacPhees to Kalix. He’d once witnessed the Douglas-MacPhees trying to kill the young werewolf and it wasn’t something he wanted to see again.

‘I can’t help you,’ he said abruptly.

William glared at him scornfully. ‘I don’t believe he’s got any seeing powers at all,’ he said to the others.

The atmosphere soured. Decembrius prepared himself in case there was violence. Intimidating as the Douglas-MacPhees were, he didn’t intend to back down.

‘Never mind,’ said Duncan, and grinned, showing a set of teeth that were very white, and rather large and sharp. ‘We’ll find Gawain ourselves. He’s probably still wandering around south of the river.’

Duncan picked up his wallet again. ‘There’s something else you could do for us, if you’re not too scared of offending the Great Council. We need someone to visit the Merchant.’

‘MacDoig?’ Decembrius knew Merchant MacDoig. All the MacRinnalchs did.

‘We’ve got some goods the Merchant might like to buy. Unfortunately . . .’ Duncan paused for a second. ‘It’s a little awkward for us to visit him these days.’

‘A small misunderstanding,’ added Rhona, ‘when he got the impression we were trying to make off with some of his belongings.’

The Douglas-MacPhees laughed.

Decembrius could imagine that they’d have been interested in the Merchant’s belongings. He tended to have valuable items around. The Merchant was well protected, however. He’d lived long enough and dealt with powerful entities in his time, and was generally believed to own various spells or talismans which kept him safe, even from the likes of the Douglas-MacPhees.

‘So, if you could see your way to visiting the Merchant’s shop in Limehouse, and offering him certain items, we’d cut you in,’ offered Duncan.

Decembrius leaned forward. He was short of money. Acting as  go-between in a transaction with the Merchant didn’t sound like such a bad thing to do.

‘What are these items?’ he asked.

‘Books. Old books. Old enough to be valuable, we reckon. From one of London’s many institutes of learning. It wasn’t what we were looking for, but we don’t like to pass up an opportunity.’

Decembrius nodded his understanding. No doubt the Douglas-MacPhees could easily have got rid of the stolen electrical goods or drugs in which they normally traded, but antiquarian books were a different matter.

‘I’ll do it,’ he said, partly because he needed the money, and partly because he felt like he should keep in contact with the Douglas-MacPhees, in case they did manage to find Gawain, who might then lead them to Kalix.
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