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      I trembled on the main rope bridge at Wildwoods in my silk gown. Goosebumps raced up my skin, not from the cool London night but from terror. I didn’t want to leave the comfort of the towering oaks and fir trees. Not when the movers and shakers of the Otherworld waited for me inside the vaulted cabin.

      Ezra tipped my chin up and scanned my glum face. He wore a tuxedo and looked like he’d walked off the pages of a romance novel. “It’s a medal ceremony, not a funeral. Try and enjoy this. Your friends and family will be in there–”

      “Yeah, and about a million other peculiars. Some with claws and fangs.”

      “Come now.” He pulled me against his hard chest. “It’s not that bad.”

      I liked being the centre of his world. Being the centre of attention in the Otherworld made me sick with nerves.

      Echo nudged his head in between us. Leopards didn’t like playing second fiddle to wolves. He’d been hunting in the rain, and his fur left a damp patch in the crotch area of my dress. “Alisha is right to be nervous. They will look at her like vultures eyeing up a piece of meat. Still, your grandmother learned how to enjoy fame, and you will learn too. Fame is a route to accomplishing great things. Indeed, the lyrics of the song by the same are so apt that I have decided to adopt it as my personal anthem.”

      “Maybe you’re right.” I took a ragged breath and raised my hand to dry the damp patch. Being a druid with wind powers had its perks.

      “You are lucky to have an adviser such as me,” purred Echo. “Is it a good time to remind you to stock up on our freezer supply of sirloin steaks?”

      “Don’t push it. On paper, you’re a Bengal cat. Shall we?” I hooked my hand through Ezra’s arm, feeling like a jittery bride. The rope bridge was a physical impossibility in heels. Any woman worth her salt knew slippers were infinitely preferable.

      We stepped towards the vaulted cabin, Echo padding at my side. The heavy arched door creaked open, though no hand touched it. Inside, a thousand lit pillar candles floated in the air, and a throng of peculiars—vampires, werewolves, druids, fairies, angels and elves—draped in finery stared at us before erupting into cheers.

      The crowd parted as Phinnaeous Shine approached, resplendent in his flowing Wildwoods robes. His lips curved into a smile, but his eyes were cold. He still considered me an outsider, even after I’d passed my magical trial. Even after I’d animated a dragon and thwarted the will of rogue gods. Maybe he liked to keep women small. I’d heard the rumours about the succubi who worked in his home. My intuition told me he was one of those men who constantly worried about the size of his dangly bits or his wand. His posturing didn’t bother me. I‘d long since given up begging anyone to like me.

      I kept my voice cool as the cheers subsided. “Good evening, Prime Sorcerer.”

      His silver-streaked afro gave him a distinguished look, together with pearly white teeth too perfect to be his. “Alisha Verma, granddaughter of Rajika, when we met mere months ago, who knew you would be honoured in this way by the magical community?”

      “She is of good stock,” Echo purred as if I was in a breeding programme. His golden coat glimmered in the candlelight, and his chest puffed up with pride. Little wonder. He had pledged himself to my family line, and it wasn’t every day a Verma received a medal of honour from Wildwoods School of the Wondrous. I wouldn’t put it past him to burst into song in the middle of the ceremony. Maybe some Lionel Richie or Kool & The Gang.

      “A rare talent,” said Ezra, turning hooded grey eyes on me—bedroom eyes.

      A shiver ran down my spine. “When the Information Minister rang to tell me, I had to ask her to repeat herself. I haven’t won anything since coming third in the egg-and-spoon race at primary school. An evening in my honour really wasn’t necessary.”

      “But it really was,” said the Prime Sorcerer, dark eyes gleaming. “Nights like these hold many secrets. Your exploits have captured the imagination of humdrums across this city. A medal ceremony is as good a place as any for friends and foes to find common ground.”

      The crowd was growing impatient for a closer look at me. I could feel the hairs standing on end at my nape and in the shifting and pressing of the masses. Which foes was he talking about? Lavinia, who blamed me for derailing her attempt to crush the dark elves? Helio, the bestiary minister, who had longed for control over my dragon Tielbu? Or Gunnolf, Ezra’s alpha, who complained I didn’t know my place and I was a bad influence on Ezra?

      “Follow me. It is time to lay the gold around your neck.” Phinnaeous Shine’s lips pressed together. He swivelled on his block heel, heading for the stage where the senate awaited: nine peculiars of immense power and privilege, each with their own agendas.

      Ezra gently uncurled my fingers from his hand. “You look beautiful. Go ahead. You have to do this bit alone.”

      “Everyone’s watching,” I hissed.

      “It is better to be in the spotlight than in the gutter,” said Echo.

      Ezra put a hand on the small of my back and urged me forward. “Now go on.”

      I climbed the steps to the stage, quivering with nerves, and willed myself to see the audience naked as a distraction but found myself unnerved by the anatomy of magical beings. A spluttering sound came from the on-stage senate members. Judging by his mottled face, Orpheus the vampire had done his pesky mindreading trick again.

      I frowned at him. Stay out of my head.

      At the podium, Prime Sorcerer leaned into the microphone. His velvety voice boomed through the vaulted cabin. “We are here today to honour Alisha Verma, druid, dragon-raiser, god-challenger. There are those of you who argue that Alisha Verma broke one of the cardinal rules of the Otherworld by meddling with the gods. You would be right.”

      My legs turned to jelly.

      Would I be arrested instead of honoured?

      Would Justice Minister Gunnolf’s pack drag me to the Court of Wolves in my dress?

      The Prime Sorcerer milked the moment, relishing the murmurs from the crowd. My best friend Marina caught my eye and signalled to the fire exit. As if we could hightail it like Thelma and Louise. Dad’s brow furrowed in worry. Echo tail swished back and forth, suddenly on the alert. Only Ezra stood relaxed, hands in his pocket, his expression not betraying any anxiety. He knew well how the Prime Sorcerer, true to his shapeshifting nature, liked us all to be putty in his hands.

      Phinnaeous Shine rocked on his heels at the podium like a pastor finding his rhythm. “You could say that Alisha Verma is a maverick. You could say that she is a thorn in our sides. You could say that disobeying the rules of the Magical Constitution is a way to get yourself killed. But there is another reason why the senate decided to award the Wildwoods medal of honour to her.” He paused. “She is an example to us all that an old dog can learn new tricks.”

      Charming.

      At the rear of the stage, Orpheus rolled his eyes like he knew how tempted I was to send an accidental burst of wind to knock the Prime Sorcerer off his feet.

      “Let Alisha Verma be the reason that ostracised peculiars submit themselves to the Wildwoods trial,” said the Prime Sorcerer. “Let her be a reason why peculiars attempt ambitious feats.” His eyes twinkled. “Although, please do yourself a favour and seek out the guidance of the appropriate senator.”

      The crowd laughed, clearly enjoying this public slap and tickle.

      The most powerful peculiar in the Otherworld waved his hand with a flourish. “Alisha, please step forward.”

      I approached the podium, every nerve in my body tingling. Fireflies danced in an arch around us, a glittery cheerleading squad all their own, utterly at odds with my instinct to fight or flee. I forced the corners of my mouth to turn upwards like a constipated Cinderella.

      The Prime Sorcerer plucked a firefly from the arch and smothered it in his fist. He opened his hand with a glint in his eye, revealing a medal threaded with a navy blue ribbon and stamped with the Wildwoods crest before placing it around my neck. “Alisha Verma, I award you the Wildwoods medal of honour. May you walk in the footsteps of the greatest peculiars through the ages.”

      The medal was heavy around my neck. I shook his hand, not keen on the thought of harking back to the past. If my divorce had taught me one thing, it was to look forward. And to always beware of a man who refused to use a washing machine.

      Deafening cheers filled the vaulted cabin up to the rafters, a surge of sound that made the flames from the floating candles dance above our heads. Dad, Marina, Ezra and Echo glowed with pride. I wished we’d made it far enough to embrace our identity as a magical family while Mum had been alive. Of course, my werepigeon brother wouldn’t have been seen dead at an event to celebrate me.

      The Prime Sorcerer murmured in my ear as cameras flashed. “Your grandmother, too, was sometimes too big for her boots. Maybe you’ll learn now to fall in line. You are truly one of us now.”

      Sweet. He still thought of me as a little fish. I might have landed in a pool of sharks, but I was a badass in my own right. I could rescue myself from any situation, couldn’t I? “Oh, I don’t know, Prime Sorcerer. I think I was a humdrum for too long to fall in line completely. I enjoy my freedom of spirit too much. In fact, my favourite people are cut from the same mould.”

      He flushed at the intended insult.

      The ability to deliver a polite burn was satisfying and so very British.

      Orpheus stepped forward, his eyes lingering on the neckline of my dress where the medal had found a home. “I’ll escort the wayward child down from the stage, Prime Sorcerer.”

      Pale, piano-player’s hands cupped my elbow.

      Gratitude flared in my belly. Orpheus and I weren’t exactly friends, but he’d come through for me before. I also was pretty sure his adventure with my dragon had inspired him after a blip with depression. A dragon adventure was bound to give anyone a bounce in their step, even a vampire who had become bored with life.

      “Congratulations, Alisha. From your internal monologue, I can tell that—like me—you don’t enjoy the limelight.” Orpheus’s stern lips twitched. “Although, never fear. It’s quite remarkable how quickly you are able to alienate people. You must teach me that trick.”

      I grinned. The cameras flashed as we walked down the steps in sync with one another. At the bottom of the stairs, Ezra bristled, although I had no idea why. Orpheus floated off into the crowd, too introverted to stay by my side as well-wishers swarmed me. I made a beeline for Dad and Marina, but I didn’t manage to reach them. Grasping hands, shouts of congratulations, mobile phones held aloft in film mode, kisses pressed to my cheek, snatched conversations. Only Ezra and Echo managed to remain beside me, creating space for me with their bodies.

      “Alisha, Alisha,” called a sultry voice. “Just a few words for The Otherworld News?”

      Ezra, in full bodyguard mode, groaned.

      I looked over my shoulder and spotted Margola Silver, Minister for Information, clutching a dictaphone with a camera assistant in tow. A channel opened amongst the throng for them to catch up with me. I pushed on, anxious for air.

      “Alisha! Our readers would love to get under your skin.”

      Well, that wasn’t creepy. I swatted away a hairy hand from my medal. Ezra couldn’t teleport in Wildwoods, but what I wouldn’t have given to have my elf friend Flinar conjure up some of his black hole magic right now.

      “As your adviser, I must tell you that it would be wise to give an interview. Control the narrative, as it were,” Echo purred.

      I gave an exasperated sigh. “You’re not my adviser, Echo.”

      He growled. “Be like that.”

      “Okay, okay.” I plastered a benign smile on my face and swivelled around to face her. Ezra had told me during a drinking game that Margola Silver was a selkie—a being capable of changing from a seal to a human by shedding their skin—but I wouldn’t have known it to look at her. “Of course, Minister. I’m happy to answer a few questions.”

      Margola Silver had pale skin, flame-coloured hair and brown eyes framed with cat-eye glasses. She was perhaps thirty-five, but age was nothing but a number in the Otherworld. Her hourglass figure and pointy bosoms poured into an unforgiving satin dress the colour of the ocean reminded me of the golden age of Hollywood. The sort of woman that made both genders stare. Hell, you would have had to have been a lamppost not to fancy her. We hadn’t had dealings before, but she had cast a yes vote for me after the trial. The Minister for Information was known for publishing the Otherworld newspaper, but as her formal title suggested, she had a murkier side. She was a whizz with computers and coding, and her role included surveillance of social media and private messages.

      I would rather have told Vladimir Putin my secrets than her.

      Margola's brown eyes danced with excitement. She held a manicured finger to her lips. “Shh. That’s it. Quieten down everybody, or we’ll not hear what the woman of the hour has to say.”

      Just like that, the writhing mass of bodies around us stopped being quite so grasping and stilled in anticipation. The cameraman with her, who on closer inspection appeared to be a fallen angel, shone a blinding light in our faces.

      “She’s tired. Five questions only,” Ezra growled.

      Margola flashed him a sultry smile. “I think the lady is perfectly capable of speaking for herself.”

      Ezra stiffened, Echo preened like a peacock, and I clenched my arse cheeks together in case I let off a rogue anxiety fart at the worst possible moment.

      “Tell our readership, Alisha. Who are you?” said Margola.

      “I’m just a new peculiar finding my way,” I said. “Pretty unexceptional apart from that.”

      Margola cocked her head. “To the contrary, in your recent past, your marriage combusted, your mother was murdered, and you animated a dragon. Not to mention befriending the dark elves, drinking tea with the goddess Gaia, visiting the Celestial Library, and somehow escaping with your life after you tussled with two gods.” Her scathing laughter tinkled through the air. “I think we all want to be as unexceptional as you.”

      Ezra raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to ask a question?”

      Margola swung to face the camera. The Otherworld News video segments had proven to be very popular in the past. “The wolf is very protective of the druid, although they have only known each other for a hot minute. But, dear viewers, I wasn’t the only one to witness the chemistry between Alisha Verma and Orpheus Might tonight. The wolf could be in for a cold shower yet.”

      “What the hell?” said Ezra angrily.

      Echo purred. “She is baiting you.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The thought of Orpheus and Ezra fighting over me was quite frankly ridiculous. I reached for Ezra’s hand to assure him who I wanted.

      Margola thrust the dictaphone under my nose again. “Why did your marriage fail?”

      I drew in a deep breath. There was no way I was airing my dirty linen in public. “No comment.”

      “Can you tell us about the circumstances surrounding your mother’s death?”

      “It’s all in the police report.”

      Margola gave a disappointed sigh. “In the history of the Otherworld, it has only happened once before that the senate vote following the magical trial of an initiate has split down the middle. Why do you think you inspired such division?”

      The crowd buzzed with curiosity.

      I would’ve liked to have known the answer myself. I could only guess that my late admission to the Otherworld meant I wasn’t made in the same mould as others. I’d raised my head above the parapet once too often when I should have fallen in line. “You’d have to ask them. I guess I’m not everyone’s cup of tea.”

      “That’s very diplomatic of you,” said Margola. “But you’re not always a peace-lover, are you, Alisha? I’m sure many of us are wondering why you sided with the dark elves, even though infamous prisoner Meriel Naehorn killed your grandmother?”

      That smarted. “I think you are confusing being peace-loving with standing up for what’s right, Minister. How can one elf’s crimes lead us to tarnish a whole community? Do I hate bees because one once stung me? Do I hate all men because my ex-husband was an arsehole?”

      Margola looked into the camera and raised a sceptical eyebrow, and the murmurs of the crowd suggested she wasn’t the only one. “If you say so.” Her eyes sparked with mischief. “What do you say, Alisha Verma, to those who think you have been hyped up? That you are no better than the rest of us? That the medal of honour you received is more to do with who your grandmother was than who you are?”

      Ezra scowled, his fingers clenching mine. “Time to wrap it up.”

      My stomach churned. “I can’t influence what others think of me. I can only be myself.”

      She tossed her mane of red hair, shimmying closer. “I suspect you barely understand your powers. In fact, many would say that what you have achieved so far has been sheer blind luck.”

      My mouth went dry as the camera zoomed in on my face.

      Echo let out a growl. “Blind luck? This is a Verma you are talking about. Let it be on record that you are all invited to a performance of Alisha’s animation powers. She will animate the creature of your choice, picked by any peculiar in attendance. You will see. She is one of the most talented peculiars of the era.”

      Margola’s pink-coated lips curved into a smile. “Perfect. There’s nothing quite like a magic show. That will set to rest whether what we witnessed during your magical trial was a one-off or something more.” She turned to the camera. “You heard it here first. Margola Silver, reporting for The Otherworld News.”

      The camera stopped recording, and the crowd around us dispersed, like Margola had singlehandedly pierced the bubble of illusion that I was anything special. I didn’t know whether to be cheesed off or relieved.

      I turned to the leopard. “What did you do?”

      “A showboating druid isn’t going to solve anything,” said Ezra.

      Echo’s emerald eyes narrowed. “You have to give the crowd what they want, Alisha, or they will eat you alive.”
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      Ezra teleported us to the pack farmhouse in a swirl of monochrome and stolen breath. “Listen, hellfire. The pack are a solid bunch, but they’re not always welcoming to strangers. Introducing you to them might not be plain sailing.”

      I shrugged, looking around in awe. “What families are easy? I think I can handle a bit of aggro.”

      The farmhouse stood on the outskirts of Windsor, surrounded by woods. It suited the wolves to live away from the city. Here, they responded to the call of the moon without provoking the suspicions of neighbours in packed London streets. The house itself was a sprawling building with white cladding, bordered by bright orange dahlias in the summer sun.

      I tucked my arm into Ezra’s. “It’s beautiful. It’s a shame your parents aren’t buried here.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. Even after all this time, it was hard for him to talk about them. “I begged for them to be here. Lavinia bartered for their bodies to lie in the witch cemetery. It was part of her deal with Gunnolf. That way, he got to raise me with the wolves. Lavinia got to keep my parents’ bodies. In the end, all that matters is that they are together.”

      I chewed my lip. “Do you think Lavinia wanted your dad’s body to find out the secret to teleporting?”

      He frowned. “It’s crossed my mind, but she’s better than that. And he was family. She wouldn’t desecrate his body. Power and family have always meant the world to her. But family a little bit more.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but it wasn’t my place to shatter his illusions about his aunt. I didn’t trust Lavinia anymore—no doubt, she’d finish me off, given half the chance—but Ezra had to make up his own mind. Lavinia wasn’t all bad, either. She had introduced me to the Wildwoods reading nook after all, and I’d never seen an older woman perform such incredible aerial acrobatics.

      “Are you ready to meet the pack?” A vein throbbed in his neck like he was nervous too. “There are about fifteen minutes to show you around before the pack meeting.”

      Gunnolf had summoned Ezra back to the farmhouse to deal with pack business. I hadn’t wanted to intrude, but Ezra figured bringing me along was perfect. I’d get to meet the pack, but I wouldn’t be subjected to a lengthy grilling with a pack meeting scheduled. We’d keep it short and sweet. It had sounded like a decent plan, but now I wasn’t so sure. For the second time that week, I wished I wasn’t being paraded around. It would have been easier if I had Marina’s extroverted nature or Echo’s self-confidence, but I could only be myself.

      My stomach fizzed with nerves. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He gripped my hand as we walked across the lawn and over the creaking deck. Judging by the state of it, the wolves weren’t into DIY. The front door swung open.

      Creatures with terrifying teeth and hulking strength didn’t need locks.

      A roomy kitchen was situated at the front of the house, with a large picture window over the sink with a view of the woods. The kitchen was hardly a chef’s dream. It smelt of overripe onions and sweat. Muddy pawprints marred the stone floor. Empty beer bottles stood on a wooden counter crying out for a coat of varnish. An old Aga burned in the corner, stacked next to a grubby fridge.

      But it was the wolves that made my breath catch in my throat.

      They sat around a long table in their human form and assessed us for a long moment as if nothing happened in this place without the alpha’s say-so.

      “At last, the errant wolf brings his girlfriend home to meet the pack,” said Gunnolf, Ezra’s paternal uncle and Minister for Justice.

      “Who are you calling errant? My mission tally matches yours. There’s a reason I’m your beta.” Ezra smiled and pulled me forward with a flourish. “I want you to meet my girlfriend, Alisha Verma.”

      Gunnolf, a grizzled bear of a man with worker’s hands and a smattering of white hair peppering his hairline, glowered. Many peculiars disapproved of relationships outside their own kind, and Gunnolf was a case in point.

      He pinned Ezra down with a stare. His broad chest and coiled energy signalled he’d be a formidable wolf. “A beta should know better than to dip his wand in outside waters.”

      Ezra dipped his head to break eye contact while the rest of the pack shifted uncomfortably. “We’ve had this conversation.”

      Black eyes like flint. “So you know where I stand.”

      Ezra ignored him and pushed on regardless. “Alisha, you know the minister. Let me introduce you to the rest of the pack. Ruud’s over there in the green T-shirt, Dominic’s the bruiser next to him and Maximillian’s the youngest of us all.”

      “We saw the latest broadcast from The Otherworld News.” Maximillian’s lip curled. “What did you do to get underneath Margola’s skin? We were expecting a puff piece after your medal. Not a grilling. Time of the month, maybe.”

      The brunette next to him elbowed him in the ribs.

      I shrugged. “I didn’t take it personally. Drama sells, I guess.”

      Ezra continued. “Deirdra’s the one with the sharp elbows. She and Max are together. And Rashida, well…”

      “Hello, my love.” A copper-haired, flat-arsed werewolf sashayed over to us, taking her sweet time, and held out a delicate hand for me to shake. Then she pressed a kiss against Ezra’s cheek, leaving a smudge of coral lipstick there. She tossed her fiery hair. “Have you been taking the druid to our old haunts?”

      “I’m pretty sure a teleporting wolf has the pick from the globe,” said Gunnolf.

      I raised an eyebrow. Ezra could have warned me about her. She might as well have lifted a leg to mark her territory.

      I’d only been inside for two minutes, and my female intuition told me the farmhouse was like a bed-hopping university dormitory. If I’d taken a match to the sexual chemistry between the wolves, the place would have gone up in flames.

      Ezra ushered me over to the table and pulled out a seat for me next to Ruud. “Can I get anyone a coffee?”

      Ruud gave me a sheepish smile.

      I flashed him a smile in return. A silent welcome was better than a frosty one.

      “Actually, now we’re all here, we should press on,” said Gunnolf.

      Ezra glanced at him in surprise. “If you insist. Alisha can wait in my bedroom while we deal with the pack business.”

      Gunnolf pushed back his chair and prowled the room. “Sit down, nephew. Let the girl stay. I’d tell her to leave, but this will be common knowledge in the Otherworld by evening anyway.”

      Ezra took a seat sandwiched between Rashida and me. “Why are we here?”

      In a heartbeat, Rashida draped herself all over him.

      My side-eye left her in no doubt that her behaviour was unsisterly. She was welcome to make a tit of herself, though. I knew who Ezra was coming home with. He’d made it clear in bed last night.

      “We’re no closer to knowing the identity of the two dead wolves on pack land,” said Gunnolf. “This morning, I found a third body less than a few hundred metres from where we’re sitting. Killed the same way.”

      “Dammit.” Ezra pushed the fawning Rashida away.

      I gave her a winner’s smile to rattle her.

      “Three’s a pattern, Gunnolf. What are we going to do about it?” said Ezra.

      No one else had the balls to speak up. I understood why he was the beta of the pack.

      “Until we find the culprit, no wolf in this pack runs alone,” said Gunnolf.

      The pack exchanged glum looks, but the alpha laid down the law. This family wasn’t like my own, flawed as we were. Here, they just obeyed.

      I cared about Ezra and wanted to understand his family. What had led to Gunnolf becoming alpha? Was it age, strength, alliances, wisdom or fate? Was Gunnolf a patriarch or a mini dictator? Ezra trusted him, so they had to be more to him than a grumpy old wolf.

      “Dominic, will you do the honours?” said Gunnolf.

      According to Ezra, Dominic was the strongest of the pack in both human and wolf form, a possible rival for beta. He stood up from the table in a display of bulging muscles and thumped Ezra’s shoulder as he passed. A moment later, he returned with a wolf carcass slung over his shoulder. He flung it onto the kitchen table without ceremony, an unholy foul-smelling mess of blood, flesh and guts that somebody had once loved.

      The pack didn’t flinch.

      I ignored Ezra’s worried glance. Pathos sent a lump of tears to my throat, but I refused to show weakness. Not here, amongst seasoned predators. I’d killed before, of course, but a vampire didn’t really count, given they were technically not alive. At least, that’s what I told myself.

      Ezra stood to take a closer look. “These were clean killings. Executions. We can send a team out to follow the scent, but we all know what happened last time. The best noses here failed to find the scent of a perpetrator.”

      I turned my eyes away from the poor wolf’s limp body, raised my hand like a schoolgirl then dropped it. “Maybe Echo can help follow the scent. My friend Marina is a vet. She could do an autopsy.”

      Gunnolf’s voice rumbled like distant thunder. “It’s bad enough that you’re here, druid. I don’t need your silly suggestions. Leave your leopard protector and empath weirdo out of this. This isn’t amateur hour.”

      He had called me girl and silly and had voted against me at my magical trial. I was tempted to launch a tornado at his arse. When someone showed their true colours, I’d learned to believe them the first time. Still, I wasn’t a fool. Ezra was on my side, but I was surrounded by predators. I kept very quiet, channelling a silent assassin with her finger on the trigger.

      Ezra kept his tone even. “She’s my guest, Gunnolf.”

      The alpha scowled.

      Ruud broke the awkward silence. He was the friendliest of the pack, the one who played mediator when there was a fight. “Let’s stay on task. What if this is a real threat to us? We are only seven. It feels like there’s a fight coming. Maybe it’s a good time to swell the pack. There’s plenty of options knocking at our door.”

      Gunnolf glared at me. “That’s the druid’s fault. Her exploits have brought more peculiars than ever out into the open. Old ones, who have been hiding for decades. Unskilled ones, who wouldn’t know their tail from their snout. Young upstarts, with more brawn than brains, who have no sense of order and rules. We can do without them.”

      At the far end of the table, Deirdra, a brunette dressed head to toe in denim, shook her head. “I don’t know, Gunnolf. More numbers might not be a bad idea. This is looking pretty hairy.”

      I could see her point. It wasn’t every day that a family had a dead wolf on the kitchen table. I gagged. Hopefully, someone would give it a scrub with some anti-bacterial spray before serving their Sunday roast.

      Gunnolf growled, moving behind her in a flash, intent sizzling in his predator’s eyes. “Are you questioning my authority?”

      Deirdra cowered. “I’m with you a hundred per cent. You know that.”

      “We shouldn’t accept any riffraff into our pack, but we should keep an open mind if the right wolves come along,” said Ezra.

      “That’s not your call. It’s mine.” Gunnolf pointed a thick finger at the dead wolf. “And right now, we should concentrate on the fight someone has brought to our doorstep. Make the change, wolves. Use your god-given noses to find the culprit of this heinous crime.”

      The pack reacted to his invitation like Pavlov’s Dogs. Chairs fell against the stone floor, and they stripped out of their clothes, some discarding the clothing with abandon, others like Ruud choosing to neatly fold theirs in piles.

      Only Ezra stopped to glance at me, yearning in the depths of his grey eyes.

      I gave a small nick of my head. No way I was standing in between a wolf and his needs.

      He discarded his clothes like the others, and then the bone breaking began, an eerie, inhuman sound that made me shudder. They turned into their wolves, panting and groaning as they did, but Ezra was silent as he endured the change, even as his bones stretched and his claws emerged. When he was his other self, he padded over to me, his charm necklace still around his neck, and put his wet nose in my palm. Then he turned, raised his copper-grey head and gave a mournful howl, and the pack responded, mimicking his cry.

      I pressed myself up against the fridge, out of harm’s way, and matched each person to their wolf. Burly Dominic had become an enormous tawny wolf. Maximillian was medium size, silver-white in colour, with piercing blue eyes. Deirdra’s copper brown fur was the same shade as Ezra’s, but she was smaller, with less lustrous fur. She was perhaps the runt of the litter, judging by her skittish eyes. Ruud was the smallest, a grey beast with rough fur and a white muzzle. It was Rashida who was the beauty, a red wolf with a snow-tipped tail. Not that I was going to be complimenting her anytime soon.

      The pack sniffed the body of the dead wolf laid out on the table, pawing at him. Then Ezra raced out of the front door towards the woods with Dominic on his heels so fast they were a blur. The rest of the pack followed close behind—Maximillian followed by Rashida, Ruud, then Deirdra—howling with joy.

      “Well, I hope you find the murderer.”

      Gunnolf smiled. “Clean up while you wait, will you?”

      What a jerk. He didn’t deserve an answer. As a teacher, I had plenty of practice doling out scathing looks.

      I met his gaze and held it, gasping as he, too, transformed before my eyes.

      He wanted me to be scared, but if things turned nasty, if all else failed and even Ezra turned against me, I could still save myself. I had my wits, I had the winds, I had a dragon and I even had a rooster. I would be fine.

      His transformation wasn’t painless. I could tell by how his arrogance dimmed, and he entered survival mode, rocked by the churning and breaking of his own body. The twisting of limbs and growing of thick silken black fur. Until all that was left was a beast who smelled of fire and earth, and the man had entirely gone.

      Gunnolf leapt towards me, six-foot long and the stuff of nightmares: teeth and claws and so very strong.

      I raised my hands in fright but also power. My hands tingled. Just you try it, I thought.

      He spun around, seeming younger as a wolf than as a man, and bounded across the creaking deck to join his pack in the woods.
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      My job as an English night class teacher at the local community centre wasn’t glamorous, but I loved it. Especially as a counterweight to the unpredictability of the Otherworld. Teaching was all about routine and building blocks. I knew my students’ strengths and fears. Often, I even knew their personal lives. We were a close-knit family, which was why it surprised me when my manager Joe Dumfrey popped his bald head around the classroom door with some news.

      “Joe, I didn’t expect to see you here tonight,” I said. He was a creature of habit. Usually, he would have been down the road devouring a dinner of cod, chips and mushy peas at the local café.

      He bustled in, beaming from ear to ear. “Marilyn’s pottery class is usually the centre’s most popular class. That flyer of hers featuring Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore is savvy marketing. But you’ve managed to outdo her. You did get my email?”

      I frowned. “I must have missed it. How many am I expecting tonight?”

      Joe flashed me a nicotine-stained smile. If cholesterol didn’t kill him, his dental bills would. “Twenty-seven.”

      “Jesus, Joe. That’s short notice.”

      Worry lines marred his forehead. “You know our funding is tied to uptake.”

      I glanced at the wall clock. I didn’t even have enough time to make a mad dash to the photocopier to prepare more materials. I sighed. I’d have to wing it. “Of course. I’ll make it work.”

      He relaxed. “Oh, that’s marvellous. Thanks for being such a good sport.”

      Five minutes later, my regular students filed in, jostled amongst faces I knew but couldn’t place. The new students rushed to occupy the seats in the front rows, muscling out my regular students with sharp elbows, all politeness forgotten.

      “There are plenty of seats, everyone. No need to fight over them.”

      My pleas fell on deaf ears. The family resemblance in the front row could not be denied: four slight bodies in heavy coats, with button noses and blond hair. In the second row, a group of raucous boys in their late teens clearly had no interest in learning. Behind them sat three men in dark clothes who would look more at home in midnight gambling dens than in my fluorescent classroom, judging by the pallor of their skin.

      A buck-toothed boy of about sixteen years old wove through the desks and pushed a notebook under my nose. “Can I have an autograph?”

      I frowned. “No, you can’t. What’s your name?”

      His voice was like the tides, quiet and strong, with brown eyes as wide as saucers. “Pert Pailach.”

      “Take a seat, Pert.” I turned my attention to the class. “Good evening, class. Welcome to English 101.”

      “Good evening, Ms Verma,” chanted the class in eerie unison.

      “We have lots of new students tonight. I assume you all came prepared with pen and paper?” I held up a blank sheet of paper. “Please tear out a sheet from your writing pads and fold it in half lengthways like this.” I demonstrated. “Write your name in large lettering and prop it up on your desk so we can learn each other’s names.”

      There was a flurry of activity as some newer students shared their equipment. I wrote my own name on the blackboard in capital letters, and as I turned back to face my students, a blonde girl in the front row whipped her hand back from my unzipped handbag. I always kept my handbag shut. A blush crept up her face as I stared at her, the gold tip of my lipstick clear to see in her palm.

      I let it slide for a moment, not wanting to call her out in front of everyone. Humiliating her wouldn’t help. I could deal with her thievery at the end of the lesson.

      I gave a welcoming smile. “This isn’t a normal class. We’re here for learning, fun and support. We don’t follow a strict curriculum, but you will find your English skills grow week by week. Here, you can expect to learn conversational and written skills in the English language, a smattering of culture and literature, and a few kickboxing skills if time allows. My night class is a special place, full of special people…” I grimaced, raising my voice a notch. “What are you doing? Put those away.”

      The raucous boys in the second row turned their backs
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