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  Last Alpha


  
    Chi mi Sgorr-eild’ air bruaich a ghlinn’


    An goir a’ chuthag gu binn an dòs.


    ’Us gorm mheall-àild’ nam mìle giubhas


    Nan lub, nan earba, ’s nan lŏn.


    



    I see the ridge of hinds, the steep of the sloping glen


    The wood of cuckoos at its foot,


    The blue height of a thousand pines,


    Of wolves, and roes, and elks.


    (early Gaelic poem, anon.)

  


  §


  1


  Head held low at the same level as his shoulders, the wolf runs at a steady pace. Deceptive, the run appears almost lazy and yet the beast covers ground rapidly.


  His easy gait never altering, he traverses the flank of the hill. His route angles up from the damp hollows where a carpet of sphagnum moss adds spring to each stride, to the dry ground where coarse ling heather scratches and pulls, each step a potential snare in the tangled vegetation.


  He comes to a craggy outcrop and pauses to sniff, lips pulling back from sharp teeth, tail twitching. The only scent here is his own, and he relaxes. He cocks a rear leg and sprays, then moves on.


  The mournful, bubbling cry of a curlew breaks the twilight calm. Ears twitch, turning towards the sound, and he sees the flash of mottled brown of the scimitar wings, the big wader flying out across the glen.


  The silver-blond wolf’s gait doesn’t alter. He could run like this for miles, hours. He could run all night, and sometimes that’s all he wants to do. He can’t articulate this, of course, not when he is like this, nan lub. Of wolf. Now, nan lub, he just senses, feels: the power, the stamina, the oneness with his own physicality and that of the world around him.


  He is strong.


  He runs.


  Abruptly, a clatter and whir of wings as a covey of grouse erupts from the heather. In a single movement the wolf twists, changing direction so that now he is tumbling up the hillside in a whir of legs and tail, his pace doubled.


  The fat game birds escape him easily and he loses sight of them over a ridge, but that is of no concern. The pursuit-instinct triggered by the birds’ flight has set his heart racing, his senses heightened, the world all of a sudden so much more clearly defined.


  He slows to that steady lope once again, tongue lolling as if he can still taste the birds on the air.


  He is in his element and he is free and it is good.


  §


  The building nestles in a fold of the hills, surrounded on all sides by regimented, tidy gardens and then a fringe of dark pine trees. The building is high, its rooftops haphazard, towers reaching to the sky. Lights shine from within.


  Human noises drift on the evening air. A chatter of garbled words, a bark of laughter, a mechanical drone. The chemical sweetness of human scent sets his heart racing again and he draws his lips up from his teeth once more in that grimace of uncertainty, caution.


  Motor cars are pulled up before the building, and people move about.


  It is all he can do to stay here and not flee.


  There is something different tonight. Something new.


  Someone new.


  §
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  Jenny Layne pulled off the little single-track lane and crunched to a halt on the gravel driveway. She still hadn’t got the hang of this little Toyota rental she’d picked up at Aberdeen airport. She hadn’t driven a stick-shift since she was a teenager and all the controls were in the wrong places, not to mention minor details like she was sitting on what should be the passenger side and she had to keep reminding herself to drive on the wrong side of the road.


  She was used to city traffic, so driving along one of these remote Scottish roads with nothing else around, then seeing an enormous logging truck approaching and having to fight the urge to pull hard right instead of staying here on the left... well, right now she wanted nothing more than a long soak in the tub and a tumbler of Long Island Iced Tea. Or a Manhattan. Or both.


  It was late, and she should probably have stayed at that Thistle Hotel she’d seen back at the airport, but patience had never really been one of her things.


  Now, after what had become a two hour drive as she tried to find the right turnings on these narrow roads, she knew she could have been in that tub for two hours already if she’d opted for the hotel.


  She was delaying. That definitely was one of her things: the mad rush to get out into the Highlands and now she was here she was prevaricating.


  They weren’t expecting her until tomorrow. She should have called ahead. What if the laird of the manor or whatever he called himself sent her packing?


  She should turn back. She’d driven past a pub a few minutes ago – they might have rooms. And if not, it couldn’t be far to a town where there would be some kind of motel.


  She peered into the gloom.


  Dark pine trees hugged the driveway, before opening out ahead into manicured gardens. The house – the castle, Mr Carr had called it – was an odd construction, not at all what she’d expected. In her head, a castle was a big building surrounded by a moat and high walls with battlements and a great portcullis over the entrance. This was more a country house, blocky and tall, like a grand dame hunching its shoulders and drawing its skirts in to make room for the gardens around it. Small towers jutted out from halfway up the walls, each with a pointed roof, and the main roofline of the castle was marked by tooth-like crenellations. The whole place looked thrown together.


  To be blunt, for a castle it was a strangely ugly affair, and not at all welcoming.


  Now the urge to turn around was growing. Surely the place would be better by daylight?


  She crunched the little Toyota into what she hoped was first gear and juddered back into motion, approaching Craigellen Castle at little more than a sedate walking pace.


  A short time later she pulled up before a heavy front door. She cut the engine, opened the car door and swung her legs out. She would never get used to driving over here. Everything about it was wrong.


  She stood and looked up. The castle loomed over her, and looked even more oppressive close up. She suddenly felt as if she’d stepped onto the set of a period whodunit, as if Hercules Poirot or Miss Marple might step out to greet her at any moment. Except this wasn’t an English country house: she was in Scotland. She suspected the locals could get quite picky about that kind of detail.


  She looked down. There was a prickling sensation around her ankles and lower legs.


  She raised one leg and started scratching and that was when the door opened and a woman’s voice said, “You dinnae want to scratch, dear. It’ll only make it worse.”


  Jenny looked up. A gray-haired woman stood in the open doorway, a welcoming smile on her face.


  “The midgies,” the woman went on. “They’re oot in force the nicht.”


  Jenny could only make out about every other word of what the woman said, so she smiled and nodded like an idiot and carried on scratching. Now she could see the flies, tiny black things buzzing around her ankles. She flapped at them and straightened, then stepped forward offering a hand to shake.


  “Hi,” she said, letting her hand drop, unshaken. “I’m Jenny Layne. You were expecting me tomorrow, but, well, I get enthusiastic, you know?”


  She took her bag from the back of the car and allowed herself to be ushered inside, hoping she’d left the flies – the “midgies” – outside.


  The entrance hall was everything she’d expected. Walls painted a deep maroon were liberally adorned with stags’ heads, antlers, a pair of great shields decorated with some kind of baronial insignia, and a pair of fierce, curving swords. The wood-paneled ceilings were so high you could easily have put Jenny’s Greenpoint apartment in here and then stacked two more on top of it.


  This place was so much cooler than a chain hotel at the airport! On the inside, at least.


  “All this is for real?” she asked, and the woman just smiled at her blankly. It was as if the two of them spoke entirely different languages.


  The awkward silence was broken by a door swinging open at the far end of the hall and a figure emerging. A man, tall and athletic, he wore a pair of jeans and an untucked cream silk shirt that he was busy fastening.


  “I... I’m sorry,” Jenny said, as the guy approached. “I didn’t mean to disturb your...”


  “Oh, not to worry,” the man said. “I was just getting myself cleaned up after an evening on the river.” Then, by way of explanation, he added, “Fly fishing. Salmon. It’s a passion. You must be Miss Layne.” His voice had a toffee-like richness, as if he was speaking through molasses, and while his accent had the Scottish lilt Jenny had heard here ever since landing it was more mellow and understated.


  She stepped forward, offering her hand and wondering if this time someone would shake it.


  “Hi,” she said. “That’s right. Jenny Layne. So pleased to make your acquaintance.”


  His grip was firm and cool. For a moment she thought he was going to stoop and kiss her hand, then he shook it briefly and released her. “Jonathan Carr,” he said. “Delighted.”


  The smoothness of his voice permeated everything. His mannerisms, his smile, the casual sophistication of the way he presented himself. His eyes were gray, his hair short and dark. She already knew he had just turned thirty, but she’d have put him a good ten years older – not in a bad way, but in a mature, stinking rich lord of the manor kind of a way.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “But we weren’t expecting you so soon.” He turned to address the woman who had opened the door. “Do we have a room prepared for our guest, Aileen?”


  “Ten minutes,” said the woman, stepping forward to gather up Jenny’s bag from where she’d let it rest on the tiled floor, and then slipping away through a side door and leaving the two of them alone.


  Jonathan Carr followed Jenny’s look, a smile on his face. “A wall full of beasties,” he said, waving a hand to indicate the antlers and stags’ heads. “We do a lot of hunting in these parts.”


  That surprised her. Carr was a passionate conservationist, by all accounts. She shouldn’t be surprised when conservation and hunting went hand in hand, but still...


  There was something about him that stole her tongue. Not like her at all.


  “Have you eaten, Miss Layne?”


  “Jenny, please. And yes, I have, thank you.” A textureless burger at the airport before she’d picked up the car. More than two hours on, it still sat heavily in her stomach.


  “A wee dram then, perhaps?”


  She raised an eyebrow and he mimed raising a glass to his lips, and said, “A little Scotch?”


  The closest she ever came to whiskey was the occasional Old Fashioned, but she nodded, and said, “Thanks, that’s very kind.”


  Carr turned and reached for the door, holding it until Jenny had passed through and then stepping forward to lead her down a dark corridor to a room that looked like some kind of Dickensian parlor.


  Again, she knew she was mixing up her English and her Scottish, but the image stuck: leather-covered chairs with roll-top arm-rests were arranged in a small arc, facing a grand fire. Vases and crystal lined up along the mantelpiece, and an impressive rack of wrought-iron implements stood to one side of the fireplace. There should be people standing around with names like Cratchitt and Chuzzlewit. High yellow flames licked the inside of the fireplace, the fire well set even in the middle of summer. It must be something about the thick stone walls and the high ceilings, she supposed, that just sucked the heat away.


  “Please,” said Carr, waving towards the chairs.


  Jenny sat, and waited politely while her host poured Scotch into two cut crystal tumblers. No ice, no water... She had to fight the urge to ask for a measure of Diet Coke.


  When he came across and handed her one of the glasses, Jenny smiled up at him, and said, “Thank you.” And then she added, “So, when are you going to tell me about your werewolves?”


  §
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  He tipped his head back and laughed. Then, straightening, he took a sip of his drink and said, “You Americans. Your directness is so refreshing.”


  Was that meant to be an insult? She wasn’t sure. He was still smiling, at least.


  “It’s the reason I’m here,” she said.


  She still didn’t quite understand how she’d reached this point in her life. It had all started out as a simple blog. She’d had no ambitions for it, no real focus, even, until she noticed that the posts that got the most comments and the most social media shares were the ones about wacky science, the supernatural, and her own slightly clumsy investigations. Asked in an interview recently to sum up what she did, she’d said, “City girl throws herself into scary shit and sometimes makes sense of it.” The YouTube channel had grown from the blog, and then came along the syndication and the occasional piece in Huffington Post and other places she’d only ever dreamed of writing for before.


  Now she had enough of a profile that people sent her leads out of the blue, like the Facebook message a couple of weeks ago that had drawn her attention to what Jonathan Carr was up to here in wildest Scotland. It was also enough of a profile that opened doors to places like this, when most journalists wouldn’t get past the front gate. The only condition of her being here was that the focus of her piece should be about Carr’s conservation work and that she shouldn’t write anything until she was back home – “You’re to write nothing in the heat of the moment,” the rather terse email from Carr’s estate manager had said.


  Now, she sat across from Carr, trying to work out what was going on in his head.


  He raised his glass, the amber liquid catching the light from the fire and flashing gold. “Eighteen year-old Glenmorangie,” he said. “A favorite of mine. The distillery is just across the Moray Firth, maybe thirty or forty miles as the crow flies.”


  Polite, Jenny raised her glass, swirled it and breathed in the lemony, floral scent. She took a sip, bracing for the initial burn and then surprised by a delicate honeycomb sweetness, a kick of spices, a flavor that developed and transformed with each second that passed, finishing with a fruity, smoky after-taste. She smiled at the thought of the flavor shifting like that, given the reason she was here: shifter whisky. When she looked up from the glass she saw that Carr approved, no doubt assuming her smile was for the drink and not the private joke.


  “The project is only one of the many things we do at Craigellen,” he said.


  She nodded, deciding to ease off. Going straight in with questions about his mad-scientist scheme was maybe a bit full-on. You should never go in too hard on a first date. She smiled again, and said, “Sorry. It’s been a long day and I’m keen. So what else do you do here?” She caught herself again, and added, “I mean, if you want to talk now. I’m not even down to interview you until tomorrow. I really do appreciate your hospitality, you know.”


  He was laughing again, a gentle chuckle this time.


  She raised her hands defensively, almost spilling her drink. “I blabber. What can I say?” Then: “So... tell me about the rest of it. This place. Your life here. The people.”


  She took another sip of the Scotch, a convert already.


  He smiled at her over his glass. He was prepared to play the game, even though he knew she hadn’t flown across the Atlantic just to talk estate management. “I’m an only child, born and raised in Edinburgh,” he told her. “Educated at St Andrews and then King’s College, Cambridge. I’ve built up a wee software company, among other things. I’m sure you’ve read my Wikipedia entry.”


  Jenny smiled politely.


  “I used to holiday in this part of the world as a boy,” he went on, “so when the estate became available. Well, a little over 10,000 hectares of ancient Caledonian forest and moorland, two of my own Munros... what’s a chap to do?” In response to her blank look, he explained, “A Munro is a mountain over 3,000 feet high. People like to climb them – ‘doing the Munros’. It’s a Scottish thing.”


  Only now, far too late, did Jenny start to understand that she’d come unprepared. Ballet flats and slingbacks were not exactly mountain footwear. Last time she’d been up a mountain was Mount Washington as a kid, and there had been a train, and a café at the top.


  “So I’ve been here five years now,” said Carr. He seemed quite content to keep talking, which was perfect for Jenny. Far better this than some reticent guy who needed everything to be prized out of him with a toothpick.


  “It’s a Hell of a place,” said Jenny. “Did you have to do much work?” It was a question to which she already knew the answer, one that flattered him by allowing him to tell her about all the work he’d done to the castle, restoring it from near ruin.


  She drank some more whisky and listened, and when he started to wind down said, “It’s beautiful. I can’t wait to see it in daylight.”


  She wondered then at his lifestyle – how lonely an existence was this? He didn’t seem to have any family around him, and all the online sources suggested he was something of a recluse.


  She hadn’t checked but she would bet that there was no cell signal, and with walls like these even if there was wifi it would be patchy at best. Coming to Craigellen really was like stepping back into the previous century.


  “So what do you do here?” she asked.


  “This is some of the best-preserved ancient habitat in the Highlands,” he said, his eyes lighting up. “We have capercaillies in the forest all about here, pine martens and wildcats, too. Ring ouzels and mountain hares on the hills, ptarmigan and golden eagles higher up. Deer, of course – reds on the top, roe, sika and fallow deer here in the forest.”


  “Midgies.” Jenny leaned forward to scratch at her ankles again. The itches prickled and burned, the oddest of sensations.


  He laughed.


  “Aye, we have our share of midges.”


  “Mom used to call them no-see-ums back home,” she said. “But they were pussies compared to your Scottish ones.”


  “I’ll have Aileen put some lotion in your room,” said Carr.


  She thought then about the contrasts in this complex man’s life. His high tech business world, his – to be blunt – fairly primitive Highland retreat. His very apparent passion for conservation and restoring the ancient landscape.


  “It’s not just preservation, though, is it?” she asked. “It’s reintroduction, too. I hear there’s been some opposition to that?”


  Carr nodded. “A few complaints, yes,” he said. He shrugged. “There always will be, whatever you try to do. But yes, I have some proactive efforts in place. The land has lost a lot of its wildlife over the centuries, mostly hunted out of existence. Wolves, bears, lynx... the list goes on and on.”


  “So what have you set loose so far?”


  He shook his head. “Not ‘set loose’, Miss Layne. There’s far more to it than that. Our efforts are carefully managed reintroductions and we’re not alone in it. Wild boar have been reintroduced to forests throughout the United Kingdom. You let them run free in large enclosures first of all, then let them out into larger fenced-off areas of forest.”


  “So they’re still caged in? You have wild boar here?”


  “It’s a gradual process of acclimatization to freedom,” said Carr. “And yes, boar were the first of our projects.”


  “What else?” She didn’t object when Carr leaned forward to top up her glass.


  “Red squirrels. Beaver.”


  She almost snorted into her drink. She wasn’t a child: she shouldn’t laugh at words like that...


  “We’re working with the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland on a controlled reintroduction of beavers, after the success of their scheme down in Argyll. We have three breeding pairs, two up on Loch Ellen and one on the river. It’s exciting stuff if you have a passion for it.”


  She took another long sip of whisky. Such a long, tiring day, and now she was sitting here in a Scottish laird’s castle hearing about his passion for wild beaver. Not for the first time, she considered it a mistake not to have opted for the airport hotel and a fresh start in the morning.


  “You must have quite a team here?” she said, after taking a moment to gather herself. “Looking after the estate, and all the work you’re doing.”


  “Aye, we do,” said Carr. “There’s Aileen and a couple of lassies from the village who look after the house, and Walters, my estate manager. You dealt with him, I believe?”


  He was the man of few, terse words. She nodded.


  “And then there’s my ghillie, Stewart–” in response to more raised eyebrows Carr explained: “My gamekeeper. Or more, my righthand man. We go back a long way. Then there’s Colquhoun, who looks after the forestry, and Mackinnon, my farm manager. Each of them have their own teams. Then there’s Lilian Lee, who heads up the research team – we’re doing a lot of work on the ecology of reintroduction here. I’ll have someone give you the tour tomorrow.”


  “Thank you so much. I really appreciate that. I was right: you have a lot of people working here. How many of them work on your more, well, outré projects?”


  Carr laughed again. He seemed to be enjoying the company, even when he knew exactly what she was doing as she steered the conversation back to where her real interest lay.


  “My biggest sin is I’m a man with an open mind, and the money to throw at some open questions,” he said. “Two years ago I read some research papers from a lab in Vancouver, some work being done on the science behind old legends. The werewolf thing caught my attention, a fascination going back to when I was a boy. Well, their work was running out of funding before it was complete, so I brought Lilian here to keep it going.”


  Jenny knew of the existence of that Vancouver project, but didn’t know it was the same team that had come over here.


  “As I say,” Carr went on, “I have an open mind. Couple that with a boyish imagination and it seemed like a wee bit of fun to fund Lilian’s work. No harm in funding research that the scientific establishment were willing to let die. Lilian’s an eccentric, but her work has lots of potential medical applications, not least in the treatment of cancer. She can explain all that far better than me. I think you’ll like her.”


  Just then, Jenny didn’t know what to make of this all. First he says Lilian’s an eccentric, then assures Jenny she’ll like her. And the talk... what had he really told her tonight? That he was a nice guy who liked to look after the environment. Not much more than she’d already read on a dozen websites. Had she just been given the longest PR runaround?


  Her glass was empty. How many times had he refilled it?


  “I think I need to retire,” she said. The body clock thing was screwing with her: on Eastern Time it was still only early evening but after all the travel and alcohol she was exhausted. “If that’s okay?”


  “Of course.” He pressed something on his cell phone, and said, “That’ll bring Aileen. She’ll show you to your room.” So maybe there was cell coverage, or wifi, here – he was a software millionaire, after all.


  “More tomorrow,” he said, standing and then retreating from the room.


  As Jenny’s look followed him, she saw Aileen waiting patiently at the doorway.


  §
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  She was only going to spend the night in a goddamn tower! One of those little ones that started halfway up the castle wall and ended in a conical roof. The room was a full circle, with the inner section squared off to form two straight walls. There was a four-poster bed, a tapestry on one wall, and an assortment of old photographs on the other straight wall. She’d have to ask for the stories behind these old photographs tomorrow. Were they Carr’s family, or former residents of the castle, or perhaps just random room-dressing?


  The curved part of the wall included two sets of tall, narrow windows, with a small table and two chairs positioned to enjoy the view across the gardens to the forest. The floor was of heavy stone slabs, with a rug that repeated the patterns on the tapestry.


  It was like staying in a museum. Or a fairytale. To do this properly she would need to grow her hair long and let it trail out the window in the hope a handsome prince would climb up it. Or something.


  She went to one of the windows and peered out, but all she saw was the reflection of her face and the room behind her. She fumbled at the catch, and eventually managed to open it. Now, she saw stars scattered like sparkling dust across the sky. If she strained she could see the division between sky and forest. She wondered then how high the midgies – or was it midges? Aileen and Carr had pronounced it differently – might fly.


  She shut the window quickly. No more bites tonight, thank you very much. And then she gave a soft laugh at that, remembering Carr’s almost dismissive description of the werewolf project. Was it really just a rich man’s whim?


  From what she recalled of the Vancouver work, Lilian Lee’s team had been looking at the biophysics of change, the kind of transformations that take place in a butterfly’s chrysalis, or when a lizard’s tail regenerates from a stump. It had been serious scientific work that had become fatally tainted by jokey press stories about comments one of the scientists had made connecting known phenomena like the lizard’s tail regeneration with folklore.


  And that was the trouble with any serious consideration of fringe science: genuine scientific investigation could so readily be destroyed by silly stories by people who thought a lot of it was, really, quite funny.


  People like Jenny Layne...


  She wasn’t being fair on herself, she knew. She’d always argued that the serious aspect of her role was the unpicking of the cranks from the rest: trying to pick out from all the noise anything that was genuinely different.


  She thought then of Jonathan Carr. She’d met few people less like a crank than Carr. He was a successful man, in control of his life. He wasn’t the kind to clutch at fantasy to prop up his own sense of importance. He wasn’t like anyone she’d encountered who suffered from what she now knew to call werewolf psychosis.


  That was a concept she’d picked up a few months back when she’d been drawn into a seriously disturbing story back in her hometown in Connecticut.


  Disturbing because it brought all the kooky, wacky stuff into a far more personal area.


  She’d grown up in Maldon, CT. It was a sleepy town in the sleepiest part of the region of the state appropriately known as the Quiet Corner. The kind of place where all the best childhood memories are made and where, by the time you’re eighteen, you’re more than ready to leave behind for the city lights. Or, at least, Jenny had been, and she had: Boston first, then New York.


  Maldon was probably the last place you would expect to feature in a news story about a gruesome murder. And Jackson Taylor was the last person you’d ever expect to be the killer. The chubby kid who used to sit at the back of class and hit his head on the wall. Cranky, but always harmless. That Jackson Taylor.


  It had been awful watching the story unfold, but it had still only been a distant scar on a bunch of childhood memories until Jackson came up for trial and it turned out his defense was that he was mentally unstable due to delusions that he was a werewolf. That’s when Maldon, CT, came into Jenny’s current remit and all of a sudden people were messaging her for her take on what had happened in her home town.


  That was where she’d first come across the term ‘werewolf psychosis’. One of the guys who’d been hanging around the trial – she wasn’t the only freak who chased this stuff – had fixed her with his dark eyes one day and said, “It’s a psychosis, you know. A drift away from reality.”


  “Hnh?” she’d grunted. She hadn’t noticed him until then, but now that she looked he had a nice smile and, to be blunt, he looked a lot more normal than a lot of the people who were hanging around outside the courtroom. “A what?”


  “Werewolf psychosis,” he said. She couldn’t place the accent at first, thought that maybe he was Irish – real Irish, not Boston Irish – and then she realized it was Scottish and he was talking and she’d not been listening... “...state of mind. The belief that you’re something you’re not, whether it’s to explain the urges you’re feeling, or to rationalize away things you’ve already done.”


  She had nodded. He wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know already, but he had a nice way of doing it, an almost musical lilt to his voice.


  “You sound like you’re on his defense team,” she’d said, and they both laughed.


  “No, I’m just a werewolf geek. There are so many stories like this, but they always descend into the mundane, don’t you think? Just another sad individual who’s lost his grip on reality.” He held his hand out for her to shake. “I’m Billy, and I know who you are. I’ve read your blog and I’ve seen a few of your pieces on YouTube.”


  Later, she got used to that. The way Billy could flip from charming and relatively normal to freakily intense. That kind of thing wasn’t so unusual in the circles she worked in, after all.


  “There’s nothing mundane about this one for me,” Jenny had said, extracting her hand from a grip that lingered a little too long. “I went to school with Jackson Taylor.”


  §


  Werewolf psychosis. The belief that you’re a shifter, even when all the evidence contradicts that belief. Poor Jackson was just a boy who never grew up. Not in the Peter Pan way, but in the deranged, violent killer way, the kind that would have gone on to kill again if he hadn’t been apprehended in the middle of town with the girl next door’s blood smeared all over his face.


  Now, in her Rapunzel-tower bedroom in the middle of a Scottish forest, Jenny thought of Jonathan Carr and wondered if the obsession he had clearly been trying to brush under the carpet with his self-deprecatory comments earlier was somewhere on the scale from werewolf blogger to Jackson Taylor. Was he suffering from some variant of werewolf psychosis, but this time coupled with the megalomania of the super-rich?


  It was all harmless, she was sure. She couldn’t help that ever since Jackson Taylor she always saw the potential for disaster in what had started out as the harmless pursuit of a bit of wacky science.


  Just then, as if to underline both the seriousness and the surreal nature of where she found herself, a mournful howl cut through the night. Starting low and climbing, the tone wavered before falling again to end in what was almost a growl.


  It was just a dog. A big dog.


  Carr must have dogs, living out here.


  It had sounded nearby.


  She went to the window, but saw only her reflection and that of the room behind her.


  She hugged herself. All of a sudden she didn’t want to open the window, and it wasn’t because of the midges.


  §
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  She couldn’t settle. It’s not that she wasn’t tired. More that sudden melancholia that had descended when she’d come to her room and started thinking about Jackson Taylor. And then the dog howling outside, spooking her more than a little. Dog, wolf... whatever. It had all set her tired mind working along lines that led away from sleep.


  She lay there in the darkness, her eyes adjusting until she could make out the outline of the bed’s canopy, the patterns of the tapestry on the wall, the rectangles of picture frames, the shapes of the windows. She listened out for the howl again, but none came. The dog must have settled.


  She thought about Jackson, and how his trial had imposed on her a return to her home town.


  Home is where the heart is.


  Charity begins at home.


  Home sweet home...


  Home was where your doormat of a mother put up with years of abuse from your violent excuse for a father.


  Maldon had been a place for Jenny to get away from as soon as she possibly could, not a place that always drew her back, as home should. Jackson Taylor and his werewolf delusions and awful crime had done nothing to make her think differently of the place.


  She turned onto her side, drawing the bedcovers up around herself. There was definitely something about this old building that sucked the heat out.


  She tried not to think about home. Tried to think about the mundane detail of her journey here, the night at London Heathrow before the connecting flight to Aberdeen.


  She’d expected to watch dawn breaking, but at some point she must have drifted off and when she opened her eyes again bright sunlight was angling in through the narrow windows.


  She checked her cell phone to find it was just past nine. Normally an early riser, her body clock clearly hadn’t adjusted to all the travel and change of time zone. She climbed out of bed and went to a window, clutching a towel to herself that Aileen had set out for her the evening before.


  Blue sky, a few puffs of white cloud. The colors here were strangely intense: the emerald green of the lawns, the deeper green of hedges, their tops sculpted into peacock shapes.


  She wrapped the towel more carefully about herself and left the room, finding her way along to the bathroom she’d been shown. When she came back, a silver tray awaited her on the small table by the windows. A pot of tea, a fine China cup upside down on its saucer, a small jug of milk, a wire rack with triangles of toast, some pots of jelly, marmalade and honey, a butter dish, some blueberries and strawberries and what looked like yogurt.


  She poured the tea, adding a drop of milk that looked thick and creamy. Where was finest Arabica when you needed it?


  She checked her cell, but there was only one wifi network available and she didn’t know how to log on. She didn’t know if she felt liberated or isolated by being so thoroughly offline.


  The tea tasted sweet, even though she’d added no sugar. The creaminess of the milk, perhaps. It was definitely an acquired taste, and not one she’d even borrowed yet, let alone acquired.


  Some time just before ten, she threw on jeans, t-shirt and sweater, and ballet flats and ventured from her fairytale room.


  §


  The castle was a maze of dark passageways with stone floors, wood-paneled walls and high ceilings. Rooms opened off the passageways, the purpose of which Jenny could not work out. There seemed to be so many reception rooms like the one where she had sat with Carr the previous night, but why would a place have so many? There were bedrooms and rooms whose purpose only seemed to be to display old photographs. At least three libraries, full of ancient leather-bound volumes. An office where two young women sat at computers and didn’t even glance up at Jenny as she hovered in the doorway. “I... I’m looking for Mr Carr?” she said, and finally the two peered up. “Or Aileen?” She tried to remember the other names. “Mr Walters? Erm, Stewart?”


  All of a sudden, the larger of the two women broke out into a smile and Jenny wondered why she was so on edge. They were just surprised by her sudden appearance, not hostile. “Mr Carr’s off at the river, I think,” said the woman. “Aileen’s through in the estate office wi’ Dougie.” Then, in response to Jenny’s blank look she pointed back out to the corridor Jenny had just come along and said, “Back that way and then off to the right.”


  Jenny smiled her thanks, backed away, and retraced her steps.


  The estate office was yet another grand, high-ceilinged room towards the rear of the castle. Picture windows, out of keeping with the rest of the building, gave a view out to the gardens and dark fringe of pines.


  Aileen was sitting at a desk, thumbing something into her iPhone, an incongruous image set against Jenny’s starchy, anachronistic image of the woman from the night before. Just as the housekeeper looked up another woman appeared in a doorway to one side of the office. Dark-haired and so skinny she made Jenny feel like a sumo wrestler, her narrow eyes gave her a vaguely Asian look, while her skin was pale as Arctic snow.


  The woman raised a hand, gave a nervous smile, and approached.


  “You’re Jenny Layne, eh?” she said, her voice thin, her accent west coast, maybe Canadian. She offered a hand. “Lilian Lee. Head of research projects.”


  Her hand was tiny in Jenny’s.


  “Hi. Yes, Jenny Layne. Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’ve read about your work in Vancouver.”


  She saw a flash of something in Lilian’s look then. It must be unusual having a journalist out here, although Jenny still found it vaguely surreal to use that label for herself. She was just a blogger, really. Lilian Lee must be on her guard, probably assuming Jenny wouldn’t know much. Maybe that wasn’t a hint of respect in the woman’s look, but certainly an acknowledgement that Jenny had done her background work before showing up.


  “Have you seen around the place?” asked Lilian. “Has Mr Carr given you the tour?”


  Jenny shook her head. “No, it was dark when I showed up. I just had time to meet the midges and have a – what was it? – a dram.”


  Lilian took Jenny’s arm and led her back out of the office. “There’s a scale, you know. Was it a good single malt? Or just a ten year-old? Or – the horror – was it the Famous Grouse? If it was a blend like Famous Grouse you know you’re not in favor! I think he keeps it specially.”


  Jenny thought back. “Eighteen year-old? Would that be right? Glenmorangie?” He’d pronounced it like “orangey” with a soft “g”.


  Lilian raised an eyebrow at that. “You’re honored,” she said. “He was trying to impress.”


  “I nearly asked for a top-up of Coke,” said Jenny, and they both laughed.


  They came to a heavy wooden door. Lilian pushed it open and led Jenny through into yet another grand reception room. A tray awaited them bearing a teapot, cups, milk, biscuits.


  “Not what you expected, eh?” asked Lilian.


  Jenny didn’t know quite what she’d anticipated. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe some kind of laboratory, perhaps? Something a little high-tech?”


  They sat in chairs by windows that overlooked the gardens, somewhere to the side of the castle, Jenny thought.


  Lilian leaned forward to pour tea. “Oh, I’ll show you the labs,” she said. “But really, there’s not so much to see. They’re just labs.”


  For a moment Jenny wondered if her host was hiding something, but then... well, it was true. She’d seen the insides of enough labs to know what to expect. A row of test-tubes didn’t really tell her much. She wanted the story.


  “So tell me,” said Jenny. “Cellular therianthropy. Autotomy. How far has all this reached since you moved away from Vancouver?”


  Another of those looks from Lilian Lee. A narrowing of the eyes, a pause to reassess. The woman sent out very mixed signals, simultaneously managing to be a warm and friendly host and yet always staying on her guard. Now Jenny remembered Carr’s rather ambiguous comments about Lilian from the night before: she’s erratic and you’ll like her. That kind of made sense now.


  “We reached a dead-end in Vancouver,” Lilian said now. “Big pharma funding pulled the plug once our work became associated with a few fringe theories.”


  Jenny knew that much. “So you went with the fringe guys?” Taking money from an eccentric millionaire with an interest in werewolves didn’t come much more fringe.


  “Sometimes you have to follow the money,” said Lilian. Then she seemed to catch herself, realizing she’d dropped her guard.


  Jenny smiled. “It’s fine,” she said. “I’m not here to make people look bad. I’m genuinely interested. I’ve spent so long chasing werewolf psychosis stories it’s refreshing to be talking to real scientists.”


  Lilian clearly knew she was being flattered, but smiled still.


  “So where has your work taken you since you took the werewolf money?”


  Lilian laughed. If there’s one thing Jenny knew she was good at, it was finding a way past people’s defenses.


  “We’re making incremental advances,” said Lilian. “Slow and steady. I don’t know how familiar you are with our work, although you use the right terminology.”


  Was that patronizing, or simply acknowledging that knowing the words doesn’t mean you know the science?


  “We’ve been studying the cellular mechanisms involved in autotomy – the regeneration of lost body parts, like when a lizard sheds its tail and then grows a replacement. If you look around nature there are lots of examples. It used to be thought that once tissues had differentiated, when stem cells become skin or bone or muscle, the process can not be reversed. But nature is far more flexible than that: under the right circumstances tissues can transform. Cells can transform.”


  “Like a caterpillar pupating.”


  Lilian nodded. “When a caterpillar pupates its body pretty much melts down to a goo of what we call imaginal cells within the chrysalis. These are undifferentiated, with the potential to become new tissue and structures. It’s this cellular transformation that drives my work. If we can understand the mechanisms we can use them to push change at the cellular level. It’s like those movies, Transformers: cells that dismantle themselves and put themselves back together as something different.”


  “You can use this to transform people into werewolves?”


  “We can turn cancer cells into something that is non-malignant. We can unpick the damage caused to brain cells by Alzheimer’s disease.”


  “And you can make a werewolf.”


  Jenny was smiling as she said this, teasing the scientist. In truth, she felt suddenly inspired by Lilian’s enthusiasm: were they really close to a cure for freaking cancer?


  “How close are you?” asked Jenny. “How far advanced is your work on cellular transformation?”


  Lilian shrugged and waggled her head from side to side. “I have a hard disk full of theory and a few tissue samples in the lab,” she said, and laughed. “Real-life applications of this work are a long way down the road.”


  She drained her cup and stood. “Come,” she said. “Let me take you to the lab.”


  §
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  After glancing down at Jenny’s footwear, Lilian led her to what she called the boot room. It was a ground-floor room towards the rear of the castle, with benches and lockers, and hooks on the walls. A long table occupied a large part of the room, and Lilian indicated a drinks cabinet by the wall.


  “People gather here before a shoot,” she said. “Or afterwards. I’ve seen this table piled high with grouse. It’s not an attractive sight. What size are you?” She pointed at Jenny’s feet.


  “Seven and a half.”


  “Seven and a half American, eh? That would be... five here.”


  Jenny nodded, not sure of the math, and watched as Lilian went to a locker and came back with a pair of knee-high leather riding boots.


  “Don’t worry,” Lilian told her. “It’s just for the mud. Nobody expects you to go riding over the moors. Unless you want to?”


  “My reluctance was that obvious?”


  That look again: that odd mix of sizing Jenny up and laughing at something at the same time, perhaps her.


  They headed outside. The sun was warm and Jenny felt over-dressed, but too self-conscious to peel her sweater off and carry it. “Far to go?” she asked, and regretted it instantly. Lilian already had her down as not the outdoors type, and with every word she was confirming it.


  Lilian nodded towards a track that led through the trees. “Not far,” she said. “The trail gets chewed up, though. It’d kill those flats you had on.”


  They walked along a footpath that led around the edge of a lawn, and then joined the track. Thankfully, the midges were absent this morning.


  As soon as they passed under the trees the atmosphere changed, becoming hushed, almost church-like. Pine needles carpeted the forest floor, and the air was heavy with their scent. Where an outcrop of rocks created a clearing and the sun broke through a few clumps of heather grew, accompanied by tufts of wispy grass and tall spikes of blue bell-shaped flowers. High in the trees small birds made piping and chirring sounds.


  They walked in silence. Jenny suspected that despite her generous welcome, Lilian was normally a woman of few words, and the atmosphere beneath the trees was the kind you didn’t want to break.


  Just as Lilian had warned, the trail here was wet and muddy, chewed up by tire tracks, and she was glad of the boots.


  After a short distance, the trail took a sharp right, and the view opened out as the slope tumbled away to the left. The two paused to take it in. The forest formed a dark blanket down this slope and up the opposite side. In the cleft of the valley the trees parted, marking the path of the river. On the far slope, not far above Jenny’s level, the trees started to thin and the ground became open, the greens and browns of vegetation skimmed over with the purple mist of flowering heather. The landscape was quite breathtaking, both rugged and delicate in equal measure.


  Lilian was gazing out across the valley.


  “It’s my favorite view,” she said now. “Out across the glen. This is what sold it to me, coming here, and now I walk up to the lab at every opportunity, even though the others drive. You like?”


  Jenny nodded. “It really is quite awesome,” she said, and meant it. Just then she heard a high-pitched mewing sound. Looking up, she saw a bird of prey circling on an updraft. “Eagle?”


  Lilian shook her head. “Buzzard,” she said. “We get a few golden eagles around here, but you’ll know when you see one. They really are big motherfuckers.”


  Jenny couldn’t help but smile. Carr had been right: she did like Lilian. She suspected there were lots of depths to the woman, lots of carefully-constructed layers to peel away.


  They started to walk again and a few minutes later the trail opened out into what appeared to be a parking and turning area, next to a low stone building with what looked like a dense carpet of grass and wildflowers spread over its flat roof. A BMW SUV was pulled up before the building, its shiny paintwork spattered with mud. Nearby, an old red Peugeot and two fat-tired ATVs were parked in a bay cut into the hillside.


  “Welcome to my office,” said Lilian, spreading her hands to indicate the building. “It’s an old hunting lodge, restored pretty much from the ground up, entirely powered by the solar panels set into the turf roof and a turbine a hundred meters up the hill. We get water from a spring and maybe 90% of our waste is recycled on site. It’s a state of the art eco-building. Mr Carr is very exacting.”


  Inside the building it was exactly as Jenny had expected of Carr’s laboratory-space: spotlessly clean, lots of glass and metal, a lab that she was only allowed to look into through a glass panel. The two technicians inside wore hairnets, masks, and blue covers drawn tight over their shoes. Music played somewhere nearby.


  “Our work is very sensitive,” said Lilian. “We can’t afford to have our tissue cultures contaminated.”


  “You really think this might lead to a cure for cancer?” It was hard to believe that a privately-funded lab in the middle of nowhere could be so cutting-edge, but there was something about this set-up that inspired that kind of belief.


  Lilian shrugged. “Our work feeds into a bigger picture,” she said. “It is all very tentative at this stage.”


  Again, that sense of being deflected. Everything Lilian had told her this morning painted a picture of somber research working slowly and methodically. It was a million miles from the kind of stories circulating a couple of years ago about the work in Vancouver. Jenny was finding it very hard to pick out the truth from the PR spin and she thought again of her evening with Jonathan Carr when she’d realized all he’d really done was tell her exactly what she already knew.


  And again, she reminded herself how easy it was to fall for the conspiracy view: that this was all a glossy cover-up for what was really going on.


  She reminded herself of her elevator pitch: she was a city girl who threw herself into scary shit and sometimes made sense of it. “So you’re not really turning people into werewolves, then?”


  Lilian smiled. “Our work is about regenerating and repurposing human tissues,” she said. “Mr Carr is interested in the more fantastical aspects of this, but he also acknowledges that the main thrust of our work is for medical applications.”


  “So no werewolves?”


  “No werewolves.”


  §


  But there were wolves!


  Lilian led her through an open plan office area beyond the main lab and out the other side of the building. Here, a terrace extended a hundred yards or so along the face of the hill, the slope climbing and falling steeply to either side. At the far end, the terrace tapered and then ended at a sheer precipice.


  And most of the terrace was enclosed with high chain-mesh fencing.


  At first, Jenny couldn’t see why this area should be enclosed and then she saw movement about halfway along the fenced-off area. At first it was the flick of a tail that caught her attention, and then she saw the shape of a wolf stretched out on the roof of a low shelter. The beast was powerful, a hundred pounds at least. Its coat was a mix of grays and browns, with black markings along the flank. Its neck and shoulders were heavily muscled, its head heavy, the muzzle long and blunt.


  She’d seen a lot of wolves in her time, but few as powerful as this one.


  As she studied what must surely be the alpha male, she made out others gathered on the rough ground around the shelter. All of them were smaller, slimmer, all lazing in the summer sun, without a care in the world.


  Jenny looked across at Lilian, saw that the scientist was smiling.


  “They’re not... werewolves are they?” she asked.


  Lilian bobbed her head as if about to laugh, then simply shook it, and said, “No. Our work really is very theoretical. These are Eurasian gray wolves, the species that, until around three centuries ago, lived wild in these hills.”


  That explained the howling last night. At least Jenny wasn’t going mad. “So why, if you don’t mind my asking, do you have a pack of tame wolves?”


  “Oh, they are most certainly not tame,” said Lilian. She was enjoying this far too much. “We have them for a variety of reasons. We have them because, yes, Mr Carr is keen for us to explore the possibility that some kind of cellular transformation plays a role in the werewolf legend
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  Epilogue


  Jim McQueen puffed at his cigarette, a vice he’d only picked up again recently.


  He needed to get this all straight in his head.


  Billy would be okay, he knew. He always was. He was a survivor, that one. And his American lassie was a kindred spirit, a survivor, too.


  But what to do about Jonathan Carr?


  He looked at the naked body just across from where he stood.


  Jim had come out here and he’d shot himself a wolf, just as one of his ancestors had, in theory, shot Scotland’s last wild wolf nearly three and a half centuries before. But now that wolf lay in the dirt here, a man. And not only a man, but the one who owned most of the countryside around here for as far as the eye could see.


  Just how do you explain something like that?


  He went across to Carr’s unmoving body and cursed him, profane language another vice to which he rarely succumbed.


  Then he looked down and saw... something different.


  The body hair – had it been so thick across the fallen man’s back? Had the legs been drawn up like that? The face so... long?


  And as he watched, Carr changed.


  McQueen backed away, holding his rifle before him, poised to raise to his shoulder in an instant.


  He was sure Carr had been dead! So sure, he hadn’t checked for a pulse... He was getting sloppy in his old age. Stupid.


  Now, the wolf held itself low, its head sweeping from side to side.


  Then... head held steady, it fixed him with its glare. Lips curled up, sharp teeth exposed. A snarl spilled out, a ribbon of saliva hanging down.


  And then the wolf turned, leapt, and was gone, off to fight another day.


  §
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  Carr and Tsang backed away, naked, and then turned, walking, watched over by Dougie Walters and his shotgun.


  Skye had held onto Iain all that time, as the wolf he had fought lay there on the ground, slipping through the transitions from beast to cowering, naked Winston Tsang; as the scientist had scrambled to his feet and gone to join his employer; and finally as the two retreated.


  “It’s okay,” she said now. “You’re with us. We’ll look after you. We’ll do whatever you need to get you through this.”


  She watched him change, and it was the most heart-rending thing she’d ever witnessed. The beast dissolving away, its body distorting and its fur thinning giving it the look of some awful disease, almost; and then, gradually, the man emerging, becoming recognizable, becoming Iain.


  He lay there on his side, knees drawn up.


  Met her look.


  Said, “I betrayed you. I led them here. I couldn’t not. I just had to come to you.”


  “You betrayed yourself,” she said. “And I meant it.”


  “I know. So do I.”


  §


  They stayed in a spare room at Billy and Jenny’s cottage.


  “You sure you’ll be okay?” said Jim, before he and Dougie departed.


  “We will,” said Billy. “They’ll no’ be back in a hurry, and we have this.” He hefted Dougie’s shotgun. “When it comes to it, I’ve always beaten Jonathan Carr. This time I just had a wee bit of help. He’s no’ going to rush straight back in after this.”


  So now, Iain lay in the bed, naked and sore, watching as Skye stripped and climbed in beside him.


  “What’ll we do?” he asked.


  She slipped an arm around his waist, drew him to her.


  “We’ll do what it takes,” she told him. “You’re here with friends. People who care. People who understand. Billy and Jenny can look after you, help you cope with the changes. They say it gets easier with time.”


  “And what about you?”


  “I have university,” she said. She hadn’t thought any of it through. The logistics of a long-distance relationship. Any of it. “I’ll go back down to Edinburgh in time for the start of term. I’m a big girl. I can multi-task. Do what I need to do in Edinburgh, and get up here for weekends and vacations. I can juggle. That’s the kind of girl I am.”


  Not the one who chases love. The one who’s found it.


  She leaned closer, breasts pressing against him, and kissed him softly. His lips parted, pressed back. His body responded, a tensing, a realignment... a different kind of change.


  “Och, Skye. Ye dinnae want this. I’m a disaster area. I’m always letting everyone down. Failing over and over. You’d be better off without me. Just go back to the city and start over.”


  She put a finger to his lips. Said, “Stop talking crap, okay? You didn’t fail me, or yourself. You’ve discovered an extraordinary thing, and you’re with friends who share it. Will you tell me about it, now? What’s it like? What’s it really like?”


  In the dim light of the room, she saw him smile, then.


  Felt him move against her.


  “I’ll tell you later,” he said. He took her hand, and kissed the finger she’d held against his lips. “Because right now I think there’s something else I’d like to do.”


  And with that he kissed her on the shoulder. A pressing of lips, a scrape of stubble, teeth dragging down to the swell of a breast. Moving lower, slowly, slowly, lower.


  §


  Epilogue


  One summer night and the wolves run free.


  Two of them in the city. The thrill of running wild in a place that is so human!


  Darting from shaded corner to shaded alley, across The Royal Mile and Holyrood Road, always skulking and hiding and risking exposure until they reach the relative safety of Holyrood Park, where suddenly they are in their element as the landscape becomes wilder, even though they are still in the city. Climbing Salisbury Crags, making their way up the steep slopes of Arthur’s Seat until they are high up and the city is spread out before them.


  The dark male tips his head and howls and everyone who hears the sound thinks it is the call of a big dog, for what else would it be, here in the city?


  And the small wolf feels the excitement, feels the wildness within – something she is slowly learning to master, each time she shifts.


  For she is new to this, a choice she made only recently, a part of the life Skye lives with Iain: split between city and Highlands, between human and wolf.


  And that same summer night, wolves run free in the Highlands. Three of them, out on the slopes of Beinn Madadh.


  A natural shifter, the alpha male, one of a kind. Running hard and then pausing, returning. Finding his mate, who holds back; waiting for the third, their pup: tiny and uncertain and born to this life.


  And then the three run again, across the hills that are their territory, their home, their place.


  Running free.
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  I live in the ruins, my home city occupied by invaders from the north and my memory full of gaps. I had thought I could survive out here beyond the city walls, but now the soldiers are hunting me down.


  My only escape is the man who comes to me in my dreams, Malachi. He seems to be looking out for me, protecting me. When I’m with him my heart lifts and when we’re apart I want only to be with him again.


  If I know one thing for sure, it is that I am his.


  But he’s not real... is he?


  With his help, I’m starting to remember my past... but the secrets locked away there could get us both killed. Malachi tells me I’m special, that I have powers. But will that be enough to save us?


  



  Dreamcaster: A story of romance, magic and mystery in a war-torn world where love lies in tatters and one woman may hold the key.
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