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The boy
was cold by the time the police found him. His blood dried to a
tacky rust-red stain on his clothes and face. His limbs bent at
cruel angles. He lay in the alley in a mound of fetid rubbish, the
scent of death lingering in the cold air, mixing with the reek of
rotting food. On the wall behind the teenager, a single word was
scrawled in huge letters, the paint the same dark red as the boy’s
blood.

“Oh Jesus,” one of the cops whispered. “A kid? What kind of
sick fuck would do this?”


Swallowing bile, his werewolf partner moved closer to the
corpse and identiﬁed another scent underlying the others, a clean,
musky smell that triggered a fresh wave of nausea in him. “Not just
any kid, Hesketh,” he said. “A Pack kid.”

Hesketh
wet his lips. “A dead Pack kid.”

The
silence weighed heavily between them. Neither spoke
again.


****

My wolf
snarled and whined at the thought of being trapped on a plane for
three hours. I struggled to tamp down my inner beast’s fear of
containment and focus on happier thoughts. Like Shannon’s jasmine
and sandalwood fragrance or the soft feel of my favorite hoodie
against my skin, or the fact that any minute now I’d be thousands
of feet up in the air with absolutely no control over this great
winged death trap…

“Damn.” I chewed my sleeve, working hard not to hyperventilate
as the wolf scratched at the doors of my mind, demanding
release.

“Ayla?” Shannon brushed my knee lightly. “Are you
okay?”

I
dredged up a tight smile for my lover. “Airplanes.” I shrugged and
spread my hands in a helpless gesture.

Shannon
laughed and her light caress became a squeeze. “My fearless
werewolf,” she teased.

“Wolves aren’t meant to ﬂy,” I grumbled, clutching the arm
rests of my seat. “Wolves belong on the ground.”

“Poor baby. I’ll have to think of something to distract you.”
She leaned in, the silky locks of her hair falling over her
shoulder to brush my arm in a sensuous sweep. “Do wolves ever join
the mile high club?”

I caught
the scent of Shannon’s arousal, a musky, sweet perfume that never
failed to turn both me and the wolf on. For a second, the tightness
in my chest had nothing to do with fear of lying. Then the engines
roared and the plane lurched forward, breaking the spell. I closed
my eyes and tried not to whimper. “Not this one.”

Shannon
settled back in her seat with a sigh. “You don’t have to do
this.”

“Adam was my nephew. I remember playing with him when he was
just a cub, teaching him how to stalk rabbits…” I smiled, hot tears
pricking at my eyelids. I fought them back. “I want to say goodbye,
you know?”

“Of course you do. But your parents—”

“I might not even see them. Pack funerals are always big…it’ll
be crowded.” I wondered who I was trying to convince, since I
certainly hadn’t convinced myself. My wolf bristled at the thought
of my parents, hackles rising. I opened my eyes enough to see
Shannon frowning at me, concern marring her delicate features.
“Thanks for coming with me,” I said. “You didn’t have to. It’s
going to be…difficult.”

Shannon
wrapped her hand around mine and opened her mouth, but her words
were lost in the roar of the plane’s engines as we rose off the
runway. I squeaked, a very non-werewolf sound, and scrunched my
eyes shut once more.


Shannon’s ﬁngers stroked my knuckles, a tender touch that
calmed me a little. “Think happy thoughts.”

I was on
my way to a city I’d left eight years ago, home to a family who
didn’t want me, to the funeral of a nephew I barely knew. There
weren’t enough happy thoughts on the planet.

The
death of a child is a tragedy under any circumstances. For Pack
it’s even worse, given the low birth rates amongst werewolf
bitches. Adam’s death would affect the whole community, not just
his immediate family. There was no way I could stay away from the
funeral, no matter how hard it might be for me
personally.

It wasn’t that my parents had a problem with homosexuality.
They just had a problem with my
homosexuality. Pack women had babies; it was our
duty. No excuses accepted. Mum and Dad had freaked when I came out
to them, Mum especially. She was a throwback, my mother. A Stepford
Wolf. It was incomprehensible to her that I might not want to get
married and start pumping out pups.

For a
couple of tense years they tried to persuade me I was just going
through a phase, and I tried to convince them I wasn’t. The ﬁrst
time I brought a girl home, for my seventeenth birthday party, all
hell broke loose. I’d hopped on the ﬁrst train out of the city the
next morning and never been back.

Now,
watching the ground dwindle away beneath the rising plane, the
clouds drifting in to mask the earth below, my stomach churned with
more than just travel sickness. My wolf raised its hackles, the
beast within feeding on my gnawing tension. I wanted my parents to
be happy to see me. I wanted them to accept Shannon. I wanted this
to be happening under different circumstances.


****

Despite
everything, I felt a little ﬂush of excitement as the captain told
us to buckle up for landing. The city looked just as I remembered.
A sprawling glitter of high-rise glass buildings, interspersed with
lush green parks. Clean and modern, it was a testimony to the
partnership between Pack and humans. In other parts of the country,
relationships were less cordial, and Pack members were treated like
freaks and monsters, something I’d experienced ﬁrst-hand when I
ﬁrst struck out on my own. They lived in ghettos, cut off from the
pure humans and existing in an uneasy balance between superior
strength and superior numbers.

But in
my hometown, humans had been quick to seize upon the advantages
offered by a Pack alliance. Why not use the wolves’ strength and
heightened senses to beneﬁt everyone? The Pack controlled the
construction industry in the city, as well as a lot of the ‘green’
businesses, taking care of all those beautiful parks.

The
humans held most of the power in terms of politics and legislation,
whereas in law enforcement it was pretty even. The humans liked the
security that a werewolf police ofﬁcer brought to their
neighborhood. Not many people were stupid enough to take on a wolf
in uniform. I smiled wryly.

My smile
faded as I thought of Adam. He’d been eight when I last saw him and
pretty into cops and robbers. He’d had a toy gun and plastic badge,
the works. I wondered if he’d wanted to become a police ofﬁcer, if
he’d harbored ambitions of protecting this city and its people. I
chewed my lip, twisting the hoop piercing in my lower lip into my
mouth to suck on the cool metal.

Shannon
nudged me. “You look pale. Need the sick bag?” she asked lightly,
trying to rouse me from my mopey silence.

I shook
her off with an irritable snarl and turned back to the window,
watching the city grow steadily larger as we landed.


****

Whatever
apprehension I had about seeing my parents again was swept away
when I caught sight of Vince in the airport car park. Losing all
sense of dignity, I dropped my suitcase and ﬂung myself into his
arms with a squeal.

He
laughed and swung me up easily, his warm, earthy scent enveloping
me. Beneath that was a baser, sharper musk that was pure Pack. It
had been years since I’d smelled it and it brought tears to my eyes
now.

“Oh Vince,” I muttered into his hair.

“Ayla, God, it’s good to see you.” He set me down and held me
at arm’s length to study me with a crooked smile. “Loving the hair,
girlfriend.” He ran his hand over my shaggy black spikes. “Makes
you look so cute.”

I
glowered. I was short for a wolf, with an angelic countenance I’d
desperately tried to combat with piercings and a punky haircut.
Apparently it hadn’t worked. “You look exactly the same,” I told
him. “Still lanky and skinny.”

He
opened his mouth to retort, but Shannon interrupted him by dumping
my abandoned suitcase between us. “Nice, Ayla. Just leave the weak
and feeble human to carry the luggage.” She ﬂicked her honey-blonde
hair from her eyes and offered Vince a hand. “I’m Shannon
Ryan.”

“Vince Taylor.” He shook her hand carefully, avoiding the
crushing grip he might have offered me. “Nice to ﬁnally meet you,
Shannon.” Then, gentleman to the last, he picked up both our bags
and carried them to his car. “Come on, ladies. Let’s get you
home.”

Vince
lived on Larkspur, an estate bordering one of the larger parks in
the city. Designed speciﬁcally for the Pack, it was a luxury estate
catering to the wealthier Pack members, the kind that wanted indoor
pools and two-car garages at their disposal. Vince was a sous-chef.
I raised an eyebrow as we pulled into his drive.

Catching
my expression, he grinned. “It’s Joel’s place.”

“You didn’t tell me he was rich.” I stared up at the elegant
house, suddenly burningly conscious of my clomping boots and
battered leather jacket.

“He’s an architect. Let’s get inside.” He paused, pinching the
bridge of his nose, a nervous habit that set me on edge instantly.
A faint smell of fear, like rotting fruit, touched my nostrils and
my inner wolf went on alert. “We need to talk,” he said.


****

“Murdered?” I echoed for perhaps the ﬁfth time. “Adam?” I
clutched Shannon’s hand tight enough to make her wince.
“Murdered?”

Vince
pushed a mug of hot chocolate, heavily laced with brandy, toward
me. “I didn’t want to tell you over the phone.”

I
wrapped my numb ﬁngers around the mug, letting the too-hot ceramic
warm me. “What happened?”

He
shifted uncomfortably on the teak kitchen chair. For a werewolf,
Vince had always been pretty squeamish. “He was beaten to
death.”

I closed
my eyes against the image that sprang to vivid, bloody life before
them. “He was sixteen,” I whispered.

“Do the police have any leads?” Shannon asked, sounding far
calmer than I thought she ought to. I guess she was used to this
kind of talk, more so than me. Shannon was a private investigator,
although admittedly the majority of her cases involved cheating
spouses and tax evasion, not dead werewolves.

“Not really. Nothing solid. Except—” Vince hesitated, heaved a
huge sigh. “There was some grafﬁti on the alley where they found
him. The papers are speculating it was Alpha Humans, but the police
aren’t saying anything.”

I grimaced. I’d seen a couple of reports on Alpha Human
attacks in the past few years. The signature was always the same,
the legend ‘Abomination’ scrawled near the body. They were a militant group, and
three or four of them armed with lead pipes would be more than a
match for a teenage werewolf. Even an adult wolf, caught unaware,
might be taken down. If this was another city, I wouldn’t have been
surprised, but here, with relations between humans and Pack as good
as they were….“Any similar attacks in the area recently?” I asked,
sipping my hot chocolate and trying to sound as detached and
professional as Shannon.

“Nothing in the papers. This kind of thing just doesn’t happen
round here, Ayla, you know that.” Vince rubbed the back of his
neck, looking equal parts dismayed and bafﬂed.

It did
now. I stared at the smooth granite surface of the breakfast bar
and once again tried to block the image of Adam, bloodied and
battered, from my mind. I couldn’t force it away though, and I was
inﬁnitely grateful when Vince’s other half got home.

I’d
heard about Joel, but none of Vince’s rapturous emails did the
other wolf justice. He was lean and blond, sharp-eyed and
strong-bodied, the kind of wolf my mum would have loved me to bring
home.

“So me and Vince were planning a run tonight,” he told me once
all the introductions were done. “We’d love you to come with us,
Ayla.” He glanced at Shannon. “And I guess you…”

“Could run along behind?” Shannon smiled and shook her head.
“Don’t worry about me. I know better than to try to keep up with
the wolves. I’ll get an early night, thanks.”

I was
touched that Joel had thought to invite Shannon along even knowing
there was no way a human could join in a wolf run. And I was
touched he’d invited me, given my outcast status.

Wolves
who left the Pack tended to lead solitary lives because there was
always a good reason they’d left in the ﬁrst place. The kind of
reason that stopped them from joining another Pack.


****

The
night air was cool and crisp, carrying the
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