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      Louisiana, 1842

      Trees clawing at a blood-red sky. Swampland threading out among the mangroves like silver ribbons. An unnatural silence. The predawn air was cool, but it would be sticky soon.

      Aurora Cage tossed her coin, spoke the names of the dead in her mind.

      Persephone. Poor sweet Persephone. 

      Left and right, the other werewolves moved into position among the trees. She tossed the coin again.

      Brother Hector. A good man. Too good to die like that. 

      An egret unfolded itself from a half-submerged log, a fish twisting in its long beak. Its wingbeats reached her like whispers.

      Aurora flipped the coin again, heart hardening.

      Europa. Just a girl. Twelve summers old. 

      She sniffed the air, and the flooded land gave off its scents. Wolf, obviously – mixed with sour human sweat. A pine trunk, split open and giving off the tang of bitter sap. Raccoon droppings. The promise of rain.

      And there, very faint, but setting her pulse racing, a creature that didn’t belong – rich blood, muscle, flesh.

      Draka – the Soul Hunter. Not far away now.

      Aurora sent the coin spinning a fourth time – for little Lysidas, her eight-year-old nephew.

      A meaty hand whipped out and snatched the coin from the air.

      “Would you quit that?”

      Aurora didn’t turn. She knew the voice. It was Thane. Her nostrils filled with the musty stink of the coney pelts that lined his jacket. She held out her hand towards him, the hairs across her neck bristling. “I’d give that back if I were you.”

      “Or what?” he replied. He was trying to sound cocky, but her nose picked up the smell of his fear.

      She cocked her head towards him – a wiry dark-haired man, teeth discoloured from the tobacco he constantly chewed. She growled. “Or you won’t be in a position to do anything.”

      After a pause, he discharged a gobbet of brown spit on to the ground and dropped the coin into her palm.

      Aurora hadn’t known Thane more than a couple of weeks. He’d not been turned long, bitten while out hunting with his buddies, apparently. He had become the hunted when he ran into the pack under a full moon. He was still too cocky for his own good, the new wolf spirit pumping through his veins.

      But he had no idea what the coin meant to her.

      “You’ll have plenty of compensation when all this is over,” said Aurora.

      “Damn right,” said Thane. He rubbed his hands together greedily. Aurora didn’t blame him for that either. Fact was, the whole pack, apart from her, was here for the gold. The mayor of the city had turned to them to rid the swamps of Draka, and he was willing to pay handsomely.

      “You think he even came this way?” said Thane, changing the subject. “We ain’t seen a track for two whole days.”

      Aurora narrowed her eyes. The sky was turning pink. Sun would be up soon. The first of the tree frogs began their chorus. “I can smell him,” she said.

      They’d been trailing their prey for almost a week, from the outskirts of New Orleans and the massacre at the church. Time was, Draka would have stuck to the fishing communities, striking only at isolated river dwellings, or the native tribes that still rode across the plains. But he was getting more brave, preferring the rich pickings of the city slums. Or, Aurora thought with a sudden stab of grief, the farms and plantation houses that spread out from the delta.

      Houses like the one where her brother’s family had lived.

      She tried to put a wall up in her mind, but the images were too powerful. She closed her eyes, and tried to breathe easy as they assailed her.

      The swing hanging from the ironwood in the front yard, moving gently in the breeze. Everything too quiet. No music from the old piano. No sawing from the woodshed. No children laughing.

      The splintered front door.

      She’d called their names, quiet at first as she’d walked through the wreck of the front room with the furniture all tipped around. One of her brother’s fine-turned chairs was smashed to bits. Her calls turned to shouts of panic as she swept up the stairs.

      And then she’d found them, in the children’s bedroom.

      Her brother had put up a fight. She found his axe, the blade crusted brown with blood at his feet, the shaft broken in two. He hadn’t stood a chance against Draka.

      Their bodies were all there – they’d died together, her brother Hector clutching little Europa in his arms. The girl’s eyes were still open, face etched with the terror of her last moments.

      Aurora had stooped beside them, speechless and sick, to close Europa’s eyes. Only then had she seen her niece was still clutching something in her palm. She’d prised open the cold stiff fingers and found the silver dime inside. The so-called lucky coin she’d given Europa a few days before, on her birthday.

      So much for good fortune. So much for protecting her kin.

      “Hey, Cage, you all right?” said Thane.

      Aurora came back to the present. Her hand hurt from gripping the coin so tightly it dug into the flesh of her palm.

      “I will be,” she said, “when I’ve finished with Draka.”

      A twig snapped behind them, and they both turned as Red Fur came forwards in a crouch.

      “Getting sloppy,” said Aurora.

      The Alpha glowered at her, then grinned. He swigged from a flask, water droplets dripping off his thick moustache. Apart from Carlos, he was the oldest of the pack, turned during the War of Independence sixty years before and cursed never to age a day over forty. He still wore the rags of his uniform – a filthy mustard waistcoat with a tattered and patched blue coat. His sabre hung at his side.

      “Never mind me,” said Red Fur. “Where’s the damned witch?”

      Aurora scanned the swamp. She could see – and smell – the other werewolves. But Marie Le Roux was nowhere to be seen.

      “She’ll be here,” said Aurora. “She promised.”

      “A witch’s promise ain’t worth squat,” said Thane. “Why’d we trust her, anyhow?”

      “She promised,” said Aurora again.

      “I say we go in now,” said Thane. “We don’t need some old lady.”

      Red Fur sighed patiently. Aurora wondered if it was going to be up to her to put Thane in his place at some point. He had no respect for the hierarchy of the pack.

      “I’m just saying,” continued Thane.

      “Maybe you should try bein’ quiet,” said a woman’s voice.

      Now they all jumped. Marie Le Roux, dressed in a brown shawl, crouched in the fork of a nearby tree. Aurora hadn’t even scented her.

      “How long you been there?” said Thane, stuffing more tobacco into his cheek.

      “Long enough to hear you callin’ me an ol’ lady,” said Marie. She jumped down, landing surprisingly lightly for a woman of seventy-odd years. Her wrinkled skin stretched into a smile at Aurora. “You think you ready to take on Draka?”

      “I’ll tear him to pieces,” said Thane, butting in. He drew a hunting knife from inside his boot, and the blade glistened wickedly.

      Marie Le Roux chuckled. “You ain’t got an inkling.”

      “You reckon you do?” Thane began. “I’ll —”

      “Just listen to her,” said Red Fur.

      The witch strode towards them. “You think that lil’ knife gonna cause hurt to Draka? You can’t cut him, boy. He don’t bleed like a man. You can’t shoot him with no gun. You can’t burn him with no fire. Sure, you might keep him down for a lil’ while, but he ain’t from this world. He can heal hisself, and he always come back stronger.”

      “So you say,” muttered Thane.

      “I seen it,” said Marie. “I know what he can do.”

      “And that’s why you’re here,” said Red Fur. “I trust you’re prepared.”

      Marie clenched her toothless jaws. “Just take care of your own, moon-chile.”

      Red Fur put his hands around his mouth and mimicked perfectly the shrill call of a whooping crane. Across the swamps, the wolf pack began to move towards the spit of wooded land ahead.

      When Aurora looked back at Marie, the witch had gone.

      Aurora moved too, stepping out into a narrow channel of water, testing the depth with each step. The others moved silently through the ripples. The level only came as high as Aurora’s waist before the ground started to rise again. She was pleased that Thane had decided to shut his mouth for a while.

      They reached dry land on the other side. The skin tingled on the back of Aurora’s neck. The air seemed different here. Colder, despite the sun now filtering through the branches of the trees. Bare branches, like the trees were rotting from the ground up. The stench of decay.

      Aurora unslung the Springfield from her back, and checked the chamber again. She’d heard Marie well enough, but it still made her feel better to have a pouch of musket balls and powder. She knew the damage she could do with a clean shot. And it was up to them to keep Draka busy while Marie worked her magic.

      Plans were one thing, carrying them out was another.

      She saw a tree ahead, its trunk daubed with blood and entrails. A warning, maybe. There were others too, gouged with claw marks half an inch deep. Red Fur, to her right, gave hand signals to fan out.

      Gold and the promise of more had brought the pack this far, but Aurora wondered how Thane and the other wolves would react when they saw their enemy at last.

      So far they were keeping formation.

      Aurora knew she would never back down. Not until Hector and his family were avenged.

      The mangrove trees were dead here, crowded together but blackened and drooping. She saw animal skulls – dogs and cats – hanging by pieces of frayed twine. They spun slowly, eye sockets revolving. There were skins too, buzzing with flies. The smells became more pungent and powerful.

      Then a voice spoke, deep and gravelly, with no accent Aurora had ever heard before. “So you come to me at last, half-bloods.”

      All the werewolves stopped in their tracks, looking this way and that. Thane’s hand trembled as he cocked his gun.

      “Show yourself!” said Red Fur. He stepped into the clearing ahead, and drew his sabre.

      Aurora scanned the undergrowth.

      “Very well,” said the voice.

      A sudden movement, dead ahead. Adam, a stable boy before he was turned, looked up in shock, as something dropped from the branches above him. His cry was cut short as Draka’s foot crushed his skull into the ground. Everyone jumped back, and Aurora felt bile rise in her throat.

      She swallowed it back as she stared at the Soul Hunter. Draka wasn’t quite twice the height of a man, but he must have been ten feet tall. His skin, where Aurora could see it, was blood red. Much of it – his forearms, legs and chest – was covered by a flexing second skin, black-green, with a sort of shimmer. He wore a helmet of bone – the skull of a bull, perhaps, with horns curving upwards. Yellow eyes, with slitted black pupils, stared from behind the skull’s sockets and made Aurora shudder with the depth of their animal cunning. More skulls, smaller ones, hung from his neck on a cord.

      Across his shoulder was a bow, which looked as if it was made from two huge rib bones joined in the centre.

      The creature’s chest heaved, and he reached behind his back with a clawed hand and took out an arrow from a quiver, three feet long. Aurora shivered, despite herself, when she saw the tip glinting with silver – werewolves’ weakness.

      He was expecting us. 

      Aurora herself was immune to the metal, courtesy of a werewolf hunter’s silver musket bullet that had left a scar on her cheek, and a trace of silver in her blood. But it wouldn’t help the others. 

      Under Draka’s foot, Adam moved weakly, one hand twitching. Somehow he was still alive. Draka flipped the arrow over his hand, then thumped the point into the fallen werewolf’s chest. Adam spasmed and Draka opened his mouth, breathing in a long slow breath, chest rising. Adam’s jerking body began to glow. A pale light leaked from his wound like a swirl of smoke. It shimmered in the air, reminding Aurora of a patch of rippling moonlight in a pool. Adam’s spirit. Draka opened his mouth wide, his teeth jagged points. With a contented sigh, he sucked the floating spirit towards him. It writhed in the air, like it was trying to resist. But the pull was too strong. With a final intake of breath, the spirit disappeared down Draka’s throat. Adam lay still at last, the light gone from his body.

      So that’s how he got his name, thought Aurora, sickened. She imagined Hector and his family having their spirits sucked from them and consumed by this monster. She curled her fists, her claw-like nails cutting into her palms, drawing blood. Pure rage swept through her.

      “Who is next?” said the Soul Hunter.
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