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  Chapter One


  I rested both my hands on the table top and looked round at everyone. It hadn’t been an easy task to select them – after all, it had been necessary to ensure both the rural Packs as well as the Brethren were well represented, not to mention shapeshifters of all different forms, genders and ages. I’d also desperately wanted to cap the numbers at ten to avoid long drawn arguments and petty one-upmanship. That had been a futile effort. Frankly, it was a miracle we’d ended up with less than thirty members. Either way, I’d been starting to think it would take them a year to get anywhere.


  ‘So,’ I said, ‘I hear you’ve come to a final decision.’


  Sevilla, a grizzly werecheetah from Newcastle who’d been appointed as chairperson, got to her feet. ‘We have, my Lord.’


  ‘And?’ I held my breath.


  ‘Twenty-five.’


  I blinked. ‘In total?’


  She nodded, biting her lip. ‘I’m aware you were hoping for around fifteen...’


  ‘Twenty-five is a good number.’ Considering how things had gone up to this point, it was a hell of a lot lower than it could have been.


  She passed over a piece of paper in my direction. I read over it, aware that every eye in the room was on me.


  ‘I told you he wouldn’t be happy with number twenty-three,’ a voice towards the end of the table muttered. ‘It’s too ambiguous.’


  I ignored him and continued to the bottom, making my own mind up. Then I looked up and smiled. ‘This is fantastic work. You are all to be commended. You’ve streamlined every single one of those Way Directives into a comprehensible, sensible list. You will go down in history.’


  There was a round of spontaneous applause. I tried not to notice the palpable relief emanating from virtually everyone. When I’d said they’d done a good job, I meant it. Even if the new improved Way Directives hadn’t been as helpful as I’d wanted, I still wouldn’t have reamed them out though. I was very conscious of just how difficult their task had been. I rather had the impression that they thought I’d order them all thrown in chains if I didn’t approve of their combined efforts. It didn’t matter how hard I tried: the old dictatorial hierarchy still loomed large in every shifter’s mind.


  Sevillah cleared her throat. I glanced in her direction and nodded, encouraging her to speak. ‘We think we’ve covered all angles. We’ve applied all sorts of scenarios both past and potentially future and we think the list stands up to scrutiny.’


  ‘But?’ I prodded.


  ‘But we know it will still be difficult for many shifters to accept these new laws.’


  I pursed my lips. ‘Change is always difficult. Progress doesn’t occur without it.’


  ‘Believe me, my Lord,’ she replied, ‘I’m on your side. I think these new Directives will make everything much more transparent. However, I’m also concerned about the old guard. They won’t react well to this. They already think that our assembly is usurping tradition by taking a more democratic approach. Getting them to follow the new Way Directives will be incredibly hard.’


  ‘The old woman is sniping at shadows,’ drawled Charles, the new alpha from Gloucester. ‘There’s a simple solution for dealing with the naysayers.’


  Everyone, including myself, turned towards him. ‘What?’


  He shrugged nonchalantly, picking up a sugared doughnut from his plate and biting into it. He took his time chewing it, even going so far as to make a show of licking his lips. Clearly, Charles enjoyed being the centre of attention. ‘We compel them,’ he finally stated.


  I had to bite my tongue to avoid snapping. ‘Forcing everyone to do what we say actually goes against the fundamental basics of these new Directives. Compulsion is not intended to be used in these kinds of matters.’


  ‘Then what sort of matters is it intended for, my Lord?’ His tone was mild but I could sense the veiled antagonism underlying it. He was young, even for an alpha, I told myself. He just needed some gentle re-direction.


  ‘For encouraging good Pack behavior when other animal instincts might take over,’ I told him. ‘Not for making people bend to every whim.’


  ‘Is that what these new Directives are?’ he asked. ‘A whim?’ Before I could respond, he laughed. ‘Of course, I’m merely jesting.’


  I smiled tightly. ‘Again,’ I said, re-addressing everyone in a bid to dismiss Charles out of hand, ‘I would like to reiterate my gratitude for all of your work and dedication. I will consider your concerns very carefully before proceeding further.’


  Everyone stood up while I walked out and left them to their pastries. It was the wisest course of action. I wasn’t about to engage myself in a potentially dangerous bout of passive aggression. Charles enjoyed having an audience far too much for to me to rise to the bait.


  Staines caught up with me in the library. ‘I hear the Way Assembly have come up trumps.’


  ‘Indeed they have.’


  ‘You don’t sound particularly happy. I’d have thought you’d be bouncing from the ceiling. One hundred and forty seven Directives to twenty-five? It’s a definite result. I’ve seen the final list as well. It’s good.’


  I sighed. ‘There were concerns about how some of the older shifters might take it.’


  Staines shrugged. ‘That’s no surprise.’


  I rubbed my forehead. ‘I know. But I’ve been dealing with one thing at a time. I didn’t want to plan too far ahead in case we never even reached this point.’


  ‘I’ll admit,’ he agreed, ‘I had my doubts that this assembly would work.’


  ‘And now it has, we need to concern ourselves with the next step.’ I held up my hand. ‘And don’t, for goodness’ sake, suggest every shifter in the land should be compelled.’


  ‘Mass compulsion?’ The corners of Staines’ mouth downturned in faint disgust.


  I felt guilty for bringing it up. ‘Sorry. It’s just one of the Assembly members seemed to think it was a good idea.’


  ‘Let me guess,’ he said grimly, ‘Charles.’


  ‘That’s the one. Did we do the right thing in making him alpha?’


  He shrugged. ‘He received the Voice.’


  ‘We didn’t really look him into very much though, did we?’


  He gave me a paternalistic look. ‘We were recovering from the red fever. It was important to give off the appearance of being in control.’


  ‘More important,’ I asked, ‘than actually being in control?’


  ‘You’re worrying about it too much, my Lord. All the reports we’ve received from Gloucester have been positive.’


  I took a deep breath and nodded. ‘You’re right. I’m worrying over nothing when I should be concentrating on the real problems.’


  Staines glanced down at my open book. ‘Is that...?’


  ‘Yes. The original Way Directive canon. You can see the very first Assembly’s signatures here.’ I leaned over to him and whispered. ‘Don’t touch it though. You’re not wearing the requisite white gloves.’ I bared my palms in his direction to emphasise my point. ‘It is as old as the Magna Carta after all.’


  ‘And don’t forget it!’ came the sharp voice of the librarian from the other side of the room.


  Staines started. ‘Has he been here all this time?’


  I grinned. ‘Don’t worry. Unless it’s do with books, he doesn’t care what we talk about.’


  A tiny furrow appeared in Staines’s forehead but he was thankfully too taken with the living history displayed in front of us to make too much of the grouchy librarian’s eavesdropping. ‘It really is amazing.’ A reverent glow flashed across his eyes. I fully understood the sentiment because holding this book, even through the gloves’ protective material, sent a shiver down my spine.


  ‘It is,’ I agreed. ‘Maybe one day, hundreds of years from now, a Lord Alpha will sit here with his right hand man and do the same with our new Way Directives.’


  We both looked at each other and laughed. ‘That’s a strange thought,’ Staines admitted.


  I pointed to a flaking red seal in the bottom right hand corner of the page. ‘Do you see that?’


  He squinted. ‘What is it?’


  I gently pulled over another ancient text. It was less impressive than the Way Directives canon, being as it was a descriptive piece that seemed to relate to the best method for skinning and eating humans, but there was another seal there also, identical to the first. ‘This one is clearer.’


  ‘I’m not surprised. Who would want to eat humans? Although given some of the shifters our history is littered with, we should be thankful that this recipe is not very well thumbed.’ Staines peered down. ‘Wait, that’s our coat of arms.’


  I smiled, leaning back and folding my arms. ‘It is. This seal was put to every official document the Brethren created for generations. With printing obviously not widespread back then, even articles as stomach churning as this were given its stamp. It’s the official seal of approval.’


  I could see the gleam in Staines’s eyes as he grasped what I was getting at. ‘I like your thinking, my Lord. Attach this seal to your new Way Directives and it’ll make them more legitimate.’


  ‘Not only that,’ I added, ‘but I’ve come across some old rumours suggesting that anything stamped with the original seal was immediately bound into shifter instincts, influencing behaviour of every Pack individual. It supposedly had magical properties. Obviously, we have this human dinner piece that proves otherwise but...’


  ‘...no-one else needs to know that.’ Staines nodded.


  ‘We won’t lie,’ I assured him. ‘We will, however, gain the aid of our helpful in-house librarian in directing a few


  of our more inquisitive shifters towards the relevant documents which suggest the seal has mystical powers.’


  ‘Perfect.’ He grinned broadly. ‘The traditionalists will love it and the modernists won’t care.’


  I glanced at him. ‘You don’t think it’s overly manipulative?’


  ‘The new Directives are a good thing. In fact,’ he corrected himself, ‘they’re a great thing. You’re not forcing anyone to agree with you. It’ll just be sensible politics.’


  ‘I hope so.’ I’d already spent a long time pondering over whether this was right approach or not. At least I’d brought Staines round to my way of thinking. He had initially been unimpressed at my bid to streamline the Way Directives.


  ‘Where is it then?’ he asked. ‘This seal?’


  I winced slightly. ‘Well, that’s the problem.’


  Staines looked at me from under his brow. ‘Why do I have a very bad feeling about this?’


  I clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Because we’re finally going to have some fun. It won’t be dull paperwork or mind-numbing diplomacy. It’ll be one of the most exciting retrieval operations you’ll ever participate in.’ I held up a finger. ‘Strike that. It’ll be the MOST exciting operation of all time. It’ll go down in history.’ I nudged his elbow. ‘You and I will be heroes.’


  ‘My Lord, you are not making me feel any more confident. Where are we going to retrieve the seal from?’


  I smiled. ‘The Tower of London, of course.’


  Staines closed his eyes in horror. ‘You have got to be joking.’


  ‘Staines, I take these new Directives far too seriously to joke about them.’


  ‘This is because of that damn werehamster, isn’t it? You want her to admire you for attempting the most foolhardy, ill-conceived heist that any shifter anywhere in the world has ever thought of.’


  ‘You know she’s not a werehamster.’


  ‘Mage then.’


  ‘I don’t think she’s one of those either.’


  ‘Whatever she is,’ Staines grumbled, ‘I’m blaming her for this.’


  CHAPTER TWO


  ‘Have you ever even been to the Tower?’ Leah asked me as we joined the orderly queue filled with tourists of every colour and creed.


  I snorted. ‘Hardly. I always meant to but...’


  She nodded. ‘When it’s on your doorstep, there’s less pressure or need to go and visit. I’ve seen more sites of historical interest in Moscow than I think I have in London.’


  ‘You seem to be spending a lot of time there these days. If you’d like me to pass over your responsibilities there to someone else...’


  ‘No,’ she said hastily, ‘it’s fine. Besides, I’ve been working too bloody hard at learning the language to let somebody new take over from me.’


  ‘Teach me something,’ I said.


  She pursed her lips. ‘Kahk dehla.’


  I rolled the words around my mouth. ‘Kahk dehla. What does it mean?’


  ‘How are you?’


  ‘Kahk dehla,’ I tried again. ‘I suppose it could come in handy if I ever want to engage in small talk with a Russian. The trouble is I won’t have any chance of understanding the answer.’


  Leah grins. ‘There are several different standard responses.’


  ‘Too complicated. You were always the one with the head for languages, not me. Teach me something else instead.’


  She shrugged. ‘What would you like to know?’


  I thought about it. ‘Kitten,’ I said finally. ‘What’s the Russian for kitten?’


  Leah raised her eyebrows but didn’t comment. ‘Kotyonok.’


  I smiled, licking my lips. She thumped me on the arm. ‘What gives?’


  ‘I have no idea what you mean.’


  ‘Your face just took on the strangest expression. All thoughtful and...’


  ‘And what?’


  Her nose wrinkled. ‘Dreamy.’


  I laughed. ‘Dreamy? I don’t think that’s me.’


  ‘I’m only telling you what I saw.’


  ‘You’re imagining things.’


  We shuffled forward in the queue, finally reaching the front and purchasing two tickets. The imposing Tower stared down at us. Standing this close to it, I suddenly realised just how large it actually was. This might be harder than I’d thought.


  ‘Do you know where the seal is being kept?’


  I shook my head. ‘Not a clue. It’s an ancient object filled with ceremonial significance though. It’s bound to be housed somewhere important.’


  ‘Makes sense.’ She pointed towards the nearest door where most people seemed to be heading. ‘Let’s follow the crowds then.’


  We ended up at the Tower’s apparent star attraction – the British crown jewels. Each and every crown, despite gleaming under the lights with sheer opulence and expense, looked heavy and cumbersome. Leah halted momentarily in front of one emblazoned with fleur-de-lis. ‘I think you’d look pretty in this,’ she commented.


  I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s completely impractical.’


  She leaned in towards and me whispered, ‘but it would look awesome against black fur. You should commission something just for Lord Alphas to wear. You could put it on for special events.’


  ‘I don’t think so.’ I craned my neck round. ‘And I don’t think we’re likely to find any seals here.’


  ‘Not unless they’re made of gold and diamonds,’ she agreed. ‘There has to be an easier way to find what we’re looking for.’


  I flipped open the glossy brochure and scanned through the pages. ‘There’s nothing in here that’s of use,’ I said frustatedly. ‘Everything’s related to the damn humans.’


  ‘Keep your voice down,’ she hushed.


  I gave her a pointed look. ‘Did you just tell the Lord Alpha to be quiet?’


  ‘Yeah, what of it? We’re in the Tower of London. If you want to lock me up for insubordination, there’s no better place.’


  I hissed in mock exasperation. ‘Don’t tempt me.’ I turned another page in the brochure. Then I grinned. ‘I know where to go.’


  *


  It was easier to locate the true guardians of the Tower than it was to work out where the damn seal was being kept. All we had to do was look for the clusters of people with smartphones and cameras focused on little blobs of black against the vivid green grass around the exterior walls. Leah and I managed to push our way towards the front of the crowds although I did receive several annoyed glances and one sharp jab in my ribs from an elderly lady with an umbrella.


  There were two of them, clearly putting on something of a show for the many gawkers, flying a few feet up into the air and flapping their wings exuberantly at each other.


  ‘There are seven ravens in total,’ I heard a burly Beefeater state from the side. ‘Don’t get too close though. They only trust the Raven Master.’


  As if to add weight to his words a small child, delighted by the large birds’ apparent playfulness, darted out in their direction. Both ravens turned beady malevolent glances in her direction and cawed in a manner that reminded me of nails down a blackboard.


  ‘They’re just birds,’ Leah hissed. ‘We’re wasting our time.’


  The raven nearest us cocked its head and stared directly at her. There was definitely an element of surprise in its face. It squawked slightly and began to ostensibly preen its feathers, one wing outstretched towards the far corner of the Tower. I nodded in understanding and grabbed Leah’s elbow.


  ‘Now what?’ she muttered.


  ‘Peace and quiet,’ I murmured. ‘Come on.’


  We’d barely reached a spot of relative silence between the brickwork of the Tower and the moat next to it when the same raven flew over our heads and swooped down, examining the grass intently by our feet.


  ‘Hello,’ I said softly.


  ‘It’s a damn bird, Corrigan. What do you think it’s going to do? Say hello back?’


  ‘Not very bleeding polite is she?’ Leah’s head swung down towards the raven and she gaped. It squawked in irritation. ‘What? Don’t tell me that a beast changer is surprised to see a talking animal?’


  ‘I ... I ....’ She stammered.


  I smiled and inclined my head. ‘Excuse my sister,’ I said politely. ‘She hadn’t realised that the ravens of the Tower were sentient.’


  ‘What else would Corux be?’ the bird asked, patently affronted. ‘Do you know who Corux is?’


  ‘Your name is Corux?’ It inclined its head, irritation still apparent in its jerky movements. ‘And you keep the Tower safe,’ I soothed.


  It wasn’t particularly appeased. ‘Corux does a bleeding sight more than that. As do the others. If there aren’t six ravens at the Tower, then it will fall. And the kingdom will fall along with it.’


  ‘That’s real?’ Leah said. ‘I thought it was just legend.’


  It closed one eye and squinted up at her. ‘Do you want to test out that theory?’


  She backed off. ‘Er, no. That’s alright.’


  The bird squawked again. ‘Thought not.’


  I crouched down to get closer. ‘You never leave?’


  ‘We’re not prisoners if that’s what you mean.’ It gestured with one wing up towards the sky. ‘Corux can leave at any time.’


  ‘But you really do believe the Tower will collapse if you do?’


  It nodded slightly. ‘It’s not a matter of belief. It’s a matter of knowledge.’ It hopped to its left and began picking at a tuft of grass. ‘We all have our duties to perform, Lord Alpha.’


  ‘You know who I am?’


  ‘Naturally. And Corux knows responsibility can be a heavy burden.’ For a moment, I wasn’t sure whether it was talking about me or about itself. ‘Not every raven is as conscientious, of course,’ Corux continued. ‘There was Grog.’


  I raised my eyebrows. ‘Grog?’


  ‘Enjoyed beer too bleeding much, didn’t he? Took off to hang around a pub instead of here. Caused all sorts of problems.’


  ‘I can imagine,’ I said drily.


  ‘So what do you want? Corux bets you’re not here because you want to do some sightseeing.’


  The raven was clearly a canny creature. ‘No. We’re trying to locate an old shapeshifter seal.’ I pulled out my phone and showed it a photo I’d snapped of the old Way Directives canon.


  It lifted its back and crowed. ‘You come for Albus!’


  ‘You know it?’


  ‘Corux knows everything about the Tower.’


  ‘Where is it?’ Leah asked eagerly.


  ‘It belongs to the Tower.’


  ‘We only want to borrow it,’ I added. ‘And it did originally belong to us anyway.’


  ‘You gave it away when you wanted help with Henry.’


  I was baffled. ‘Who?’


  ‘The fat one. Hair the colour of fire. Killed his missus right around the corner from here.’


  Leah nudged me. ‘He means Henry VIII.’


  ‘Yeah,’ Corux grunted. ‘Him.’


  I had no idea what the bird was on about. All that I’d discovered about the seal was that centuries ago it had been gifted to the Tower’s collection of historical objects. No reason had been given. I couldn’t help wondering what had occurred between the long dead King and the shapeshifters for such an exchange to have been made. ‘Ravens have a long memory,’ I simply said, however.


  ‘We live in history every day of our lives,’ Corux answered. It cocked its head thoughtfully. ‘If you promise to return the seal by nightfall, Corux can get it for you.’


  I gnawed on my lip. I’d hoped to have the thing for longer than that. It would have been good to display it to the different Packs, as well as the members of the Brethren. Seeing the seal would add weight to its importance. Not to mention that merely borrowing it from the raven would hardly be the glorious storming of the Tower of London that I’d envisaged. Take the easy way out, I told myself.


  ‘Fine. We’ll wait here.’


  ‘Corux wants something return first.’


  I eyed the bird warily. ‘What?’


  ‘Grog is famous. Jim Crow is famous. Corux is not.’


  ‘You want fame?’


  ‘I want recognition!’ it hissed, forgetting for once to use the third person.


  ‘Okay,’ I said slowly. ‘Where’s the seal?’


  ‘White Tower. Not even behind a glass cabinet.’


  I jerked my head round. ‘Which room?’


  ‘Top.’


  I smiled. ‘I’ll go up and open the window. I’ll film you flying in and taking the seal. It’ll be on Youtube and going viral in minutes.’


  ‘Youtube?’


  ‘The whole world will see you,’ Leah explained. ‘Well, those with internet anyway.’


  Corux considered this. ‘Done,’ it finally squawked.


  Leah and I exchanged a look. It sounded like a damned good plan to me even if it still wasn’t the most exciting heist in history after all. Oh well.


  CHAPTER THREE


  With the official copies of the new Way Directives stamped and sent around the country, the seal returned to Corux and remarkably little dissension returning our way, I had to admit that I was bored. I paced around the mansion then, when I realised I was simply getting in the way and preventing everyone else from working because they felt they had to stop and salute and tell me what they were up to, I retreated to my office. I was glad there weren’t any problems to deal with but I was starting to feel somewhat redundant.


  Flipping through the papers on my desk, I scanned the latest report from the Arch-Mage concerning Mack’s progress. He hadn’t initially been keen to keep me in the loop but I’d managed to convince him that until we knew what she really was, it was in all our best interests to track her activities. I was unsurprised that she’d been causing waves and struggling to make friends. It was actually rather gratifying to discover that it wasn’t just my authority she balked at, even if the information that she’d shorn her hair left me feeling faintly disappointed. I’d enjoyed seeing her with her natural hair colour and found it hard now to imagine her otherwise. I had to smirk at her enrolment in anger management classes though. I was sure she’d been less than thrilled to receive that assignment.


  I drummed my fingers on the desk and made a decision. No doubt the Arch-Mage would think I was over-stepping the mark and sticking my nose in where it didn’t belong. Staines would probably agree. I told myself, however, that Mack had spent the majority of her life within the Pack so even if she wasn’t a de facto shifter, she was still my responsibility. It was a theory that wouldn’t hold up in court but suited my purposes for now. I threw on my coat, yelling out to Leah that I was heading out. She muttered something in return that sounded like’thank goodness’. I chose to ignore it.


  The counsellor offices were surprisingly luxurious. The receptionist straightened the second she saw me, recognition flickering in her eyes. That would help. I wasn’t sure how seriously this place took their confidentiality. I didn’t want to breach any ethical rules but I didn’t want to leave without seeing Mack either.


  ‘You’re Lord Corrigan!’ She blinked several times and stood up, walking round the shiny chrome counter to greet me.


  I turned on the charm. ‘You recognise me? That puts us at a disadvantage because I don’t know who you are.’


  She gave me a full wattage smile. ‘Lydia.’


  ‘That’s a beautiful name.’


  She blushed ever so slightly. ‘Thank you. Are you here to see a counsellor? We normally require appointments but I’m sure I can bump the next client...’


  I put up my hands to stall her in midflow. ‘No, no. I’m simply here to catch up with an old friend.’


  ‘Oh.’ A tiny line appeared in her forehead. ‘We don’t have anyone pencilled in from the Pack. There’s a water nymph and a couple of pixies. I think we have a mage coming in too...’


  I snapped my fingers. ‘That’ll be her. The mage. Mackenzie Smith. Although, between you and me, she’s not really with the Ministry.’


  The receptionist’s face fell. ‘Oh. Are you sure she’s coming here?’


  ‘I am.’ I leaned in closer. ‘I would really like to surprise her. It would mean a lot to me if you didn’t tell her I was here.’ I felt a delicious shiver of anticipation at seeing her again. She didn’t strike me as the kind of person who enjoyed surprises but I wanted to see the look on her face and was confident that if I could just talk to her, she’d start to relax. The last time I’d seen her, we’d seemed to finally be getting on well. And she did save my life then tell me I was’alright’.


  ‘Uh, okay,’ the receptionist agreed. She tucked a stray curl of blonde hair behind her ear. ‘You know, I have a lunch break at midday. Perhaps after you’ve seen your ... friend, you could get to know me even better.’


  Guilt flashed through me. I must have taken the charm offensive a touch too far. I hadn’t meant to give her the wrong end of the stick. ‘Sorry, Lydia.’ I tried to let her down gently. ‘I’m, er, busy. I have a lunch appointment at Alcazon.’


  Her body jerked. ‘I thought it was closed on Tuesdays.’


  Shit. I clumsily backtracked. ‘Maybe it’s at another place. That’s why I have other shapeshifters around to keep me on track. Sometimes I don’t even know what day it is.’


  She appeared slightly mollified. ‘It must be hard being in charge of so many people. You can wait in our staffroom if you wish. There’s coffee there.’


  ‘Thank you,’ I murmured. ‘Will you let me know when she arrives?’


  She bit her lip and nodded. Not wanting to prolong the awkward conversation any longer, I gave her a quick smile and edged away out of sight.


  There were some interesting posters displayed on the walls of the little staffroom. I was just reading one about how to approach faeries with attention deficit disorder (apparently challenging them to make you some faerie dust is a good way to focus them) when Lydia reappeared.


  ‘She’s here,’ she said breathily. ‘She’s out at reception.’


  I grinned. ‘Thank you.’


  ‘Shall I come with you?’ she asked eagerly.


  ‘Actually, perhaps if you could give me a bit of privacy...’


  Her face clouded with disappointment but she murmured a quiet ‘of course.’ I supposed there were some perks to being Lord Alpha.


  I padded silently down the corridor. Clearly, Lydia hadn’t done a particularly good job of hiding my presence, however. I could hear Mack fiddling with something and moving around with the sort of careful measured steps you only took when you were preparing for a fight. She probably didn’t yet realise who I was so I switched tactics and made a show of being noisier, thumping my way back to the little reception area. Perhaps it would help her to feel less threatened. Surprising her might not have been such a good idea after all.


  By the time I reached the corner, all was silent. I paused. It was very possible she was going to leap out and attempt to slit my throat. I took a deep breath, her familiar scent swirling round me. It was still odd – not quite human or shifter or mage – but it was all Mack. As far as I could tell, she had pressed herself against the other side of the wall. I didn’t know how good her own sense of smell was but when I heard her breathe in deeply and then hiss and curse, slamming her hand against the plaster, I knew she’d finally worked out it was me.


  Mack sprung out, facing me with her features tight and her hackles raised. Her yellow flecked eyes were spitting fire. For some reason she was clutching a pen in one hand, thrusting it out towards me like it was some kind of weapon. Despite her obvious anger, her bald head with just the faintest covering of soft red stubble made her look vulnerable and scared rather than dangerous. Unfortunately, I just couldn’t help myself.


  ‘Hello, kitten,’ I smiled.


  Mack’s reaction was predictable. She launched her free hand out towards me, pushing it into my chest as if to shove me away. I’d been expecting something of the sort, however, and managed – just – to hold my ground. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ she spat.


  I needed to defuse the situation. ‘Why are you being so aggressive?’ I asked. ‘I thought we were friends now.’


  ‘We were never friends,’ she said, tossing her head. She was actually right about that. I had enough friends. For some unfathomable reason I still wanted more than that from her. She jabbed the pen in my direction. ‘Now tell me just what exactly you’re doing here.’


  I took a step forward and grabbed her wrist, forcing her to drop the pen. ‘Are you going to ink me to death?’ It was a feeble attempt at a joke that didn’t go down well.


  ‘Get your hands off me!’ Her voice was high and strained.


  I should probably have let her go to help calm her down. Instead I tightened my grip fractionally. She could probably break away from my hold if she really wanted to but, satisfyingly, I felt her defences start to drop. Her expression softened and I was beginning to think we could have a normal conversation when she abruptly changed her mind and pulled away.


  I looked at her for a long moment. Knowing what I did now, her previous wariness around me made a sort of sense. But she was fully aware that no-one still thought she was a shifter. ‘What’s going on?’ I asked gently, trying to bring her fleeting look of softness back. ‘I thought we parted on good terms.’


  She glanced down although not before I registered hurt on her face. ‘You told the mages all about me! About what happened in Cornwall and the fact that I wasn’t strong enough to beat Iabartu.’


  I leaned back. She thought I’d been telling tales about her. Except all I’d done was make sure the Arch-Mage was fully aware of her worth. ‘No, I told the mages that you were stronger than virtually any shifter I’d ever come across, and that you did well by almost besting a demi-goddess.’ I was completely honest. ‘I wanted them to appreciate your strength. By knowing more about you, I figured they could help train you to be even stronger than you already are.’


  If I’d thought my words would appease her, I was sadly mistaken. ‘Do you have any idea how patronising that sounds?’ There was a sudden scorching heat rising from her pale skin. ‘And besides, I know it’s bullshit. You’re just pissed off that I decided to go with them instead of stay with you. Well, guess what, buster?’ Her eyes challenged me. ‘I’m having a great time! It turns out I am pretty good at all this mage stuff. I don’t need you sticking your nose in.’


  I felt my own ire start to rise. I’d been honest with her. She didn’t seem to think I deserved the same back. ‘Is that right? Because the way I hear things, you’re not doing so hot. In fact there was something about you almost getting kicked out for losing your temper. Isn’t that why you’re here?’


  ‘You’re getting reports on me?’ Her mouth dropped open in horror. ‘You have no right, Corrigan. I’m not part of the Pack so you can fuck right off.’


  I felt myself losing control of the situation. ‘You saved my life,’ I said, trying to salvage what I could. ‘In some cultures that means that you’re now responsible for me for life.’


  ‘Well then it’s just fortunate that’s not my culture then, isn’t it?’


  My insides tightened. No matter what I said, she was determined to remain aggressive and angry. ‘This is not going quite how I’d planned it.’


  ‘My heart bleeds for you.’ She flounced away to the couch and sat down. The strange flapping gown she was wearing fell open to reveal a heart-stopping amount of smooth skin. If she only knew just how much effort it took to keep my eyes on her face instead of her bare thigh...’Now please leave,’ she stated firmly. ‘I have a very important appointment to keep.’


  There was no way I was leaving her like this. I walked over and joined her, trying a new tack. ‘Your new haircut, it, um, suits you. It’s quite dramatic.’


  ‘Oh, you’re going to have to do so much better than that, Corrigan.’ Damn. Apparently Mack wasn’t as easy to win over as Lydia the receptionist had been. I rather liked that about her. At least she stuck to her guns.


  I lowered my voice and leaned in towards her, still forcing myself to look at her face and not her bare legs. ‘So give me the chance then.’


  ‘Fuck off.’


  I sighed. I was wasting my time. Mack obviously didn’t want anything to do with me and maybe it was time I respected her wishes. I could try again after she’d had some anger counseling and was in a better mood. Before that thought could formalise, however, I noticed an ugly wound on her hand. It looked incredibly painful. I stiffened. ‘What the hell happened to your hand?’


  She seemed surprised that I cared, which annoyed me more than it should have. ‘Nothing. I just needed some air so I punched a hole in a window, alright?’


  ‘Did someone hurt you?’ I demanded.


  ‘No.’ She twisted her hands away out of my sight, as if she were ashamed.


  My anger continued to rise. ‘Mack, I mean it. Did one of the mages do this to you?’ I would raze their damn academy to the ground if they’d hurt her, whether she wanted me to do it or not.


  ‘No, Corrigan. I did this to myself.’ Her voice was tired and resigned but there was a ring of truth to her words.


  I gritted my teeth. Why did every conversation with her have to be so difficult? ‘Fine, then.’ I met her eyes, attempting to prove to her that I wasn’t the enemy. ‘But, know this, I’m on your side, whether you believe it or not.’ She let out a tiny, adorable snort, followed by a fleeting look of horror as if she couldn’t quite believe she’d made that sound. I almost smiled. ‘And anyway, Mack, if you really want to avoid my attentions quite this much, then you should perhaps not flash me quite so much skin.’


  She jerked her head up at me, for a moment patently confused. I grinned and pointed downwards. Her eyes widened when she realised just how much of her body she was inadvertently revealing and she stood up, a flush of embarrassment lighting her cheeks. It made her look younger than her years and reminded me that, despite her continued prickliness, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to stay away from her. Not while there was still hope that I could bring her round to my side. I reached out and gently chucked her chin to try and assuage her blushes.


  I’ll be seeing you, kitten.


  She growled at me but there was less anger than previously. I chuckled to myself. One thing I could say about Mack – I was never bored when she was around.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  I was sparring in the garden with Staines, distracting myself from thoughts of Mack, when Lucy arrived with the news. It was easy to tell from the look on her face that something was wrong.


  ‘What is it?’ I asked, calling a halt to the fight.


  ‘That ... thing is here again. The vampire.’


  I frowned. ‘You mean Aubrey.’


  ‘I think that’s his name.’ She sniffed. ‘Although it’s a stupid one.’


  I exchanged a wary glance with Staines. ‘Did he say what he wanted?’


  ‘Nope.’


  I chewed the inside of my cheek. Even though he’d agreed that the bloodsuckers would host the upcoming Otherworld gathering, the way Aubrey had acted when the entire Pack was under threat from the red fever did not exactly make me particularly keen to sit down and chat to him. I’d set upon this course of achieving greater harmony across our different groups, however. The vampires, who were always on the periphery and tended to concern themselves solely with their own self interests, were by far the most dangerous of them all. It stood to reason that the closer I could keep them, the more I’d have a chance of controlling them. Or, if not controlling, then at the very least preventing them from causing chaos whenever they decided they were at a loose end.


  ‘You should go, my Lord,’ Staines said. ‘Find out what he wants if nothing else.’


  ‘Maybe I should be optimistic,’ I agreed. ‘Perhaps he’s made the choice to turn vegan and bring every damn vampire along with him.’


  He raised his eyebrows. ‘It’d certainly make the world a safer place.’


  I sighed. ‘I have the feeling that the only thing that would keep the world safe from the vampires would be to de-fang the lot of them.’


  ‘One day, my Lord, one day.’


  I grabbed my t-shirt from the side and pulled it over my head. It felt slightly sticky and unpleasant against the sheen of sweat on my skin but it wasn’t like I cared what Aubrey thought of my personal hygiene. It was tempting to make him wait while I took a shower but, after speaking to him, I’d probably just need to cleanse myself again anyway.


  I strolled through the mansion to where he was waiting at the front. He seemed to be inspecting one of old paintings which had been displayed there for as long as I could remember – a young girl of around sixteen or seventeen with dark hair, clear innocent eyes and an open book on her lap.


  ‘Do you know who this is?’ Aubrey asked without turning.


  I stared at the painted woman. As far as I was aware, no-one in the Brethren, not even the ancient librarian, knew the painting’s provenance or subject. ‘No,’ I said slowly, wondering what on earth all this was about.


  ‘Her name was Jane. Jane Grey.’


  I frowned. That rung a tiny bell.


  Aubrey continued. ‘As far as the humans are aware she is the only English monarch of whom there is no contemporary painting.’


  ‘You mean...’


  ‘On the throne for nine days.’ He looked over his shoulder at me and smiled coldly. ‘Before her execution, of course.’


  ‘You knew her?’


  He waved a hand. ‘Before my time. But it’s because of us that she died.’


  ‘You meddled in the succession of the throne?’


  ‘My dear boy,’ he laughed patronisingly, ‘we meddle in everything.’


  ‘Why did you kill her?’


  ‘As I stated, it was before my time. But we disposed of her because it suited our purposes. And it wasn’t actually us who did the killing. It was far more delicious for us to manipulate the humans into executing her on their own. Of course with hindsight, when we eventually got Elizabeth as monarch instead of Mary, we probably should have kept poor little Lady Grey.’ He shrugged. ‘You can’t have everything though. We definitely didn’t want another Brethren sympathiser leading the country.’


  I blinked. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Henry tried to stamp you all out. His son, Edward VI tried to bring you back.’ His expression took on a chilling look of satisfaction. ‘We dealt with him swiftly enough.’ He laughed at my expression. ‘You had no idea did you? The only reason Henry didn’t succeed was because your lot pledged allegiance to the crown. The Brethren signed away half of their property and a good deal of their valuables to secure their own safety. Not to mention agreeing to twist the facts of history by never mentioning the deal to anyone again. So it’s not really any wonder that it’s not in any of your dusty old books.’ Aubrey winked at me. ‘You’d be amazed at what us vampires know that you don’t.’


  Frankly, I had no idea whether he was telling the truth or not. It was similar to what Corux had told me. Maybe the ravens had brokered the deal. Or maybe it didn’t matter what you did or who you spoke to, the truth about the past would never be entirely revealed. If we allowed it, I was certain Aubrey and his chums would use their theoretically superior knowledge of history to lord it over us and twist our own self-beliefs. Except I didn’t care all that much about what had happened five hundred years ago. I only cared about the next five hundred. Learning from your mistakes was one thing – allowing them to define you was something else entirely.


  ‘Is that why you’re here? To give me a history lesson?’ I exaggerated my bored tone. ‘Perhaps you could just email over the salient facts instead. I’m rather busy.’


  Aubrey made a show of looking my sweaty clothes up and down and wrinkling his nose. ‘So I see.’


  I had to bite my tongue not to snap that at least I didn’t reek of rotting meat like he did. ‘If that’s all then?’


  ‘No. It’s not. Although it is, in a rather roundabout fashion, related to all that time.’


  I suddenly thought of my recent trip to the Tower. Maybe I had an inkling about where this was going after all. ‘Go on.’


  ‘You’ve been talking to the ravens,’ he said.


  I rolled my tongue around my mouth, debating whether to answer truthfully or not. Eventually, I shrugged. ‘What of it?’


  Aubrey’s lip curled. ‘They gave you the Albus seal.’


  I inspected my fingernails. ‘Perhaps you need to refer to your own sources. They lent us the Albus seal. We returned it.’


  Aubrey hissed suddenly. ‘It’s not in your possession?’


  ‘No,’ I answered calmly. ‘It’s not.’


  He took a step towards me. ‘We want it.’


  ‘It belonged to the Brethren. Now it belongs to the Tower. It’s really nothing to do with you.’


  His expression took on a crafty look. ‘We ... collect objects of historical importance. We wish to collect this one.’


  I had to try very hard not to laugh. I was betting I knew exactly why he wanted the seal – he’d heard about its supposed powers for encouraging shapeshifter compliance and had decided that now we were no longer on the verge of extinction, he wanted a different method of controlling us. For all his apparent historical wisdom, he wasn’t as smart as he thought. The thing was useless. Its function was ceremonial and nothing more. Not that I was going to help him get hold of it though. It would be far more fun to refuse and see what he chose to do next instead.


  ‘You’ll need to talk to the ravens,’ I said. ‘We don’t have it.’


  His shoulders stiffened fractionally. ‘The ravens do not like us.’


  It was getting harder and harder not to laugh. Nobody liked the damn vampires – didn’t he know that? ‘Then there’s nothing I can do.’


  ‘In the interests of our newfound alliance, it would suit you to aid us in retrieving it.’


  ‘In that case,’ I murmured, ‘bring it up at the next meeting. It’s only a few days away, after all.’


  ‘We would,’ Aubrey said stiffly, ‘prefer to keep this matter between ourselves.’


  No doubt because he was concerned that the Mages or the Fae had better record keeping skills than we did and would know about the seal’s supposed properties. ‘It’s your choice,’ I said. ‘But for now I cannot help you.’


  There was a flicker of burning rage in his eyes. It was barely a second, however, before he managed to quell it. ‘Then I shall take my leave.’


  ‘I’ll see you at the party.’


  He sniffed and departed. Staines, by now himself showered and changed, came up to my shoulder. ‘You should be wary of antagonising the vampires, my Lord. They can be unpredictable.’


  I told him what Aubrey had wanted and my theory behind his motivation. Staines scowled. ‘Hang the lot of them.’


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Considering the vampires’ interest in the seal, I took the decision to inform the entirety of the Pack openly that it was a useless object. To continue to imply otherwise, even by omission, was a dangerous tack to take. Sitting at my desk and reading through the various responses from around the country, however, I had to admit I was surprised. Only a few of the most gullible shifters had believed the theory that the seal contained magical powers. The vast majority were simply happy that I’d cared about the new Way Directives and was invested in their future enough to obtain the seal temporarily for them. It was more the official air the seal provided that they approved of, rather than any nonsense about legendary magic clinging to it. I felt guilty for making assumptions about other people’s inner most thoughts and beliefs. The more I wondered about what other assumptions I’d been making lately, the more worried I became.


  I stewed for half a day and then called in Leah. She appeared in the doorway with a tub of ice-cream in her hand and a sardonic look on her face. ‘You rang, milord?’


  ‘Is that for me?’


  ‘Chocolate chip? No way.’ She dipped in her spoon and made a show of savouring a mouthful. ‘I need this. What do you need?’


  I pursed my mouth, not sure if this was really a good idea. ‘Advice.’


  She blinked rapidly. ‘I’m going to require a greater calorie count for that. Let me get another tub.’


  ‘Leah,’ I groaned.


  ‘Sorry, big brother, I couldn’t resist. It’s not every day that the esteemed and mighty Lord Alpha of the Brethren comes to me for advice. What is it? Are the werewolves giving you trouble again? I’m not sure I can help much if it’s the vampires...’


  ‘It’s a girl.’


  She grinned. Then she thought about it some more and her grin grew even wider. ‘Let me guess. Red hair? Spiky temper? Used to be a shapeshifter but is now something else entirely different?’


  ‘You’ve met her?’


  ‘Nah.’ She hopped up onto my desk and took another scoop of ice cream. ‘I’m always away when she’s around. Everyone I speak to asks me about her though. Well,’ she amended, ‘they ask me about you and whether she’s your girlfriend or not.’


  ‘Nothing’s sacred.’


  ‘Nope.’


  ‘Her hair’s not red any more,’ I said. ‘I mean, it’s red, but she’s cut it all off.’


  Leah’s eyebrows flew up. ‘All of it?’


  I nodded. ‘She’s completely bald.’


  ‘She’s not joining a nunnery to get away from you, is she?’


  Frankly, I wouldn’t past it her. ‘No. Something to do with hazing at the Ministry, I believe.’


  ‘Ah.’ She gave me an arch look. ‘Is she a mage then?’


  ‘No. I don’t think so anyway.’


  ‘You don’t know what she is?’


  I shook my head. ‘Not a clue.’


  ‘Why don’t you ask her?’


  I scratched my chin. ‘That’s kind of what I need help with. Every time we talk I seem to screw it up. I’m not quite sure what I’m doing wrong.’


  ‘Hmmm. Tell me what happened the last time you met.’


  ‘She got angry. Then she got soft. Then she got angry again.’


  Leah rolled her eyes. ‘Tell me in detail. As if you’re a girl.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  She sighed. ‘Where did you meet?’


  ‘At some counsellor’s place in the city. The Otherworld one.’


  ‘You’re getting counselling?’


  ‘Only for how to deal with annoying little sisters. No,’ I said, ‘it was Mack that was getting counselling.’


  ‘Oh, Corrigan.’ Leah tutted several times. ‘Oh no. You’re telling me you interrupted her private counselling session to give her a booty call.’


  ‘It wasn’t like that! First of all, I didn’t interrupt the session. I made sure I was already there before she went in.’


  ‘Did she know you were coming?’


  I shifted uncomfortably. ‘No.’


  She threw her hands up into the air. ‘Well, no wonder she was pissed off. There she is, vulnerable and needing help and then you show up probably all butch and masculine and growly...’


  ‘I’m not growly. I’m never growly.’


  ‘You growled just then. Was she happy to see you?’


  ‘No,’ I admitted. ‘But she didn’t run away or anything. Mainly because I...’ I hesitated. ‘I grabbed her wrist.’


  ‘What?’ Leah screeched. ‘You physically prevented her from getting away from you? Why didn’t you just club her over the head and drag her to your cave?’


  ‘It wasn’t like that,’ I protested.


  Leah looked sceptical. ‘How much do you like her?’


  Heat inexplicably rushed into my cheeks. Her mouth dropped open. ‘I like her quite a lot.’


  ‘Clearly. You need to be nice to her, Corrigan. Be charming. I know you have it in you. I’ve seen you schmooze plenty of women before.’


  ‘Plenty of women who weren’t Mack. And I was nice to her. I told her I liked her new hairstyle.’


  She gave me an exasperated look. ‘Really? You told her you liked the new hairstyle she’s got, even though she’s now bald and essentially has no hairstyle whatsoever. In fact, the new hairstyle she didn’t ask for but received because of some kind of college prank?’


  ‘Um...’


  ‘You need to stop coming across all alpha male, Corrigan. She’s pretty bolshy, right?’


  I snorted. ‘That’s one way of putting it.’


  ‘So let her be like that. Give her the respect she deserves by letting her get her own way instead of you bulldozing your way to what you want.’ Her eyes hardened slightly. ‘Unless what you want is just a quick roll in the hay.’


  I ran a hand through my hair. ‘That’s not what I want,’ I said quietly. I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted exactly but it was more than simply having Mack in my bed. She was like a damned itch I couldn’t scratch. A troubling thought struck me. ‘And if what she wants is for me to leave her alone?’


  She regarded me seriously. ‘Then you need to respect that.’ She held out her spoon. ‘There’s always ice-cream. It’s a poor substitute but it can help a bit.’


  ‘I don’t want ice-cream.’


  She smiled. ‘Look, she saved your life. She’s the one who found the antidote for the red fever.’


  I nodded. ‘Yes.’


  Leah shrugged. ‘Then she can’t completely hate you otherwise she’d have left you to rot. Let her lead the way and things will work out.’


  ‘It’s not really in my nature to take a backseat,’ I began.


  ‘Try, Corrigan. It might do more good than you think.’


  *


  Strangely enough, I had the opportunity to put Leah’s advice into action more soon than I’d realised. I was just padding from the shower to my bedroom with a towel wrapped round my waist when Mack herself abruptly popped into my head.


  Ummm...


  It was such a nervous opening that it immediately put me on edge. Mack, what’s wrong?


  Hi Corrigan. Her Voice was soft and not at all like it had been before. How are things?


  You’re contacting me in the middle of the night to ask how I’m doing? I cursed myself as soon as the words left me. I wasn’t trying to provoke her.


  Uh, no. I felt bad, no, I FEEL bad about what happened yesterday. You know, at the shrink’s place.


  Except I was the one who should be saying sorry. Leah had said to let her take the lead, however, so I simply ran with it. Is this an apology? An actual apology from the big, bad, scary Mackenzie Smith?


  Yeah. I guess it is.


  I didn’t know how to respond. If I said thank you it would suggest that I agreed she’d been the one to screw things up, not me. Then she might get pissed off again. If I didn’t say thank you, then she’d think I wasn’t going to accept her words and she might get pissed off again. Whichever way I swung, I’d be screwed.


  Corrigan? Are you still there?


  I took a deep breath. The only thing I could think of to do was to tease her. Perhaps that way I could keep the mood light. I’m waiting.


  Waiting for what?


  Your apology. I tried to sound as if I was bantering. I wasn’t sure it worked though.


  My...? She paused midway. I apologise.


  Her lack of blue-aired blow-out at my provocation meant Mack was taking this very seriously. I made a quick decision and took her at her word. Thank you. I was willing to lay bets, however, that there was more to this than she was so far saying. So why are you really contacting me, kitten?


  I, uh, thought that maybe I should do something. You know, to make it up to you. I behaved badly.


  I licked my lips. Oh, I’m sure I could think of something or other that you could do to make it up to me.


  Don’t get any ideas, my Lord. This is purely on a platonic basis.


  I really could think of a few things she could do. I pushed the sudden swell of vivid images out of my mind and focused on the conversation. I will try not to let the disappointment overcome me. So what did you have in mind?


  I thought maybe we could meet. You know, in person. And then I could, you know, apologise. And, um, we could chat.


  Chat? Out of everything I’d expected her to say, this wasn’t it. About what? The weather perhaps? Knitting patterns?


  You’re right, she hastily backtracked. This is a stupid idea. I’m sorry for bothering you.


  Damn it. I reminded myself to let her have the lead. Hold those horses, kitten. As you’ve gone to so much trouble to get in touch, then perhaps you are right. We should meet. And ... chat. I took things a tiny step further, hoping against hope I wasn’t being too forward. Why don’t we have dinner? I know some good places that are quiet and intimate where we wouldn’t be disturbed.


  Well, actually, Corrigan, I think it would be better if we went somewhere where there were a lot of people. You know, when you met me yesterday it was because I had anger-management counselling.


  I exhaled. So much for a tete-a-tete over candlelight then. You don’t say.


  Err... I do say. And I find that it’s easier for me to keep my temper and act like a normal person if I’m in a big crowd. In fact, it’s actually part of my therapy to spend as much time out in the busy public as possible.


  That’s an interesting choice of words, kitten.


  What?


  ‘Normal person’. Mack was the least normal or ordinary person I’d ever met. In the dictionary, if you looked up extraordinary, her face would probably be there. Because you’re definitely not normal and I’m pretty sure that you’re not a person either. You still owe me an explanation, I think.


  She kept her response level. Well, I’d have thought that by now you’d have gotten all the information you need out of Betsy or Tom or Julia.


  Despite what you may think of me, I don’t tend to force my shifters to tell me things that they don’t want to.


  My Lord, in that case, you won’t force me to tell you what I don’t want to either.


  My inner need to assert myself took over. But you’re not one of my shifters and I’m not your Lord.


  Well, okay, whatever, she dismissed uncharacteristically. I’m a normal person who happens to be free next Saturday night. If you aren’t doing anything, then maybe I can come to London and we could meet. Otherwise, never mind. I understand that being the Dark Lord of the Brethren means that you’re a busy man.


  I scratched my chin. Under any normal circumstances, Mack would be spitting and seething by now and running for the hills. Considering she was stuck at school with a bunch of teenagers in the middle of nowhere, her social life probably wasn’t packed full of exciting moments. Mentioning Saturday was incredibly specific for someone with a less than hectic nightlife. There really was more to this than she was saying. My eyes narrowed slightly. I would bet anything that Mack was angling for an invitation to the Otherworld gathering the vampires were hosting. I had no idea what her reasons were but I was going to take full advantage of the situation. Not only would I be following Leah’s advice but I’d also get to see Mack again. Maybe even in a dress.


  Next Saturday causes a few problems. However, I believe I can overcome them. I grinned to myself, acting as innocent and naïve as I possibly could. I have to attend a gathering with some Otherworld leaders. Will mixing in such company be a problem for you?


  As long as you’re not talking demi-goddesses, then I can probably manage. There was a hint of glee to Mack’s Voice that affirmed my suspicions. She was thrilled.


  Okay then. No demi-goddesses, I promise, I purred. Then, because I knew she wasn’t about to change her mind, I couldn’t resist teasing her ever so slightly. I wanted a little more banter before she broke away again. Wear something pretty. I will come and pick you up at the Ministry.


  I could almost see her balling up her fists in annoyance. Mack, however, merely murmured quietly. Of course. I will look forward to it.


  Despite her ulterior motives – whatever they were – and the natural ending to our conversation, a deep feeling of satisfaction uncurled itself in my chest. As will I, kitten, as will I.


  CHAPTER SIX


  It took a few days to squeeze in a return visit to the Tower of London. After complaining about having nothing to do, Staines had taken it upon himself to provide me with a vast mountain of paperwork to complete. I would have delegated it someone else but he grumbled at me that it was good for my soul and an essential part of my role. I think it might have been because he wanted me to focus on something other than Mack. Either way, by the time I’d cleared the decks and found the time to seek out Corux again, the bird appeared remarkably unperturbed about my news concerning the vampires’ interest in the seal.


  ‘Corux knows this already,’ it flapped, focusing on the movements of a crowd of teenagers who appeared to be on a school trip and were doing whatever they could to escape the watchful gaze of their teacher.


  ‘How do you know?’ I asked.


  ‘They came. They spoke to Corux.’ The raven’s bright eyes gleamed. ‘They brought gifts.’


  I stiffened. ‘What gifts?’


  ‘Shiny things.’


  ‘Did you give them the seal in return?’


  It cackled loudly. ‘Corux does not deal with the dead ones.’ Then it glanced at me knowingly. ‘They want to hurt you. They are afraid of you.’


  I nodded distractedly. ‘They seem to be under the impression the Albus seal will help them do this.’ I gnawed at my bottom lip. ‘I’m not wrong, am I? It doesn’t have any real power?’


  ‘It is white and pretty.’


  I sighed in exasperation. ‘But...’


  ‘No,’ it cawed, ‘it has no power in the sense that you imagine it. Power, however, comes in many forms.’


  ‘What do you mean, Corux?’


  The raven hissed. ‘Wait here.’


  It took off, flying at a low altitude towards the teens and swooping towards them with what I could only imagine was a particularly menacing glare. Several of them screeched, dropping the illicit cigarette they were attempting to light. They scattered.


  ‘Corux does not like smoking,’ it explained when it returned, preening slightly at its success. ‘Tried it once. Made Corux sick.’


  I tried to picture the large bird with a fag hanging out of its mouth and failed entirely. ‘What were you saying about power?’


  ‘The ravens talk. We see power here. We know the past. A shiny crown is pretty but it has no magic. It does, however, have power.’


  I frowned at the cryptic answer. ‘Are you saying the seal is important after all?’


  Corux didn’t elaborate. He’d caught sight of a family who were pointing at him in excitement. I could hear them telling each other that it was the raven from Youtube. Not one to let an opportunity pass by, Corux flew up, circling round my head then flapping towards the people. They pulled out an impressive collection of cameras and began snapping away while the bird posed. Attracted by the flurry of activity, other tourists joined in. I wasn’t going to get any more out of the raven today. I supposed it was just as well. I had a date to prepare for.


  *


  I waited across from the Ministry headquarters, feeling more nervous than I had in a long time. I adjusted my cuffs and wondered whether wearing a tuxedo was too over-the-top. I was trying to impress upon the gathering of Otherworlders that I took our new meetings very seriously but I couldn’t help thinking that Mack would believe I looked like a stuffed penguin. I reached up to loosen my bowtie and take it off to soften the effect when the shimmers of a portal began to appear. I dropped my hands to watch instead.


  Mack tottered through, collapsing on the pavement. Even from this distance I could see the tinge of green to her face. I started forward to cross the street and help her but, a second later, the surfer mage, Floride, appeared. I hung back, irritation and awkwardness flooding through me. I wondered if it was a request from him or from one of the other mages that had made her so desperate to attend this gathering. Anything was possible where Mack was concerned.


  When she had finally finished throwing up, Floride took the role of gentleman and ensured she made it back to her feet. He was casually dressed, as always, in a brightly coloured t-shirt and ripped jeans. His attire might have been grungy but it only made me feel more stiff and primped up than I already had been before. At least Mack had taken me at my word and was wearing a dress. It clung to her curves in a manner that made my mouth go dry. Considering it was a deep scarlet colour, it should have clashed with her hair. Instead it simply made the light regrowth around her skull look even brighter. Staines would be impressed that she’d made an effort. Hell, I was taken aback by how unbelievably good she looked. Still, the old werebear had made a point of telling me before I’d left that I should take the opportunity to find out what she really was. It wasn’t just him who had an undying curiosity about her true nature. I couldn’t stand the thought of the mages knowing more about her than I did.


  A bus lurched past, blocking my view. When it finally moved away, Floride was holding Mack’s body, his hands curved high round her ribcage. From this angle it looked disturbingly like he was fondling her breasts. I swallowed down the surge of jealous anger and tried to stay calm.


  ‘Are you ready to go yet or are you bringing the wizard with you?’ I called out.


  Both Floride and Mack jumped as if shocked to see me. Considering this meeting point had already been pre-arranged, it struck me as a particularly ridiculous show of surprise. It didn’t help when Mack turned to the mage and murmured something then kissed him on the cheek. I balled up my fists and glared, counting slowly to ten in my head. Starting the evening off in a jealous sulk was not the way to win Mack to my side. I slowly unclenched my fingers and leaned against the car, folding my arms in a bid to appear more casual.


  Mack took a step forward. Bizarrely, she seemed to wobble in an astoundingly uncharacteristic fashion. My stomach dropped at the thought that she’d had to down copious amounts of alcohol to deal with this night – and my companionship - until I realised it wasn’t because she was drunk. She was wearing high heels that she didn’t seem to be able to walk in. In fact, she was halfway across the road when a wide-eyed look of panic crossed her face. Outstretching her arms in a vain bid to steady herself, she looked remarkably like she was trying to learn how to fly. She flapped them up and down until I could almost believe she’d actually take off up into the air. Then, however, she lost control entirely and fell forward with a loud oooph. The startled look on her face was so comical that I couldn’t help myself from chuckling.


  Mack picked herself up and threw me a glare that would have frozen a lesser man in his tracks. ‘Yeah, lap it up, fuzzball,’ she spat.


  I deepened my voice. ‘Striking fear into the hearts of all who cross her, ladies and gentleman, I give you Mackenzie Smith.’


  Her eyes continued to spark. ‘Fuck off.’


  ‘Okay, then.’ I shrugged, confident she was prepared to do just about anything to make it to this party, and began to return to the car on my own. I’ll admit I didn’t take my eyes off of her just in case though.


  Mack was unimpressed. ‘Very funny.’


  ‘Just remember that you’re the one who invited me out on a date. You might want to show a little more humility and gratitude,’ I teased.


  ‘This is not a date,’ she said primly. ‘It’s merely an opportunity to smooth things over in order to avoid any future confrontations.’


  The trouble was I wanted lots of confrontations with Mack. The more passionate, the better. I licked my lips and held the car door open, gesturing her inside. It was probably better we got going before I did anything silly like pouncing on her.


  ‘So things are going well in shifter-land, then?’ she asked, once the car pulled off.


  I didn’t really want to talk about how mundane my life currently was. What was I going to say? That the most exciting conversation I’d had lately had been with a bird and that I was becoming fabulously adept at balancing the Brethren’s cheque books? Regardless of her ulterior motives in asking for this date, I still wanted to impress her. Without saying anything, I reached into the small fridge and poured her a glass of champagne. I’d made a point of selecting the very best we had in our wine cellar.


  I’d barely finished filling my own glass when Mack finished hers and set it aside. I blinked in surprise. Maybe she wanted to get herself tipsy after all.


  ‘Thirsty?’


  She lifted up her chin. ‘A bit. Maybe I just need some Dutch courage to get through this evening. I tensed up at her words although she seemed to realise they’d affected me because she abruptly backtracked. ‘Just because until very recently I thought that you were going to slaughter me and all my friends once you worked out that I wasn’t a shifter, of course.’


  ‘Yes. We’ll need to talk about that one day.’ I poured her another glass. This time, she ignored it. ‘So, the mage. He’s the one from Cornwall, right?’ I asked casually, as if I didn’t know already. ‘The one who sneaked you through the portal.’ I was referring, of course, to the one leading to Iabartu’s demesne.


  Mack’s eyes narrowed. She knew exactly what I was talking about. ‘He didn’t sneak me through the portal. I asked him to help me get through it and he obliged. Because he’s nice. And that’s what friends do for other friends.’


  ‘Put them into life or death situations?’


  ‘Help them in their time of need,’ she returned.


  Except if Anton and I hadn’t arrived when we had, Mack would have been killed. The thought created a tight unpleasant knot deep in my chest. ‘It may have been more helpful if he’d gone through with you.’ I took a deep breath and reminded myself that I wanted to know the truth about what she really was. Despite Leah’s advice, I was starting to think that the only way I’d find out her true nature was to goad her into telling me. This would be a good opportunity. I plunged ahead. ‘But you didn’t want that, did you? You were seeking glory and wanted the spotlight all to yourself.’


  ‘Glory?’ She seemed more flabbergasted than angry. ‘I was trying to stop Iabartu from murdering anyone else.’


  I pushed on. ‘We still haven’t really established why she was trying to murder anyone at all.’


  Comprehension lit across her face and I inwardly cursed. I’d been more transparent than I’d intended. ‘Instead of annoying each other,’ Mack said softly, ‘why don’t we see if we can get along?’


  I might not be getting close to getting any answers from her but I really liked the idea of that. ‘Okay then,’ I smiled. ‘You look nice in that dress. It was ... thoughtful of you to dress up.’


  ‘You look well turned out yourself.’ She grinned to herself and I felt my stomach do a little flipflop. Where the hell had that come from? This was ridiculous; I was acting like a spotty teenager on his way to his first school dance. ‘So, where is it we are actually going?’ she asked coyly.


  ‘You know exactly where we’re heading.’


  ‘Um, no.’ She blinked innocently. Too innocently. ‘You just said that it was a gathering for the Otherworld leaders, that’s all.’


  I was suddenly tired of the games. What I really wanted, I decided, was for us to be honest with each other. ‘And you just happened to be free to go out only this night,’ I drawled. ‘After almost biting my head off less than twenty-four hours before. Let’s quit the play-acting, kitten. For some reason, you are desperate to get into this party and you’re prepared to use me to do it.’ I leaned towards her and dropped my voice. ‘So don’t think that I am for one moment going to let you out of my sight to go off and do something stupidly reckless.’


  ‘I don’t have any ulterior motives, Corrigan. You’re just determined to think the worst of me.’


  ‘Hmm, we’ll see about that, shall we?’


  She stared at me, wide-eyed. I wondered whether I’d made a terrible hash of things again already. Unfortunately – or perhaps fortunately – Mara pulled the car to a halt and I was prevented from saying anything else.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  I wanted to open Mack’s door for her and help her out of the car. I was aware that I rarely acted like a gentleman when she was around and, even though my action was more to add weight to my words about not letting her out of my sight than because I was suddenly Mr. Chivalrous, I didn’t want her to lose her balance on those silly shoes again. As it was, however, she wouldn’t wait for me. Story of my life.


  I walked round to her side anyway and held out my arm for her. She seemed nervous although whether it was because of the fact that I had called her out on her reasons for attending the party or whether the imposing façade of the vampires’ nest was getting to her, I wasn’t sure. Either way, I felt ridiculously pleased that, after a momentary hesitation, she took my proferred arm even if her free hand was gripping onto her purse as if she was afraid she was about to mugged. I inhaled her scent. It was deeply feminine but with a hint of something harder, reminding me of chocolate laced with chilli. I didn’t think telling her that she smelled good enough to eat would go down very well however, so for once I kept my mouth shut.


  The gleaming black door swung open as we approached, revealing various guests already inside. It was interesting to note that the vampires had hired a sprite as their doorman. It was akin to using jelly and ice-cream to encourage dieting. They were trying to hard to pretend that they trusted us all. Still, when he beckoned me over to be frisked, I dutifully held out my arms and spread my legs to allow him to be circumspect. We were all aware it was pointless. My’weapons’ were part of my shapeshifter soul and everyone knew it. I glanced over at Mack who seemed to be thinking the same thing. I was betting that if the vampires tried anything, she wouldn’t find a lack of knives or guns any sort of hindrance. I’d seen her in action often enough to prove that.


  I stepped back once he was done. Mack, with a tiny smile paying around her lips that made me instantly suspicious, took my place. He patted her down, starting at her shoulders and moving downwards. The moment his hands reached her waist, she gasped and dropped her purse, spilling the contents on the floor. I glanced down with interest at the lipstick, comb, mirror and tampon.


  ‘Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.’ Mack gasped. ‘How embarrassing.’


  There wasn’t the faintest trace of a blush on her cheeks. She made a little move as if to bend down and scoop everything up but when the bouncer did it for her, the self-satisfaction in her eyes was obvious. I watched with some amusement, trying to work out exactly what it was she was hiding. I still didn’t believe it could be a weapon but there was definitely something she didn’t want found.


  ‘Thank you so much! You’re terribly kind,’ she gushed, when he handed her the purse back.


  I took her hand again and placed it on my arm, my fingers brushing against her pulse as I did. It was thrumming a fast staccato beat.


  ‘I have to admit, I’m impressed,’ I told her, as we strolled inside. ‘However, you got lucky. My shifters would never have fallen for that.’


  ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


  I almost laughed. ‘Of course you don’t. I am going to find out what it is you’re really after, you know, kitten.’


  ‘Only the pleasure of your company, oh great Lord Alpha of the awe-inspiring Brethren.’


  I let out a smothered laugh. I’d have asked her to go into more detail about just what pleasures she was taking from being by my side but unfortunately we were interrupted by a waiter. Instead we both took a glass and studied the crowd. The mages, for once, had come dressed in style. It wasn’t just the Arch-Mage wearing his full regalia – they were all in their formal black robes. At least it made them easy to spot. The vampires themselves were keeping themselves well away from the rest of us, remaining in tight little huddles. I couldn’t help but notice the sidelong looks several of them gave me though. I wondered how long it would take them before they brought up the subject of the Albus seal and the ravens again.


  Despite his own formal wear, Tom seemed even more fresh-faced than normal, bouncing over towards us as soon as he caught sight of Mack. He still acknowledged me first but I knew who it was he really wanted to speak to.


  ‘My Lord Alpha,’ he said with a small bow.


  ‘You know Miss Smith, of course,’ I smiled, teasing him gently.


  Tom turned towards her. ‘I almost didn’t recognise you without any hair! What the hell happened, Red?’


  ‘It’s a long story,’ she muttered.


  ‘It suits you,’ he said, as I frowned. How could he get away with commenting on her new hairstyle and I couldn’t? ‘And that dress is hot! I don’t actually think I’ve seen you wear a dress before. Sexy!’


  A ripple of irritation ran through me. ‘Where is your fiancée?’ I interrupted, before this went any further. Betsy should have been here too. I’d made certain the invitation was extended to them both.


  ‘She’s not feeling very well, my Lord. She decided to stay at home but she wanted me to thank you for inviting us along.’


  ‘So,’ Mack said, keeping all her attention on the werewolf, ‘Tom, are you enjoying serving the Brethren or do you wish that you were still back in Cornwall?’


  He shot me a nervous look as if he was suddenly worried about how I’d react to her obvious attempt at goading me. ‘Well, I wouldn’t call it serving the Brethren.’


  I decided to help him out. ‘Tom here has been promoted, because he’s a very helpful and loyal wolf.’


  ‘And of course you demand abject loyalty from all your subjects,’ Mack sniped, pulling away from me, ‘don’t you, my Lord?’


  ‘For someone who spent so much time living with a Pack, you seem to have a remarkably weak grasp on how all this works,’ I responded calmly. ‘The hierarchy keeps the system working. It prevents discord. Not only that, but it’s in our blood and in our genes. To pretend otherwise would be to deny ourselves our true nature. Without the Way Directives and the chain of command, the Pack wouldn’t exist.’


  It was tempting to tell her exactly what I’d been doing by simplifying the Directives and slimming down the chain of command so that it was less hierarchical. I didn’t think anything I said would be good enough to meet her independent set of principles though - and I was taken aback by the sudden flash of melancholy in her eyes. Perhaps for all her assertions to the contrary, Mack actually missed the Pack.


  ‘Well, it certainly makes your life more comfortable,’ she snapped, as if afraid to let me see her sudden vulnerability.


  No longer wishing to have Tom privy to every word, I used my Voice to speak to her privately. Careful, kitten. Remember that you’re supposed to be my ever-so-willing date. If you continue to look as pissed off as you do right now, then you’ll draw attention to yourself. And I don’t imagine that will help your plans, whatever they really are.


  I don’t have any plans. She threw on a fake smile and turned away from me again.


  ‘I hope that Betsy isn’t very sick,’ she said to Tom.


  ‘No, it’s nothing serious. But she’s tucked up in bed with a hot water bottle. She’s gutted that she didn’t get the chance to come and catch up with you though.’


  ‘And Julia?’


  ‘She’s gone back down to Cornwall. Anton needed her for some things.’


  Mack’s eagerness for news of her old friends was giving her away. Before I could comment on it, however, Aubrey interrupted, addressing the entire gathering as if he were the one to organise it all.


  ‘Ladies and Gentlemen of the Otherworld. Welcome to Kingsway. We encourage you to sample our humble offerings, partake of our wine and use this opportunity to mix and mingle with friends. This unique event offers much scope to forge new contacts and prevent unnecessary conflict, and we are honoured to welcome you.’


  ‘Trumped-up little shit,’ I commented, unable to help myself.


  Mack shot me a surprised look but I forced myself to keep my attention on the vampire. He was surveying the room like we were his willing subjects. It was difficult not to react when his eyes fell on Mack with predatory interest. I knew she could take care of herself but I still didn’t appreciate the gleam in his eye. It was worth it, however, when she inched towards me as if for protection. I tried not to grin in delight but it was bloody hard.


  ‘Don’t fret about it,’ I said, throwing her a bone as she suddenly seemed embarrassed by her action, ‘he has that effect on most people.’


  Mack didn’t answer. Reminding myself once more of Leah’s words, I didn’t mention it again. If she didn’t want to draw attention to the repulsion she felt at Aubrey’s gaze, then neither would I - as much as I wanted to show her that I could protect her from him too.


  ‘Lord Alpha, the meeting is about to begin in the drawing room,’ a waiter hummed in my ear.


  I nodded my acknowledgment and leaned over to Mack. ‘I need to go and do some of my jumped-up, arrogant Lord of the Brethren stuff now,’ I purred. ‘Be good.’ Then I raised my eyebrows at Tom. I know she’s your friend but she’s up to something. Keep an eye on her until I return. We don’t need to antagonise the vampires any more than we already have.


  He jerked his agreement. Sensing our unspoken communication, a look of misery crossed Mack’s face. I almost apologised to her for ruining her fun. If she wasn’t going to tell me what all this was about, however, I wasn’t about to let her get up to any mischief that might ruin the oh-so-very fragile relationship we had with the bloodsuckers. If the mages needed something accomplished, then they could do it themselves without bringing Mack into it. Life wasn’t fair and we all damned well knew it.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  We seated ourselves around the large walnut table. In the centre stood an ornate crystal jug filled with a dark red liquid. I didn’t need to use my sense of smell to work out that it was blood. Clearly, the vampires had decided propriety be damned. I balled up my fists underneath the table and breathed through my nose. Gathering with all the main Otherworlders every quarter had been my idea. I couldn’t get all upset now because I didn’t like the refreshments on offer, even if I knew that Aubrey and cronies had deliberately used the blood to get a rise out of everyone.


  The Arch-Mage took a seat to my left, flicking out his long robes as he sat down. He stared impassively at the jug for a moment then apparently chose to ignore it in favour of annoying me.


  ‘Miss Smith looks rather fetching in a dress, does she not? Academy life must be agreeing with her after all.’


  ‘Your reports so far have suggested otherwise,’ I answered in an even tone. ‘I’m not sure that shaving off all her hair is an indication that it’s going well for her.’


  He shrugged. ‘Well, we’re in for the long haul with her now. Besides she seems to finally be making some friends. One of our more ... hard to please teachers has been indicating his approval of her progress.’


  ‘Oh yes?’ I asked through gritted teeth, wondering exactly where he was heading with this.


  The Arch-Mage smiled. ‘Mage Thomas, that’s Jeffrey Thomas,’ he added in case I was in any doubt as to this teacher’s gender, ‘actually has quite a lot on common with her. Maybe something will come of it. They both have temper problems so perhaps a relationship between the pair of them would keep them equally calm.’


  My spine went ramrod stiff. Yet another mage? And Mack? ‘It has been my experience,’ I said, doing everything in my power not to look utterly furious, ‘that opposites attract. And two bad tempers is not likely to work. They will simply be a bad influence on each other.’


  The Arch-Mage, irritatingly, only looked amused. Unfortunately for me, matters seemed to get even worse when the Summer Queen, appearing seemingly out of nowhere, floated into the chair opposite. ‘So that’s the girl that Solus has been telling me about.’ She tapped her long fingernails on the table. ‘There is a considerable amount of power emanating from her. I can see why he likes her.’ She leaned forward. ‘He knows what she really is, you know. Apparently it’s a great big secret. Every time I ask him about it, he finds a way to change the subject. She’s your date, Lord Corrigan. Do you know her true nature?’


  A strange hot tightness spread across my chest. The bloody Fae knew what Mack was? She’d trusted him and not me?


  I was prevented at least from answering by the arrival of Aubrey with three other vampires in tow. They also took their seats. One of them reached over for the jug and poured a glass for Aubrey. He took a sip, rolling it around his mouth as if it were a fine wine. Then, slowly, he licked his lips.


  ‘So,’ he said without even bothering to attempt a smile, ‘shall we get started?’


  The Arch-Mage pulled back his sleeves, as if to prove that he really meant business. He glanced in the direction of the Summer Queen and hardened his voice. ‘Your faeries have been causing havoc near one of our properties in Scotland,’ he stated. ‘They have been leading travellers astray, breaking into farms and causing milk to curdle...’


  ‘Dear me,’ the Queen laughed. ‘Milk to curdle? That’s so terribly old-fashioned. You must have mistaken a Fae for a sprite.’


  ‘I can assure you, I have not.’


  ‘Well, I can assure you, dear Arch-Mage, that it is not my faeries who have been acting thus.’


  Aubrey turned to her. ‘You do speak in a very old-fashioned manner,’ he pointed out.


  ‘So?’


  He shrugged. ‘I’m just saying.’


  ‘Get them to stop,’ the Arch-Mage hissed.


  The Queen sighed dramatically. ‘It is not my faeries doing this. However, I will tell them to stop if that is what you wish.’


  ‘It is.’


  ‘But,’ she interjected, holding up a single finger, ‘I have a small caveat of my own first.’


  I sighed internally. ‘What?’ he snapped.


  ‘Birnam Wood. I want it.’


  He looked at her as if she was mad. ‘There’s only one tree left in Birnam Wood.’


  She simpered. ‘Then it won’t matter if I have it, will it?’


  ‘Why do you want it?’


  ‘Actually,’ Aubrey interrupted again, ‘I rather think it should belong to us.’


  The pair of them stared at him. ‘Why?’ The Arch-Mage ground out.


  ‘Birnam Wood caused the destruction of King Macbeth.’


  ‘That’s simplifying matters,’ he began to scoff.


  Aubrey shrugged. ‘Either way. The wood played a part in his downfall. He was one of us and we want it for posterity’s sake.’


  ‘You seem to want a lot of things for posterity’s sake,’ I growled.


  Aubrey lifted his eyebrows in my direction. ‘You are referring to the seal? I’m still waiting for it too.’


  ‘You have no right,’ the Arch-Mage spluttered.


  ‘Neither do you,’ said the Summer Queen.


  I took a very deep breath. We’d barely been in the room for two minutes and already this was descending into chaos. ‘I don’t think that we should use these gatherings to deal with such petty matters.’


  ‘Petty?’ Aubrey said, his voice raised for nothing more than effect. ‘Petty? Birnam Wood is of vast historical import.’


  ‘To the Fae.’


  ‘It belongs to the Ministry!’


  I closed my eyes. Dealing with Mack’s ever changing volatility was a hell of a lot easier than talking to this lot. It was going to be a long night, I thought, just as the door burst open and a panicked looking vampire appeared. ‘A monster!’ he gasped ‘In the front room!’


  We all rose at once. The Summer Queen apparently decided that this was the optimum time to take her leave, winking out of the room with an imperious click of her fingers. The Arch-Mage looked at me as if to say,’well, monsters are your problem, not ours’. I thought of Mack and Tom and the other assembled shifters. I didn’t need their blood spilled. Not here. Not anywhere.


  I shoved my way out. Tom! What’s going on?


  There was an animalistic roar of rage. I sprang forward.


  No need to worry, my Lord. We have it under control.


  I relaxed fractionally, slowing my pace. His tone was calm and he wasn’t about to lie. What is it?


  Some strange furry thing with big teeth. We took it down. It vanished pretty quickly once it realised we meant business. I don’t think it’s coming back.


  We?


  The shifters. No-one else seemed to want to get involved.


  I rolled my eyes. Typical. Then another thought struck me. Only the shifters? Not Mack?


  Sudden silence greeted me. The very last person in the world to miss a fight was her. I sprung into the room, taking in the collection of dazed looking Otherworlders. Tom was in the corner, his head hanging. If he’d been in wolf form, his tail would have been between his legs. I should have known she wouldn’t let him keep her from her real mission. Whatever the hell that happened to be. If she had brought a monster here to cause a diversion, even if it had been easily taken care of, then I’d wring her bloody neck.


  I was no longer in the mood for teasing. Where the fuck are you, Mackenzie?


  In the bathroom, she answered back almost immediately. Powdering my nose.


  I snarled in anger. Like hell she was. I could see the damned bathroom from here and it was empty. She was messing around with something – and it was probably something to do with the vampires that was going to end up causing me even more headaches with them than I already had. I thought about the blood that had been sitting on the table and wondered whether she’d gone in search of any human victims who were being hidden in the kitchens to be bled dry as and when was required. It was the kind of stupidly noble thing she’d try – even if I knew the bloodsuckers made contracts with those people that were unbreakable.


  I pushed past a waiter and decided to try to see if she was there anyway. The closer I got to the back of the house, the stronger the smell of blood got. It turned my stomach. I cursed Mack for complicating everything.


  There was only one human in the kitchen – a young man in his early twenties smiling dreamily at the ceiling. I strode over and grabbed his wrist.


  ‘Have you a seen a woman around here?’


  His eyes drifted down towards me. ‘I’ve seen many women, mate.’


  ‘You’d remember this one,’ I growled. ‘Bald head. Unusual eyes. She would have tried to free you.’


  He frowned. ‘I don’t want to be freed. I chose to come here.’


  ‘That wouldn’t make a difference to her.’


  He just looked at me blankly. I cursed again and spun on my heel. Maybe she’d gone upstairs.


  I was just about back at the main hallway when I finally spotted her, oddly barefoot. Aubrey was standing in front of her, his red eyes firing spite – and something else – in her direction. I felt a sudden ripple of fear. If he’d caught her doing whatever in the world it was she’d been doing, I wasn’t sure what I could do to help her. We were in his house and under his rules. Even the Arch-Mage wouldn’t stand in the vampires’ way if they wanted to take vengeance for some slight she’d caused. Like encouraging some Otherworldly nastie to gatecrash.


  My heart pounding, I called out. ‘Honey! There you are! Did you find the bathroom?’


  I walked up, looking as casual as I dared, and placed a proprietary hand on her arm.


  ‘No,’ she answered in an entirely uncharacteristic girlish tone, ‘it’s not up there. That creature out there has almost made me wet myself.’


  I almost snorted in laughter. Whatever it had been, I very much doubted it would scare Mack. Then I realised she was barely breathing. Aubrey was watching her like a hawk, sniffing the air as if trying to scent out her real identity.


  ‘Aubrey, this is Mackenzie.’ Using the thought she’d already planted, I took her lead. I needed him to think she was nothing more than my date. No-one powerful or important. I prayed that she’d continue to play along instead of letting her famous temper get the better of her. ‘Say hello,’ I told her.


  ‘Hello, Aubrey,’ she cooed, batting her eyelashes. ‘I love your eyes. They’re so ... red.’


  ‘You’re not human,’ Aubrey declared.


  ‘No, no, I’m not.’


  I forced my way back into the conversation. ‘She’s a werehamster,’ I said, amazed at how easily the lie came. It was probably because I’d heard it so many damn times, of course.


  ‘Fascinating,’ Aubrey drawled. ‘I’ve never come across one of those before.’


  ‘Aubrey, do you know where the bathroom is?’ She asked.


  He pointed down the corridor. I was tempted to tighten my grip on her arm and refuse to let her go again but she slipped out easily and almost sprinted off. Aubrey gave me a strange look.


  ‘There’s no way she’s a werehamster.’


  I simply shrugged and tried to steer away the conversation from her. ‘Did you call that monster here for entertainment?’


  ‘It wasn’t a monster,’ he told me. ‘It was just a wendigo. And no, we did not conjure it up. Perhaps it was one of your people.’


  ‘I can assure you,’ I said stiffly, ‘it was not.’


  ‘Then it was the Fae or the wizards. Either way we have been insulted. I demand retribution.’


  ‘Of what sort?’


  His eyes gleamed. ‘Of the Albus seal sort, of course.’ He patted my arm. It took everything I had not to recoil.


  ‘The seal belongs to the Tower now. We’ve been through this.’


  ‘I don’t care,’ he hissed. ‘We want it.’


  ‘Tough.’


  Aubrey bared his teeth, his long white fangs elongating over his bright red lips. ‘Sooner or later, you will get it for us.’


  ‘Look,’ I said annoyed enough by now to tell him the truth, ‘I know you think it will give you power over us, but it’s only symbolic. It doesn’t do a thing.’


  He threw back his head and laughed. ‘Oh, you’re so very young, Corrigan. Don’t worry though. One of these days you’ll learn.’ He walked away, still chuckling in amusement, leaving me staring after him.


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  Tom came up and stood by my shoulder. ‘Most of the shifters have left,’ he informed me. ‘They needed new clothes and it seemed better that they left instead of affronting the mages’ delicate sensibilities.’


  I looked down at his own attire. He appeared to be wearing a table cloth. ‘Sound reasoning,’ I told him. ‘You should leave yourself.’


  He nodded. ‘Will do. Mark and Mike were out the back and didn’t get the chance to shift so they’re good. They’ll wait around for you in case there’s any more trouble. That first monster appeared out of nowhere.’


  I had the sneaking suspicion that if any more trouble was going to occur, it would be as a result of either the vampires or Mack, not a wendigo. I smiled in reassurance anyway though and watched him leave. The two werewolves, Mark and Mike, wandered out of the first room and stood obediently ahead. The pair of them seemed upset that they hadn’t joined the initial fray so I smiled at them too. Then I leaned against the wall and reached out telepathically for Mack, all my grinning coming to an abrupt halt. You’re a fucking idiot.


  What do you mean? She immediately answered, her returning Voice calm and measured. I was simply a bit scared of that incredibly loud roaring sound from outside, and needed to hide somewhere in case its owner came into the house.


  I gritted my teeth. Vampires like Aubrey were more dangerous than she realised. And she apparently thought I was born yesterday. Funnily enough, I drawled, I know enough about you to know that you are not the type to run away from a fight. You’re far more likely to run headlong into one and get yourself killed.


  She was suddenly concerned. Did anyone get killed?


  No. The thing vanished into thin air before anyone could do anything.


  Well, I guess it’s just lucky that all you big, strong shifters were around to keep everyone safe.


  I ignored her obvious jibe. I still wanted to get to the bottom of what she’d really been up to. Mackenzie, have you done something that I need to know about? Something that is going to cause problems with the vampires?


  Nope.


  I’m not sure that Aubrey bought that story about the werehamster, I cautioned, wishing for once that she would trust me enough to tell me the truth.


  I appreciate you doing that. Sticking up for me, I mean. I know it might have potentially made things difficult between you and him.


  I was taken aback. Her words actually seemed genuine. Warmth spread through me. You’re welcome. I reminded myself that she was still hiding something and I pushed the feeling away. Now get the fuck out of there so that we can leave.


  I’m actually a little bit busy.


  Now, kitten. I didn’t want to hang around here any longer.


  I turned towards the door. I wouldn’t put it past Aubrey to make every damn Otherworlder stick around until it suited him. Any hopes of a successful meeting between us were long shattered, however. Fortunately, the way out seemed clear. For now.


  I felt a tap on my shoulder and glanced back to see Mack. I blinked rapidly. Her face, which had been carefully covered in make-up that had done little more than hide her real beauty, was now smeared with black smudges. It was an improvement on the thick mascara and caked on eyeshadow even if it did give her the appearance of a grubby urchin.


  She grinned. ‘Hello gorgeous.’


  I frowned. This whole evening had turned into a complete waste of time and now she was cracking jokes. You are not funny.


  Suit yourself, my Lord.


  You look better without that stuff anyway.


  I gestured towards the two werewolves waiting for us up ahead. They peeled themselves away from the wall and fell in behind us.


  ‘Where are the rest of your obedient servants?’ Mack sniped.


  ‘Strangely enough,’ I said, eyeing her carefully, ‘there was a rather large, angry, bellowing creature outside that conveniently appeared out of nowhere. They felt the need to shift so they could attack it and protect the likes of you. Now they’re a bit too naked for this crowd.’


  ‘Thanks for the reminder,’ she said lightly. ‘Although you’d think that you lot would learn to come better prepared and bring a change of clothes.’


  Her flippancy annoyed me. This gathering was supposed to be a serious affair. It might have already descended into chaotic arguments by the time the wendigo showed up, but that wasn’t the principle. ‘You’d think that us lot could attend a party without being attacked by a monster suddenly materialising.’


  I stalked forward, passing the Fae, Solus, who ignored me completely in favour of doffing an imaginary hat to Mack. I hadn’t realised he was here too and the sudden knowledge pissed me off even more. I growled. ‘He’s a fairy. I’ve seen him before.’ Several times in fact. He was always annoying but on the one occasion that I’d seen him with Mack, he’d provided his utmost in irritation. ‘In my bedroom.’ Mack didn’t respond although I did note two high spots of colour on her cheeks. ‘Why is he here?’


  She sighed. ‘It’s a party, Corrigan. Why is anyone here?’


  I didn’t bother immediately answering. I was afraid of what I’d say if I did. I was angry at Solus for showing up, angry at Aubrey for his constant harping on about the seal, angry at the meeting that had been nothing more than a farce and, most of all, angry at Mack for more things than I cared to even think about. I’d been hoping for so much more out of this night. When we walked outside and she sighed happily to herself, her naked toes squirming in delight against the cool tarmac, something inside me snapped.


  Leave us, I said to Mark and Mike.


  They bowed their heads and turned to walk away. I stopped dead and looked at her. ‘I have no idea why everyone else bothered to show up, but you can bet that you’re now going to tell me exactly why you did.’


  I grabbed her arm, twisting it and lifting her up in the air. She weighed next to nothing and I was angry at that too. I flipped her down onto the road, spinning her slightly so that she didn’t hurt herself too badly. ‘I don’t like being used, kitten.’


  Mack thrust out one closed fist, catching me on the jaw. For someone so light, she certainly packed a powerful punch. ‘Then why did you let me come along in the first place?’ she snarled back, jumping to her feet.


  ‘I mistakenly thought that it might be entertaining,’ I said, lunging for her again and twisting her round. I pulled her body against mine and tried to hold her there, enjoying the flare of heat emanating from her skin for a brief moment, before she kicked backwards and forced me to release her.


  A spark of fun lit up her eyes and she punched me again. This time, however, it was in the stomach. A shock of pain rippled through me and I doubled over. It took considerable effort to stand up again and pretend like it had barely winded me.


  She quirked up an eyebrow. ‘Aren’t you being entertained now?’


  I actually was. It was about time. ‘Having the time of my life,’ I grunted, a tiny smile playing around my lips. This was definitely one way to work out my anger.


  I thrust forward, snaking an arm round Mack’s waist and flipping her again. It was a move I shouldn’t have repeated, however, because she was already expecting it. She somersaulted over me then snapped a blow to the back of my neck. I grinned to myself. She’d have to hit me harder than that. I wondered if it would be worth throwing the fight completely. I rather enjoyed the idea of submitting to her. That was until a dark shape materialised in front of me. It wasn’t a wendigo this time though. It was something far, far more dangerous. A wraith.


  ‘Don’t move, Mack,’ I instructed suddenly, my entire body tensing.


  ‘Corrigan?’ she asked doubtfully.


  I roared. The wraith hovering a few metres away didn’t so much as flinch. ‘I mean it, Mack, stay behind me.’ I twisted my neck and gave her a warning glance before immediately shifting, my clothes exploding off as my werepanther form took shape.


  ‘Where isssssss it?’ the wraith spat.


  I snarled and launched myself at it, my front paws outstretched for the most lethal swipe I could manage. Instead of causing any actual harm, however, I spun through its damn body as if it were nothing more than air. When I turned back round to face it again, I realised with a sickening lurch that Mack was preparing to attack it too. She wasn’t a shifter though. As strong as she was, the thing would make mincemeat out of her in a heartbeat.


  I snapped forward, jaws wide, and attempted to bite the wraith’s leg. Again I failed completely, my teeth clacking together through the black shadow which streaked out into the air then twisted back again. Before I could react, it reached down and grabbed my neck. I felt myself being lifted up by a force I was powerless to stop. Then I was flying through the night and smashing painfully against the side of a parked car.


  ‘Giiiiiive me it,’ it rasped again.


  I staggered to my feet, realising it was actually talking to Mack. I shook my head, my vision swimming. Mack, however, stood facing the wraith, her legs apart and her stance challenging.


  ‘You’re going to need to tell us what it is you’re after,’ she said with a casual tone that sent a thrill of admiration rippling through me, ‘otherwise how can I fetch it for you?’


  The wraith quivered. ‘You. You haaaave touched it. Where issssss it?’


  I took a step forward and half stumbled. I blinked, dimly registering the flicker of green fire licking at Mack’s fingertips. Distant shouts sounded from behind as people poured out from the vampires’ lair to help. Mack didn’t seem to need it. She jerked her wrists forward, flicking out a stream of green flame towards the dark wraith. The second her fire hit, it screamed. It was an unholy sound, renting the air. She didn’t stop though. She simply kept throwing out flame after flame after flame.


  The wraith collapsed in a dark shadowy huddle. I was only just starting to regain all my senses and watch Mack finish the bloody thing off when, out of nowhere, a vampire collided with her. She stumbled to the side, her green fire losing its momentum. The wraith reached out for the running vamp, snatching up a hank of its hair. It yanked so hard, the vampire’s head broke clean away. I swallowed in dismay. I’d thought Mack had this under control. Now I wasn’t so sure.


  With three large strides, I returned to her side. It was going to take a combined effort to defeat this thing. You know what it wants, I said grimly.


  ‘Yeah,’ she answered, without using her own Voice in return. ‘But before you say anything, I don’t have it. The vamps do.’


  I had no idea how she knew this. It had to have something to do with her desperate desire to come to the gathering tonight – along with her fleeting disappearance when the wendigo had appeared. Just what in the hell had she gotten herself mixed up with this time?


  The Arch-Mage strolled up, facing the wraith with us. ‘So, Initiate Smith, we find ourselves on the same side.’


  ‘That we do, Sir.’


  I tried not to take offence at the polite note in Mack’s voice when she answered him. He sent out a jet of blue light which encircled the wraith and seemed to bind it into place. Mack found her own fire again, hitting the thing smack back on its cheek. It jerked backwards and screamed horribly once again. I had no idea whether I was capable of doing anything to hurt the thing. I had to try though. I couldn’t let Mack and the Arch-Mage do all the work.


  Don’t. Mack suddenly sent out, reading my mind. You can’t win this one, my Lord.


  I growled in response as Mack’s fire hit the wraith yet again. I didn’t want to do anything stupid like get in her way. But I hated standing back like this.


  ‘I’m starting to wonder whether it was such a good idea to host this party,’ Aubrey drawled behind us, seemingly unconcerned at the fight to the death taking place right outside his own goddamn house. ‘There seem to be far too many uninvited guests.’


  Mack snapped. ‘Hey, this one’s all on you.’


  The wraith shrieked again. ‘I waaaaaaaant it!’


  ‘It’s after the Palladium,’ she told the vampire.


  I frowned in confusion. I wasn’t the only one. Aubrey gaped at her. ‘How do you...?’


  ‘It’s too strong,’ the Arch-Mage gasped before the vampire could finish his sentence.


  I realised in alarm that whatever spell he’d used to keep the wraith in place was falling apart. It gave us a terrifying grin as the circle of blue wavered and vanished. Then its eyes turned to Mack and I knew exactly what it was planning to do.


  I only just managed it in time, throwing myself at her and knocking her down to the ground and away from the wraith’s lethal attack. I kept my paws on either side of her body, doing whatever I could to protect her. Her eyes flicked past me, pure fury reflected out of them. There was only one thing that could make her so mad. I twisted my head round and glanced upwards. I was right. The bloody wraith had gone.


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  It was achingly tempting to wander over to a quiet corner of the street and groom myself in satisfaction that no-one I cared about had been hurt. Yes, the wraith had gotten away and, yes, there was a dead vampire to deal with, but Mack was safe and my shifters were unhurt. We lived to fight another day and – in the end – that was all that really mattered. Rather than give in to my more primal instincts, however, I shifted back. No doubt I’d have an explosion from Mack to deal with for knocking her down and preventing her from being unceremoniously killed.


  ‘What the fuck did you do that for?’


  Sometimes my little kitten was so very predictable. I stood up, resisting the urge to flex my muscles and grinned. ‘For the same reason you told me not to attack.’


  Mack cursed. She was keeping her eyes fixedly on my face, as if she were afraid to let them drop any lower. There was something about her skittishness that appealed to me. She would be more than used to nudity after growing up with her pack in Cornwall. It was just my nudity that she struggled with. Interesting.


  She turned to the Arch-Mage and helped him up while I shot a warning look at Aubrey who seemed keen to grab Mack’s fallen dagger. No doubt he was wondering how on earth she’d gotten it past his security. Despite his blood-sucking nature, he obviously knew little about the power-sapping nature of tampons.


  ‘Are you alright?’ Mack inquired of the wizard.


  ‘I’m good,’ he gasped.


  She nodded, apparently satisfied, and looked at the vampire. When he gave her a suspicious look, pulling his eyes away from the weapon, she beamed at him, her entire face lighting up. Well, I thought grumpily, that was one way to avoid antagonising him – dazzle him with her beauty instead. I’d have to ask her to try the same strategy with me. Then I considered it some more. A fight I could handle. Mack’s smile would disarm me completely. Maybe I’d just keep my mouth shut.


  ‘I hadn’t realised that werehamsters were so aggressive,’ Aubrey drawled. ‘Or that the pack was capable of using magic.’


  That was quite enough of that. I stepped in front of Mack and confronted him. This was his goddamned street so I was going to blame him for what had happened here – I didn’t know what this Palladium thing was but I trusted Mack when she said that the vampires had it. My face twisted into a snarl. ‘Why don’t you tell us exactly what it was that thing was after?’


  Aubrey gave me a look of mock outrage. His hand rose to his heart as if he were mortally wounded that I’d accused him. A second later, when he apparently realised that wasn’t going to wash with me, he dropped all semblance of pretense. ‘Ask your girlfriend,’ he spat. ‘Somehow she seems to know.’ He began stalking back off to the house.


  Mack ducked out from behind me. ‘Hey! That was Tryyl, wasn’t it? You didn’t kill him, you just tortured him and then let him go. No wonder he’s pissed.’


  The vampire spun round. ‘Idiot. You can’t kill wraiths, they’re already dead,’ he sneered. ‘And what do you know about it anyway, little girl?’ His eyes found the Arch-Mage, rage spluttering forth from amongst their blood red depths. ‘All contracts are meant to be confidential.’


  The Arch-Mage coughed weakly. ‘Not all mages work alone, Aubrey, you know that.’


  ‘Yes, but since when did the wizards work with the beasts?’


  I stiffened. Beasts? As far as I was concerned there was only one damn beast around here.


  Aubrey thrust a finger in Mack’s direction. ‘There’s more to you than meets the eye, and I’m going to find out what it is.’ He turned again, stomping back towards the house.


  ‘Yeah,’ Mack shouted back. ‘And what about the Palladium? Obviously there’s more to that than meets the eye too!’


  Her only answer was the loud thud of the vampires’ door as it slammed shut. I watched her carefully. It was disturbing to think I wasn’t the only one determined to discover the truth about her. She simply sighed loudly, however, her gaze fixing on a dark patch up ahead, exactly where the wraith – Tryyl apparently – had been hovering. She walked over.


  I joined her, kneeling down and tentatively touching it. My fingers brushed against something sticky, like sap from a tree. I raised my fingers and sniffed. The stench was unbelievable. ‘Fucking hell! What is that?’


  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Mack said, shaking her head. ‘It’s the vamps’ problem now. They created this situation in the first place anyway.’


  I didn’t enjoy being left out of the loop. Clearly the Arch-Mage knew what was going on, as did Aubrey. ‘How?’ I asked, gritting my teeth.


  Gaining silent permission from the Arch-Mage to speak, Mack took a deep breath. ‘The bloodsuckers signed a contract with the Ministry, hiring them to find an object. A wooden sculpture of Athena called the Palladium. It used to belong to the vamps but the wraith you just met, Tryyl, broke in and stole it.’


  I frowned. ‘When exactly did this happen?’


  ‘Years and years ago. I’m guessing long before you were a twinkle in your furry father’s eye.’ She gave me a slight grin to indicate she meant no offence. I matched it. ‘Anyway, one of the vamps recently decided they wanted it back so the mages tracked it down to an abandoned cottage, retrieved it and gave it to them. Tryyl was supposed to be dead.’


  ‘I guess he’s not,’ I said drily. I eyed her. There was more to this than she was saying.


  ‘No,’ she agreed. ‘I guess not. He must want the Palladium. Goodness knows why. It doesn’t do anything. The vampires have it inside that house. So it’s really nothing to do with us.’


  She wasn’t lying exactly. But she wasn’t telling me everything. She still hadn’t made it clear why she’d been so keen to come along as my’date’. I was betting it had something to do with this bloody Palladium thing. With the Arch-Mage’s canny eyes following our little exchange, I didn’t want to inquire further right now though.


  Mack ran a hand over her head and glanced at the mage lord. ‘Have I missed anything out? Did I get all the details?’


  ‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘Although Aubrey is right that all contracts are confidential. I assume that it was Mage Floride who told you about it. I will have words with him.’


  A tight ball of anger formed in my stomach. Floride again. Just what was going on between the pair of them? Between this Thomas fellow that the Arch-Mage had mentioned, and the hippy wizard, Mack was apparently doing a brisk trade in swooning hearts. I didn’t want to include myself in that list.


  ‘I can give you a lift back to the Ministry,’ the Arch-Mage addressed Mack, ‘so you can transport back to the academy. Don’t you have shoes?’


  She looked down at her bare feet and shrugged, unconcerned. ‘Not any more.’ Then she gave me a quick glance while the Arch-Mage turned and headed to his waiting car. ‘Is that okay with you?’ Her voice was polite but I was still pissed off at the implication that she was entangled with the ridiculous surfer mage.


  ‘What, you’re asking me for permission now?’


  ‘We are on a date,’ she said blithely. ‘It seems appropriate.’


  ‘I thought you said that it wasn’t a date.’ As much as I’d wanted it to be. ‘And the bloodsucker is right. There is more to you than meets the eye, and somehow I can’t help thinking that you had more to do with the events of this evening and that thing than you are letting on.’


  ‘You always think the worst of me.’ Mack batted her eyelashes.


  I thought about Leah’s advice. ‘Perhaps I’m just following your lead. You don’t tend to think much of me either.’


  She gave me an odd little smile, more sad and vulnerable than anything else. Before she could turn to go, I reached out and curled my hand round her arm, pulling her towards me. Even through the fabric of her dress, I could feel the strange heat of her skin burning against mine. I’d make sure it was me she thought about when she went to sleep tonight – not Aubrey, not the wraith, not Jeffrey Thomas and definitely not sodding Alex Floride.


  ‘You really did look lovely tonight, kitten,’ I told her. Then, to provide fair warning, ‘And after all you put me through this evening, I think the least I deserve is a good-night kiss.’


  I leaned my head down. She could have escaped if she wanted to but instead she let out a little squeak, almost of excitement. Then her soft lips touched mine. Her curves pressed against me and my senses swam. I reached down and cupped her face, deepening the kiss further. I could feel her squirm. When her arms snaked up and hooked around my neck, I had the dim thought that I might forget to breathe.


  The Arch-Mage was apparently unimpressed. A car horn blared into the street, causing Mack to jerk back. It didn’t matter. I’d felt her desire and I could still taste her on my lips. She wanted me. For now that was enough.


  Savouring my racing pulse, I looked straight into her eyes. ‘Are you feeling entertained now, kitten?’


  She glared at me, but I could still see smoky lust flickering across her expression. ‘Why the fuck can’t you just call me Mack?’


  Unable to help myself, I laughed. Mack spun round and began walking away.


  ‘You will tell me what you really are,’ I called out, making both her and me a promise, ‘and what is really going on sooner or later.’


  Her back stiffened and she shook her head in mute denial as she padded away. I watched the swing of her hips and brushed my fingers against my mouth.


  ‘Sooner or later, kitten,’ I whispered after her.


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  ‘It’s not been easy to dig up this information, my Lord,’ Staines informed me. ‘And I fail to see why it’s so important.’


  ‘I told you. A wraith appeared out of nowhere, thoroughly kicked my arse, and then vanished again. Chances are it’ll be back.’


  He sniffed. ‘As much as it pains me to agree with Ms. Smith, it’s the vampires’ problem, not ours.’


  ‘When they have a problem, we have a problem.’ I gave him a hard look. ‘There’s nothing more dangerous than a cornered animal. A cornered vampire...’


  ‘Fine, fine. I take the point.’


  ‘So what have you found?’


  He took a deep breath. ‘It’s old. The story goes that the Palladium held a prominent place in Troy.’


  I raised my eyebrows. ‘As in the Trojan horse? That Troy?’


  ‘The one and the same. It passed down to the Romans. Cicero, apparently, was something of a collector. He gave it to a group of Italian vampires in return for some help with the Roman Senate.’


  ‘Why did they want it in the first place?’ I asked curiously.


  Staines waved a dismissive hand in the air. ‘Because they’re greedy bastards. There is nothing, anywhere, to indicate that the Palladium has power. It’s just a piece of wood. At the turn of the century, this wraith person,’ his mouth downturned, ‘stole it along with a number of other objects. The vampires objected to the theft and tracked him down. He paid for his actions.’ He looked up from the file. ‘I can go into detail about what they did to him. It wasn’t pretty.’


  I shook my head. ‘I can manage without that information, I think.’


  ‘Anyway, Trryl escaped several decades later. I have no clue where he’s been in the intervening years but...’


  ‘...now he’s back and he wants the Palladium,’ I finished. I rubbed my chin with the base of my thumb. ‘That has to beg the question of why.’


  Staines shrugged. ‘Who knows why a damned wraith does anything?’


  ‘We need someone who was around during Roman times. If it was the Romans who had possession of it back then, they might know why it’s important.’


  ‘Well,’ he replied, rolling his eyes, ‘if you can find someone who’s over 1600 years old and happy to chat with us, then I’ll be impressed.’


  I grinned. ‘You might be surprised.’


  *


  It was easier than I thought to track Beulah down. She had some well meaning followers on the Othernet who often spent their free time wandering after her. Their intention was to help out whichever poor unsuspecting human Beulah was targeting. Despite their Otherworldly nature, they still didn’t understand that the banshee wasn’t responsible for the forthcoming death – she was merely advertising it. Some people can never see what’s right in front of their faces.


  Word was that she had been in the East End for the previous two evenings. Banshees would only shriek about an individual’s impending doom for three days. One more night and she’d be moving on so I had to find her before that happened and she ended up on the other side of the country. There was neither rhyme nor reason as to where Beulah decided to show up. If she was here in London now then I had to grab her while I could. Hoping that a woman’s touch might do the trick in persuading her to help, I dragged Leah along with me.


  My sister was remarkably distracted, gnawing on her fingernails and frequently losing focus. Several times I had to snap my fingers in front of her face to bring her back to reality.


  ‘What’s going on with you?’ I asked, more concerned than annoyed.


  ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’


  ‘Did something happen in Russia?’ She’d been gone for less than three days but I’d rarely seen her so unfocused.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then why...?’


  ‘Please, Corrigan. I really don’t want to talk about it.’


  I watched her carefully. ‘I might be able to help.’


  She laughed slightly, although it was without amusement. ‘Believe me, Corrigan. I’ve seen your lack of expertise already in matters like this. I don’t think you can do anything.’


  ‘Matters like what?’ She gave me an irritated look. I held up my hands. ‘Okay, okay. I won’t ask again.’


  Leah sighed. ‘Thank you.’


  A sudden scream ripped through the air. It was high-pitched, with a similar quality to that of raking fingernails down a blackboard. We exchanged glances.


  ‘There’s your banshee. Although I’m not sure how she’s going to be able to help.’


  ‘She communes with death,’ I told her, jogging off in the direction of the sound. ‘And I need someone to talk to a ghost for me.’


  We tracked her down several narrow streets. Fortunately for us, Beulah’s voice was in full swing, screeching with incredible gusto. Within less than ten minutes, we saw her, floating above the pavement and peering into a dark, curtained window. She lapsed into silence for a moment or two, her eyes searching into the house as if she could see inside. When she opened her mouth to begin again, I rushed forward. I didn’t want my eardrums damaged.


  ‘Hey Beulah,’ I said conversationally.


  She gave me a curious look. ‘Corrigan. Although it’s Lord these days, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes,’ I answered distractedly. ‘Listen...’


  ‘I’m really busy.’ She pointed ahead. ‘Sixty three years old. Three children. Seven grandchildren. And sometime tomorrow morning he’s going to drop dead from an aneurysm.’


  ‘You know,’ I said quietly, ‘he can’t hear you.’


  Her eyes narrowed.’Some humans can.’


  ‘Less than one percent of the population.’


  ‘If you only had a few hours left to live, wouldn’t you want to know so you could say goodbye to your family?’


  I thought about it. I wasn’t sure I would. ‘Look,’ I said instead, ‘I really need your help.’


  ‘I told you I was busy.’


  ‘How long have you been here?’


  ‘Today? An hour or two.’


  ‘Then,’ I suggested gently, ‘you’ve given him fair warning as it is.’


  ‘Whatever,’ Leah snapped. ‘He’s going to die regardless. We need you to talk to a ghost.’


  I stiffened but her direct manner seemed to appeal to the banshee. ‘Anyone interesting?’


  ‘Actually, yes,’ I interjected. ‘We just need to travel a short distance up north. I’ve got a mage waiting down at the river. He’ll open us a portal.’


  ‘Pah!’ Beulah scoffed. ‘I don’t need a mage. Tell me where we’re going and, if it’s interesting enough, I’ll transport you.’


  This was going better than I’d hoped. ‘Birmingham,’ I said. Leah shot me a curious glance.


  The banshee’s nose wrinkled. ‘I’ve been there before. I don’t need to go again. The people there talk funny.’


  ‘It’s not a Brummie I want you to speak to.’ I tilted up my chin. ‘I’d like to go to Parson’s Hill,’ I said quietly.


  Beulah blinked. ‘Boudicca?’


  I let out a sigh of relief. I hadn’t been sure if that was her real grave site – there had been numerous possibilities. I nodded.


  Beulah grinned. ‘Then let’s do it!’


  Leah leaned over to my ear and whispered. ‘Boudicca? The warrior Queen?’


  I was prevented from answering when Beulah let out a sudden shriek. Both Leah and I winced, covering our ears. Off in the distance, several dogs joined in, their howling creating a discordant harmony.


  ‘I just wanted to give him one last chance,’ Beulah said, when she finally finished.


  A light flicked on in the upstairs window and all three of us froze. Even Beulah seemed surprised. ‘It hardly ever works,’ she said.


  A toilet flushed and the light went off again. I gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘Sorry.’


  She tutted. ‘You’re right. A Queen will be far more interesting than here.’


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  We emerged from Beulah’s portal, which felt somewhat less stable than the Ministry ones I was used to travelling through but decided against mentioning, and found ourselves on a busy pavement.


  Leah stared dubiously at the building in front of us, her eyes sweeping from the queue of cars at the drive-in to the plastic clown at the doorway and the golden arches on the top.


  ‘McDonald’s? You’ve got to be kidding me.’ She twisted her head first one way then another, as if expecting a leafy hill marked with a tomb to indicate’ancient burial ground’.


  I shrugged. ‘It’s not like Queen Boudicca planned it. I’m sure she’d prefer Burger King.’


  I received a punch on my arm for my efforts. Leah shook her head. ‘It’s just so ... so ... mundane. Do we have time to grab a takeaway?’


  ‘Knock yourself out.’


  Beulah had a self-satisfied expression on her face. ‘This is good,’ she said. ‘Last time I came here, the portal opened up on the roof. I almost knocked over the M when I stumbled out.’


  Unbelievably glad that hadn’t happened, I shot her a curious glance. ‘You come here often?’


  The banshee’s eyes sparked. ‘Why, Lord Alpha, are you trying to chat me up?’


  I felt far more embarrassed than I should have. ‘No, no. I, er...’


  Beulah cackled. ‘Just teasing. And, yes, I’ve been here a few times. I like to hunt out the older spirits. We can learn a lot from them. Not many are around, you know. It’s only the ones who feel they didn’t deserve to die who still linger on.’


  I thought about what Corux had said about living in history. I had to admit that even with the incongruous fast food restaurant right in front of me, I was excited to see Boudicca.


  ‘You won’t see her,’ Beulah said, reading my mind. ‘You probably wouldn’t want to either. Her battle wounds are,’ she paused, ‘bloody.’


  Swallowing down my disappointment, I nodded. ‘Will I be able to hear her?’


  She smiled. ‘In a manner of speaking.’ She raised her arms up until they were perfectly perpendicular to her body and started to chant. Whatever language she was speaking, it wasn’t one I was familiar with.


  A family of four, obviously heading into the restaurant, walked past with saucer-like eyes. The mother gave Beulah a wide berth but the two kids trailing behind were far more curious. The girl, a cute six year old with blonde piglets, stared at the banshee. ‘Why is that woman singing to us?’ she asked.


  ‘Hush!’ her mother said, throwing me a nervous glance. They hurried inside.


  I watched them go, for the first time ever feeling an odd tug of wistfulness for my own family. I wondered what my own kids would look like and how they would act. Instead of blonde hair, my daughter would have bright red fiery locks, I decided. My son would have strange almond shaped eyes with flecks of yellow...


  ‘Hey! What gives? ‘ Leah was standing in front of me holding up two large bags.


  I coughed. ‘Nothing. Beulah’s doing her thing.’ I waved an arm at the banshee who was continuing her strange singsong mutter.


  ‘I got you a few Big Macs.’ Leah said, still looking at me oddly.


  I peered inside the bag. There had to be at least five. I quirked up an eyebrow and she shrugged. ‘You gotta eat.’


  I grinned. I was hungry. I took one out and unwrapped it, raising it to my mouth.


  ‘You cannot eat that,’ Beulah said, her chant abruptly halting.


  I turned to her. Her eyes were flat and hard and the look in them would have quelled many a man. ‘Excuse me?’


  ‘Honestly,’ she snapped, ‘you’d be far better off with a wild boar cooked slowly over a spit. Or even a squirrel. But that?’ She sniffed.


  ‘I like the burgers,’ Leah said.


  ‘Live with the smell for years and you’ll change your mind quickly enough,’ Beulah huffed.


  I blinked curiously. ‘Queen Boudicca?’


  ‘Who else? You were looking for me, weren’t you?’


  Leah gaped. ‘You’ve possessed Beulah?’


  ‘I have to communicate somehow, don’t I?’


  ‘Your English is very good.’ It was also oddly tinged with a modern Birmingham accent.


  She gave me a disdainful look. ‘Of course it’s good. What else do I have to do all day but to learn the latest lingo?’


  I coughed. ‘Sorry. I wasn’t trying to be rude.’


  ‘I’ll let it go, young man.’ She frowned at me. ‘But you’re not a man, are you? You’re a shifter.’


  I inclined my head. ‘I am. My name is Corrigan. I’m the Lord Alpha of the Brethren.’


  She laughed uproariously. ‘Of course you are!’


  ‘Is that funny?’ I frowned.


  ‘No,’ she said, wiping her eyes, ‘it’s just you don’t seem the type.’


  My eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Corrigan.’ Leah touched my arm.


  I nodded. She was right. We weren’t here to discuss me. I took a deep breath and changed the subject, bowing slightly to indicate my respect. ‘I am here to request knowledge.’


  ‘I’d suspected as much.’ She leaned over and looked at the bag of burgers which Leah was still holding. ‘Can I have one of those?’


  ‘I thought you didn’t like them.’


  She patted her stomach. ‘It’s not my body, is it? In the absence of any stuffed dormice, they’ll have to do. Besides, I’m rather partial to the gherkins.’


  I was beginning to get the impression that the old Queen was rather mercurial. I’d have to tread carefully. In my experience, the more changeable a person was, the more likely they were to take unbridled offence at an innocuous comment. ‘Please,’ I said, offering her the one I was holding, ‘have mine.’


  Without a word, she took it from me and began stuffing it into her mouth. It disappeared in three bites. It took almost everything I had to keep my expression bland. When she was done, she let out a loud belch. ‘That’s better,’ Boudicca said. ‘Now tell me, what is it you wish to know?’


  I got to the point. ‘There’s an object that’s causing some problems. We are aware it was in the Romans’ possession for some time and thought you might be able to shed some light on it.’


  ‘Romans? Hah! I showed them, didn’t I? Where are the Romans now? Eh?’


  Leah stared at her. ‘In Rome.’


  I jabbed her with my elbow. ‘You did indeed show them,’ I said. ‘You were an esteemed warrior who lives on even now. Many a young girl nowadays wishes they could have your strength and wisdom.’


  ‘Pah!’ Boudicca said, although there was a pleased gleam in her eye. ‘What is this object?’


  ‘It’s called the Palladium. It’s a...’


  ‘Statue of Athena.’ She nodded. ‘I know of it. So it’s still around? Interesting.’


  ‘We’ve heard,’ I said, ‘that it has no power.’


  Her eyes gleamed. ‘Have you now?’


  ‘Is that not true?’ I asked, worry suddenly gnawing at me. If there was more to this Palladium than we knew, then leaving it in the vampires’ possession could be a very bad thing indeed.


  ‘That depends on your point of view,’ she told me airily. ‘It came from Troy, you know.’


  ‘I’d heard that.’


  She tilted her head to one side and regarded me thoughtfully. ‘Did you know it caused Troy’s downfall?’


  I stiffened. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Just that. It was said that as long as the Palladium remained safely within the walls of the Trojan city, they would remain undefeated. So naturally Odysseus stole it. I’m sure you are aware of the rest.’


  I rubbed my chin. It was a prophecy that had echoes with modern day Britain and the crows of the Tower of London. I thought of Corux as further vestiges of concern trickled through me. ‘Why did the Romans want it?’


  ‘Why did the Romans want anything?’ she scoffed, repeating Staines’ words about the wraith almost verbatim. ‘They took whatever they wished.’ She touched her chest, a pained expression crossing her face as if she were remembering old wounds.


  ‘Did they give it to the vampires?’


  ‘Eaters of blood? Why would they be interested in it?’ Her eyes took on a thoughtful cast. ‘Although it does have tinges of death attached to it that...’ her voice trailed off and she shook herself. ‘It’s of no matter.’


  ‘Death?’ I asked alarmed. That wasn’t good. ‘Can you elaborate?’


  ‘Why?’ Boudicca hissed with a sudden spark of anger. ‘Are you afraid of dying?’


  ‘No. I just...’


  ‘No warrior should fear the Underworld. What kind of leader are you?’ She gazed heavenward. ‘The shapeshifters are different now than in my day.’


  I stiffened. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘we are. Because nothing can remain static. If you don’t move with the times then...’


  ‘Pah!’ she exclaimed again. Her body trembled. She raised up her arms as if to attack.


  ‘Corrigan!’ Leah said warningly.


  ‘Wait,’ I told her.


  A heartbeat later, the hard expression was gone and Beulah fell forward. I only just managed to catch her in time.


  ‘Oh, that was awful.’ She straightened up and brushed herself down with a visible shiver. ‘What did you say to annoy the Queen?’


  ‘I don’t think she thought much of my warrior side,’ I said.


  Beulah nodded. ‘She can be like that.’ She smacked her mouth and stuck out her tongue in a moue of disgust. ‘Good grief! What have I been eating?’


  Rather than tell the banshee the truth, I simply shrugged. She rolled her eyes. ‘Did you get what you needed?’


  I nodded. ‘I have to get back to London right now.’ I couldn’t shake my concern about the similarities between the Palladium and Troy, and the ravens and the Tower. Not to mention that at this point I wouldn’t put anything past the damn vampires.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Considering the hour, I’d been expecting the Tower of London to be shrouded in darkness. Instead it was lit up, highlighting its apparent impregnability against the night sky. While the lights were certainly placed to make the tourist hot spot look appealing, to me they actually made the entire edifice all the more imposing. I snuck past a pair of young policemen berating a group of drunk youths and headed up towards the main gate. Getting inside might prove to be a problem. Anywhere that housed the country’s crown jewels was hardly going to be a piece of cake, of course.


  I circled my way round, dodging the odd few Beefeaters posted at strategic points. I needed some sort of weak point. Unfortunately, the entrance Leah and I had used the first time around at the Front Gate was pretty much my only option. I frowned up at it. It probably wasn’t much higher than twenty feet. Challenging – but not impossible. Maybe it would be wiser to wait until daytime, and return with an actual ticket in my hand. After speaking to Boudicca, however, my hackles were fully raised. I wanted to speak to Corux now.


  I tilted my head back and examined the gate, planning out my route. Once I was confident that I had the optimum path firmly mapped out, I stepped back.


  ‘Good evening, Sir.’


  I sprang a foot up into the air. Shit. ‘Er, good evening.’ It was a Beefeater, wearing the smart traditional costume of black and red.


  ‘Can I help you?’ His tone was polite but he was eyeing me suspiciously.


  I pasted on a smile. ‘It’s just such a magnificent building,’ I told him, affecting a remarkably dodgy American twang.


  ‘Yes, it is.’


  ‘I should have brought my camera,’ I told him. ‘I didn’t think it would still be so well lit at this hour.’


  ‘Indeed, sir.’


  ‘I’ve got jet lag. It’s a ridiculous time to be wandering around the streets and I knew everything would be all shut up but...’ I shrugged and gestured as if to say there was nothing to be done. Then I made a point of looking over his uniform. ‘So you work here?’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘Have you ever seen any ghosts?’


  His face relaxed slightly. ‘Personally, no.’ He tapped the side of his nose with one gloved finger. ‘One of my colleagues swears he saw two boys running up the stairs behind Traitor’s Gate though. He ran after them but, when he got to the top, there was no-one there.’


  I widened my eyes. ‘Who do you think they were?’


  ‘Oh, there’s only two boys it could have been. The princes in the Tower.’


  Deciding that a foreign tourist might not necessarily know the story, I leaned forward and feigned ignorance. ‘Who were they?’


  ‘Edward V and his brother Richard. Twelve and nine years old. Mere children, although Edward was preparing for his coronation. They both disappeared and their uncle, Richard III took their place.’


  ‘So he did it then? He murdered his own nephews in order to become King?’


  ‘There’s no proof but he does seem the likely suspect. That’s not the best part though.’


  ‘No?’ I asked innocently, wondering how in the hell I was going to shake him off.


  ‘No, indeed. Three sets of skeletons have been discovered so far. One pair underneath a staircase, one pair walled up as if they were buried alive and one pair in a vault. The first skeletons uncovered were believed to be the Princes and were re-buried but...’


  ‘If that wasn’t them then they still haunt the Tower.’ I shook my head, making a mental to ask Beulah what she knew about them. ‘Amazing. You know,’ I confided, ‘I thought I maybe saw a ghost just round the corner. It’s the atmosphere of this place. Every corner in London has so much history, I keep expecting to see one. Silly, isn’t it?’


  The Beefeater smiled politely, humouring me. ‘Not at all.’


  ‘Yeah. I even thought he was a carrying a weapon.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘That is until I got closer and realised it was just a cannon.’ I laughed to myself.


  He looked at me as if I were mad. ‘A cannon, sir?’


  ‘Oh, sorry. That’s what we call spray cans. You know for graffiti? I love street art.’


  His entire body stiffened. ‘Where did you see this person?’


  ‘Oh,’ I said vaguely, ‘just around the corner there. It looked like he was contemplating a swim in the moat.’ I shivered. ‘It’s a bit cold for that though, I think.’


  ‘Stay here,’ he commanded, ‘I might need to talk to you again.’ He marched off in the direction I’d pointed towards.


  I sucked in a breath. As far as strategies go, saying’look over there’ was hardly the most sophisticated. I couldn’t even believe it had worked. Despite my apparent success, I’d only have scant seconds to gain entrance to the Tower before he came back. I waited until I was sure he wasn’t about to suddenly turn around, then I made my move.


  Shifting into my were-panther form wouldn’t particularly help me here. It was certainly true that felines were well suited to climbing – but only when there were helpful tree boughs and ledges to spring up to. Here I would be forced into using my fingertips. Nonetheless, I knew even my human shape possessed enough of a litheness to make this slightly easier. It helped, of course, that I was well versed in the art of falling. I wouldn’t break any bones if I took a tumble. I might end up in prison though.


  I started by leaping upwards and curling my fingers round the first window ledge. It was a reasonably deep recess, allowing me to bring my feet up too. The wall behind me curved round at an angle, providing the perfect surface from which to gain some momentum. I tightened my core, focused on the spot I wanted, and jumped. My feet glanced off the side, allowing me to return to the original wall. I had a scary moment where I thought I would suddenly plunge back down because I’d veered too far to my left. I just managed to cling onto a break in the brickwork, however. I clawed my way further up, reaching the second window just as the Beefeater returned. My position was remarkably precarious. I didn’t dare move a muscle for fear he would catch the movement and look up. The stone by my hands, however, was old and crumbling. It wouldn’t hold for long. My biceps were already beginning to ache. I gritted my teeth and waited. Come on.


  He tutted to himself, obviously annoyed that I’d ignored his instructions and, finally, began walking back off in the opposite direction, his arms swinging sharply in military fashion. That gave me an idea. I twisted my neck round and eyed the opposite wall again. The carefully laid stones there looked fresher, as if they’d recently been restored. If I could reach that window slightly higher up, it would be an easy feat to reach the top. I’d be able to gain more purchase and push myself up.


  I dropped down, until only my fingers were stopping me from falling to the ground below. Then I swung my legs out, back and forth like a pendulum to give myself the necessary momentum. At the very last minute, just when I could cling on no longer, I let go and flew through the air. I flung my body up, stretching as high as I possibly could. When I over-reached by half a foot, I grinned to myself. Easy peasy.


  I shot up the last section, taking care to keep my body low when I finally pulled myself over the edge of the small tower. There was no telling what would greet me when I got there. I was equally concerned about the lights. As much as I’d been admiring them before, being silhouetted against them like the most obvious cat burglar in the world was hardly going to help my cause.


  I kept my senses alert, flicking hard glances in every direction. As soon as I was certain that the coast was clear, I began to run, remaining hunched over to ensure I was less of a visible target. The stones up here were smooth and well worn, making it easy to speed up. I stayed light-footed, listening for any sign of danger. It was only when I was forced to drop down into the courtyard below that things became particularly risky.


  Although I was in the shadows, I could hear the regular breathing of a guard around the corner. He was directly between me and the place where I knew the ravens were housed for the night. I gnawed on my bottom lip. This could cause problems. I could knock him unconscious but that seemed colossally unfair. After all, he was only doing his job. I mulled it over and came to a decision.


  Stepping out, I straightened my posture, giving it an almost military bent. Then I marched right past him, snapping out a salute. The guard blinked at me, obviously startled. He saluted back - and I continued merrily on my way. It took a great deal not to fist pump the air at how easily I’d managed it.


  I was still smiling when I reached the ravens’ enclosure, a fenced off cage filled with all manner of creature comforts. Towards the back was a wooden hut where no doubt Corux and his buddies slept. Fortunately, the Raven Master appeared to be long gone, no doubt to his own comfortable bed.


  ‘Corux!’ I whispered. ‘Where are you?’


  There was no answer. I hissed through my teeth. Obviously, I didn’t want to have to shout to wake him up. I edged closer. ‘Corux!’ I tried again.


  When nothing reached my ears other than distant traffic, I cursed inwardly and looked for an entrance. There was a small door at the front. I unhooked the latch and darted in, treading as quickly as I dared across the wood chip laden ground. I crouched down by the hut and poked my head inside. There was, however, nothing. No ravens remained. My stomach dropped. I spotted a single black feather in the corner, dotted faintly with fresh blood telling me that my instincts had been right. I thought again of the prophecy that if the birds left, the Tower of London – and the kingdom with it – would fall. I had no doubt as to who had done this. For the sake of one bloody ceremonial seal, I couldn’t quite believe it though.


  I backed out, re-latching the cage and wondering what on earth to do. The abrupt and unwelcome onslaught of footsteps and shouting made up my mind for me. The guard I had slipped by just moments earlier had apparently suddenly grown suspicious and come to investigate. With all other options out of the window, I did the only thing I could do – I ran.


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  My sole focus was to avoid capture. I could extricate myself from this situation and call in the Ministry to mess around with the guards’ memories. The Arch-Mage had promised – or rather threatened – to never help the shifters out again but that kind of mind wipe wasn’t particularly uncommon. Besides it served all our interests.


  Staines! I yelled, flinging out my Voice and hoping it would be enough to wake him. I’d heard his snoring in the past; it was no trifling thing.


  To give the old werebear credit, he snapped to attention. My Lord. What is it?


  I need a vehicle in front of the Tower of London for a fast exit. I also need the Ministry to ensure no-one remembers my presence.


  Have you shifted? His tone was such that he might have been inquiring about the weather.


  No.


  Then do it, my Lord. The Ministry will have no choice but to get involved.


  I nodded briefly to myself. He was right, even if it was somewhat of a ball-ache. I sped round a curved wall and tensed up, ready for the change. A heartbeat later I was on all fours. I bared my teeth in grim amusement. Perhaps when they discovered the ravens were missing, they’d think a panther had snuck in from London Zoo and chewed them up.


  From somewhere deep inside, a siren began to ring. I had to get out of here quickly. The longer I waited, the more likely it would be that more police and armed forces would show up. I was nowhere near the damn crown jewels but, at this point, they didn’t know that I had no interest in them. My muscles bunched up and I flew across the ground, the sensation of slightly damp dew under my paws from the manicured grass surrounding the main complex. Until a uniformed figure appeared up ahead, I could have almost believed I was enjoying myself. My heart sank when I registered that this wasn’t any tourist friendly Beefeater – instead it was a member of the private security firm that did the real job of guarding the nation’s treasures. Not only that, but he was also holding a gun.


  Still, he might very well have been an experienced professional, but the last thing he was expecting was the sleek dark form of a panther. My size and colour camouflaged me enough against the night shadows so that I was almost upon him by the time he spotted me. The whites of his eyes flashed, then he swallowed and raised the muzzle of the gun. I zigzagged and the first shot went wide.


  His radio crackled and a tinny voice could be heard urgently requesting information. He didn’t pause to answer though, he simply took aim again.


  I pivoted round and changed direction once more, this time leaping up and sailing over his head. The second my front paws landed back down, I bounded forward and away. I was now going in the opposite direction to the Front Gate, however. I’d either have to make another U-turn or complete an entire circuit of the Tower.


  Eeeny meeny miny mo...


  My Lord?


  Nothing. How long until transport arrives?


  They’re six minutes out.


  I growled. That was too damned long. It was my fault for sending Leah off home with the car, of course. Change of plan. I’ll meet them across the river. Directly opposite.


  I could almost hear Staines frowning. Before he could say anything, however, I broke off the link. I didn’t need the distraction. More guards – both Beefeaters and their armed counterparts - were starting to appear. I wouldn’t be able to dodge them all. I had to get up high. If I could have grinned, I would have. The second I spotted the taller Beefeater hanging nervously back by the wall, I knew exactly what to do. I sprinted forward, using all the power from my back legs to gain as much ground speed as I possibly could. Another of the security men took aim. I couldn’t afford to switch direction and lose momentum this time though. I forced myself to go even faster. Even then, however, the bullet still nicked me, grazing across my left haunch. Thank goodness for adrenaline. I ignored the pain and prepared to jump. I had to get the timing just right.


  The Beefeaters at the Tower weren’t the fluffy busby wearing men who were often seen around Buckingham Palace. The ones here still wore fairly tall examples of millinery though, even if they didn’t quite meet the height of the traditional furry hats. These ones did, however, possess a conveniently sturdy flat surface. It was what I needed. Ignoring the panicked shouts and the hollow sound of yet another shot, I focused on the ground, ensuring I had the perfect angle and the perfect spot to launch from. The very split second that I hit it my mark, I took off into the air.


  The Beefeater barely had time to react. It was just as well. If he’d started to duck or had flailed his arms around in fear, I’d have been screwed. I pushed my legs together so both my front paws landed on top of his hat at precisely the same moment. Whatever material it was made out of, it was strong stuff. It didn’t yield more than a half an inch before I was bouncing off and vaulting even higher up into the air and the outer wall.


  The shouts below grew even more frantic. Time seemed to suspend itself as I flew upwards. The problem was that what goes up has to come back down sooner or later. If I didn’t get high enough to get over the wall, I’d end up in an animal bodybag. I didn’t think I was going to make it. I stretched my paws up until they hurt. And then my claws clipped the stone and I was over.


  I crashed down with a painful landing on the other side. Traitor’s Gate, the waterway entrance once used for the city’s worst offenders, wasn’t too far to my left. It was a simple matter to scramble out of the shallow moat, leap over the handrail and plunge into the icy River Thames. The shock of it took my breath away. Unlike most domestic cats, panthers don’t mind taking a dip in water. Werepanthers like myself enjoy it. Except, of course, when it’s a polluted city river with temperatures that would freeze the barnacles off a ship’s hull. By the time I reached the other bank, and hauled myself panting onto the walkway above, I was both frozen and numb.


  Fangs chattering, I opened another Voice link. Staines, where are they? I’m about two hundred metres down from Tower bridge.


  Near City Hall?


  I blinked ahead, icy drips falling from my black coat. Smack bang in front of it.


  You don’t sound well. I’ll rouse the Doc so he can look at you when you get in.


  That won’t be for a while yet, I growled. We need to get to the vampires.


  Staines tutted. I don’t think that’s wise, my Lord. You should make your way back here. Tell me what needs to be done and I’ll ensure someone capable is sent in your place.


  A sleek limo pulled up in front of me and the door sprang open. I closed my eyes in relief and shifted back, my fur melting back into naked skin. I’d dry faster as a human. You don’t understand. I need everyone to get to the vampires.


  There was a moment of silence. Tom jumped out of the car and took my arm, helping me inside to the warmth. I was shivering all over.


  You’re sure? Staines asked finally.


  Oh yes.


  Shall I speak to the Arch-Mage again? Ask for his help?


  We don’t need it. Just make sure he sorts out the humans at the Tower. I leaned back in the car seat, cupping my hands round a hot cup of coffee poured from a thermos, and trying to absorb its meagre heat.


  He assures me it’ll be done before the hour is out. Lord Corrigan, he made it very clear that he is going to want some considerable aid in return.


  Whatever he needs. Right now we have more pressing matters to worry about. Because if I didn’t find Corux and the rest of the Tower ravens, and that damn prophecy came true, it wouldn’t matter what the bloody Arch-Mage wanted.


  *


  All the Brethren vehicles were well equipped with standard issue clothes. Ending up naked, vulnerable and completely bereft of so much as a single sock with which to protect one’s modesty with was somewhat of an occupational hazard. I slipped into the dark jogging pants and t-shirt while Tom made sure that the heating was cranked up.


  ‘You’re fortunate you’re not coming down with hypothermia, my Lord,’ he commented, once the colour started to return to my cheeks. ‘That wound you’ve got is bad enough.’


  I glanced down at my thigh. I’d not bothered with a bandage and there was already some blood seeping through from underneath the soft fabric of the trousers. ‘It’s barely a graze.’


  ‘You’re as bad as Red. I mean, Mack. Whenever she got injured she’d pretend it was nothing. It made Julia go mad.’


  I looked at the young wolf for a long moment. I’d avoided pressing him for any details about her, even when she’d turned rogue. Whatever she’d done and whoever she was, I wanted to hear it from her lips, not his. Curiosity, however, eventually killed the cat. ‘Did you and she ever ... you know ... were you ever romantically involved?’


  Tom gave me an astonished stare. ‘No way! She was like my little sister. Well,’ he amended, ‘big mean sister actually. Besides she was all loved up with that stupid copper for ages.’


  ‘Nick.’


  He started. ‘You remember his name?’


  ‘I have a good memory.’ I said, and coughed. ‘What about others? Other men, I mean. Her and the mage who came to Cornwall after John died. Floride. Or perhaps a Fae? What kind of men does she go for?’ My tone was casual but I had the distinct impression that I was coming off as a wimpish needy guy. This was ridiculous.


  Apparently Tom thought I was being ridiculous too. ‘Just how badly hurt are you, my Lord?’ he asked in concern.


  ‘I told you. I’m fine.’


  ‘The vampires...’


  I gritted my teeth and pushed Mack out of my head. ‘The vampires are going to get every damn thing that’s coming to them.’


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  We fanned out, covering the entire street and the one beyond that. I wanted every single possible exit and avenue covered. I was impressed with how quickly all the Brethren had galvanised themselves into action, especially considering the late hour. I supposed, however, that it had been a while since we’d all had a good fight. I thought of my tussle with Mack and smiled. Well, I amended to myself, it had been a while since the Brethren had been required to fight as one unit anyway. At least the vampires would be easier to deal with than the insubstantial form of a wraith. Speaking of...


  ‘Have you seen this, my Lord?’


  I crouched down beside Logan. We were less than fifty feet away from the vampires’ lair although we were in the opposite direction from where the wraith had attacked after the gathering. I didn’t need to touch the gloopy mess in front of me to know what it was.


  ‘Has it rained recently?’ I asked.


  ‘Yesterday,’ he informed me.


  I frowned. That could only mean that Tryyl had been back here since then. If all he wanted was a chunk of wood then, frankly, Aubrey should just give it to him and be done with it.


  ‘Is there any sign of the wraith now?’


  He shook his head in denial but there was denying the flicker of nervousness in his wide eyes. I clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


  The wraith had nothing to do with us. In fact, if Tryyl had a hard-on for the bloodsuckers, it could only be a good thing for us. I was starting to think that ever caring about their involvement had been a total waste of time. They might be powerful but they were undead, soulless creatures. There was little point in appealing to their better natures. They didn’t have any. I pursed my lips and nodded to myself. Brute force was probably the only way to go.


  Motioning to everyone to stay put until called for, I strolled nonchalantly up to the vampires’ door. What I saw there gave me some pause, however. Tryyl had most definitely been making his presence known. A hastily erected barricade was in place; it actually looked as if the wraith had breached the house at some point earlier in the day. I rubbed my chin with my thumb. That could work in my favour. The vampires would already be vulnerable.


  I raised my fist to knock but the makeshift door swung open. Aubrey, looking paler and meaner than I’d ever seen him before, gazed coldly out at me.


  ‘What do you want?’ he sneered.


  ‘You look rather harassed, Aubrey,’ I commented lightly. ‘Having a bad night?’


  He hissed under his breath. ‘What’s it to you, furball?’


  I leaned back slightly and folded my arms. ‘This is what happens when you piss off lots of people and don’t have any friends. I’m here because I care about the Otherworld, the human world and all that lies within. It’s a symbiotic relationship. I get in trouble, the Ministry helps me. The Ministry needs a favour done, I help them back.’ Given the state of our relationship with the mages of late, I was stretching the truth somewhat here. But the Arch-Mage had helped me with the Tower and tomorrow I was going to see what he wanted in return. It wasn’t exactly a lie. I smiled unpleasantly at the vampire and continued. ‘Even the Fae, despite their contrary natures, are not above a little quid pro quo. And yet,’ I drawl, ‘here you are, the strong, powerful vampires with a foe who appears determined to hurt you, and no-one is jumping to your aid. Surprise, surprise.’


  Aubrey gave me a look that could have frozen hell. ‘So you’re not here to offer us your services then?’ His tone implied that our’services’ would be useless. Considering my previous encounter with Tryyl, he could be right. Not that I was about to admit it, however.


  ‘Funnily enough, no.’


  ‘Well, get to the point,’ he snapped. ‘There has to be a reason for why you and your little army are here.’


  I met his eyes. ‘The ravens,’ I said flatly. ‘Release them.’


  ‘I have absolutely no idea what you’re babbling on about. Ravens? I can only imagine you mean the ones from the Tower. They’re nothing to do with me,’ he dismissed. ‘They’re vermin.’


  I wasn’t about to back down. The only group who would have had the audacity or the motive to kidnap Corux and his colleagues was the vampires. ‘I don’t believe you. Either free them or you can expect some more damage to your little house.’


  Anger flashed across Aubrey’s face. ‘Little house? How dare you? Until those bloody birds agree to retrieve the seal for me, they’re staying here. Besides,’ he spat, ‘I’d like to see you try doing any damage. We’re stronger than you.’


  ‘No. You’re not.’ I took a step back. ‘I’m going to count to three. Either you set them free before I finish or we attack.’ I shrugged. ‘Simple as.’


  The vampire threw back his head and laughed. ‘I’d like to see you try,’ he repeated. He slammed the poor excuse for a door shut in my face. It rattled in the frame, echoing down the street.


  ‘One,’ I said, without so much as raising my voice, ‘Two.’ I took another step backwards. ‘Three.’


  The vampires’ house remained silent, and no-one appeared.


  Now. I instructed the waiting shifters. Three seconds later, all hell broke loose.


  The vampires had been lying in wait. Whether this was for us or for Tryyl, I couldn’t say. Either way, as soon as every single member of the Brethren shifted in a muted explosion of snarls and howls and yelps, a long line of bloodsuckers appeared on the roofs in front and behind. They swooped down like ominous birds of prey. I growled, twisting to face three attackers of my own. When I saw who it was, I bared my panther teeth in what I hoped was recognised as a grin of glee. Vincent the vampire and his two buddies back for more. They’d attacked me not long after I’d returned from Cornwall, in the time-honoured tradition of testing the new Lord Alpha’s mettle. I’d bested them in less time than it took me to brush my teeth. I didn’t think they’d be any harder to bring down this time. Trusting that the other shifters around me had their own fights under control, I leapt at Vincent, knocking him to the ground. Before I could spring back up and make sure the other two weren’t trying anything funny, he gave me a nasty grin. There was a flash of metal and then a sudden searing pain in my side. I managed to pull away before he could stab deeply but I was still in agony. I snarled and looked at the weapon. Sneaky bastard.


  Don’t let them touch you with their weapons, I threw out as Vincent’s buddies came at me. They’ve got silver.


  There were already several anguished howls filling the night sky. I flipped a hundred and eighty degrees, using my tail to whip the knife from one vampire’s hand while I latched on with my jaws to the wrist of the other. He screeched in pain, a high note that an opera singer would have been proud of. Dark, foul tasting blood filled my mouth. I held on, however, dragging both him and myself out of Vincent’s reach. Then, in one swift movement, I released him, kicking back with my hind legs. There was the satisfying crunch of several ribs breaking.


  Vincent came at me again. ‘Come on little kitty cat.’


  I narrowed my eyes and let out a loud purr. Alright then. I launched myself at him, dodging the sharp lethal blade. The adrenaline coursing through my system helped me to dull the pain of my wound. Claws extended, I raked through the bared flesh on his face and throat. As he flinched, I completed the action in an entirely uncat-like move by headbutting him.


  Above the growls and sounds of fighting from around the street, I heard a tutting. I spun round to see Aubrey himself had emerged again from the house. ‘They begged to be given a second chance against you. I told them they shouldn’t have taken their first beating so personally. They’re young though.’ His mouth curved into a thin smile. ‘I’m rather more experienced.’


  I made a show of licking my lips. Bring it on.


  ‘Cease.’ A cold voice rang out. It was imbued with power and, while the majority of the shapeshifters completely ignored it, the vampires came to an abrupt halt. Unfortunately their obedience caused several of them to lose limbs to sharp shifter teeth. I made a mental note to remind myself be very wary of when I used the Voice for compulsion and turned to meet the new threat.


  It was another vampire. Despite her smooth features and alabaster skin, I could still tell she was old.


  Wait, I commanded everyone. Stay focused on your opponents but don’t attack them unless it looks like they’re going to attack you again first.


  The bloodsucking woman, whoever she was, glided down the street towards me and Aubrey. The vampires fell away, some going so far as to prostrate themselves on the ground as she passed. She ignored every single shifter; it was as if we were beneath her concern.


  She moved up to Aubrey, planting herself between the pair of us. Her red taloned hands cupped his face. ‘Aubs,’ she cooed. ‘What have you been doing?’


  I hadn’t thought it was possible for the vampire to look paler but his skin had actually managed to grow several shades lighter. ‘Natalia. What are you doing here?’


  She laughed, the sound cutting through the air. An involuntary shiver ran down my spine. This woman was seriously scary. ‘Why wouldn’t I be here?’ She drew back and slapped him on the face with harsh, venomous power. I was impressed that Aubrey remained standing, although he did rock back on his heels. ‘You have fucked up,’ she hissed. ‘What is the meaning of this business with the wraith?’


  ‘He ... he ... wants his statue back,’ Aubrey stammered. I blinked at him curiously. This was not a side that I’d seen to him before.


  ‘Why do you have thing in the first place?’


  ‘I made a bet...’


  Natalia raised her thin, arched eyebrows. ‘A bet? And these shapeshifters? Are they part of that bet?’


  ‘In a manner of speaking.’ His eyes dropped. ‘Double or nothing.’ His voice was almost a whisper. ‘Retrieve the Albus seal which is of importance to them.’


  My mouth fell open. A bet? That’s what this was all about? It had nothing to do with believing in either the Palladium or the seal’s magical properties – it had all simply been a way for Aubrey to pass the time. What an idiot. I closed my eyes and shifted back to human. After my dip in the Thames, the freezing air against my naked skin was not particularly pleasant.


  If Natalia noticed my shift, she didn’t comment on it, keeping all her focus on Aubrey. ‘You will discard yourselves of the Palladium.’


  ‘I’ve been trying to!’


  Her expression hardened. ‘Try harder. And give them back their seal.’


  ‘I don’t have their seal.’


  ‘Then why are they here?’


  I cleared my throat. It was time to step in. ‘My Lady, in order to gain the seal, they have kidnapped the ravens of the Tower.’


  Natalia stiffened. She didn’t, however, turn. ‘You poor excuse for a vampire,’ she hissed. ‘Quickly.’ She snapped her fingers at Vincent who had scrabbled his way to a kneeling position. ‘What time is it?’


  He fumbled with his sleeve, looking at his watch. ‘Er, about half past four.’


  ‘About?’


  He licked his lips nervously. ‘Thirty seven minutes past four.’


  ‘So not half past four at all then. Fool.’ She turned her attention back to Aubrey. ‘If the birds are not back in the Tower by sunrise, the city will fall.’


  I started. She believed in the prophecy.


  ‘I’ll free them immediately.’


  ‘See that you do.’ She flicked me a glance over her shoulder. ‘I trust we are done here now.’


  I stood my ground. ‘Not until I see the ravens freed for myself.’


  Natalia tapped her foot impatiently. ‘Very well then.’


  Aubrey jerked a hand towards Vincent. ‘Get them. Get the birds.’


  ‘No. You are going to do it.’


  His face suffused with humiliation. ‘As you wish, my Lady.’


  We all watched as he turned and walked stiffly back into the house. I debated whether to engage Natalia in further conversation. Eventually I decided against it. This wasn’t a person I wished to get to know better.


  It didn’t take long for Aubrey to emerge back out again. He was awkwardly carrying a cage which left very little room for any of the birds to manoeuvre.


  ‘Corux demands to be freed instantly!’ my old friend squawked. ‘Corux is a celebrity!’


  ‘Corux will get his fucking head snapped off if he doesn’t shut up,’ Natalia muttered.


  At her gesture, Aubrey opened the cage. All seven birds flew up, not waiting for their bid for freedom to be snatched away again. Corux circled round our heads. ‘Fools! You’re all fools!’ He flapped his wings, angled himself over Aubrey and took on the most peculiar expression. A second later, I had to clamp a hand over my mouth to hide my grin. Corux’s droppings oozed down Aubrey’s cheek.


  ‘You deserved that,’ Natalia told him. ‘Get inside. All of you.’


  Within moments all the vampires melted away. I was pleased to note that several of them looked the worse for wear and were limping inside, one after the other. Natalia waited until they’d all gone, then she looked at me. ‘Come here again, shapeshifter, and I will finish you.’ She threw out her cloak behind her and stalked in after the rest.


  Casualties? I threw out, unconcerned with her threat. Is everyone still with us?


  A chorus of answering Voices returned. No deaths. Some of us were hurting but, considering everything that had just happened, we were relatively unscathed. All the same, the silver the vampires had employed was going to leave some scars.


  Let’s get the hell out of here.


  *


  What I really wanted to do was sleep. In our absence, however, the Arch-Mage had left several messages requiring my presence at the Ministry at my earliest convenience. As tempted as I was to leave him hanging, he had helped me out with the guards at the Tower. I laid out a suit on the bed and wandered into the bathroom for a steaming hot shower first. He could wait another thirty minutes. He’d appreciate me looking smart to meet with him, if nothing else. I soaped myself down and hummed. I hadn’t expected another vampire to help us out. All the same, I decided I’d rather deal with Aubrey’s mercurial and unpredictable nature than ever see Lady Natalia again.


  Finally warm and finally clean, I padded back out with a towel wrapped loosely round my waist. I reached down to grab the trousers and paused, my hand hovering in midair. I blinked and looked around the room. Perhaps I’d suffered more lasting effects from this night than I’d realised. The suit I thought I’d left ready and waiting had completely vanished. How odd.


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  I met the Arch-Mage at the gates to the Ministry. He bowed formally. ‘Good to see you, Corrigan. How are things?’


  ‘Peachy,’ I said, smiling back. ‘What can I do for you?’


  ‘I hear you’re making considerable headway with your cumbersome rules. It’s a good idea, you know, to try and slim them down into more manageable chunks. A lot of our mages enjoy our more archaic laws.’ He leaned forward. ‘Do you know we actually have a law that states it’s illegal to cross paths with a black cat while carrying a bottle of milk on All Hallow’s Eve?’


  ‘Well, we’re good at working together,’ I said calmly, ‘as it’s part of our nature. What favour do you require?’


  He ignored my question. ‘And just what were you doing at the Tower of London? Dear boy, breaking into the bastion of the city’s wealth was hardly a smart move. What on earth was all it about?’


  I was growing tired of his delaying tactics. ‘Spit it out, would you? I’m a busy man.’


  He gazed at me from under his bushy eyebrows. ‘Very well then. We have a problem with the vampires.’


  I closed my eyes momentarily. He had to be kidding me. The last thing I wanted to do was to embroil myself further with the bloodsuckers. ‘What kind of problem?’ I asked finally.


  ‘Well, you see the statue which your young Mackenzie returned to their house...’


  ‘The Palladium?’


  ‘That’s the one. She wasn’t entirely telling you the whole story when she spoke about it before.’


  That was hardly news. ‘Go on,’ I said, grimly.


  ‘Well, to cut a long story short, she swapped it for another similar statue belonging to the vampires. It’s called the Ancile and possesses particularly dangerous properties.’


  I tightened my mouth. At least that explained all her sneaking around at the gathering. ‘Why?’


  He waved an airy hand in the air. ‘The whys and wherefores are not important. It was at Mage Floride’s behest and I have already spoken to him on the matter. We have the Ancile back in our possession. Suffice it to say that Floride also recovered the Palladium from the wraith’s home and therefore incurred its wrath in the process. It would no longer be an issue except it appears the vampires are rather keen that we have the Palladium back too.’


  I raised my eyes to the heavens. It would solve Aubrey’s problem with Lady Natalia, I supposed. ‘Of course they are,’ I said sighing. ‘So take it back. What’s the issue?’


  ‘I shouldn’t think I would have to remind you of the small matter of the wraith,’ he said stiffly.


  ‘I don’t think I’m in a position to help you with ghostly creatures who can’t be physically touched,’ I pointed out. ‘You were doing a far better job of that than I was.’


  There was a flash of pleasure in his eyes. ‘Just so. But either way, we would rather not have to deal with the creature at all.’


  ‘Given recent events, I’m not sure I’m the best person to help conduct negotiations with the vampires,’ I told him.


  ‘Oh, come, come,’ he scoffed. ‘You were the one who arranged the gatherings in the first place! Besides, my dear Lord Corrigan, you owe me.’


  I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. ‘Isn’t there some other way you’d like me to repay that favour? Just tell Aubrey you’re not going to take the bloody statue back.’


  ‘He is being rather insistent.’


  I thought of Natalia. It was no wonder. ‘All the same...’


  He cleared his throat. ‘Look, Corrigan, in all seriousness, I am in a spot of bother. There are factions here at the Ministry who don’t particularly agree with my leadership. It’s part of the reason why I withdrew our support from you earlier in the year. They were most ... insistent.’


  ‘It’s no issue of mine what happens with Ministry politics.’


  ‘It will be when you have a traditionalist as Arch-Mage to deal with. I think you’ll find all your modernisation plans considerably harder to put into place when the Ministry is set against them.’


  I growled. The Ministry would have no sway with the Brethren. They could withdraw their help all they wished; we were never going to allow ourselves to be held to their standards. The only laws that mattered to us were the shapeshifter ones. Still, there was a peculiar note of anxiety flickering in the Arch-Mage’s expression. Better the devil you know, I supposed.


  ‘Very well,’ I said with a heavy sigh. ‘I will approach the vampires directly.’


  His relief was unmistakeable. ‘Fantastic. Now if...’


  ‘Arch-Mage! Arch-Mage!’


  We both turned. A young looking mage with dishevelled robes flapping around him was running in our direction. His eyes were white and panicked. ‘There’s been an attack on the Academy!’


  Sweet Jesus. Mack was there. ‘What kind of attack? Who? Has anyone been hurt?’


  ‘One would think you cared deeply about our student Initiates, Lord Corrigan,’ the Arch-Mage murmured.


  I threw him an irritated look as the breathless mage finally reached us. He doubled over while I stared at him impatiently. ‘For goodness’ sake!’ I snapped. ‘Tell us what happened!’ I knew Mack had an anger management session this morning but with the mages’ portals she had probably returned by now. Anything could have happened to her.


  ‘Vampire,’ he gasped. ‘It was a vampire.’


  At least it wasn’t the damned wraith. I exchanged glances with the Arch-Mage. He immediately flicked his fingers and a glowing portal appeared. ‘It appears,’ he said drily, ‘that you won’t need to go to the vampires, after all.’ He gestured towards the gateway.


  I didn’t wait another second; I simply sucked in a breath and leapt in.


  The sight that greeted me was not at all what I’d expected. There was no sign of any vampire, Aubrey or otherwise. There was, however, a prone mage lying flat on his back on the ground. As far as I could tell, he was merely stunned. He wasn’t what really caught my attention, however. Neither was the silent group of young, wide-eyed mages standing to the side or even the unwelcome presence of the small wooden statue lying several metres away. It was the sneering mage whom Mack had pinned down between her legs who caught my attention. She was staring at him with a mixture of hatred, fury and utter bewilderment. In that moment, I had absolutely no idea what she was about to do next. All I did know was that if she hurt a mage – especially one who appeared as high-ranking as this one- then there would be a whole heap of hell to have to pay for.


  Before she could register my presence, I moved up and locked my arms around her body, pulling her off the mage. Surprisingly, she didn’t resist. In fact, I rather had the impression that she was relieved to see me. It didn’t change my concern for what direction her anger had taken her in, however.


  ‘I might have known that yet again you’d be at the centre of all this,’ I said in her ear, keeping my voice low.


  The Arch-Mage was right on my heels. ‘What exactly is going on here?’ he demanded, staring from Mack to the mages on the ground and back again.


  Mack took a breath to answer. I thought the black robed mage she’d had locked down was going to beat her to it but the Arch-Mage held up a single digit and pointed instead to the group of pale-faced mages who were standing to one side as if they were at a stadium arena. He jerked his head at one of the older ones.


  ‘Mage Slocombe, pray tell, exactly what has transpired here?’


  I had to admit that I was rather impressed at the cold tone the Arch-Mage managed to muster. I had thought, up till now, that he had rather disliked me, tolerating my presence instead of enjoying it. Hearing him speak to this weasel-faced mage, I realised I’d been very wrong.


  ‘Err...well, Your Magnificence, the vampires arrived out of nowhere, demanding that we take back some statue. They said that it was all her fault.’ The way he said’her’ had me bristling in anger. There was no doubt that he was referring to Mack. I kept a tight grip on her, ostensibly to stop her from attacking him. Truthfully, it was stopping me from punching him in the face too. ‘That she’d stolen the original and put something in its place. The Dean struck her so that she bled and the vampire leader could test her blood to prove that it had been her but Mage Thomas didn’t think it was, er, appropriate for him to have done so and he attacked.’


  If I’d been worried and angry before, it was nothing compared to what I felt now. What kind of school was this where teachers allowed vampires to suck on their students? The idea of Aubrey – or someone else – tasting Mack’s blood made me boil with rage. It didn’t help that it appeared the unconscious mage who’d come to Mack’s defence was Thomas – the one the Arch-Mage had implied would be a good match for her.


  ‘I see,’ said the Arch-Mage slowly. ‘I had rather hoped that the Lord Alpha and I were going to be able to defuse the situation before it got to this. So where are the vampires now?’


  Against my chest, Mack’s body jerked. Her head snapped round from side to side. She obviously hadn’t realised that the vampires had vanished. Out of everything that was happening, that probably pissed me off the most. The poor excuse for a school head whom she had knocked down was one thing, but to turn your back on your real enemy was something else entirely. She knew that Aubrey was dangerous and yet she hadn’t even realised that he’d left. She should have known better than that.


  The Arch-Mage met my eyes, silently conveying to me with one raised eyebrow – and a gleam of satisfaction - that this Dean was one of the thorns in his side. ‘Fine,’ he intoned. ‘Have the Dean escorted to his office and Mage Thomas to the infirmary. Mage Slocombe, if you would be so kind as to retrieve the statue and place it in the academy safe until we can work out what to do with it, then that would be most appreciated.’


  I supposed I should be grateful that he wasn’t palming the damn thing off to me. Still, I did feel some sympathy for Mage Slocombe. Whoever he was, he appeared terrified at having to touch the Palladium.


  ‘I must protest!’ interrupted the Dean. ‘I have done nothing but keep order here and attempt to sort out the situation that she has created.’


  Instantly worried that Mack was going to do something stupid, I used my Voice to keep control of the situation. Stay calm.


  I am fucking calm, she instantly answered. It’s everyone else that’s going nuts.


  She actually had a point there.


  ‘Your Magnificence,’ the Arch-Mage said in a very quiet but very dangerous tone of voice. I almost grinned. I’d like to try this one out on the Brethren some time.


  The Dean, the object of the Arch-Mage’s attention, merely looked confused. ‘Huh?’


  ‘When you address me, Dean Michaels, you will show me the respect that I deserve and use my title.’


  For a split second I thought he wasn’t going to back down. Then his head dropped. ‘I apologise, Your Magnificence.’


  I exhaled silently in relief. In a mage on mage fight, I had no idea what I was supposed to do.


  The Arch-Mage sniffed. ‘Very well. Lord Corrigan, if you would be so kind as to come with me to the Dean’s office, we can reach some kind of solution for what to do with the Palladium now that the vampires have decided to dump it back with us after all. We appreciate your continued support in this matter.’ I just bet he did. He gave me a stern look as if daring me argue. ‘I believe you can let Initiate Smith go.’


  This might be his show but I wasn’t taking orders from him. ‘I will just have a few words with her first,’ I said, stamping my own authority on the situation. ‘Then I shall be happy to join you.’


  He nodded briefly in agreement. He did, after all, have other things than me to worry about. The other mages picked up their silly robes so they could walk back inside. A few at least lifted up Thomas’s body and carried him in while Mage Slocombe used some kind of magic to lift the Palladium into the air. For an object with supposedly no power, a lot of people were very afraid of it.


  It wasn’t until every single person, the Arch-Mage included, had disappeared inside and the doors had shut behind them that I released Mack.


  ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she asked, spinning round and confronting me as if I’d been the one to pick a fight.


  ‘The Arch-Mage needed a bit of help,’ I explained calmly. ‘The vampires were threatening to return the statue that you’d so stupidly swapped, and he thought that I might be able to exert some influence upon them and help rid them of the wraith problem at the same time.’ Or something like that anyway.


  Mack was too focused on her own situation to pay much attention. ‘That I’d so stupidly swapped?’ Her eyes were beginning to glow with anger. ‘You should get your facts right. All I did was give them what they’d wanted in the first place. I took back a completely different statue and gave it to the sodding Arch-Mage so that he wouldn’t have a mutiny on his hands within the Council.’


  ‘And that worked out so well, didn’t it?’


  ‘Fuck off. I’m not responsible for other people’s actions.’


  I watched her carefully. No, she wasn’t. But I wanted her to learn that she had the power to affect them. For some reason, I wanted her to know what it was like to be in a position of responsibility. I wanted her to know what it was like to be me. ‘And yet somehow you remain at the root of them,’ I said quietly. ‘I swear, kitten, sometimes you are more trouble than you’re worth.’


  She grumbled at me and turned away, leaving me behind as she stomped inside. I scratched my head in irritation. Mack had done a good deed by helping out the mages with their silly statue swap, whether it had ended in tears or otherwise. However, if she didn’t stop enflaming every single touchy situation that arose, I’d never get Staines and the others to accept her. And I really, really needed them to. I stared at the spot she’d just vacated as the stark realisation hit me. It wasn’t that she intrigued me or that being in her presence made hot, heady desire overtake my senses. It wasn’t that she stood up to me in a way that almost no-one else did or that she was braver and stronger than anyone else I’d ever met. In fact, the problem wasn’t Mack at all. It was me. I’d fallen in love – and I had no idea what to do about it.


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  I found the Arch-Mage in what was apparently the Dean’s office. The Dean himself was nowhere in sight, which could only be a good thing. The thought of the man who’d willingly allowed a damn vampire – and Aubrey no less – to drink from her was almost too much to bear. I could hardly make a move against him though. Not only would it destroy any hope of positive relations between ourselves and the Ministry, it would make me look like a hypocrite after lecturing Mack on responsibility. The art of diplomacy appeared to mostly require saying nothing. Achieving that was sometimes harder, and more of a real battle, than wading in and actually fighting was. I wished I’d thought to mention that to her before she’d marched off. Typical. Why couldn’t I have thought of that particular point before?


  ‘That man,’ I said, forcing my arms to remain by my sides, ‘put Mack’s life in danger. She’s a student here. She came in good faith. And he threw her to the bloodsuckers like she was a piece of meat.’


  ‘I agree,’ he said, surprising me. ‘I’m sorry you had to witness it.’ I rather had the sense that he was struggling with diplomacy too. There was the faintest tinge of red to the tip of his ears that implied his own anger. It wasn’t directed at me though.


  ‘Let me guess,’ I said drily, softening somewhat. ‘The Dean is one of those mages who’s of a more traditional bent?’


  He sighed and looked in my direction. ‘He is. He also has designs on a higher office.’ His mouth twisted. ‘Any tips you’d like to give?’


  ‘Get a strong circle of advisers around you who aren’t afraid to tell you when you’re being a dick,’ I said frankly. ‘And when you’re doing the right thing, you’ll not only know about it but they’ll make sure everyone else knows too. The right people can encourage almost anyone to fall into line.’


  ‘You make it sound so easy.’ Fatigue lined his face.


  ‘If he’s that much of a thorn in your side, why haven’t you simply gotten rid of him?’


  ‘Because he has his supporters too,’ he answered. ‘And I needed a good reason before I could give him the boot.’


  I cocked my head and regarded him with some interest. ‘It appears you have that reason now. Could that be why you were so keen for Mack to come here as a student in the first place?’


  A faint smile tugged at his mouth. ‘It was an added bonus, shall we say. Don’t get me wrong though – that young lady has magic. And magic in the wrong hands is a very, very dangerous thing. She needs this training.’


  ‘I won’t allow her to be here if she’s going to be in danger.’ I glared at him. I didn’t enjoy the idea that my kitten’s bad temper had been manipulated for someone else’s ends.


  The Arch-Mage’s smile grew. ‘Somehow I don’t think what you allow or don’t allow is going to stop Miss Smith.’


  I took a deep breath. Diplomacy, I reminded myself. Diplomacy. ‘You’re probably correct in that. In fact, she’ll probably do the exact opposite of what I order, no matter what it is.’


  He laughed. ‘I wouldn’t take it personally. She’s still trying to sort out who – and what – she really is.’ He gave me a suddenly curious look. ‘Do you know?’


  ‘What she is?’ I shook my head. ‘Not a bloody clue.’ Not that I’d tell him if I did.


  ‘You like her though. That much is obvious.’


  I chose not to answer that. This honest tete-a-tete was starting to make me feel uncomfortable. What I felt about my prickly kitten was not for public consumption. ‘What are you going to do about the Dean? He can’t stay here. Not unless you’re prepared to free Mack from her obligation.’


  ‘He will be taken care of. I can promise you that.’


  There was an unmistakable promise in the Arch-Mage’s tone. I relaxed slightly and glanced at the small wooden statue, now sitting innocently on his desk. ‘What are you going to do about the Palladium?’ I asked instead.


  ‘Ha! What am I going to do? My dear boy, you have your pronouns mixed up.’


  My eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘The question is, what are you going to do about it?’


  My brows snapped together. ‘You asked for help with the vampires. I rather think that’s unnecessary now, don’t you?’


  ‘But,’ he said, his eyes gleaming, ‘you still haven’t actually helped. After all that trouble I went to in order to cover up your incursion into the Tower of London too. You still owe me, Lord Corrigan.’


  I pushed back my hair. ‘And here I was thinking we were getting on so well.’


  ‘Oh but we are, dear boy. We really are.’


  The amusement in his expression was almost too much to bear. ‘Any suggestions then? Magical objects aren’t really my area of expertise.’


  ‘It’s not the statue itself that’s causing the problems,’ he pointed out.


  ‘It’s the wraith.’


  He nodded.


  ‘Tryyl is very strong. Your magic couldn’t bring him down. I couldn’t even touch him.’


  ‘I’m sure you’ll find a way.’


  I gritted my teeth. ‘He only wants the statue. Just give it to him. It doesn’t do anything. It’s not going to hurt anyone. Once he has it he’ll probably crawl off to whichever hole he sprang from in the first place.’


  The Arch-Mage smiled. ‘There. You already have your answer.’


  ‘I don’t know where Tryyl is.’


  ‘If you carry the Palladium around with you for long enough, then I’m sure he’ll show up.’


  I folded my arms. ‘He’ll also try and kill whoever happens to be around. But I suppose as long as they’re not mages, you don’t really care about that.’


  ‘You care about your shifters, I care about my mages. We’re one and the same, Lord Corrigan.’


  I eyed him. Actually, I didn’t think we were. I wouldn’t use other people to get what I wanted, no matter how well intentioned my desires were. ‘If you say so,’ I dismissed. ‘I’ll take your Palladium and return it to where it was found.’


  ‘Perfect.’


  ‘But I want Mack to come with me when I leave it there.’


  His eyebrows shot up. ‘Is that wise?’


  ‘I’m going to need back up in case Tryyl shows up. Unless you’d rather send a group of mages with me...?’


  ‘You can have Miss Smith. I do expect her back in one piece though.’


  Satisfaction settled in my chest. A little away trip with just each other for company would do us lots of good. Some time alone and I could work on a charm offensive. I could show her that I was more than just the Brethren Lord.


  The Arch-Mage smirked at me as if he were imagining my thoughts and plans taking a particularly sleazy slant. I snapped back into a quick scowl. ‘He might still come here anyway. Tryyl, I mean. He might not appreciate that you’ve even handled the Palladium. I wouldn’t be surprised if he still wants a piece of the vampires as well.’


  ‘I’ll worry about that, dear boy. I think I know how to stop him for good. I’ve already sent your old friend Mage Floride to sort it out.’ He strolled over to a small sofa and sat down. ‘Now, would you like some tea while I locate Miss Smith to inform her of your expedition?’ He smiled again. ‘We are getting along so well, after all.’


  I smiled back and said nothing.


  *


  In the end, Mack found us long before the promised tea. There was a determined slant to her jaw as she seated herself on the chair in front of us which suggested she was going to cause more trouble. I found myself looking at her with new eyes, drinking in her appearance. My pulse quickened simply by being in her presence.


  The Arch-Mage took the lead. ‘So,’ he said, ‘as much as we want to keep the circle of people who are involved in this as small as possible, it appears that you are inextricably linked to the fate of the Palladium. This would have been a lot easier if you and Mage Floride had come to me in the first place.’ Miraculously, Mack kept her mouth shut, although I noted the brief flare in her eyes. ‘Mage Floride has left already. He is going to continue to track down the whereabouts of the wraith’s original body. Once that has been located, then we can easily rid ourselves of him.’


  Mack coughed.


  ‘What?’


  She nibbled at her bottom lip. ‘We’ve already established that the Palladium has no powers. It’s the Ancile that‘s the worrying object. So why don’t we just give the Palladium back to Tryyl and be done with it?’


  I grinned. She was going to enjoy this. ‘That’s the plan. You and I are going to travel to the place where your mage friend found the thing in the first place. We’ll leave it there and let the wraith retrieve it.’


  The yellow flecks in her eyes grew more pronounced. Interesting. Did that imply she wanted to come with me or she didn’t?


  The Arch-Mage leaned forward. ‘Of course that doesn’t necessarily mean that Tryyl won’t still come after us for having had it in our possession in the first place. That’s why Mage Floride is still going to try to find his bones.’


  Mack frowned. ‘I thought he tried that already and couldn’t manage it?’


  He shrugged. ‘There are a few things he can try yet. He’s rather talented at Divination, as you know.’


  ‘And we’d expect that the wraith’s largest bone of contention is with the vampires anyway,’ I added. ‘If he’s going to take revenge out on anyone, it stands to reason that he’d go there first.’


  ‘Okay then. Let’s do it.’


  I was surprised – and very, very pleased – that she wasn’t putting up more of a fight. Maybe my words about taking more responsibility for her actions had sunk in. Maybe she wanted to spend time with me too. I stood up, just in case she decided to change her mind, and pointed at the Palladium.


  ‘As you have already handled it, it makes sense for you to do so again,’ the Arch-Mage said to Mack. ‘That way we can limit our physical contact with the thing.’


  Annoyance rippled through me. I didn’t mind touching the damn chunk of wood. Much.


  Mack answered before I could say anything. ‘Of course. That way it’s only my life that’s in danger, not anyone else’s.’


  She might wrestle on the ground with school principals and rush headlong into stupid situations without thinking things through but no-one could deny her bravery and selflessness. I took her hand and gazed into her eyes. She had to know I’d be with her all the way.


  ‘I won’t let anything happen to you.’


  It was the wrong thing to say, however heartfelt it had been. ‘Actually,’ she snapped, ‘I won’t let anything happen to me. I don’t need your protection. As I recall, you were pretty useless against Tryyl anyway.’


  I dropped her hand as if burnt while the Arch-Mage laughed.


  ‘If I do this,’ Mack hissed at him, ‘then you need to do something for me.’


  ‘I’m not going to release you from your oath,’ he said, abruptly sobering up.


  She shook her head. ‘Not that. But you need to let Thomas – um, sorry, Mage Thomas – off. It was only because of what the Dean let the vampire do that he flipped.’


  I stiffened. She was worried about that mage? Really?


  ‘I think you’ll find that the Lord Alpha here has already considerably highlighted the error of the Dean’s ways in that respect,’ the Arch-Mage answered. I’d not said a damn thing in relation to sodding Mage Thomas, of course. My only concern had been Mack. I’d damned her for not taking responsibility and here she was taking the weight of the world on her shoulders. Not to mention young good-looking wizards who apparently needed her protection.


  ‘Still,’ she added, oblivious to my jealousy, ‘he shouldn’t be punished for it.’


  ‘He will be given an alternative position as a gatekeeper, working out of London.’


  Her expression softened. ‘He’ll be very good at that.’


  ‘I know,’ agreed the Arch-Mage, while I simply glowered. ‘Now, take the damn Palladium and get out of here.’


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  With Mack looking somewhat calmer this seemed like the perfect opportunity to get to know her better – without death or fights or really any kind of danger in the mix. Let’s face it, it was unlikely that Tryyl would catch up to us before we managed to return the Palladium to the abandoned cottage where it had initially been found. The wraith wouldn’t expect us to go there, after all. I could use the opportunity to find a way to discover whether she really was involved with someone else – and encourage her to open up. All I had to do was to reasonably point out to her that I was entirely undeserving of her mistrust. She was wholly and undeniably under my skin. And I knew now it wasn’t because I was enjoying the chase. Identifying the strange tug I felt whenever I thought of her had clarified my thoughts. I just prayed she didn’t do anything stupid like allow her temper to get her into fatal trouble before I could make her see that we might just have some potential as a couple. The thought both terrified and exhilarated me in equal measure. She annoyed the hell out of me sometimes but she was braver and more admirable than just about anyone I’d ever met. I couldn’t deny how I felt about her and I didn’t really care what she really was. Shifter or mage or human or cave troll, I was head over heels. Staines and the rest of the Brethren be damned. Our fates were inextricably entwined no matter what anyone else thought.


  We strolled out of the main academy building in what I liked to think was companionable silence. I kept my steps deliberately slow so she could keep pace with me with ease. I also made sure she was right next to me. Barely an inch of space rested between us. I breathed in her heady scent. How could I have ever thought she was a shifter anyway? She smelled exotic and powerful and ... very, very desirable.


  Veering right for the portal that was glimmering in the air just up ahead, I opened my mouth to ask her how her training was really going. Unfortunately, before I could speak, someone behind us called out her name.


  ‘Mack!’


  We both turned. It was the damned mage – Thomas. He could barely walk and was being supported by two others. I stiffened involuntarily but Mack sucked in a breath and ran to him. All I could do was watch in frustration. She never ran in my direction.


  The concern on her face as she spoke to him was obvious. The pair of them clearly had some kind of connection. It appeared that Mack was reassuring him about something. I didn’t like it all. Things grew even worse when she reached over and hugged him. He clung to her, his eyes tightly shut. The rational part of me whispered that it was a brotherly embrace. The rest of me begged my panther self to attack him and stake my claim before it was too late. I balled up my fists and tried to remember to breathe. The trouble was that I really didn’t have any claim to her. She could hug whomever she damned well pleased.


  After another tight embrace, she jogged back to me. I tried not to let her see how relieved I was that she was returning. Unfortunately, when I did speak, my bitterness was clear.


  ‘Another conquest, kitten?’


  ‘Stop fucking calling me that,’ she spat.


  My jaw tightened. Couldn’t she see why I did? I took her arm proprietorally. If I could achieve nothing else, then I’d let that bloody wizard see her stroll off with me. Not him. Me.


  ‘Hey! I’m not a sack that you can just shove around!’ she protested.


  Hardly. Getting her to do anything was like herding cats. No wonder she reminded me of a kitten. ‘As if I’d ever think that,’ I said, grimacing, and wondering how on earth I could get her to relax again.


  ‘Mack!’ a boyish voice called out. ‘Wait up!’


  Good grief. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ I muttered. ‘Now what?’


  We both looked round again. This time it was a kid, dashing up with a vast grin on his face. Mack was definitely not without her admirers.


  ‘It worked!’ He danced around from foot to foot. ‘Mack, it worked! You’re an absolute genius! We’re going out on Friday night, just me and her. You should have been there.’ He continued to babble but there was an endearing blush to his face. I threw Mack a curious glance. I hadn’t realised matchmaking was her style. ‘Deborah was so grateful and she gave me this great huge kiss, right here.’ He touched his cheek. ‘Oh, I’ll never wash again.’


  ‘That might not endear you to Deborah.’ Mack’s reply was light but, from the tone of her voice, she had a definite soft spot for the teenager.


  He laughed. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’


  All of a sudden my hackles rose. Mack’s delicious scent was being replaced by something far more rotten. I stiffened, trying to see what it was. By the time I realised, however, it was far too late. The boy wizard choked. ‘I...’


  ‘Brock?’ Mack asked, patently alarmed. ‘Are you alright?’


  I instantly knew he wasn’t. Pain flashed in his eyes for the briefest of moments, almost immediately disappearing, along with any light. A strange huff sounded from behind him, definitely tinged with glee. The boy fell down to his knees, already soaked in blood. Right behind him the ghostly figure of Tryyl wavered, an evil smile stretching out from ear to ear. My eyes dropped to his hand. In it was the kid’s still pulsating heart.


  I started to shift. The wraith let go of the bloody organ as if it were nothing more than a piece of annoying litter. He stared at Mack – and the Palladium she was still gripping, her fingers tight with frozen horror.


  ‘Give meeeeeeee it,’ Tryyl hissed.


  He’d barely finished the sentence when I launched myself at him, my claws extended and my clothes in ripped fragments all around. There were distant shouts as several mages began running in our direction. As I leapt for the wraith, he leapt for Mack. A cold shudder ran through me as I fell through the wispy shadows of his body. It was just enough to upset his trajectory and he avoided smashing into Mack. It didn’t hurt him in the slightest, however. I spun round just in time to see Mack fling the Palladium behind her. Her eyes glittered with a colour I’d never seen before. She focused on Tryyl as if they were only two beings in the world. Even with the wraith’s presence, her fury was probably the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen.


  A split second later, streams of magical green fire spouted forth from her fingertips, smacking the wraith in the chest. He howled in agony, shaking himself and attempting another attack towards her again. Fear zapped through me and I sprang into his side, using my panther teeth to try and do something – anything – to stop him from hurting her. Every time I tried to connect, however, all I found was dark, insubstantial shadow. At least the mages behind us were more successful. Two waves of blue fire joined Mack’s green flames. The wraith screamed, a cold inhuman sound that rocked me to my core. I took advantage of his pain to go after him again, using my paws this time to swipe out a blow. My claws raked into his body and, this time, I felt something. As he weakened, he was becoming more corporeal. Before I could exult, however, he shot out a dark punch in my direction, slamming his fist with unbelievable power into my muzzle. Tiny lights danced in front of my eyes. It wasn’t just the power of the blow, I thought dimly, as I crashed to the ground. It was the sensation of deathly cold seeping through my veins that really got me.


  The fight continued on while I wavered in and out of consciousness. I fought as hard as I could. Mack was in real, mortal danger. I clung on, concentrating on pushing out the icy sensation from body with as much force and speed as I could muster. Just as I regained some feeling back in my paws the wraith roared, the terrible sound filling the sky. I raised my head up just in time to see a strange smile on Thomas’ face. Then the wraith kicked him in the head. He collapsed backwards, his neck obviously broken. Mack sprinted past me while I tried to get up. My tail whipped from side to side. I was recovering quickly – but not quickly enough.


  ‘It’ssssss miiiiiiiine!’ Tryyl cried.


  Mack ignored him. I could do nothing more than helplessly watch as she jumped headfirst towards him, headbutting his stomach. He thrust a hand out towards her throat and, for one heartstopping moment, I thought he’d sliced her open. Instead, however, he was holding the necklace that had been hanging round her neck in his dark, claw-like fingers. He frowned down at it, just as I could feel my strength returning enough to stand up. I staggered to my feet while Tryyl spewed out a dark gloop of spittle. It landed on the mage’s corpse. On Mack’s dead friend. There was a strange roar of angry agony. I wasn’t sure where it had come from. Then I realised it had come from Mack.


  I stretched back on my haunches, ready to leap ahead into the fray once more. My body still felt sluggish but I couldn’t let Mack be hurt. I’d already failed her enough as it was. Tryyl reached down, smashing the heads of two other mages in against each other. Then there was another roar and it seemed as if the sky were splitting open.


  I blinked. The only thing I could think of was that it was another wraith, come to back Tryyl up and destroy us all. I turned my head to Mack – and what I saw almost made me collapse back down again.


  Her body was changing. She was shifting, but not in a manner I’d ever seen before. This wasn’t a werewolf or a werebear or some kind of werecat. It definitely wasn’t a werehamster. Mack roared and her limbs twisted, her smooth flesh giving way to iridescent scales. Her neck swung out, long and graceful, and her nostrils flared. She snorted and a puff of fire blew out from her mouth. I only just managed to roll to one side as her tail swung round in my direction. But I still continued to stare. Towering above every one of us, Mack was magnificent. And she was also a freaking dragon.


  Her large eyes, with their strange yellow flecks more enhanced and glittering than normal, focused down on the wraith. His neck craned back as he looked up at her. For a moment I saw his Adam’s apple bob in fear and then she opened up her mouth, leaned towards him as if he were nothing more than a cockroach underneath her foot, and ripped his head off.


  The dark smoke that was Tryyl’s body began to writhe. Snakes of black twisted out into the air, vanishing almost immediately. He dissipated away into the atmosphere as if he’d never even existed in the first place. The thunderous sounds of the fight had given way to an eerie silence. Mack’s dragon form blinked twice. Then she collapsed in a heap, her body returning to its small, vulnerable human form. She curled into a tight foetal shape. Oh God. I immediately shifted back, and ran over to her with a stumbling limp. I crouched down, my hands tracing over her body. Her skin was burning, almost too hot to touch. I pressed one hand on her forehead, trying to steady my shaking fingers. Her breathing was harsh and erratic but her features were smooth. She was still my Mack.


  She moaned, although her eyes remained shut.


  ‘Shhh,’ I said, wiping away the sweat from her brow and ignoring the singe I received in return. ‘It’s alright now. Everything’s alright.’


  She shivered and her body curled up even tighter. My heart aching, I scooped her up, cradling her against my chest. It was only when I stood up, with her safely in my arms, that I realised there was a bank of mages in front of us, all staring. The crowd parted and the Arch-Mage stepped through.


  He strode over to me and gazed down at Mack’s unconscious form. ‘Who would have believed it?’ he said quietly. ‘I knew she had power but this...’


  I tilted up my chin and met his eyes. ‘She’s a shifter,’ I told him. ‘She belongs with me.’


  ‘Oh no, dear boy.’ The Arch-Mage shook his head. ‘Mackenzie Smith is no shifter. She’s a Draco Wyr.’


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  What I really wanted to do was to take Mack away from this place and back to where she belonged – with me and the Brethren. The wide-eyed looks from the assembled mages, which appeared to range from abject terror to utter adulation, were almost too much to take. It was Mack. She was scary sometimes, but she wasn’t to be feared. And she was my goddess alone – not anyone else’s. The Arch-Mage, however, persuaded me that taking her through a portal right now would be an extraordinarily bad idea. If it wasn’t for how I’d seen her react when she travelled in that manner with my own eyes, then I’d have argued the point. As it was I agreed that moving her unconscious body a long distance was probably not a good idea. I was determined not to let go of her though.


  I carried her as gently as I could into a small room with a bed. A black robed mage with an incongruous looking stethoscope bustled forward. I growled at him.


  ‘Lord Corrigan, he’s not going to harm her. We just want to check her vitals.’


  I glowered and lay her down, then stood back with my arms folded, ready to pounce if the mage doctor hurt even a single hair on her head. Another mage handed me a set of robes. I stared at it then at him. He scratched his neck uncomfortably. For the sake of the mages’ own propriety, I pulled the robes on. They were ridiculously short and tight on me.


  ‘She seems fine, as far as I can tell,’ the doctor finally said, when he pulled away. ‘Her pulse is far too fast and she appears to be suffering from some kind of fever. Other than that, however, she’s doing okay.’ He held up the thermometer as evidence. ‘She’s already cooling down.’ He took out a syringe and moved towards her again.


  I snarled. ‘No.’


  ‘I’m just going to take a sample to...’


  ‘No.’ I knew exactly why he wanted a sample. I wasn’t a complete idiot. What Mack had just transformed into was virtually unheard of. Everyone would want a piece of her. I was damned if I was going to allow that.


  The Arch-Mage took one look at my face and agreed. ‘Perhaps another time,’ he commented. He waved both the doctor and the other hovering mages away and glanced down at Mack. ‘I take it from your reaction that you were no more aware of her true nature than we were.’


  ‘I was not,’ I said through gritted teeth. I was starting to understand why she’d kept it a secret though. A dragon? Or Draco Wyr or whatever he had called her? The Otherworld would go nuts when they found out. I felt another surge of fear. ‘You can’t tell anyone,’ I said suddenly. ‘This has to be kept secret. Make sure all those mages out there forget what they’ve seen and...’


  ‘It can’t be done, Lord Corrigan,’ the Arch-Mage answered calmly.


  ‘You can wipe the minds of humans. Do the same for your wizards.’


  ‘They are not wizards. They are mages. As you very well know. And we do not do that to each other. It would be impolite.’


  I glared at him. ‘Politeness be damned. She needs to be kept safe.’


  He pursed his lips and mulled it over. ‘Very well. It shall be arranged immediately.’ He clapped his hands and another mage appeared at the door almost instantly. The Arch-Mage bent his head and murmured towards him a low voice. The mage looked unhappy but he nodded.


  As soon as we were alone again, I reiterated my point. ‘You need to make damn sure that if any of them so much as dares to open their mouths then...’


  He shook his head sadly at me. ‘Word will get out, no matter what you try to do. I have done what I can. Their memories will be bound. But the truth can only be contained for so long. Her life is going to change.’


  I straightened up. ‘Word will only get out if we allow it. What we need to do is...’


  ‘Good afternoon,’ interrupting a lilting voice from the doorway.


  ‘I’m sorry Your Magnificence,’ another young looking mage gabbled. ‘She just appeared from nowhere.’


  He held up his hand. ‘It’s quite alright. You couldn’t have stopped her.’ He smiled at the apprentice. ‘You may go.’


  The Summer Queen strolled into the room. She walked over to Mack and gazed down at her for a moment, her hand lightly brushing against the soft stubble covering her scalp. ‘No wonder this little one has been causing so much trouble. She’s really very small for a Draco Wyr but it’s so obvious when you think about it.’


  ‘The hot temper,’ the Arch-Mage began, ‘and her strange magic.’


  ‘Not to mention hair of that brilliant red colour.’


  I bristled. They were discussing her as if she were simply a piece of meat. ‘How did you know?’ I asked the Fae Queen, trying to keep the rancour out of my voice. I failed miserably.


  ‘I could feel the ripples of magic even from Tir-na-Nog. This young woman has a lot of power.’ She glanced over at the Arch-Mage. ‘I’ll take her with me. She’ll heal far faster if she’s away from this plane.’


  He raised a single eyebrow in her direction. ‘She’s not a mage. That’s obvious now. But her powers indicate that the Ministry is the best place for her.’


  Absolutely. No. Way. ‘For fuck’s sake!’ I cursed. ‘She transformed into a bloody dragon! She shifted. To all intents and purposes, she’s a shifter and she belongs with the Pack.’ I glared at him, daring him to disagree.


  He dared. ‘Oh, really? And since when has the Pack ever, or even in the last thousand years, had a member who shifts into a dragon? She is not a shapeshifter. She is not a weredragon. There’s no such thing!’


  I balled up my fists. I was not about to let Mack stay here. Not under any circumstances. Now that her identity was out in the open the mages would at best use her for their ends and, at worst, conduct experiments on her to see how far she could be pushed. ‘Don’t you think that the people who are best placed to help her with this emotionally as well as physically are those who also have alternate forms?’ I asked.


  ‘And don’t you think,’ came the brisk rejoinder, ‘that someone who has taken an oath to the mages and who is able to eject fire from her hands is best served by learning and growing with those who can teach her?’


  The Summer Queen took advantage of our stand-off. ‘Gentlemen, clearly Miss Smith here has kept her identity secret for a reason. She is afraid of what might happen were others to discover her true nature. It would be best for everyone if she was kept safely away from any dangers. We can do this. In fact, she clearly trusts us because we already doing that for a very dear friend of hers.’ She smiled calmly.


  I shook my head. We had a name for what Mack was but that didn’t mean any of us really understood it. I thought of Iabartu and my blood chilled. ‘But who exactly knows what she is?’ I argued. ‘We should track them down and make damn sure that they do nothing to harm a single hair on her head.’


  The Summer Queen gave me an arch look. ‘She doesn’t have much hair on her head to harm, does she?’


  This was not going well. Flashes of Mack’s future as a bargaining chip for the Otherworld powers that be to fight over assailed me. She’d never have peace.


  At that moment, the lady in question stirred. There was a faint moan, then a very small croak. ‘Jeremy?’


  We all turned to her immediately. Her face was still pale but her eyes were clear. Relief flooded my body. She was conscious. That was enough for now.


  ‘Initiate Smith! We are so glad that you’re alright,’ exclaimed the Arch-Mage in honeyed tones. ‘You destroyed the wraith!’


  The tip of her tongue flicked out and wet her lips. ‘Thomas?’ she whispered, desperation in her face.


  ‘Mackenzie, you’ve really caused quite a sensation, you know,’ the Summer Queen interjected.


  The Arch-Mage tried to bustle his way in again. ‘Don’t worry about that though.’ He placed a hand on her arm. I almost wrenched him off. ‘We’ve arranged for an oath to safeguard the memories of everyone of witnessed your, uh, transformation. A lot of students and indeed mages saw what happened from the windows. But we’ve ensured that they won’t tell anyone. Your identity is safe. It’s just the three of us who are unbound. Some,’ he said directing his comment towards the Queen, ‘coming later to the party than the others.’


  And some, I thought, who didn’t think her identity would be safe no matter what words came from their mouth. Whatever the Arch-Mage was spouting, however, wasn’t my concern. Mack’s desperation was palpable.


  ‘I’m sorry, Mack,’ I said quietly, telling her what she really wanted to know. ‘He didn’t make it.’


  I tried to hold her eyes to convey my sympathy. She had obviously cared for Jeffrey Thomas a great deal, no matter how annoyed it had initially made me. Mack couldn’t focus on me, however. She squeezed her eyes shut in pain. A moment later, her body shuddered with a tiny sob. The sob grew. Her body shook until she was gasping and tears were running unbidden down her cheeks. I did the only thing I could do. I reached down and drew her to me, holding her as tight as I dared.


  ‘There was nothing you could have done,’ I told her, wishing I could take away her pain. ‘Not for him or the student.’


  She cried even harder and clung to me. I didn’t do or say anything else. I simply held her for as long as she needed. At some point the Summer Queen and the Arch-Mage both withdrew, muttering something about finding the Dean. I was thankful that they finally realised this was not the time to continue with their recruitment bids. Mack and I stayed where we were. I could stay like this forever if she needed me.


  When she finally stopped crying, gaining some kind of control over her grief, she pulled away and looked at me. ‘You’re wearing mage’s robes.’


  I understood her need to focus on something normal. I flicked a look down at myself. Not that this silly get up looked normal on me. ‘It was all they could find at short notice.’ If my attire distracted her, then it was worth it. I reached out and gently brushed away her remaining tears. ‘You’ll be alright, Mack. You’ll get through this.’


  She met my eyes, her pain still brutally obvious. ‘Yes, I suppose I will.’ Her voice was dull.


  I moved my hand to her shoulder to squeeze it in sympathy. A strange mark was carved into her skin. Three scars curved across her smooth white body. ‘That wasn’t there before,’ I said, concerned.


  ‘Huh?’ she glanced down. A tiny smile flickered at her lips when she saw what I was referring to. She nodded to herself and sat up, putting her feet onto the floor. ‘Where’s the Arch-Mage?’


  I scowled. I didn’t want her to worry about him right now. There’d be plenty time for that later. ‘Mackenzie, you really should rest.’ She gave me a look that would have quelled half the Otherworld in its tracks. ‘Fine,’ I sighed, yielding. ‘I think he’ll be in the Dean’s office.’


  She stood up, wavering. Worried she was about to crumple, I hastily moved to her side to help but she pushed me away.


  ‘No. I can manage,’ she told me.


  I dampened down my hurt and did as she requested. I made sure I was within arm’s reach, however. Very, very slowly, we left the tiny room and walked out. Mack knew where she was going so I followed her lead. We passed several young looking students on our way. Although the memory-binding spell was probably already in place, Mack received several looks of both shared and pain and admired respect. I felt proud to be with her.


  When we finally made it to the office, the three of them were inside: the Dean, the Arch-Mage and the Summer Queen. The Dean, whose face I still wanted to smack, turned round and smiled. ‘Initiate Smith! You are up and about! I’m so pleased.’


  Mack’s response was blunt. ‘Don’t call me that. I’m not an initiate any more. You know there’s no longer any need for it because I’m not a mage.’


  The Dean started. I wondered whether he ‘remembered’ what had happened as well as the other two. The Arch-Mage hadn’t kept that fucking promise for long.


  ‘You will release Mrs. Alcoon from stasis,’ Mack continued, her tone hard, ‘and release me from my oath. I won’t do any harm to you or your mages. I think I’ve proved that by now.’


  If I’d thought anyone would argue, I was wrong. Both the Dean and the Arch-Mage simply nodded.


  ‘You’re the Summer Queen?’ Mack asked, addressing the Fae. She nodded and got to her feet, holding out her hand. I had to repress a grin when Mack pointedly ignored it. ‘Will you help transport my friend back here?’ she asked, referring to the older Scottish woman I’d heard about. ‘To this plane?’


  The Summer Queen also clearly knew when it was best to acquiesce. ‘I can do that. But, Mackenzie, you should know that you can come and join us in Tir-na-Nog. I can assure you that you’ll be safe there.’


  ‘That’s alright,’ Mack dismissed.


  I took a deep breath, my heart hammering in my chest. ‘Will you come with me? I won’t force you, Mack. You know that.’ At least I hoped she did. ‘And I won’t look after you if that’s what you want. You’ll have as much freedom as you want.’


  Mack smiled. My stomach flipflopped and I thought for a moment she’d say yes. She touched my cheek gently. That’s when I knew what her answer would really be. I understood why, even though it made me unbearably sad. ‘No, Corrigan. But thank you. I need to do this on my own, at least for now.’


  I nodded, trying to be understanding. Unable to keep looking at her face, I dropped my gaze. When I looked back up again, she’d already gone.


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  A small part of me was half-expecting the Tower of London guards to recognise my face. I even passed the Beefeater who’d regaled me with his stories of ghosts. He simply gave me the brief smile of a stranger, however. The Arch-Mage had done a good job with this memory wipe at least.


  I found Corux displaying his feathers and preening himself ostentatiously in front of a group of tourists. He cawed loudly, flapping towards me. The humans gradually dispersed, sensing that the’show’ was over.


  ‘How are you doing?’ I asked.


  ‘Corux is better than you,’ the bird squawked. ‘You’ve not been sleeping much.’


  I guessed the dark circles under my eyes were pretty obvious. I’d been having a lot of disturbed dreams – most of them involving dragons. I shrugged awkwardly. ‘No trouble with the vampires?’


  Corux snorted. ‘No. They wouldn’t dare come here again.’


  I thought of Natalia. The bird was probably right. ‘I’m pleased to hear it.’


  The raven hopped over to me and made an odd birdlike approximation of a bow. ‘Corux thanks you,’ he intoned formally. ‘You came to help us and we won’t forget it.’


  ‘It was nothing,’ I dismissed.


  ‘If you say so.’ He pecked at an invisible speck on the ground. ‘There’s someone who wants to talk to you.’


  I raised an eyebrow. ‘Who?’


  Corux raised one wing, pointing down the small gravelled path. I followed his gaze, stiffening when I saw who was there. ‘What does he want?’ I growled.


  ‘How the hell should Corux know?’ He flapped away.


  I watched him go then straightened my shoulders and walked down to meet Solus. The Fae was dressed soberly for once. He also appeared to be carrying a set of clothes in his arms.


  ‘What’s new, pussycat?’ he drawled when I reached him.


  I scowled. He handed the bundle of clothes over to me and my scowl deepened even further.


  ‘This my suit,’ I said accusingly. I looked at him. ‘You stole it, didn’t you?’


  He shrugged awkwardly. ‘I borrowed it.’


  ‘Why the hell do you do that?’


  Solus grinned wickedly. ‘It seemed like fun at the time.’


  I stared at him. I couldn’t fathom out how it would be’fun’ at all. ‘Don’t come into my house unannounced again,’ I ordered.


  He swept out a bow. ‘As you wish.’ He gazed at me, clearly wanting to say something else.


  ‘What is it?’ I asked.


  He shrugged. ‘Nothing.’


  I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. Bloody Fae. You could never trust them. I lifted up my chin. ‘What is it with you and Mack?’ I demanded. ‘Why are you hanging around her?’


  A tiny smile played around his mouth. ‘Who wouldn’t want to hang around such power?’


  I was bitterly reminded that Mack had confided her true nature to him long before I’d discovered it. ‘Are you ... involved?’


  Solus threw back his head and laughed. ‘Dear Corrie! I’m always involved.’


  I blew air out through my cheeks and rolled my eyes, ready to walk away. Solus grabbed my arm, however.


  ‘I’m not involved in the way that you think,’ he told me. ‘For a while I thought I would be. But Mack’s in love. True love. There’s no breaking through that kind of barrier.’ He pouted. ‘Shame.’


  ‘Who?’ I snarled. ‘Who’s she in love with?’


  He laughed again. ‘Oh dear. You really are quite dim, aren’t you? You’re well suited to each other. She won’t admit to herself that she’s in love and you can’t see it in her either. This will be fun to watch.’


  I narrowed my eyes. ‘Why are you doing this?’


  He sobered up. ‘Because I owe her. I ... accused her of something I shouldn’t have. If anyone deserves a bit of happiness, it’s my dragonlette.’ He threw me a slightly disparaging look. ‘Even if it’s with someone with your dress sense.’


  My mouth dropped open. ‘I ...’


  Solus patted my arm. ‘Don’t worry about it, furry one. You know, she’s going to stick around this time. In London.’ He winked at me. ‘And whether she’ll admit it or not, it’s because of you.’ He patted me on the shoulder, then snapped his fingers and vanished.


  I raised my head up to the brilliant blue sky and inhaled deeply. I grinned to myself. Draco Wyr be damned. She would be mine sooner or later – and she’d want it just as much as I did.
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