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Chapter One
 
The supplicant limped up, battle scars glaringly obvious.  It must have been a hell of a fight for the werewolf to have sustained such long-lasting damage.  Despite her obvious bravery at seeing off not one but two harpies, the Lord Alpha looked unimpressed.  She obviously sensed this and kept her shoulders low and head bowed.  Frankly, if she’d been in shifter form, her tail would have been firmly between her legs.  Even with all the mingling scents in the room, the reek of her fear was overpowering.
He gazed down at her, looking for all the world like he was bored by her presence.  ‘State your name.’
‘Camilia Waite.’ Her voice was tiny and there was a distinct waver to it.  I growled under my breath.  The Lord Alpha responded to brash confidence.  Act like a terrified mouse and he’d treat you like prey.
‘Of?’
‘The West Yorkshire pack.’
‘What?’
‘The West Yorkshire pack,’ she repeated nervously.
His face grew stonier.  ‘What?’
She swallowed.  ‘The West Yorkshire pack, my Lord Alpha.’
He leaned back, seemingly satisfied.  Registering my growing rage, Staines put a hand on my arm.  I shrugged him off.
‘So Camilia, tell me what happened that caused you to break Directive 19.’
She tilted up her chin and looked him straight in the eye.  Good girl.  ‘It was late at night.  I was walking along the riverside when I heard a screech.  At first I thought it was just an owl but when I heard it again, I realised it was actually a harpy.’
‘And you went to investigate.’
‘Yes, my Lord.  There were two of them.  They were attacking a man, using their claws to scratch him.  It was obvious they were after blood.’
The Lord Alpha raised his eyebrows.  ‘How so?’
She seemed nonplussed, blinking rapidly.  ‘He fell to the ground.  They wouldn’t quit.  He had his hands up to try and protect himself but they kept on swooping down towards him.  Every time he tried to call out or defend himself, they took a chunk out of him.  They were going to kill him.’
He stared at her, unblinking. 
‘My Lord,’ she hastily added.  ‘They were going to kill him, my Lord.’ 
‘So you got involved.’  His voice was deceptively silky.  I could hear the underlying current in his tone, however.  He was planning something.  ‘You took on two harpies and in the process allowed a CCTV camera to capture you.’
Camilia looked alarmed.  ‘I didn’t shift!  I knew there were cameras there.  Besides, the harpies…’
‘I don’t give a shit what the harpies were doing.  I’m concerned with what you were doing.  Is it normal for a human woman to rescue a man from an attack?  From an attack, in fact, by two giant, bird-like creatures?  What is it that you weigh exactly?’
‘Er,’ she shifted her weight, ‘about nine stone?’
‘Are you asking me or telling me?’
Her voice dulled.  Camilia, much like everyone else in the room, was starting to get an idea about where this conversation was heading.  ‘I’m nine stone.’
‘What is Way Directive 19?’
‘No shifter is to draw undue attention to their human form by displaying unhuman-like qualities.’
The Lord Alpha smiled. It wasn’t pleasant. ‘Just so.’  He looked up at the assembly, his eyes flitting over everyone.  For a moment his gaze halted at me, then continued to slide over the rest.  ‘The law in this matter is clear.  Camilia Waite is sentenced to three months’ detention and twenty lashes.’
The crowd sucked in a collective breath.  I balled up my fists.
You appear unhappy, Corrigan.  Is there a problem?
He didn’t even have the stones to confront me publicly.  He was using the Voice to show his displeasure at my open disgust at his actions.  Only pack alphas and the Lord Alpha himself could initiate telepathic, mind-to-mind contact. Once the conversation had begun, however, any contacted shifter could answer.  It made it easier to keep control of us when we were in animal form.  Or to keep veiled threats private.
I kept my expression blank. I think perhaps you are being too harsh, Lord Alpha.
The only sign he heard me was his dark eyes narrowing.  Then he swept from the room, leaving the poor werewolf to her fate.
‘You’re treading in dangerous waters, Corrigan,’ Staines said matter-of-factly.  ‘He’s within the law.’
I snorted.  ‘Perhaps.  He does have a rather unimaginative take on it, however.  The human would have died if she hadn’t intervened.’
‘We have to be careful about exposure…’
‘That’s what the goddamn mages are for,’ I answered shortly.  ‘The harpies’ attack had already created that exposure. What our Lord Alpha is doing to her is unnecessary.’
‘Examples need to be made.’
I turned to him.  ‘Do they?’
He didn’t answer.  Slowly, I released the tension in my hands, flexing my fingers one by one.  I adhered to the pack hierarchy.  In fact, I believed in it wholeheartedly.  Shifters need to be kept in line; too many of them are hot-headed and impulsive.  I was not being derogatory to my own kind; it's merely a matter of nature.  But Xander Brady, Lord Alpha of the Brethren, went too far too often – and abuses of power were becoming commonplace.
Entirely impotent, I watched in frustration as Camilia was dragged out of the hall, her feet scuffing on the floor. She didn't say a word but the taut white lines around her mouth made her feelings clear.  All she'd done was play the part of Good Samaritan and now she was going to reap starkly painful punishment in return. Perhaps it was finally time for a change. The Brethren was packed to the gunnels with a whole host of powerful shifters who would make better leaders than Brady.  They just needed the opportunity to step up.
‘Corrigan, your eyes are glowing.  You’re not going to do anything rash, are you?’
I forced my mouth to form the semblance of a smile, although there was little humour in it.  ‘Oh, believe me, this won’t be rash.  I’ve thought it through very, very carefully.’
***
I waited until the keep was quiet.  Most of the other shifters were either eating or napping until it was dark enough to venture outside and get some freedom to shift properly.  I had the sneaking suspicion, however, that our esteemed Lord Alpha had other plans in mind.  When he passed by the door to the library, walking with what seemed to be strident purpose, I was fairly certain it was time.  I carefully put down the book I’d been reading and stood up, stretching.  Then I followed.  When he began descending the narrow spiral staircase to the basement, I knew my instincts had been right.
Up until the 1940s, the Brethren had benefited from the numerous small rooms in the bowels of the keep where they housed those they deemed to be criminal or in need of punishment.  After the war, however, they were converted into more usable spaces.  The previous Lord Alpha had made little use of them other than for storage.  Brady used them far too often.  Poor Miss Waite was cowering in one right now and he was on his way to see her.  I tried not to dwell too deeply on what exactly his plans were.  Treading lightly, I padded to the top of the stairs and peered down.  When I was fairly certain he’d reached the bottom, I began my own descent.  I’d barely gone a few feet, however, when I heard a rustle behind me.
Glancing round, I spotted the worried faces of both Lucy and Boyne.
‘We know what he’s doing too,’ Lucy whispered.
I growled softly.  ‘Then you know you need to stay away.’
Boyne shook his head.  ‘We’ll back you up.’
‘No.’  I wasn’t about to brook any argument.  ‘If things go pear-shaped, then you need deniability.  He’s still the Lord Alpha.’
‘All he needs to do is compel you…’
I narrowed my eyes at the pair of them.  Both bowed their heads in capitulation and backed away.  Good.
Staying on the balls of my feet, I continued downwards.  It wasn’t long before I could hear the Lord Alpha.
‘You’ve been a bad, bad werewolf,’ he was saying, with an audible trace of delight in his voice.  ‘I think it’s about time I took you down a peg or two.’
My mouth twisted.  Not if I had anything to say about it.   There was a sudden loud smacking sound of skin against skin, followed by a heavy thump and a whimper.  That was all I needed.  I launched myself downwards, no longer bothering to keep quiet.  The door to the makeshift cell was open as if to broadcast the fact that the Lord Alpha couldn’t give a rat’s arse whether anyone heard him or not. From the threshold, he half-turned in my direction, his body stiffening as he realised what I was about to do but, before he could fully react, I slammed into him, knocking him to his knees.
‘What the fuck are you doing, Corrigan?’
I ignored his words and glanced over at Camilia Waite.  She was cuffed and bleeding, slumped into an almost foetal-like ball in the corner.  ‘It’s easy to beat up a woman when she’s tied up, isn’t it?’
His eyes narrowed.  ‘You go too far.  Challenge me now and it’ll be the last thing you’ll ever do, you jumped-up pussy cat.’
The grim smile on my face was answer enough for him.  He bared his teeth, his skin darkening where the fur was starting to take over.
Get on your knees.
I felt the compulsion.  My legs started to buckle as I was forced downwards by a pressure I was powerless to prevent.  The Lord Alpha began to straighten up, an arrogant smile spreading.  ‘You’ve always been too damn uppity for your own good.  I’m going to enjoy this.’
I stopped myself before my knees hit the ground, no longer allowing myself to be pushed downwards.  Unfortunately, however, I was frozen in place, unable to rise either.
A guttural sound ripped from his throat.  On your knees.
Sweat broke out on my brow.  My muscles were starting to tremble and it was taking everything I could muster not to submit to the order.  His eyes widened as he registered my open defiance and, involuntarily, he took a step backwards.  The act of submission was all I needed.  As soon as his heel touched the floor, I was able to pull myself back upright, freed from the need to surrender to his will.  I snarled and snapped out a hand, grabbing him by the throat. 
‘You’re done, my Lord Alpha.’
He kicked upwards, connecting painfully with my knee.  ‘Not yet I’m fucking not.’
Maintaining my balance, I tightened my grip and lifted him upwards until his feet dangled in the air.  His eyes bulged but the hatred reflected in his irises was spitting proverbial darts in my direction.
‘I’ve broken your compulsion,’ I hissed.  Then I threw him up and back, and his body slammed loudly into the wall.
He pushed himself upwards before barrelling towards me, his head down and his fists lashing out.  A decade ago he might have managed to hit me but now he’d spent far too long resting on his laurels and allowing others to do his dirty work.  I sidestepped him easily.  He feinted towards me, his clothes ripping as he began to shift.  I pulled back my fist and launched it towards his face with every ounce of muscle I could muster.  There was a sickening crack of breaking bone as I connected with his nose and his head snapped backwards.  He groaned and held up his palms, the claws that had been emerging there melting back into his human form.
‘Enough,’ he grunted, spitting out blood onto the floor.
I took a step back and folded my arms.  ‘There’s no place in the Brethren for a Lord Alpha who acts as if he’s bosom buddies with the Marquis de Sade.’
‘And you’re just snapping at the bit to take my place, aren’t you?  Tell me, Corrigan, how do you plan to keep the Brethren and the rural packs in line without a little force from time to time?’
I laughed, genuinely amused.  ‘I don’t want to be Lord Alpha.  I just want to make sure that you’re not.  It’s about time the Brethren realised we’re in the twenty-first century, not the thirteenth.’
Brady stood up. ‘Right.  If we’re all touchy-feely and in touch with our inner selves, then we’ll be better people.’  He snorted.  ‘That’s weak.  You’re weak.  And I’m going to prove it to you.’  He twisted left, lunging towards the cowering Camilia Waite and dragging her upright by her hair before I could stop him.  ‘Back down or I’ll break her neck.’
Her eyes were filled with terror, pleading with me.  I jerked forward but he pulled away, tightening his grip on her and raising his eyebrows.  ‘Try that again and she’s dead.’
I gritted my teeth.  ‘You’re making a fool of yourself,’ I told him quietly.  ‘All three of us know that it’s time you gave in.  Let her go and I’ll allow you to walk out of here.’
‘You’ll allow me?’ he scoffed.  ‘Catch a grip.  I’m still Lord Alpha around here.’
‘No.’ I shook my head.  ‘You ceased to be Lord Alpha the second I didn’t fall to my knees.   If you were still top dog, you’d have used the Voice to get others down here to come to your aid.’  I gave him a cold smile.  ‘The Voice doesn’t work for you any more, does it, Xander?  The power's gone.’
His mouth twisted in mean malevolence.  ‘Make a choice, Corrigan.’  He shook Camilia.  ‘Submit or she’s dead.’
There was a good reason why he was doing this.  Xander Brady was a canny bastard and he wanted me to save her life.  His natural status as Lord Alpha was shattered as a result of my defiance but if I succumbed now in order to rescue her, there was every possibility he’d re-take that position.  The cold shadows in his eyes made his intentions clear.  He’d casually kill her, slaughter me and do whatever he could to ensure his prominence at the top of the Brethren for the next generations to come.  There was a lot of strength in the senior Brethren members.  He’d rid himself of them all to avoid anyone else breaking his authority.  This wasn’t just about Camilia.  It was about the fate of every shifter in the British Isles.
She moaned slightly.  I looked into her face, attempting to convey the truth to her.  Her pain-filled eyes flickered and she gave a tiny nod, her body sagging in resignation.
‘You can’t do it, can you?  You can't bear to let her suffer,’ he taunted.  ‘You’ll do whatever you can to save this pathetic excuse for a werewolf.  That’s why I’m Lord Alpha and you’re not.’
‘I told you already,’ I said calmly, ‘you’re not Lord Alpha any more.’  Then I leapt towards him, aiming for his right flank to try and knock him off balance and give Camilia a fighting chance.  Even before I could reach him, however, his huge hands twisted her head sharply to the side.  Her body flip-flopped to the floor at the same moment as I slammed into him and knocked him down yet again.
‘Well, who’d have thought it?’ He choked out a laugh.  ‘You’ve got more cojones than I gave you credit for.’
Rage ripped through me and I could feel the beast within taking over.  My skin stretched and tightened, and my bones cracked.  I was dimly aware of my clothes exploding into shreds of fabric as I shifted.  Power surged.  From all fours, I pounced, lethal claws outstretched and ready.  I was going to end Xander Brady once and for all.  Then there was a flash of something flying towards me and I instinctively jerked backwards in mid air, somersaulting to meet this new threat head-on.
It was Staines, standing in the doorway and still in full human form.  Brady’s body was slumped and unmoving, a knife embedded in his back.
‘You don’t want to start your new career with blood on your hands,’ he told me softly.  ‘There’ll be time enough for that later.’
I glanced involuntarily at the equally dead body of Camilia Waite, her eyes already clouding over and staring emptily towards me. 
It’s too late for that, I said. The Voice filled my head, reverberating around my skull.
Staines smiled slightly, seemingly unsurprised, and bowed.  My Lord Alpha.



Chapter Two
 
‘We’ve put it about that Brady has retired, my Lord Alpha.  The Othernet channels have already picked it up.’
My eyes narrowed.  ‘Why not tell the truth?  That you killed him?’
‘This is a time for unity.  We don’t need to muddy the waters.’  Staines’ tone was even and calm.
‘You mean by suggesting you should be the one to be Lord Alpha.’
‘If I was meant to be Lord Alpha, I’d be able to use the Voice.’
I grimaced.  ‘Challenge me.’
He didn’t even blink.  ‘It would be pointless.’
‘Get others to challenge me.’
‘Nobody is willing to take you on, my Lord.’
‘Don’t call me that,’ I ground out.  ‘I didn’t approach Brady because I wanted to be the boss.’
‘And that’s why you should be.  Anyone who craves power should not be in power.’
I could feel lines of tension across my back.  ‘Brady needed to go.’
‘Indeed.’
‘I don’t want to be the Lord Alpha.’
‘There are thirty-seven rural packs.  They require the Brethren, as their de-facto leaders, to be strong.  Everyone has already accepted the change.’
‘I’ve not.’
Staines reached out and put a hand on my shoulder.  ‘It’s natural to feel nervous,’ he said.  ‘I am confident that you are the right shifter for the job.  Nobody else would have confronted Brady.’  He turned his laptop in my direction and I glanced down at the screen.
NEW BRETHREN LORD DEFEATS NINE CHALLENGERS TO EMERGE VICTORIOUS.
‘I don’t seem to recall that,’ I commented.  ‘Where are these supposed challengers?  Bring them on and they can fight it out between themselves.’
Staines threw me an exasperated look.  ‘They don’t exist.  I told you, the Brethren in its entirety is happy to accept you as Lord Alpha.’
‘Then why these stories?  Is this more propaganda?’
He shrugged.  ‘Not from our end.  It doesn’t do any harm, however.  It will cement your position if it is believed that you have fought your way to the top.’
‘What about the pack alphas?  At least some of them must want to make a move in this direction.’
‘My Lord Corrigan, everyone believes you are Brady’s natural successor.  You will bring both the Brethren and the packs into greater alignment and provide more enlightened leadership for the future.’  Somehow Staines managed to make the words sound sincere rather than sycophantic. He raised his eyebrows in my direction.  ‘And, with all due respect, don’t be naïve.  You must have had some idea this would happen when you faced off against Brady.’
I opened my mouth to answer but the muffled voices on the other side of the door caught my attention instead. 
‘They said he beat off twelve shifters, including a wererhino.’
‘I’ve never even heard of a wererhino.’
‘I heard it was closer to fifteen.’
‘We’ve never had a Lord Alpha that strong before.  Even Lord Brady couldn’t have managed that.’
I gazed at Staines in irritation.  ‘Even our own Brethren members believe this tripe?’
He merely grinned.  ‘You’re already becoming a legend in your own right.’
I balled up my fists.  ‘Ridiculous,’ I muttered.  I stalked over to the door and yanked it open.  Three shifters with rapidly paling faces stood there, then, as if they’d planned it, each one bowed in obeisance.  I rolled my eyes. 
‘Don’t do that,’ I snapped, immediately regretting my tone when all three suddenly looked terrified.  I took a deep breath and backtracked.   ‘I apologise.’
‘My Lord Alpha,’ one of them began, ‘it’s not for you to apologise: the mistake is all ours.’
I straightened my shoulders.  ‘Let’s get one thing very clear.  I am not infallible.  I will make mistakes.  If I do, then it is your job to tell me so.  I won’t have bowing and scraping.  The Brethren may not be a democracy just yet but I’m not a mindless tyrant.’  I paused and turned back to Staines.  ‘Actually, there’s an idea.  How about a vote to decide the next Lord Alpha?’
He merely looked at me, completely devoid of expression.  I sighed and rubbed my forehead.  ‘We need to set about changing some of these goddamned stupid traditions.’
Staines nodded.  ‘As is your prerogative, Lord Corrigan.’
I thought about it.  Now there was an idea.  If everyone around me was dead set on this ridiculous Lord Alpha notion, then I could use it to my advantage.  Make the world a better place.  I rubbed my thumb across my chin.  I could even institute democratic action then step down and let the cards fall where they may.  There was the pesky Voice aspect to overcome – traditionally the strongest and most able shifter in a pack automatically received the ability to use the Voice, thus deeming them automatically the alpha.  I was fairly certain that there would be means to circumvent that, however.  Who was to say that if a vote were taken, then the winner would not naturally receive the Voice?  The Ministry of Mages often set their minions into investigating our hierarchical telepathic abilities.  Perhaps I could get in touch with the Arch-Mage. 
I frowned to myself, then abruptly realised they were all staring at me. I cleared my throat. ‘Is there something you need?’
‘The, uh, West Yorkshire alpha is waiting upstairs.’  The shifter's voice was high-pitched and squeaky.
I closed my eyes briefly as Camilia Waite’s corpse flashed into my mind.  Just brilliant.  ‘I’ll attend to him immediately.’
‘My Lord Corrigan?’ Staines said softly.  I half-turned.  ‘He is – or rather was – Ms. Waite’s father as well as alpha.’
I ignored the brief spasm that clutched at my heart and nodded.  It wouldn't matter how long I searched for the right words before meeting him face to face, there was nothing I could say that would make him feel any better or assuage any of his pain and grief.  Not only that, but I was as much responsible for her death as Brady was.  I exhaled loudly.  As much as even the worst demon-infested demesne would be preferable to the conversation I was about to have, I had to do it.  With a heavy soul, I dragged myself up the stairs, ignoring the trio at the door who flattened themselves against the wall in a concerted bid to allow me to pass unimpeded.
When I walked into the drawing room, even though the figure at the far end had his back to me, it was obvious that he was under considerable strain.  His hands were bunched and his spine was rigid. 
‘Alpha Waite,’ I said in typical formal fashion.
He turned in my direction, bruised eyes raking over me.  From the look of him, I guessed he was as much werewolf as his daughter had been.
‘Lord Corrigan.’  He bowed. 
Unable to stomach his automatic submission, I strode up and took his hands.  ‘I am deeply sorry for your loss.  I barely had time to get to know Camilia but she was very brave.’  I thought of the understanding reflected in her face at the end and swallowed.  ‘She died a hero.’
‘She was only trying to help that human.’
I nodded.  ‘I know.’
‘She didn’t deserve that punishment.’ 
‘No,’ I said quietly.  ‘She did not.’  I looked him in the eye.  ‘I can’t bring her back.  Her loss will be one that is always with both you and the West Yorkshire pack.  I cannot presume to share your pain but it will also always be with me.  Know that she has been avenged and that this will not happen to any other shifter again.’
His demeanour appeared slightly more relaxed, but his voice retained an edge.  ‘You should not make promises you can’t keep, my Lord Alpha.’
Something deep inside me clicked, as if a new link had somehow suddenly been formed.  Not just between me and the grieving father in front of me.  It was more than that.  I lifted up my chin and felt my posture straightening.  ‘Believe me,’ I said, with all honesty.  ‘This is a promise that shall be kept.’
***
‘When do I get to the fun part?’
Staines grimaced.  I’d have thought his expression couldn’t get much grimmer than the one he normally used as his everyday greeting but apparently I was wrong.  ‘Fun part, my Lord Alpha?’
I pinched the bridge of my nose.  ‘You know you don’t have to call me that, you know.  Corrigan is fine.’
‘It wouldn’t be right,’ he answered stiffly.  ‘You need to use the title suitable to your standing as the alpha of all the British Isles’ packs.’
‘Like I could forget.’  I gritted my teeth.  ‘And I meant, when do I get to the part when I get to live in the lap of luxury, roam around in my wereform whenever I please and generally do whatever I want?’
‘I’m not sure that you’ll ever get to that stage.’
‘The joys of being the Brethren leader are boundless.’
‘Indeed, my Lord.’
I laid the seemingly never-ending list of Way Directives to one side. ‘Some of these are beyond archaic.  And repetitive.  At least five are about maintaining secrecy from the humans.  Why does there need to be five?’  I muttered.  ‘We should be able to streamline into ten clear Directives that everyone can remember.’
‘Like the Ten Commandments, you mean?’
‘Exactly.’
‘Which have been around for almost as long as the Way Directives.  You’re messing with hundreds, almost thousands, of years of tradition.’
‘That’s why we need to change things around.  The humans were at least smart enough not to overburden their populace with too many rules to follow.’
‘Of course.  That’s why their legal system makes such sense and is so simple and clear.’
‘You know I don’t find sarcasm funny, right?’
‘You could always create a new Way Directive, my Lord.  Any shifter found using sarcasm or irony, or telling a joke that our new Lord Alpha deems not to be amusing, should immediately be burned at the stake.’
‘I could have you kneecapped, Staines.’
‘Just say the word, My Lord.’  He glanced up at me from the paper-strewn desk.  ‘In all seriousness, however, there are many shifters both within the Brethren and the rural packs who will not take kindly to you changing the system so dramatically.  Especially if you’re going to invoke the humans while doing so.’
I sighed.  ‘The humans aren’t perfect but we can still learn a lot from them.  Shifters have far too much disdain for their kind.’
Staines looked remarkably underwhelmed at my words.  Fortunately, he was prevented from commenting further by the sudden ringing of the phone.  He picked it up while I walked to the large window and stared out at the darkened sky.
‘We should create a committee,’ I said when he replaced the receiver.  ‘We can ask for participation from the packs as well as the Brethren.  See if they can do something to improve the Directives.’
‘My Lord Alpha…’
‘It shouldn’t be too hard.  How many shifters actually know them all anyway?  We may not be able to cut them down to ten, but we can certainly shave off a good hundred or so with little effort.  There are too many rules.  We should allow the packs more freedom.  Micro-managing them is a pointless exercise.’
‘Corrigan.’
I finally registered the sombre nature of his voice and turned round.  ‘What is it?’
‘It’s the Cornish pack, my Lord Alpha.’
I scanned his face.  ‘What about them?’
‘Their alpha has just been murdered.’



Chapter Three
 
I stared at the gleaming black sports car.  ‘It looks…expensive,’ I said finally.
‘Do you like it?’  Leah knitted her hands together worriedly.  ‘I thought it was the kind of thing you’d like.’
Walking around its sleek body, I couldn’t help be impressed.  It was, however, hugely inappropriate.  ‘Where did you get the money from?’
‘The Brethren coffers, of course.’
I threw her a look.  She stiffened and frowned at me.  ‘Corrigan, you need a car that befits your status.’
‘The Brethren money should be spent on more worthwhile projects.  You can’t throw it around on cars.’
‘Staines told me to…’ Her voice faltered when she registered my look.  ‘Maybe we can take it back to the dealership.  There’s nothing else available for the journey to Cornwall unless you want to take the train though.  All the other cars are filled.’
I grimaced.  ‘There’s no time to wait for the train.  I need to get to the Cornish pack as quickly as possible.  From the sound of things, they’re in turmoil.’
‘I thought you said that the woman who telephoned had received the Voice?’
‘So?’
‘Well, then you don’t really need to go, do you?  She’ll take over and everything will be fine.’
‘It’s not as easy as that.  There’s the Way to consider.’  I frowned.  ‘She won’t have full possession of alpha powers until the ceremony is completed.  And she might not even be the best person to be alpha.’ I thought of Brady.  ‘Sometimes the natural order gets it wrong.  We need to be sure we’re not setting them up for failure.  And we need to find out what happened to the previous alpha too.  I’ve checked the records.  Nothing like this has ever happened in Cornwall before.  I will not allow my alphas’ lives to be placed in jeopardy.  We need to find this murderer and ensure justice is served before it happens again.’
‘You’re sounding more and more like the Lord Alpha every day,’ she commented.  ‘But are they really going to be thrilled that the Brethren are riding into town to save the day?’
I gave her a hard look.  ‘It’s the law.  Besides, we have to oversee the initiation ceremony and ensure all the rites are adhered to. As the Brethren, it’s our responsibility to be there.  I can’t be seen to be shirking my first real challenge in the job.’
Leah rolled her eyes.  ‘It’s a backwater pack.  They probably don’t even know who you are yet, Corrigan.’
‘That’s Lord Corrigan to you,’ I growled.
She giggled.  ‘Yeah, right.’
I muttered under my breath while she fluttered her eyelashes innocently.  ‘Do you want me to come with you?  This thing in Moscow is probably nothing.  I can put it off for a week or two.’
I shook my head.  ‘No.  I’ll have Staines to keep me on the straight and narrow.  He’s terrified to let me out of his sight in case I do something silly like disband the Brethren altogether when he’s not looking.’
Leah looked alarmed.  ‘You wouldn’t do that, would you?’
‘No.  But we may well end up bankrupt if we throw money around on things like this.’ I gestured towards the car.  ‘I’ll take it for now but we’ll need to try and re-sell it or return it when I get back.’
‘Christ, Corrigan.  Live a little!’
‘I do not require a fancy car.’ I shot her a look of faint amusement.  ‘It’ll seem like I’m trying to compensate for something.’
Leah winked at me.  ‘Hey,’ she said lightly, ‘getting laid will do you some good.  Perhaps you’ll meet a pretty Cornish lass who’ll be so blown away by your ride that she won’t be able to resist your other, less charming attributes.’
My mouth twitched.  ‘I’ve already had several offers of that ilk, thank you very much.  And you should learn your place and treat me with more respect.’
‘You need someone to keep you grounded.  Everyone else looks at you like you’re a god or something.  Waiting on you hand and foot, cooing admiringly…’
‘Don’t be silly,’ I snapped, at the very moment a weremonkey scampered up and placed my bag in the boot before bowing obsequiously.  Leah raised her eyebrows at me.  I simply cursed under my breath.  ‘Don’t do anything stupid in Russia,’ I told her.
‘As if I would.’ She winked, then reached over and gave me a hug before sauntering off.
***
I’d be the first one to admit that even in convoy with the rest of the Brethren delegation, driving the car was akin to sprinting across a meadow on the first night of the full moon.  In fact, it was almost better.  I felt a genuine twinge of dismay at the knowledge I’d be returning it to the dealer upon our return to London.  And when we left the motorway to join the smaller road leading into Cornwall and a flickering figure appeared without warning in the centre of the lane, I discovered how effective the brakes were too.
I stormed out of the car.  It didn’t take an Otherworld genius to recognise what type of beastie the figure actually was.  But it was also early afternoon.  There was no good reason for a will-o’-the-wisp to be out and about at this time of day. And there was definitely no good reason as to why it almost caused a six-car pile-up.
Gesturing angrily, I stalked over in its direction.  ‘What do you think you’re doing?’
‘Werewolf,’ it hummed.
‘Werepanther, actually.’
The will-o’-the-wisp shrugged, dusky shoulders making fluid movements.  ‘Werewolves are easier to remember.’
‘Why did you stop us?’
‘I sensed your approach.  I need some help.’
I checked my watch.  There wasn’t time for this.  From behind, the other shifters were piling out of their own vehicles and coming up to stand silently behind me.  ‘Help with what?’ I asked with more brusqueness than was probably required.
Its head swayed from side to side, almost transparent in the bright sunshine.  ‘I have erred.’
‘You’re damn well right you’ve erred!’ Boyne snapped.  ‘Do you know who you’re talking to?’
I held up a palm, forcing him to fall silent.
‘Werewolf,’ the will-o’-the-wisp answered, seemingly unconcerned by Boyne’s aggression.
‘Werepanther,’ I corrected again.  ‘Tell me what you did.’
‘Last night.  It was a good night.  Very misty.  I found a traveller to lead astray.’  Its eyes gleamed.  ‘There is a quarry nearby.’
‘You made someone fall into a quarry?’  Lucy’s voice was aghast.
The will-o’-the-wisp tutted.  ‘I do not kill.’  A ghostly smile traced across its lips.  ‘I misdirect.’
I looked around.  We were on a small road surrounded by fields and hedgerows.  There were no abandoned cars or suggestions of campsites.  We had to be at least twenty miles from the nearest settlement, unless it was a farmer the will-o’-the-wisp had attempted to fool with its bobbing light.  Those kinds of humans were rarely tricked in that manner, however.
‘What kind of traveller would be out here?’
The will-o’-the-wisp flickered.  ‘It is not easy for our kind.  They take the land and build on it and we have to move.  They use,’ his face distorted, ‘caravans.  Now there is glamping.  I want the sole traveller.  The lonely peasant who walks with his eyes on the ground.  I come in the darkness and…’
‘Enough,’ I interrupted.  ‘I am sure that your life is very hard in these tragic modern times.  Tell me about the mistake.’
An odd purring sound came from its chest.  I stared, thoroughly flummoxed. 
‘Meow,’ the will-o’-the-wisp said.
I sighed.  ‘This is pointless.  We need to get a move on.  The Cornish pack is expecting us within the hour.’
Before I could turn away, it spoke again.  ‘It was a cat.’ 
‘What was a cat?’
‘The traveller.  It wasn’t human.  It was feline.’
‘You mistook a cat for a person?’ The incredulity in Staines’ voice mirrored my own thoughts.
‘I sensed the life.  It has been many weeks since I have found life to mislead and I did not look at it to check.  I only knew it was not Otherworld.’
I exchanged looks with the others.  ‘What happens with insects?  Do you try to lead them away too?’
The will-o’-the-wisp smiled.  ‘Moths are fun.  They like the light.’
I took a very deep breath.  ‘So you made a cat on a night prowl go somewhat astray.  So what?’
‘It is very small,’ it mourned.  ‘It is trapped now on the quarry wall.   It cannot get out.’
‘Let me get this straight.  You forced us off the road because you want us to rescue a damn cat?’
It swayed. ‘Maybe kitten.’
‘Fetch it yourself.’
‘I cannot.’ The will-o’-the-wisp raised up its palms.  ‘I am not corporeal enough.’
I closed my eyes and counted to ten very slowly in my head.  When I was done, I looked out across the fields.  ‘Fine.  Where’s the sodding quarry?’
***
I took three shifters with me: Lucy, Boran and a werecougar named Thomson who I didn’t really know.  Staines and the others stayed behind to move the vehicles out of the path of any oncoming traffic.  Thomson appeared extraordinarily unhappy at the turn of events and grumbled a complaint in the direction of the will-o’-the-wisp as we trudged out across the field towards a row of trees screening the quarry from sight at the far end.
‘I would understand if you were to feel disgruntled at breaking our journey in favour of a mere cat, even though all life is to be considered sacred,’ I commented.  ‘You, however, appear more upset at our flickering friend than anything else.’
He scowled.  ‘I’m sorry, my Lord Alpha.  I do not wish to speak out of turn.’
‘But?’ I prodded.
‘But we’re following a fucking sprite.  We’re shifters.  We’re better than the rest of the Otherworlders.  Not only that but we’re the Brethren!  To be dangling after a freak like that…’
I eyed him carefully.  He was one of Brady’s recent acquisitions.  Unfortunately it showed.  ‘We are not better than anyone else,’ I said, keeping my voice calm and even.  ‘There is no such thing.  Feeling superiority over others will only lead to downfall.’
He hung his head.  ‘Yes, my Lord Alpha.’
I had the distinct feeling he was only saying what I wanted to hear.  I wondered how many others in the Brethren were of this ilk.  It was a distasteful thought.
‘This way, this way!’ the will-o’-the-wisp crooned, dodging through the trees.
The cat’s plaintive meow was already audible.  I quickened my step, following the noise through the small copse until we emerged on the side of an old, disused quarry.
‘This should be fenced off,’ I frowned.
The will-o’-the-wisp danced on the edge.  ‘Fences are no fun.’  It pointed a wavering arm downwards.  ‘The cat is down there.’
I peered over.  On a narrow shelf, curled up into a small ball of fur, was a very small kitten.
‘How on earth did you mistake that for a human?’ Lucy asked.
There was no answer.  The will-o’-the-wisp had vanished.  I sighed and shook my head.  ‘Let’s get the kitten and get out of here.’
Boran’s hand shot up in the air.  ‘I’ll do it, Lord Corrigan.’
‘No, it’s alright.  I dragged you out here, I might as well be the one to risk my neck.’ 
I edged over, trying to assess the best way down.  I could slide and then halt my momentum on the same shelf the kitten was on.  It might leap off in fright when it saw me coming though.  I scratched my chin and shrugged.  Then, without thinking about it any further I jumped off, dropping several feet and bending down to catch the cat at the same moment as my toes landed next to it.  I scooped it up just in time, although it still squeaked in protest and began hissing, claws scraping out towards me as it struggled to escape.
‘Stop that,’ I told it gently. 
It lashed out, tail whipping wildly from side to side and yellow eyes glaring at me with a mixture of hope, fear and sheer rage.
‘Boran, hold my feet.’  Lucy moved out, falling down headfirst towards me.  ‘Give me the kitten, my Lord Alpha.’
It spat and wriggled.  I stroked it in a vague attempt to calm it down before passing it over.  Underneath the soft fur, I could feel its heartbeat beginning to slow and its muscles gradually relaxing.  The kitten subsided, as if realising it wouldn’t be able to escape.  A tiny, almost involuntary purr emitted from its throat.  I couldn’t stop myself from smiling.  Then I reached up and handed it over to Lucy.  Boran heaved her upwards, kitten clutched closely against her chest.  As soon as she’d disappeared back over the edge, however, I heard a cry of dismay.
‘What is it?’ I called, suddenly alarmed.  I sprang up to join them, landing back on solid ground just in time to see a flash of ginger fur disappearing into the distance.
‘It got free before I could do anything,’ she said mournfully.
I patted her shoulder.  ‘It’s a cat,’ I reassured.  ‘We’re independent creatures who can look after ourselves.’  I glanced back at the quarry.  ‘Most of the time, anyway.’
***
It was starting to get late by the time we got back to the cars.  Staines’ arms were folded and he was looking pointedly at his watch.
‘I know, I know.  We’ll make excuses when we arrive.’
He raised his eyebrows.  ‘And tell the Cornish pack what exactly?  That we stopped to rescue a bloody cat?  We’re the Brethren.  They wouldn’t dare to ask why we’re late.’
I looked at him.  ‘That’s not a good thing.’
‘I know.’  He sighed.  ‘What happened to the will-o’-the-wisp?’
‘Disappeared.’
‘Smarmy creature.’
‘Yeah.  Although,’ I pursed my lips, ‘he’s the first Otherworlder I’ve come across since Brady’s death who’s treated me like a normal person.  Apart from Leah, of course, people act differently when I’m around these days.’
‘It’s only natural.’
‘You realise it’s very possible that one of the shifters we’re about to meet is responsible for brutally murdering their alpha?’  I realised what I’d said and looked guiltily at Staines.  ‘I don’t mean like you and Brady.  That was different.  This man’s entrails were strewn across half the county.’
‘I know what you meant.’  He glanced at me curiously.  ‘What of it?’
‘There haven’t been any photos of me on the Othernet, have there?  They’re not necessarily going to know what I look like.’
‘One or two will.’
‘I might be able to find out more from the others if I’m not Lord Alpha Corrigan of the big, scary Brethren.’
‘You want to lie to them?’
‘Not exactly.  Just,’ I shifted uncomfortably, ‘perhaps just not tell them the whole truth.’
‘We can try,’ he said doubtfully.  ‘It probably won’t work for long.’
I cast a look over at the rest of the Brethren climbing back into their cars.  My gaze fell on Thomson and I frowned.  ‘There are some recruitment ideas I have that I’d like to discuss with you on the rest of the journey.’
He followed my eyes.  ‘Good idea, my Lord Alpha.  We could do with diluting some areas of the Brethren at the moment.’
I nodded grimly. ‘Now let’s get a move on.  These Cornish people are grieving, Staines.  We shouldn’t keep them waiting any longer.’



Chapter Four
 
The entire Cornish pack had gathered in one room to greet us.  The formality of the proceedings was surprising and I felt a tiny trickle of guilt as it quickly became apparent they’d been waiting like this for at least an hour due to our delayed arrival.  The vast majority seemed to be thrilled at our presence, despite the obvious signs of grief and more than one set of puffy, shadowed eyes.  I ran my gaze over them all, assessing each one in turn.
Having met her at a previous gathering in London, I immediately recognised Julia, the older woman standing slightly to the side who had received the Voice.  Regardless of my words to Leah about her potential lack of suitability, I knew in all honesty she’d be an effective alpha.  Her eyes flicked to Staines at the front then back to me. It had clearly taken her all of two seconds to realise we were implying he was the new Lord Alpha.  So much for that idea then. 
The other Cornish shifters ran the full gamut of ages and types.  There were several excited-looking young women who were crowded towards the front, with others lined up stiffly behind them.  One particularly arrogant-looking man nearer the back caught my eye.  He was focused on Staines and there was evidence of challenge in his expression.  I recognised his sort.  There was no shortage of shifters who thought they had the ability to take on the best of the Brethren.  Most were quickly disabused of that notion but I had the faintest feeling this one had more to him than mere bravado.  His size helped.  He was probably a bear or a lion.
Staines stepped forward.  ‘The Brethren brings condolences for the loss of the Cornish pack’s alpha. We know that he was a good leader who kept the Way and held you together. Do not fear that we will not uncover the truth of what happened.  His death was untimely and – unexpected.’
I checked the reactions of the crowd.  Several gulped and seemed to be on the verge of tears while others straightened their backs in proud acknowledgement of the achievements of their deceased alpha.  Staines spoke the truth. John had been a decent man, more enlightened than many of his peers.  On the occasions I’d met him, he had seemed oddly wary of the Brethren but he’d also possessed the air of someone not only wise and experienced, but also kind.  There was no doubt his death would leave a gaping hole.
One brown-haired woman, who’d been looking pointedly at the floor until this point, lifted her chin up.  There was a sad smile on her face and her eyes, which were the oddest colour, seemed unfocused.  I rubbed my chin.  There was something curious about her. 
‘These are dangerous times and you are without an alpha,’ Staines continued. ‘For thirty years we have left you in peace. We respect the Cornish pack and the work that you do keeping this corner of the country safe. However, we also offer you an opportunity to brighten these sad days. We will aid you by conducting the ceremony and appointing a new alpha, as is our responsibility. We will hold evaluations and interviews with every single pack member to ensure the appropriate alpha is chosen.’
The woman’s expression twisted in a sudden flash of rage.  I watched her carefully.
‘And we also extend you an invitation. The best and the brightest among you may join us, come to London and become part of the Brethren, the shapeshifter elite. We have spaces for new recruits. This is your opportunity to join in the battle to keep all of this world, not just Cornwall, safe from all harm.’
Almost to a man, the Cornish pack gasped.  It was an unusual opportunity we were providing, even though shifters were usually allowed to switch packs in the event of an alpha’s passing.  While some of them looked thrilled and others terrified, the brown-haired woman appeared almost calculating.  Interesting.  In the search for potential murder suspects, I was certain I’d found one.  I couldn’t even tell what manner of shifter she was.  Predator certainly, but she didn’t seem to have the look of a socially inclined werewolf.  I’d have said weretiger but her posture somehow lacked their usual element of grace.  I watched her eyes travel along each Brethren member, assessing each of us in the same way I was assessing her.  When her gaze moved and met mine, there was the briefest flash of panic and she immediately ducked her head down.
Julia stepped forward with a perfunctory smile. ‘I will show you to our guest quarters.’
We filed out and were led up a stone staircase complete with an extremely shabby-looking carpet.  I almost tripped on one spot where the fabric had worn through and received a vaguely amused glance from the shifter behind me who then took particular care to avoid it.  It was clear the Cornish keep, while spotlessly clean and tidy, was in dire need of a make-over.  I made a mental note to check on their allotted funds from the Brethren bank accounts.  If we could justify spending money on expensive cars, we could certainly do more to help out the rural packs.  When Julia pointed out the dorms the majority of the shifters occupied, I felt secretly appalled.  I could say little on the matter, however, when we were taking up an entire floor of bedrooms for the duration of our visit. 
‘I imagine you will want this one,’ she said to me drily, and gestured to a large room on the left which was clearly their most opulent.
Rather than maintaining the fiction that I was just another Brethren grunt, I inclined my head and thanked her.  ‘How many shifters do you actually have?’
‘Thirty-nine,’ she replied automatically.  Then her face clouded.  ‘Thirty-eight now.’
I smiled at her in sympathy.  ‘He deserved better.’
Her answering look was grim.  ‘He did.’
‘Once we’ve dropped off our bags, I’d appreciate it if someone could show us the site where he died.’
She nodded.  ‘I’ll have it seen to.’  She met my eyes.  ‘It was a monster that did this.  Not one of us.’
I was gentle.  ‘We need to investigate every angle.  Starting tomorrow, I’d like to assess everyone.  Not just in physical bouts.  I need to speak to each shifter individually.’
She stiffened.  ‘I’m not sure…’
I wasn’t about to brook any argument.  ‘It must be done.’
Julia looked troubled but she didn’t protest any further.  ‘I will make the necessary arrangements.’
‘Thank you.  With only seventy-two hours, it is also best if you and I meet as quickly as possible to arrange the alpha initiation.’
She nodded.
Tonight?
She jerked.  Yes, my Lord Alpha.  We can meet before dinner.
I held her gaze, using the full weight of my ability to compel her.  Tell the truth.  Is there any chance a shifter could have done this?
No.  Her eyes and her Voice were clear.
I watched as she turned and left, in some haste to get away. Boyne sidled up to me.
‘Do you think she’s the one, Lord Corrigan?  She stands to benefit the most from his death, after all.’
I was certain even without using compulsion on her that Julia didn’t have a murderous bone in her body.  ‘No.  Besides, if any of these shifters were involved, they probably couldn’t have acted alone.  It’s not an easy task to kill and eviscerate someone without being harmed yourself in the process.’
‘His intestines.  Were they really…’
I gestured down at my bag.  ‘I can show you the photos of the scene if you really want to know.’
He paled.  ‘No, it’s alright, my Lord.’
‘In that case,’ I instructed, ‘you need to stay here and check the list of resident shifters against their reported whereabouts at the time of the murder.’  I looked over at Lucy.  ‘I need names, ages, photos and basic backgrounds on everyone.’  Particularly a certain brown-haired shifter, I thought.  ‘Staines and I will visit the site.  The rest of you know what you need to do.  We’re not here for a holiday,’ I told them all quietly.  ‘Let’s get this job done.’
***
The sky had already begun to darken by the time I ventured outside to wait for Staines.  I sucked in a deep breath of fresh air that contained just the tiniest salty hint of our proximity to the ocean and looked around.  I had to admit that I was impressed so far with what I’d seen of the Cornish pack.  Their alpha’s death and our visit notwithstanding, they had an effective set-up in this little corner of the world.  They certainly did a far better job of maintaining good relations with the local human population than many other packs.  There was something to be said for quiet country life.  I’d checked through all the reports of the recent Otherworld activity and, while there were often incidents, they were rarely catastrophic.  No doubt that’s why there were neither mages nor urban-loving vampires in the vicinity.  Unfortunately, it made John’s murder all the more sinister.  I could not even begin to imagine the sequence of events that had led to his death.
I looked over the assembled cars and frowned.  Their presence was rather conspicuous, considering the wealth they advertised.  It would probably be sensible to move at least some of them out of sight in case any humans ventured in this direction.  My gaze fell on my own vehicle and I realised with a sinking feeling that either the failing light was playing tricks on me or I’d already managed to scratch the bodywork.  I was convinced this wasn’t a result of the will-o’-the-wisp; it had to be as a result of the gravel lining the driveway.  Frowning, I walked over to it.  This was not going to make it particularly easy to return the car to the dealer now.
From behind, a door slammed with a loud, jarring sound.  Thinking it was Staines, and irritated by the noise he’d created, I stiffened and turned round.  Instead, however, it was the brown-haired woman, marching past me with hurried feet as if afraid I’d try to stop her.  I just caught a glimpse of her reddened cheeks before she turned away, and wondered what it was that had made her blush.  She avoided looking in my direction and merely strode towards a line of trees, hips swaying.  I watched her go.  Her hair was dull, her clothes drew no attention to her body or personality whatsoever and her natural scent was extraordinarily odd. And yet…there was still something there, an odd sense of coiled power, perhaps.  I shook my head.
‘Penny for your thoughts, my Lord Alpha?’
I jerked.  I’d been so lost in my reverie I’d not even heard Staines approach.  At least he’d not slammed the front door in a petulant pique. 
‘It’s one of their shifters,’ I muttered, thrusting my hands into my pockets.  ‘There’s something strange about her.’
‘What’s her name?’
‘I don’t know.  She’s the one with long brown hair.’
He raised his eyebrows.  ‘That doesn’t really narrow it down.’
‘Her eyes have strange little flecks of yellow.  She walks like she’s angry at the world.’  I stared in the direction she’d gone.  ‘Admittedly that’s not surprising with all that’s happened, but still.’
‘I’m really not sure who you mean.  What’s her shift?’
‘I have no idea,’ I said honestly.  ‘At first I thought one of the bigger, meaner ones.’
He looked amused.  ‘Like a werepanther, you mean?’
I threw him a look.  ‘Up close, she actually smells more of rodent than anything.’
‘I can go and ask…’
‘No.’ I shook my head.  ‘Don’t bother.  I’ll work it out sooner or later.’  I smiled to myself.  I was actually rather looking forward to it.
***
We walked through the forest with the arrogant shifter I’d clocked earlier leading the way.  His name was Anton.  Even that sounded supercilious, as if his parents had consulted a divination almanac to look into the future and choose a name for him that would suit his personality.  At least he had the sense to stay quiet while we walked.  We needed to focus on the trail left from the night of the murder, not be bothered by inane chitchat.  Even at this late point, the scent of blood clung to the air at various spots.  I agreed with the Cornish pack’s own assessment: John had been attempting to draw his attacker away from their keep.  There was little in the Otherworld that would have the ability to take on thirty-nine pissed off shifters combined.  He could have used his Voice to alert his pack so they’d be ready.  It would have been the smart thing to do; instead he’d tried to hide their existence – which meant the likelihood of any of his own shifters doing this to him was virtually nil.  I wasn’t really surprised; it had been a long shot at best.
I knelt down at an odd dark patch on the worn path.  It was blood, but there was something else there too.  I sniffed.  Faint, but definitely vinegary.
Thomson was expecting to hear from me.  I opened up a link to him, including a mental snapshot of the area.  There’s some strange substance here.  I need you to come and take a sample so we can get it tested.
At once, my Lord Alpha.
‘What is it?’ Staines asked.
I shook my head.  ‘I’m not sure.  Some kind of chemical, perhaps.’
Anton moved awkwardly from foot to foot.  ‘We should get going, Lord Corrigan.  If we leave it much longer, it’ll be too dark to see anything at the beach.’
I nodded and stood up.  ‘Then let’s get going.’
We picked up speed, the reek of old blood combined with sea air getting stronger.  By the time we climbed to the summit of the dunes, heralding the break between the greenery of the forest and gold of the beach, it was almost overpowering.  Anton halted.
‘This is where we found him,’ he said.  ‘This is where he died.’
He hadn’t needed to utter the words.  Death clung to this place and a few spots of the dried blood was still visible on the verge of grass below and the sand under our feet.  I swallowed.  It had been a violent end.  I circled round the area, first one way, then another.  The Cornish shifters had done what they could to tidy everything up; after all, they couldn’t afford any humans happening upon an obvious crime scene.  It didn’t make my life any easier though.
‘Who found him?’
A muscle throbbed in Anton’s jaw and he looked away.  ‘Mackenzie.’
‘Who’s he?’
‘She,’ he answered shortly.  ‘Mackenzie’s a she.  She’s got,’ he paused for the briefest of moments, ‘brown hair.’  There was something else he wasn’t saying. 
Who is she? I compelled.
His answer was surly.  A shifter.  I’ll point her out later.
Of course she’s a shifter.  What else can you tell me about her?
There was a long moment of silence before he replied.  She’s not much of a team player. 
I twisted round and stared out at the dark horizon.  I had a pretty good idea who she was.



Chapter Five
 
I felt guilty about commandeering John’s study.  I needed a quiet space where I could meet each of the Cornish shifters individually, not to mention pore over the various reports regarding his untimely death.  Unfortunately, it seemed to be about the only sensible space.  It was a small room, albeit as clean and tidy as the rest of the keep, and smelled of nothing more than leather and old books.  His essence still clung to it, from chewed pens in the top drawer to the overflowing shelves.  Casting my eye over them, I had to admit that his personal library was remarkably comprehensive, with all manner of modern and traditional shifter favourites, as well as a few books that surprised me, such as a Fae dictionary. He clearly hadn’t been one of those alphas who thought that the only part of the Otherworld worth bothering with was the shifter part.  It made me wish I’d taken the time to get to know him better.
I turned on the computer but, annoyingly, it was password protected.  I frowned.  It would be useful to gain access to his files in order to see whether he had anything pertaining to who might have killed him and why.  There was also the bottom drawer on the far left of the desk which was, by all accounts, sealed shut – and not with anything as mundane as a key.  When I reached down and attempted to yank it open, I received a burning shock across my fingers as thanks.  Shaking off the pain, I considered my next move.  I could probably smash through the ward but it was never really sensible to mess too much with magic unless you knew what you were dealing with.  Besides, it was becoming increasingly likely that we were going to require further outside intervention.  I decided it wouldn’t be too hard to pay for a mage to come down.  At the very least, they’d be able to help me gain access both to the computer and the mysterious drawer.
Deciding that remaining in this personal space wouldn’t endear me to any of the Cornish shifters, I moved to the cramped office just outside.  It wasn’t as comfortable as the study and it was clearly used by a whole range of different people from the lingering scents in the air.  At least it wasn’t filled with ghosts though.  Julia, when she entered for her formal interview, seemed to approve of the move.
‘So,’ I said, after we both sat down, ‘how did you end up here in Cornwall?’  Thanks to Lucy’s meticulous research, I was already well aware of the minutiae of her background but it was amazing what you could find out about people when you allowed them the chance to speak.
‘I’ve always been here,’ she answered simply.  ‘Born and brought up.  A lot of shifters would think it’s quiet, but I enjoy it.  We’ve got countryside, beaches, enough shops and towns to buy what you need and appreciate a more urban life, and the humans are very good about leaving us alone.’
‘Yes, I heard something about that.  They think the pack is some kind of cult?’
She nodded.  ‘We put the rumour about ourselves.  They spend countless hours dreaming up stories of virgin sacrifices and less-than-holy ceremonies.  It keeps them busy and stops them from wondering about the truth.’
‘It’s a clever idea,’ I told her honestly.  ‘I might pass it along to the other packs in case they can benefit from it.’
She inclined her head. 
‘And the garden outside?  With the herbs?’
A hint of pride reached her eyes.  ‘Yes, that’s mine too.  You could call it a hobby but you’d be surprised how often those plants come in handy.’
I smiled at her.  ‘You mean when you need to look after the younger shifters?’
‘Just that.’ She rolled her eyes but it was with more fondness than exasperation.
I took advantage of the moment to slip under her guard.  ‘What was your relationship like with your alpha?  John?’
She met my gaze.  ‘He was respected by everyone.’
‘Did you respect him?’
‘He was the best shifter I’ve ever met,’ she said simply.  ‘He had time for everyone.  He was open-minded and fair and…’ Her voice trailed off and her eyes looked glassy.
I gave her a moment to re-compose herself then asked, as gently as I could manage, ‘You’re seeking to replace him though?’
‘I have the Voice.  I can feel that it’s not all there though.  I mean, I can communicate with the rest of the pack.  And when he died, I felt it.  Like an electric shock or something.’  She glanced at me earnestly.  ‘You must have felt the same when Brady resigned.’
‘Mm.’ I was non-committal.  Oddly, I’d not felt a thing.  And he’d not resigned; he was as dead as John was.
‘But,’ she continued, ‘I know there’s little power behind it.  I don’t have the ability to compel. So if you think someone else should be alpha – even if you want to bring in someone from outside – then it will not be too difficult.’
I laughed.  ‘Somehow I get the impression that outsiders find it hard to fit in here.’
Julia grinned back.  ‘It can be difficult, admittedly.  But sooner or later things even out.  Johannes, our chef, came from a different pack.  You’ll get to taste his, um, efforts later.’
I had the sudden and very distinct impression that I really didn’t want to.  ‘Once we complete the ceremony, you will be able to compel at will,’ I told her.
Her expression flickered and, for a moment, I couldn’t tell whether she was pleased or disappointed.  I could certainly relate to that.  ‘Thank you, dear,’ she said finally.  Then she realised what she’d said.  ‘I mean, my Lord Alpha!  Thank you, my Lord Alpha!  Goodness,’ she put her hands up to her cheeks, ‘I’m so sorry.’
I laughed.  ‘Don’t worry about it.  You can call me dear whenever you want to.’
***
The meal was as unappetising as I’d expected, given Julia’s tone when she’d mentioned the chef.  It was a relief to finish, although I did manage to get some interesting information about a piece of cloth that had been found close to where John was last seen.
‘You should smell it, my Lord,’ Boyne said, his nose wrinkling, ‘it absolutely reeks of death.’
‘Where is it?’
‘In an outhouse.’  He grinned.  ‘We are in the countryside, after all, so there are bound to be plenty of sheds all over the place.  I still can’t get the stench of it out of my nostrils though.’
‘Make sure it’s carefully examined at first light.’
He nodded dutifully while I stood up. 
‘You don’t want seconds, my Lord?’ Staines asked, a gleam of amusement in his eyes.
‘I’ll pass,’ I said drily. 
It wasn’t just the food that was making me desperate to leave; it was the constant sidelong glances I seemed to be receiving from just about everyone who wasn’t Brethren.  The vast majority of looks were adoring, which simply rankled.  I’d not done anything yet to receive such positivity.  I wanted to earn my place, not merely receive silent praise as a result of nothing more than my rank. Despite that, however, I couldn’t help noticing that there was one particular shifter who was absent. 
‘I’m going for a walk,’ I told my dinner companions.
Staines wiped his mouth.  ‘I’ll come with you.’
‘No,’ I said.  ‘Some thinking time will do me good.’
‘My Lord, we don’t know what killed the alpha yet.  The perpetrator could be anywhere.’
I couldn’t help teasing him ever so slightly.  ‘Are you suggesting I’m not strong enough to take whatever it is on?’  He visibly balked and I felt instant contrition.  ‘I’m sorry.  I have the Voice if I get into trouble though.’
‘He had the Voice too,’ Staines grumbled, although he didn’t argue any further.  I probably only got lucky because we were in public – relatively speaking, anyway.
The outside air was crisp and cool.  It felt good to no longer be cooped up. I quickly pulled off my clothes and inhaled deeply, relaxing my muscles in preparation.  The familiar tingle of pain rippled across my skin but, before goosebumps could form, my bones snapped and creaked and dark smooth fur sprouted.  Then I was on all fours, bounding away from the keep, my vision already altered.  My heightened senses tingled as I caught wind of a rabbit.  I battened down the urge to hunt; I had to take advantage of my werepanther abilities while I could and leave bunny rabbits alone in favour of using my enhanced skills to retrace John’s trail again.  At least in this quiet little county, it would be easier to enjoy the freedom of the outdoors than in London.  It would hardly do for the Lord Alpha of the Brethren to be seen by a human.
The wind whipped past me as I sped up, heading towards the same forest path Anton had led us down earlier that day.  The smell of old blood was more obvious now and, Staines’ concerns in my mind, I slowed to a walk, padding more carefully and quietly.  My ears told me there was nothing larger than an owl in the vicinity but it never paid to be reckless.  I paused momentarily at the odd, acidic-smelling patch; it was no easier to identify now than it was when I had been in human form.  Trusting that we’d find out the truth sooner or later, I moved on.
It wasn’t simply because of secrecy that I enjoyed shifting at night.  Night or day, the range of colours I was capable of seeing as a panther was considerably diminished.  I could still register different hues, but they weren’t as bright or as attractive as when I was merely human.  I had often wondered why pet toy manufacturers wasted time creating brightly coloured baubles for cats to play with.  I guessed the cats weren’t the ones with the bank accounts though. During the darkness of night, however, colour didn’t matter – in fact, everything was clearer when I shifted.  My peripheral vision became extended and I was able to detect motion with far more ease than usual.  When a nearby hedgehog stirred, pattering across some dry leaves, I could pinpoint exactly where it was and what I’d have to do if I wanted to catch it.  So even though the light pollution in Cornwall was minimal, I could still see with perfect clarity. 
I continued down towards the beach to the location where John’s body had been found.  I wasn’t quite willing just yet to venture onto the sand.  I didn’t know this area well enough to tell whether it would be safe to allow myself to make giant paw prints across the dunes.  Better safe than sorry.  Instead, I kept myself to the edge of the trees, weaving in and out and occasionally dropping to my haunches when I heard a noise.  There was nothing out there that was unnatural, however.  At least not until I heard footsteps.  Ears twitching, I eased myself further back into the trees but drew closer to the sound. I sniffed then drew my lips back over my teeth.  I knew that scent. I was on higher ground here so, despite the dunes in front, my line of vision was clear all the way to the glittering sea.  It wasn’t the water I was interested in though.
I hunkered down, watching carefully as Mackenzie made her way out of the long sea grass and towards the flat sand.  There was another figure there, waiting.  He looked familiar, and I realised he’d actually been standing next to her during the initial assembly.  An involuntary growl escaped me.  For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to me that she’d already be attached.
She saluted him sloppily.  Without exchanging a single word, he passed her a long wooden staff, keeping one for himself.  I settled back.  A fight.  This was going to be interesting.  Even from this distance he looked like a werewolf and that meant he would be strong and fast.  Despite the power I’d sensed within her, she was still a girl.  I wondered if he’d go easy on her.  When he immediately swiped at her with swinging force – and she only just ducked her head in time to avoid it – I realised that he wouldn’t.  I felt my tail twitch in answer.  I shouldn’t have worried, however.  She immediately responded by smacking him in the knees and causing him to fall over. 
‘Been practising much?’ she asked when he got back to his feet.
He didn’t answer and instead began circling her. He kept his own staff close to his chest and seemed like he knew what he was doing, but when he lunged forward for a second time he still found nothing but air.  It wasn’t until his third jab that he managed to actually hit her, connecting the wood with her hand.  Mackenzie, however, barely reacted.  I’d have said they were fairly evenly matched, were it not for the fact that there were several occasions when she was patently holding herself back.  I puzzled over it.  He was strong and adept.  She had to be a powerful shifter indeed to keep him at bay so easily.  I hoped they’d take things to the next level and she’d shift so I could finally work out what she was.  When he momentarily stopped and pulled off his clothes, I purred.  It was about time.
As I’d expected, he was a werewolf.  He obviously kept himself in good shape and his coat was glossy and healthy.  Instead of shifting herself, however, Mackenzie merely continued in human form.  More startlingly, she was still in control of the fight.  There’s no way a human body should be able to defend itself properly against a wolf without being very, very lucky.  When she knocked him down again, obviously winding him, I caught myself narrowing my gaze as if to assure myself that what I was seeing wasn’t an illusion. If she could manage this and remain in that body, then she’d be truly magnificent when she transformed.  Whatever she was, she’d be the perfect addition to the Brethren.
The wolf dropped all finesse and slammed himself into her, forcing her to fall.  When his body landed on hers, I stiffened.
‘Tom, if this is when you decide to shift back to a naked man, I will not be happy.’ She said it lightly, as if bantering with a friend.  Excellent.  And even in that compromising and vulnerable position, she still managed to pull out a knife and make him finally capitulate.  Disappointment clouded through me as he shifted back to human and I realised the fight was over.
‘One day I’m going to beat you at this, Mack,’ he said.
I cocked my head.  Mack, not Mackenzie.  It suited her better.
‘I have no doubt. You need to watch your left side before you shift though. You keep leaving yourself open and you need to work on your body tension. I know what move you’re going to pull five minutes before you do it.’
She was teaching him.  It made sense; she was, after all, by far the more powerful. She also had an odd accent.  Some words came across as lilting Cornish, but some were harsher.  I’d lay money on her being one of the shifters like Johannes who’d joined this pack late from another part of the country.
‘Are you using mind tricks again?’ Tom asked, his voice drifting in from across the beach.
‘I don’t need to, your body does all the talking.’ 
‘I’ll practise in the gym when we get back.’
Even from this distance, I could see her expression hardening.  When she spoke, and I registered her words, hackles rose up across my spine. ‘Tom, about the Brethren.’
‘Don’t. I know you’re going to try to talk me out of it, but don’t you see I have to try? John is gone, there’s no reason to stay.’
‘It’s because John is gone that you have to stay,’ she snapped. ‘We need shifters who can guard against whatever got him.’
‘Mack, if you couldn’t track it and John couldn’t survive it, I don’t think I’ll do much good.’
‘And what good do you think you’ll do in London, then? You’re my friend, Tom, I need you here,’ she pleaded.
‘I asked you not to try to change my mind. Not everything in this world can be done to suit you, Mack. I want to go and if they’ll take me, then I’m leaving.’
He stormed off.  Instead of tracking him, however, I kept my attention on Mack.  So Tom wanted to join the Brethren and she didn’t?  I felt amused; it might be fun to try and change her mind.  When she showed the rest of the Brethren what she could do during the necessary physical bouts tomorrow morning, all of them would be hanging off her side and begging her to come to London with us.  Not only that, but I’d add her name to the list of shifters I personally wanted to interview.  I grinned.  Modesty aside, I could be pretty darn charming when I wanted to be.  She’d be putty in my hands.



Chapter Six
 
The next morning I avoided breakfast in favour of sitting down with Mel, the Brethren’s Human Resource Manager, Staines and a long list containing the names of every Cornish shifter. 
‘I’ve spoken to several of them,’ Mel said.  ‘There are a number who would be keen to take the opportunity to join us.  We need to be circumspect, however.  We can’t simply take them all.’
Staines nodded.  ‘The Brethren is about the best and the brightest.  We need to make sure we adhere to that.  There are more than a few who I’d strike off the list straightaway.’
I frowned.  ‘Let’s not be too hasty.  The fights will really show who’s capable.’
Mel tutted.  ‘It’s not just about physical strength.’
‘No,’ I agreed, ‘but it’s a good start.  We need shifters in the Brethren who are capable of defending themselves – and attacking others should the need arise.  As much as I’d like to fill our ranks with intellectuals, I feel like we already have that covered.’  I tapped Mackenzie’s name.  ‘She’s a good bet.’
Mel looked surprised.  ‘That’s strange.  In all the conversations I’ve had, her name has never come up.  Not once.  What is it about her that you think will make her a good fit?’
I smiled.  ‘She’s probably one of the strongest shifters I’ve ever seen.’ I gave Staines a sly look.  ‘She might even give you a run for your money.’
He raised his eyebrows.  ‘Then this will be an interesting contest.’
Mel had put together the pairings for the fights.  I glanced in her direction. ‘Who is she up against?’
She wrinkled her nose and checked her notes, then her expression cleared.  ‘Ah, Theresa.  Yes, I met her yesterday.’
‘What’s her shift?’
‘Weresquirrel, I think.’
‘Too easy,’ I scoffed.  ‘That fight will be over in about three seconds flat.’
Staines eyed me speculatively.  ‘Is this the brown-haired woman you were talking about before?’  I nodded distractedly.  ‘The one who smells like a rodent?’
‘She can’t be,’ I uttered with absolute conviction.  ‘Mack’s far too strong.’
‘Mack?’
Feeling slightly embarrassed, I shrugged.  ‘I heard that’s what her friends call her.’
‘Hmm.’
I could tell Staines was curious but I knew he wouldn’t question me further with Mel in the room.  Instead he changed the subject.  ‘And the alpha?’
I scratched my chin.  ‘Julia is definitely the one.  She cares for all these shifters but I got the distinct sense she won’t take any shit either.’
‘Shall we announce it then?’
I shook my head.  ‘I don’t think it would be appropriate.  John’s corpse is barely cold and these people are still grieving.’
‘It might give them something else to focus on.’
I sighed.  ‘That will only delay the process.  With another day, they will have time to pay their personal respects to him properly.  We can wait that long.’
He bowed his head.  ‘As you wish, my Lord.’
‘Lucy’s a good judge of potential.  She can join us for the fights but please tell everyone else they need to be out and about.  We need every inch of the surrounding area scoured for clues.  I want a report on that cloth as soon as possible too.’
‘I think we already have people on it.’
‘Excellent.’  For the first time since we’d arrived in Cornwall, I was starting to feel in control.
***
We set ourselves up in the viewing gallery situated a few metres above the gym floor.  As the shifters filed in below, Staines, Mel and I pored over a map of the local area.
‘That’s the trouble with the countryside,’ Mel said.  ‘There are just too damn many places to hide.’
I cast my eye over it.  ‘What if whatever killed him isn’t here any longer?’
‘You mean they’ve already gone to another area?’ Staines’ eyes widened fractionally.  ‘Do you think other local alphas are in danger?’
‘No.  There’s something about here,’ I mused.  ‘I get the feeling that whatever ripped out his intestines isn’t done yet.  Call it gut instinct, I guess.  There are other ways to temporarily leave here and be able to return at a moment’s notice.’
Mel sucked in a breath.  ‘Portals?  If that’s the case, then we’re dealing with something seriously powerful.’
I sighed.  ‘I think that’s a given.’
‘I think they’re ready to start, my Lord Alpha.’
I turned and clocked Lucy behind us.  ‘Good. Time to get this show on the road.’
He put the map down and stepped forward.  ‘Tomorrow evening we will confirm the new alpha of the Cornish pack. In the meantime, in accordance with the Way, we shall evaluate all members’ skills to help determine who that shall be.’ He glanced down at the list. ‘Nina and Betsy, take your places.’
I watched as two nervous-looking young women stepped up into the centre of the gym.  It seemed unfair to test all the shifters in this manner, especially when the two below looked as if they’d rather be anywhere other than here.  We needed to get an accurate representation of the entire pack’s strength, however – especially with John’s killer still on the loose.  Not to mention that it was damned tradition when an alpha passed away. I glanced in Mack’s direction.  Her attention was on both women.  From this vantage point, I could see more of the top of her head than her face.  There was an odd hint of colour along her hair parting.  I cocked my head and tried to work out what it was.  Was it possible she dyed her hair?  It didn’t make any sense.  If you were going to dye it, you’d choose a more interesting colour than mousy brown.
‘Begin,’ Staines intoned.
I dragged my attention back to the fight.  Even though the first hit went to Nina, it was obvious the winner would be Betsy.  She had a certain flair about her actions.  With a bit of training, she could go far.  Next to me, Mel scratched out notes, muttering to herself.
Unfortunately, the bout between Nina and Betsy appeared to be the high point.  The following fights were fast and uncompelling.  I felt myself getting twitchy.  How on earth had this pack ever defended itself against anything when there was such a lack of prowess?  It troubled me considerably.  We could hardly take their best fighters away and leave them virtually defenceless.
‘What do you think?’ I asked Staines.
His expression said it all. 
‘I’ve seen the reports,’ I said in frustration.  ‘There was enough activity to keep them all busy.  And yet it seems as if most of them have never fought in their lives.’
‘It’s common amongst the more rural packs, my Lord,’ Mel said.  ‘Otherworld activity that requires confrontation is usually dealt with by the same few shifters.  They’re not the Brethren, remember.  Most individuals can’t boast of superior strength.’
I realised she was right.  I’d joined the Brethren when I was fourteen.  It had been far too long since I’d appreciated what other shifter communities were like.
‘Don’t worry, my Lord,’ Staines interjected.  ‘Mack is up next.’
Unable to stop myself, I grinned.  About damn time.  ‘Watch and learn,’ I said.  ‘This is how to fight.’
Mack and the weresquirrel named Theresa moved into the middle.  Around the room, everyone seemed to suddenly focus their attention more.  It was as if there was a collective sucking in of breath.  I guessed that Mack’s fellow shifters were as aware of the unbalanced pairing as I was.  She took a single step forward.  I frowned.  She’d left herself entirely vulnerable.  I wondered whether she was trying to make a point – that even with poor defence, she could still best any of her peers.  The thought didn’t sit right with me.  She struck first, awkwardly punching Theresa’s shoulder.  When she received a fist to her face in return, I hissed involuntarily.
Staines leaned towards me.  ‘She doesn’t look that impressive.’
I didn’t comment, keeping my attention trained on her.  From this angle, her face was clearer and I noted a flash of anger pass across her eyes.  It was gone almost as quickly as it had appeared, however.  She retaliated with a kick, but it barely scraped past Theresa’s calves.  Two seconds later, she was flat on her back, allowing a weak side blow to flip her over.  It didn’t make any sense.  Then I realised she’d thrown the fight.  A twist of anger wrenched my stomach.  I could understand that she had close ties to this part of the world and didn’t want to leave.  But holding back and allowing yourself to be beaten was weak.  I’d completely over-estimated her.  She got to her feet, shrugging as if vaguely embarrassed.  I had no choice but to give the win to Theresa.
The remaining fights improved, with greater skill and dexterity than the others had shown.  I still felt furious, however.  Staines and Mel were sensible enough not to comment further on my apparent lack of insight but it still grated.  It wasn’t until Anton, the impressively strong werebear, finally bested Mack’s little werewolf buddy that I began to really take notice again. 
‘The bear told me he wasn’t interested in leaving,’ Mel commented.  ‘But even though he lost, the werewolf has potential.’
‘I want a re-match.’
All three of them turned to me in surprise.  ‘My Lord Alpha?’ asked Lucy.
‘Mack and Anton.’
Mel blinked.  ‘But he’s the strongest shifter they have.  He’ll crucify her.’
‘Mel’s right,’ Staines added, with a troubled furrow.  ‘This is a bad idea.’
‘Actually, I disagree,’ said Lucy.  ‘I was speaking to your Mack at breakfast.  There’s definitely more to her than meets the eye.’
‘She’s not “my Mack”,’ I said, although I was secretly relieved that I probably hadn’t been hallucinating the scenes at the beach last night after all.
‘I think this is a mistake,’ Staines muttered.  He wouldn’t gainsay his alpha, however.  He took a deep breath and addressed the gathering again. ‘Thank you for your efforts. We applaud the pack of Cornwall for their skills. To complete the evaluations, there will be a re-match. Fighting again will be Anton and Mackenzie.’
Since she’d returned to her original standing position, I’d not been able to see her expression.  I still noticed Mack’s shoulders stiffening, however.  She was very, very unhappy.  I smiled humourlessly.  Good.  She deserved it.  And as she returned to the circle, I was pleased to note that she didn’t look afraid.  When I flicked a glance at Anton, however, as he circled round, I realised he was grinning in anticipation.  Abruptly, my stomach dropped.  Shit.  There was something going on here.  I wondered if I’d just made a terrible mistake.  He undressed, making it clear he was about to shift.  I leaned forward.  Would Mack do the same?
‘Let’s do this,’ she said, her voice ringing out.  There was an edge of challenge to her words and I had the feeling it wasn’t intended for the bear.  My unorthodox demand had pissed her off.  My eyes trailed down her slim body, from her straight shoulders to the curve of her hips.  She wasn’t what anyone would call classically beautiful but I could still feel an odd stirring of lust.  Pretty wasn’t an appropriate adjective either.  Arresting, I decided.  Mack was arresting.
Then Anton shifted.  In bare seconds, he thundered towards her, muscles rippling underneath his dark fur.  Mack didn’t move – just stood there as if she was playing chicken.  I stopped breathing.  He swiped out with one huge paw and knocked her into the air.  Her body spun, twisting and landing with a hard smack onto the floor.  Then he came at her again, jaws opening wide so he could sink his teeth into her waist.  I winced as her features contorted in pain.
‘Lord Corrigan,’ Staines said urgently, ‘it’s not too late to stop this.’
Anton lifted Mack up in his mouth, shook her violently, and threw her to the side as if she were nothing more than a doll.  Other than the sounds of her getting beaten up and Anton’s heavy breath, the entire room was silent – a frozen sea of shifters.  She staggered up to her feet and, finally, someone reacted.
‘That’s enough, Anton!’
I looked over and registered it had been Tom, the werewolf.  His face was strained and he was obviously torn between letting the fight come to a natural end or stopping it himself by doing something foolhardy.  He must really care for her to throw away his potential chance to join the Brethren on this, I thought.  Then my attention was forced back to Anton as he lunged towards her again.  He lashed out, drawing blood, before sickeningly making a show of tasting it.  I stepped forward.  I had to stop this.  I’d been a fool to force her into it.  I opened my mouth to speak just as Mack leapt to her feet in one lithe movement, belying the pain that must have been coursing through her system.  She tilted up her chin, and I saw both rage and determination in her expression.  She bounded towards the wall and for one horrifying moment I thought she was going to slam smack into it.  Instead, however, her body twisted and she ran up it, rather than into it.  Then she somersaulted off, landing behind Anton.  Barely able to believe my eyes, I stared as her small hands reached around his neck and pulled.  There was a snap and he collapsed with a massive thud.  Bloody hell.  From the moment she’d finally decided to fight back, until the bear was broken, all of two and a half seconds had passed.
‘Wow,’ Mel breathed.
The yellow in Mack’s eyes was heightened and, even with blood dripping from her wounds, she was still magnificent.  She didn’t even bother to look in our direction though.  She merely wiped a smear of blood from her cheek and glanced at it as if surprised.  Then she stalked out of the room.



Chapter Seven
 
For a long moment, up in the gallery, all four of us were silent.  In fact the entire gymnasium below us seemed to radiate the same shock.  I could probably have heard a werecat shedding a few strands of fur.  My gaze drifted across each of the assembled shifters; almost to a man they looked terrified.  I frowned.  Terrified of what?  A few sneaked glances up in our direction, as if they expected me to start demanding their limbs be ripped off.  Tom, the werewolf, darted after Mack, followed a moment after by a remarkably pale-faced Julia.  I was tempted to use the Voice to call her out, but I decided I wanted to hear what Mack herself had to say first.
‘Well,’ Mel said, finally breaking the silence and staring down at her clipboard, ‘I have no idea what to make of that.’
‘Indeed,’ I muttered, then stalked out.
Staines caught up with me and fell in by my side.  ‘How are you going to play this, my Lord?’ he asked.
‘I’m going to demand some sodding answers,’ I said, fully aware of the growl in my words.
‘Just compel them to tell you the truth.  She’s clearly got power behind her.  We should know why she was trying to pretend otherwise.’
‘I’m not going to compel anyone.  Once I start down that road, it’ll never end.  I need to be the sort of Lord Alpha people trust.  I’m not going to earn that trust if I force everyone to do what I want.’
For a moment, Staines didn’t respond.  When he eventually did, his voice was heavy.  ‘Okay, then.  But if you go off half-cocked, then we’ll never get anywhere.  Let me handle this.’
We rounded the corner of the narrow staircase just in time to see Mack pulling away from Tom. Despite her previous effort to wipe off the blood, her cheek was covered in a curtain of red.  I winced.  It had to hurt.  Turning to my right, I spotted Julia hanging back in the doorway, watching them carefully.  I gestured to her to stay back, then walked towards them with Staines.  I was vaguely aware of both Lucy and Mel at my back but, right now, I was far more focused on the woman out in front.
‘Ms. Mackenzie,’ said Staines. ‘That was an…interesting fight.’
‘I’m thrilled that you found it so entertaining,’ she answered.
Her sarcasm was palpable – and very, very annoying.  Staines was right; I should let him do the talking.  Something about her tone, however, made me step forward.  ‘I’m curious as to why you put up such a poor showing in your first bout, given that you were able to dispatch the bear so summarily.’
She blinked rapidly and there was a curious expression on her face.  It wasn’t the fear that had been reflected on the other shifters’ faces.  It was definitely something else. She swallowed.
‘Errr…’
Even under the blood, I could see her skin whiten.  I hoped she wasn’t about to pass out.  I moved closer until she was barely inches away from me.  The odd tinge in her hair was more noticeable now I was right next to her.  She also still smelled of rodent.  Obviously determined to refuse any gesture of help, no matter who it came from, her chin tilted and there was a stubborn look in her eyes.  I decided to force the issue. ‘Could it be that you are trying to avoid being invited to London?’
Her eyes flared.  ‘Yes! That’s it. Definitely.’
She was too damned eager to agree with me.  I’d asked the wrong question and given her a ready-made excuse.  ‘And why is that exactly?’ I said, probing further to try and find out the real reason.
Mack moved away as if afraid and I felt my shoulders tense.  I wasn’t trying to come across as intimidating.  I made an attempt to soften my expression but when she turned to Tom for help, a ripple of anger ran down my spine.
He grabbed hold of her and grinned from ear to ear. ‘She just can’t bear to be without me,’ he said. 
When he stroked her hair, my ire intensified, although I couldn’t say why.  So they weren’t just friends after all – so what?  What business of mine was it who she was mating with?  Although it was no wonder she was pissed off that he wanted to join the Brethren when she would clearly rather run a mile from us.
‘I see,’ I said, doing my best to maintain my equilibrium.  At least I would finally get one real answer now.  I gave her a hard look.  ‘Well, you’d better shift so you can start healing properly.’
Her eyes widened and her mouth opened and closed several times before she seemed able to form a coherent sentence.  I’m…ummm…I’m…in mourning. I have taken a vow not to shift until our alpha’s murderer is brought to justice.’
‘Indeed.’ Although it didn’t take a genius to work out from her bruised eyes that she was taking his death hard, her delayed answer made it obvious that she was lying.  It made me even more determined to find out what she was hiding.  ‘What happens when it’s the full moon then? If his killer has not been found by that point, I mean?’
‘I possess unbelievable self-control.’ Her mouth twisted into a forced smile.
I stared at her.  I was almost completely certain that she was making up every word on the spot.  I still didn’t want to go down the route of compulsion – and it was becoming clearer by the second that she was about to collapse any moment now.  Nothing about this was making any sense though. 
‘Well, I’d better get this gorgeous girl back to her, I mean, our room, so that we can get her fixed up for this afternoon,’ Tom interrupted.  He manoeuvred her in the direction of the stairs.
‘Take care now,’ I muttered after them, following their struggle to climb to the next floor.  I was going to find out the truth sooner or later.
‘Why do you think she’s lying?’ Staines asked once they were out of earshot.
I shook my head.  ‘I have no idea.  It’s got to be something to do with her shift.’
‘You don’t think…’ Mel began.
I turned towards her.  ‘What?’
She scratched her head awkwardly.  ‘Well, maybe she’s a werepanther too.’
Staines frowned.  ‘That could make sense.  Werepanthers are rare and if she knows that you’re one as well, my Lord, she could be trying to hide it to avoid the inevitable comparison.’  His mouth pursed.  ‘Or ensuing innuendo.’
‘You’re suggesting that if I’m a werepanther and she’s a werepanther, then it’s our duty to come together and be as one?’  There was a self-deprecating hint to my words but I felt a frisson of excitement run down my spine.
He shrugged.  ‘Matching shifts who procreate end up with considerably more powerful children.  It’s happened before.’
I threw him a disgusted look.  ‘Arranged marriages?’
He nodded.  For a split second, a vision of a very naked Mack lying across a rose-petal-scattered bed flashed into my mind.  I quickly pushed it away.  ‘That’s ridiculous.’
‘You can still use the Voice and compel her to tell you what she really is and what the hell she was up to in there.’
‘No.’ I was determined.  ‘I’ll get her to tell me herself.’  I’d make her trust me if it killed me.
Lucy cleared her throat.  ‘Actually, she told me she was…’
Don’t say it, I said, before she could voice the thought.  I want her to do it.
Yes, my Lord, she responded.  If she thought I was being daft for wanting to hear it from the horse’s mouth, she didn’t say.
‘Come on,’ I said.  ‘We’re not going to get any answers by hanging around here and Mack is not the reason we’re here anyway.  Mel, if you can prepare a preliminary report on the fights, I’ve got a call to make.’
Staines’ mouth tightened.  ‘The Arch-Mage?’
I nodded.  ‘We need all the help we can get.  No matter how expensive things are likely to get.’
***
‘How’s the werebear?’ I asked as we sat down to lunch, praising the heavens above that Johannes had arranged for some outside catering.
Mel shrugged.  ‘He’ll recover.  It’ll take some time though.’
I sniffed.  I should bloody well think so after the show he’d put on.  He’d obviously been goading Mack into fighting properly.  I could only think that the reason was something to do with feeling emasculated and threatened by her presence.  He already had an impending new female alpha to deal with.  I could imagine that playing second fiddle in fighting prowess to a girl didn’t sit well with him either.  It was a shame.  He had the potential to go far as a shifter.  He wouldn’t do well if he couldn’t get a grip on his ego, however.
I glanced around the room, noting that both Mack and Anton were absent.  I felt vaguely disappointed.  Everyone else was present so I nodded at Boyne and he stepped over.
‘Is there anything to report?’ I asked quietly.  We were going to have to start making some headway in our investigation of John’s death before we started looking incompetent.
‘There is something, my Lord.  It took us a while to spot it but…’ His voice faltered as a couple of Cornish shifters walked past us to reach the buffet table. 
‘But?’ I prompted.  I could understand why he thought it would be a good idea to keep any discoveries to ourselves until we knew what we were dealing with, but I wasn’t going to skulk around and hide the truth from the very people who needed to know it.
He coughed.  ‘There are some strange signs etched into several of the trees round where his body was found.’
I started.  ‘I’ve been there twice already.  I didn’t see anything.’
‘They’re not easy to spot,’ he answered.  ‘You really need to be there during the day.’
I had the distinct feeling he was trying to make me feel better.  ‘Well done,’ I told him.  ‘I’ll come and see them as soon as we’re finished eating.’
‘My Lord Alpha!’  I glanced over at two young women who bounced in my direction.  ‘Can we have the honour of fixing your plate for you?’
‘Um…’ I blinked, somewhat surprised, but Boyne was grinning at me as if he thought it was hilarious.  ‘Thank you, but I really can do it myself.’
They both looked remarkably disappointed, backing away in haste. 
‘Get used to it, my Lord,’ Boyne whispered. ‘You’re now the Otherworld’s most desirable bachelor.’
I scowled at him and quickly moved up to the buffet table before anyone else decided I needed help.  I piled my plate high and took my seat to eat, looking up only when the chatter in the room abruptly hushed as Mack limped in.  Her face was drawn and she seemed to be in even more pain than earlier.  She’d clearly not taken the opportunity of having some privacy to shift and help the healing process.  I wondered if I’d been too hasty in assuming she was lying earlier: maybe she really was avoiding it as part of the mourning process.  She sat down next to the woman I recognised as Betsy.  It was probably just as well.  If she’d tried to walk much further, I’d have been taking bets on her collapsing.  I finished off my lunch just as she stood up again, walking right past me.  I inhaled deeply, trying yet again to get a handle on her scent.  There were too many other smells mingling in the room, however.  Irritated, I leaned back, keeping an eye on her in my peripheral vision, especially when Lucy wandered up and started chatting to her.  I watched the flitting expressions on her face.  She seemed as keen to avoid Lucy as she was to avoid me.  At least I didn’t feel singled out, I supposed.  It’d be nice if she offered to fix a plate for me too though.  I smirked at the thought then made a decision and stood up, joining the pair of them.
‘Lucy,’ I asked, ‘can you go and check on the status of the mage’s arrival?’
She nodded dutifully and scampered off.  I kept my attention on Mack, however.  Her eyes were frantically searching for a way out.  I grabbed a grape and popped it into my mouth while she straightened her back and faced me, apparently giving up on the notion of escape.  I took in her features.  She reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on who.  I’d certainly never come across anyone who seemed to be trying to hide herself so much, anyway.  Rather than continue to pepper her with questions she’d merely evade again, I stayed quiet.  The silence lengthened out and I wondered whether she’d attempt to say anything or if she’d stare mutely at me with her wide, oddly coloured eyes until I made a move first.  I was, at heart, a cat though.  I could be very patient.
‘It’s fortunate the rain held off,’ she finally commented.
I tried not to laugh.  As conversation starters went, it was hardly Shakespeare.  I was simply enjoying the look on her face though.  She seemed annoyed with herself.  It was kind of cute.
‘I mean, then you’ll be able to find the trail of whatever killed John without the scent being washed away,’ she explained.
I leaned towards her, almost regretting the move when panic filled her eyes.  Deciding to help her out, I finally spoke. ‘Were you there?’
‘Uh, where?’
‘At the beach. When his body was discovered.’  Thanks to Anton, I already knew the answer, of course, but I felt the need to convey to her that I was genuinely sorry for her loss without making it seem I’d been asking around about her.  I also wanted her to stay and talk to me.
‘Ummm…’
She looked as if she were debating internally whether to answer or to turn tail and run.  I opened my mouth to offer my heartfelt condolences and encourage her to stop squirming but I was interrupted by a loud crash.  I spun round, muscles tensing and ready to shift if need be, but it was merely Betsy, surrounded by fragments of white china.
‘Oh, I’m so clumsy!’ she laughed. ‘It’s just you made me nervous standing there. I had no idea that the Brethren were so powerful in person, and you the Lord Alpha as well. Just what is your name?’
Mack took the opportunity to hastily walk away.  I did my best not to look too irritated and smiled at her friend, even though I had the sudden distinct feeling that she’d dropped the plate deliberately.
‘Corrigan,’ I told her.
‘It’s great to meet you,’ she breathed.  ‘Can I fix you a plate of food from the buffet?’



Chapter Eight
 
I stood on top of the dune, staring back at the ring of trees.  Seven trees and seven runes, a different one etched deep into the bark. 
‘They’re not Fae,’ I muttered to myself.  ‘No shifter could have done these either.  The magic reeking from them is simply too strong.  Our culprit is a far different beast altogether.’
‘You did the right thing by getting a mage to join us, my Lord,’ Staines said, joining me.  ‘This is beyond our ken.’
I balled up my fists.  ‘What does this?  What has magic to draw upon at will and the strength to eviscerate a powerful alpha?’
He shook his head.  ‘I have no idea.’
‘We’d better get a damn idea quickly.  I won’t allow this to happen again.’  I was aware of how silly my words sounded out loud but I meant every damn one.  I was supposed to protect my shifters, not leave them vulnerable to attack from some mysterious Otherworlder on a power trip.  ‘We’ve been here almost two days and there’s still nothing.  I can’t believe this is over.  Whatever did this is going to come back.  It’s going to do it again.’
‘We’re only meant to be here for another day,’ Staines pointed out.  ‘I think we’ll outstay our welcome if we hang around for too long.’
‘I don’t care.  What happened to John was premeditated.  Until we catch it, we’re staying.’
He bowed his head.  ‘My Lord.’
I kicked, frustrated, at the sand, sending up a shower of fine grains around me.  Then I stalked down to the first tree and ran my fingers across the rune.  It had been deeply gouged in.  I traced it with my fingertip.  All scent of blood had vanished now.  It was just the salt from the ocean and the woody earthiness from the forest that clung to the air.  I leaned in closer to the rune itself and sniffed.  Then I stilled.  There was…something.  My eyes narrowing, I quickly stripped, handing my clothes to Boyne at the side.  I cracked my neck and stretched out my forearms before letting the beast within take me over.  The sand felt abrasive and gritty under my paws but I dismissed it, springing up from my hind legs so my werepanther nose could get closer to the rune.  With my enhanced senses, the strange smell was clearer.  Delicately, I stuck out my tongue and tasted.  It was dark magic.
Dropping down, I moved from tree to tree.  Each one was connected by an invisible trail of barely detectable scent.  After the final rune, it led out towards the open beach but the wind whipped it away before I could follow.  I growled and bared my teeth.  There was definitely some kind of trail.  I just wasn’t attuned enough to nuances of magic to follow it.  I shifted back.  That bloody wizard better not be late.
Leaving the others to continue scouring the area, Staines and I returned to the keep.  I shifted back, even though I was vaguely tempted to conduct my afternoon interviews in my wereform.  I wasn’t Xander Brady and my goal wasn’t intimidation.  Not entirely, anyway.
Opening the office door, Staines turned his head towards me.  ‘My Lord, we need to focus on the magic trail before anything else.’
‘The mage can do that better than us,’ I growled.  ‘It’s the tree markings that interest…’ I stopped in mid sentence as my gaze fell upon Mack, standing smack bang in the centre of the room and looking remarkably flustered.
‘Hi!’ She waved a dirty-looking mug in the air.  ‘Found it!’
I stared at her.  Staines, I silently communicated, did we leave anything here that she would want to snoop through?
Not that I can think of.  She wasn’t just here to pick up a grubby cup though.
I agreed. No.
Our little fighter has an ulterior motive.
She coughed awkwardly   ‘Well, I’ll get out of your way then.’ 
As I watched, she moved towards me, clearly in a bid to make a quick escape through the door.  Unfortunately for her, she’d have to go through me first.  She glared at me, as if demanding that I get out of her way.  I simply folded my arms. 
Anger flitted across her face and she sidestepped right, attempting to brush past me.  Her skin was burning hot, almost searing against my arm.  I had to concentrate not to flinch.  That was very odd.  I took a step backwards, preventing her from squeezing past.  I admitted to myself that I was suddenly curious to see what she was going to do.
‘Miss Mackenzie,’ I said as politely as I could manage.
‘Lord Alpha.’  Her tone was wildly disrespectful. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Staines stiffening.  I smiled at her, more amused than anything.  ‘You can call me Corrigan.’  In fact, I wanted to hear her call me Corrigan.  My grin widened and I kept my eyes focused on hers.  ‘Why are you here?’
Mack took distinct umbrage at the question. ‘Because this is my pack’s office and my coffee mug and I want to have my coffee.’ 
I was extraordinarily tempted to ask her to make me a coffee too.  She’d probably spit in it, but it would be worth asking just to see her reaction.  Then I felt a trickle of guilt for taunting her.  She was clearly still hurting after the fight with Anton.  If she’d only just bloody well shift, then her wounds would heal within hours.  ‘I see,’ I said, staying calm.  ‘And how is that not shifting working out for you, Mackenzie?  Feeling shaky yet?’
‘Only from caffeine withdrawal,’ she snapped, her eyes flashing. 
Far be it for me to stand between a woman and her coffee.  I stepped away from the door to let her finally exit. ‘Then I will not impede your way any longer.’
I sensed her sending a snarky thought in my direction.  Determined to have the last word, whether it was spoken or silent, I called out after her.  ‘Don’t be late for our interview because you’re guzzling the black stuff and jumping around off the walls on a caffeine buzz.  I do not appreciate tardiness.’
Her back stiffened as she marched off.  I watched her go, realising suddenly just who – or rather what – she reminded me of.  Mack was like the squirming, spitting kitten I’d rescued from the quarry: soft and sweet to look at with a prickly personality and a streak of defiant independence.  I smirked.  Kitten.  It suited her.
Staines sighed.  ‘From the look on your face, I dread to imagine what you’re thinking right now, my Lord.  All I will say is that perhaps goading her is not likely to win her to our side.’
I licked my lips.  ‘But it’s so much fun.’
‘Maybe we should see if she’s disturbed anything?’
I glanced at Staines, registering his exasperated expression.  ‘I imagine she’s decided not to sit back and let us do all the work,’ I said softly, suddenly understanding.  ‘She doesn’t strike me as the type to let her own alpha be murdered then do nothing about it.’
‘Indeed.  What type does she strike you as, my Lord?’
I clapped him on the shoulder. I was going to remain optimistic as far as Mackenzie was concerned. ‘The type that needs just the right kind of touch to get her to purr,’ I answered.
***
Rather fortunately, Mack’s peers were considerably more open to both my presence and my questions.  Although I only had a fraction to interview myself, the ones I did speak to were compliant and keen.  Apart from Johannes, the unlucky chef I’d offered to send off for some more training, everyone I spoke to had been born and brought up in Cornwall.  And while Johannes’ culinary skills might leave much to be desired, he provided a wealth of knowledge about the pack and its environs.  He ran through a list of recent Otherworlders who’d been spotted in the vicinity and seemed to know a great deal about their different capabilities.
‘I just cannae think that any o’ them woulda had the skills,’ he commented, matching my own beliefs.
The other shifters I interviewed were equally helpful – although they were also equally unable to shed any further light on the situation. The only time I ever sensed any recalcitrance was when I inquired as to who the strongest shifter in the pack was.
‘Anton,’ Johannes answered almost immediately, as if he’d been expecting the question.
‘But he was beaten by Mack,’ I said, watching his reaction.
The big man shrugged.  ‘The lassie got lucky.’
It didn’t matter what I tried, or how I phrased it, whenever I came near to questioning any of them about Mack herself, I was stonewalled.  I had to admit that it rankled.  I’d been adamant when I’d spoken to Staines about not using compulsion on anyone to find out what I needed to do.  Unless I started getting some answers soon though, I was going to have no choice.  The optimism I’d expressed to Staines was quickly leaking away.  When I asked Tom, her boyfriend, his answer was even more odd.
‘Red doesn’t like to admit it, but she trains pretty hard.  She can be clumsy though.  She fell down the stairs a few days ago!  So it’s not really surprising that she loses one fight then wins the next.  She’s very inconsistent.’
‘Red?’
His eyes widened.  ‘I mean, Mack.  Red’s just…it’s just a nickname.’
I looked him up and down.  He was a nice guy and, even for a werewolf, he was clearly skilled.  I just couldn’t see what he had in common with Mack though.  Maybe opposites really did attract.
‘I want to talk to her on my own,’ I told Staines when Mel popped her head through the door and said that Mack was next in line.
He frowned at me, but apparently knew better than to argue.  I could sense that as far as this particular shifter was concerned, his patience was wearing extraordinarily thin.  In contrast, I was fairly certain that I could spend months in her presence and not get bored with it.  Quite frankly, her unpredictability was exciting.  I needed to get her to relax around me so, when she finally re-entered for her interview, I pretended to read a sheet of paper for several long moments while Staines looked on.  I knew it would no doubt annoy her but I could deal with that more easily than with nerves. 
You should go now, I eventually said to Staines, who was leaning against a wall and staring at the lady in question with a marked frown.
Yell if she attacks when you rub her fur the wrong way, he replied drily then pushed off the wall and left.
I gestured Mack towards the chair in front.  For a moment I thought she’d demand to conduct the entire interview while standing but she sat down, holding her knees together and clasping her hands neatly in her lap.  If I didn’t know better, I’d almost have thought she was nothing more than a meek little Catholic schoolgirl.
‘So, Miss Mackenzie, we finally have some alone time to talk together.’  I smiled at her in an attempt to put her at ease.  A trace of fear crossed her face, which surprised me.  I might be the Brethren Lord but I was fairly certain I’d not actually done anything to merit such a reaction.  If anything, after her fighting display, I should probably be the one to be afraid.  I decided to be honest and open, at least for the time being.  ‘I have to admit that I find you rather fascinating.  One minute you are being knocked down by a tap from a little girl, and the next you are defeating a werebear in his own shift form.’
She still didn’t respond.  Instead she stared at me wide-eyed as if she expected me to pounce on her.  The thought was remarkably alluring, but I pushed it away and tried not to get overly irritated when she looked down as if in submission.
‘And then, of course,’ I continued, ‘there are your night-time sparring matches on the beach.’
Her head jerked up and she glowered at me.  Relieved to finally get a real reaction out of her, I met her eyes, silently encouraging her to hold my gaze. ‘So what is a shifter of your talents doing tucked away in sleepiest Cornwall, and why are you so desperate to stay here?’ 
Her shoulders relaxed. ‘Er, well, I like the quiet, and then there’s Tom, of course.’  She said the last part as if it were an afterthought. 
‘Ah, yes, the boyfriend.’  I stood up and moved round the desk to get closer to her.  Perhaps it was the wooden barrier that was making her so jumpy. ‘Funny, I wouldn’t have pegged the two of you as a couple.’
She pulled back, attempting to put as much space between my body and hers.  Then, completely misreading my query, she spat out, ‘Do you think I’m not good enough for him?’ 
‘Not at all,’ I quickly answered.  It was more that he didn’t seem good enough for her.  ‘I just wonder how someone like him could keep someone like you…interested.’
‘Oh, I’m very interested,’ she told me, with a genuine spark in her eyes.
I quashed down my disappointment and quickly returned to my chair.  So much for that, then.
Her face took on an earnest expression.  ‘Lord Corrigan, I don’t want to waste your valuable time.  I have no desire to leave Cornwall and believe that I have made that apparent to you already.  Perhaps your time would be better spent with those shifters who would like to join you in London.’
I really wasn’t going to get anywhere by trying to persuade her otherwise.  Telling myself to give up on her as a lost cause, I focused on something else. ‘That may be but there are other matters that I would like to discuss. Tell me what you did on the day of your alpha’s death.’
‘On the day of his murder, you mean.’  There was still a hint of challenge in her tone.  Then she sighed and rubbed her eyes.  I had to resist the urge not to lean across and give her a hug.   ‘I went for a jog, then to the eastern perimeter.  There had been some rumours about something there.’
‘And did you find anything?’
‘No.’
‘And then what?’
‘I came back to the keep.  When we realised that John hadn’t returned, I went out with the others to find him.  Then we did.  Find him, I mean.’
‘I see.’ I ran a hand through my hair in frustration.  Despite my every effort to tiptoe round her, she was still prevaricating. I felt something inside me snap. ‘You’re lying, Miss Mackenzie.  Or certainly not telling me the whole truth.’ I glared and then, almost without thinking, used my Voice. Tell me everything.
I would have taken it back but she opened up her mind, sending me an image of what happened that night.  I could feel her grief washing over me in waves and I felt a bitter anger on her behalf that Anton had accused her of being responsible.  I curled up my fingers under the desk. ‘Hmmm.  So what is it between you and Anton?  Perhaps he’s a jilted lover?’ 
‘We just rub each other up the wrong way.’ 
She was still holding back.  ‘I see,’ I said again.  ‘So why does your boyfriend, call you Red?’
Her eyes darted around the room as if searching for an answer. ‘It’s my favourite colour,’ she eventually burst out.  ‘I always wear it.’  I couldn’t help glancing at the black clothes she was currently displaying. ‘But, of course, I’m wearing dark colours now in mourning for John,’ she hastily added.
I was beginning to wonder whether I was seeing lies where there were none. ‘Of course.  You do seem to take this mourning aspect very seriously.’
‘I take his death very seriously.’ 
The depressed tone in her voice was painful to hear.  I changed the subject again quickly.  Maybe I could at least discover what kind of shifter she really was. ‘You smell like a rat, or maybe a gerbil.  I can’t quite pinpoint it.’
‘I’m a hamster.’ 
I watched her face.  Hamster?  I couldn’t believe it.  Cautiously, I tried to delve further. ‘Interesting.  Werehamsters rarely have much fighting prowess.  You, Miss Mackenzie, must be an anomaly.’
She shrugged.  I waited for her to elaborate but her soft lips were pressed shut.  I wasn’t going to get anything else out of her.  This was a waste of time. I was suddenly tired of her repressed emotions.  ‘Very well then. You are free to go.’
She stood up to leave, turning towards the door just as I caught a waft of her scent.  It wasn’t that of a bloody hamster – it was too damn predatory.  ‘Oh wait. One more thing, Miss Mackenzie. I’m curious as to what you bathe with.’
She stiffened and her voice was tense. ‘I’m not quite sure what you mean, my Lord.’
‘I mean, sweetheart, that you smell very odd.  If you are a werehamster as you claim, then you’re like none I’ve come across before.  I can’t quite put my finger on it but it’s definitely an unusual scent that you carry around with you.’
She spun round, nostrils flaring and eyes flashing at me. ‘I fail to see what I wash with or how I bathe has anything to do with you.  I’ve answered your sodding questions and played along.  If you have nothing of any note to ask about, then let me go.’
Something deep in my chest tightened. That was the first reaction I’d had out of her that I could swear was honest. So the kitten roars after all.
Her mouth opened then snapped shut again.  Venom spat at me from her eyes.  I didn’t care.  I’d finally seen a glimpse of the real Mack and I wasn’t about to forget it. ‘Never mind.  I didn’t realise it was such a touchy subject.  Clearly there are depths to you that I need to plumb further.  Some other time, I think, Miss Mackenzie.’
She stalked out as I settled back in the chair.  Next time, I’d try harder to catch her unaware.  I wanted to see more.



Chapter Nine
 
‘Why isn’t he here yet?’
The Arch-Mage’s reply was smooth and well practised.  ‘If you want the best mage for the job, then you have to wait.  It won’t be much longer.  He’ll arrive by nightfall.’
I gritted my teeth.  The wizard was merely flexing his magical muscle.  The Ministry had the required fee in its bank account and, should he so desire, our assigned mage could open up a portal and be standing in front of me virtually immediately.  I seemed to be on a roll as far as recalcitrant people unwilling to do my bidding were concerned.
‘This isn’t some kind of jolly,’ I growled.  ‘We’re investigating a brutal murder scene.  It’s entirely possible that whoever or whatever did this is planning more of the same.  Time is a concern.’
‘Of course, of course.  That’s why we’ve moved hell and high water to ensure Alexander Floride, one of our most accomplished mages, will be with you before the day is out.’
I tightened my grip on the phone.  What I really wanted to do was demand he arrive right now.  It’s what Xander Brady would have done.  But along with bringing the Brethren screaming into the twenty-first century, I had also made it my personal remit to get on better with the other main Otherworld groups: specifically, the mages, the vampires and the Fae.  I was barely a month into this; despite the severity of the situation, if I was serious about making improvements, I’d simply have to suck it up.  It still took everything I had not to slam down the receiver after forcing out a polite goodbye, however.
I stalked out of the office, immediately spotting Lucy in deep conversation with one of the Cornish girls.  She must have sensed my frustration because she immediately glanced in my direction.  I tipped my chin and she came over.
‘You know, my Lord, if you want to get my attention, all you have to do is use the Voice.’
‘Except when you’re not expecting it, it can be rather jarring.’  On more than one occasion, I had spilt food or drink all over me when Brady contacted me that way without prior warning.  And there’s nothing quite as unsettling as starting to urinate when someone suddenly appears in your head without warning.  I had no desire to start over-relying on my new Lord Alpha abilities – plus, I was still regretting using it to compel Mack to show me what had happened on the beach. 
Lucy grinned at me, displaying the quirky gap in her front teeth as she acknowledged my words.  I’ve obviously not been the only shifter in town to experience a bit of Voice trauma in the past.
‘Have we made any headway on the cloth?’
She shook her head.  ‘There are strands of silver running through it and I’m fairly certain the stench of death is going to stick to it for all eternity, no matter how much fabric softener or pixie dust is poured on it.  But, beyond that, nada.’
‘Do we have anything to go on?’
Lucy shrugged helplessly.  ‘Very little.  We’ve examined the body and all we can say for certain is that whoever killed the alpha here was freaking powerful.  No-one has found anything extra at the site where he died, other than an odd ring of coal.  It’s unused but whether it was part of the kill scene or merely left by someone planning a barbecue, we really don’t know.’
‘We should contact the human police,’ I said, as much to myself as to her.  ‘Perhaps they’ve noticed something themselves.  It’s unlikely, but we’re out of options until the mage gets here.’
‘I’ll get on it immediately,’ she answered.
‘No,’ I said, holding up a palm to forestall her, ‘I’ll do it.  Beyond pacing around these four walls and alternately scaring and impressing the shifters here, I don’t feel I’ve been much use.  Besides, I want to get some fresh air.  You should stay here and draw up the final paperwork for solidifying Julia as the new alpha.’
‘Okay, my Lord.’ She threw me an arch look.  ‘You know, the girl over there was just asking me if you’re single.  You could always invite her to go with you.’
I rolled my eyes.  ‘I have enough problems as it is, Lucy.  I don’t think involving myself romantically with someone is going to solve any of them.’  I thought of Mack.  There was no need to tell Lucy that I could be persuaded in her direction, however.
‘It doesn’t have to be romance.  You could just…a wicked spark lit her eyes, ‘loosen up a bit.’
‘There’s more than one way to skin a cat,’ I told her, relieved that she’d stopped feeling she had to tiptoe round me now that I was officially her boss and was able to banter.  ‘The walk will do that.’
‘If you say so, my Lord.’  She dipped into a curtsey.
I harrumphed.  I wasn’t sure I’d ever harrumphed before.  I hoped it didn’t mean I was also about to start wearing tweed and smoking a pipe.  ‘Back to more serious matters, has Mel managed to finalise the list of who will join us?’ 
‘There are only two.  If you agree to both, we can put them out of their misery and let them know the good news.’
‘Which two?’  I knew who it wouldn’t be, of course.
Lucy scrunched up her face, trying to remember.  ‘Um, Betsy and one of the werewolves.’
I looked at her.  Realistically, only one of the wolves had acquitted himself well enough in the fights to be considered.  And I was fully aware that he was keen to become a card-carrying member of the Brethren.  But still, I wanted confirmation.  ‘Tom?’ I asked.
She snapped her fingers.  ‘That’s it.  Tom.  You have a better memory for names than I do.’
‘Mmm,’ I nodded absently.  ‘Where is Tom right now?’
‘I think I saw him out the back.’
‘Thank you.’  I gave her a quick look.  ‘Let’s hold off on any final decisions just yet.  I’d like to chat with him a bit more.’  I corrected myself.  ‘I mean, them.’
***
Tom was, as advertised, in the grounds outside the keep, carefully churning up a corner of dark soil.  I watched him for a moment or two, until he caught sight of me out of the corner of his eye and almost fell over.
‘My Lord!’ he stuttered.  ‘I didn’t see you there.  Is there anything I can help you with?’
‘No, no,’ I said with an easy air.  ‘I don’t want to interrupt.  You look very busy.’
He wiped his palms down the front of his jeans and grinned.  It made him look even more boyish than usual.  ‘Doing Julia’s bidding.  She needs this all turned over ready for the end-of-season planting.’
I glanced over the neat rows of leafy herbs.  I’d be hard pressed to identify more than a couple but it was clear that she definitely knew what she was doing.  ‘I hear you’re keen to join us,’ I said, flicking my gaze back to him and watching his eyes carefully.
His face lit up.  ‘Yes!  I didn’t think it would be a possibility after losing in my fight but Mel seemed quite positive when I spoke to her.’
‘Hmm.  Can I ask why?’
‘She said it was because I’d still looked like I had potential.’  He beamed with pride.
‘No,’ I shook my head.  ‘I mean, why do you want to join us?’
He blinked.  ‘Because the Brethren are the best.  I want to make a difference.’  He gazed off into the distance.  ‘I respect Julia, I really do, but with John gone…’ he sighed.  ‘It just seems like the right time.’
I cocked my head.  ‘Your girlfriend doesn’t seem to share your opinion.’
For a moment he looked confused.  ‘But she… Oh!’ He licked his lips.  ‘No, she doesn’t want to leave.  She likes it here.’
‘What will that mean for your relationship?’  I said it casually, trying to draw him out.
Tom scratched his neck.  ‘Long-distance relationships can be very healthy.  Red and I go way back and we trust each other completely.’  He nodded to himself.  ‘It won’t be a problem.’
Somehow, I very much doubted that.  ‘Why do you call her Red?’
His eyes widened and he glanced from side to side as if searching for an answer.  ‘Er, she, er, blushes a lot.’
‘You mean like you’re doing right now?’ I asked.  It was an impolite question but I wasn’t going to let my questions about Mack go on without any real answers.
‘That’s because she does it when she, um, when we,’ he kicked at a clod of earth, ‘when we make love!’ he finally burst out, looking remarkably pleased with himself. 
His expression shouldn’t have pissed me off, but it did. ‘I see.’  I turned to go.
‘My Lord!’
‘Yes?’  I glanced back at him.
‘Red, I mean Mack, seems a bit strange sometimes but she’s really a very good member of the team here.’  He was very earnest.  ‘She’s a strong shifter.’
I gave him a thoughtful look.  ‘So I’ve seen.’
‘She’s taken John’s death very hard.  They were really close.  But you’ll never meet a nicer shifter.’
I raised my eyebrows.  For some reason, ‘nice’ wasn’t a word I’d associate with the confusing little werehamster.  Not that I believed that’s what she really was, of course.
‘What’s her shift?’
‘Werehamster, my Lord.’  He said it quickly but his expression was telling a different story. 
Damning myself, but completely unable to help it, I used the Voice.  Is she really a werehamster?
Of course, my Lord.
My shoulders tightened.  He answered the same under compulsion as not.  There were ways around the pull of the Voice, of course.  I’d proved as much with what I’d done to Brady.  The werewolf wasn’t that strong, however.  Either there were external forces at work here or he really was telling the truth.
Giving up on him, I walked round the edge of the keep, almost colliding with Betsy as I rounded the corner.  She jumped back.
‘I’m so sorry!’ she babbled.  ‘I wasn’t looking where I was going!’
‘Don’t worry about it.’  I gave her a curious look.  ‘Where are you off to?’ She actually seemed rather embarrassed.  Given that this was the shifter who’d tried to very obviously flirt with me in the canteen, I was suddenly curious. 
‘I thought I’d just go and do some gardening,’ she told me.
Something inside me clicked.  She was interested in Tom.  Except Tom was apparently with Mack.  I wondered whether Betsy’s enthusiasm to join the Brethren was solely to do with the opportunity to snag him while he was far away from any other influences.  If that was the case, then she was definitely signing up for all the wrong reasons.  I couldn’t care less whether she was trying to swipe the werewolf from under Mack’s nose or not – in fact, the thought was oddly pleasing – but she shouldn’t be changing her life based on a romantic possibility.  Frankly, she shouldn’t change her life on a romantic certainty either.  I wanted committed shifters, not lovelorn idiots.  I was curious about Mack, sure, and I very much enjoyed the idea of seeing more of her.  I’d certainly not move here to do it though.
‘So why do you want to join the Brethren, Betsy?’ I challenged.  ‘I get the feeling it’s not because you want to help feed me from any buffets you come across.’
She laughed, although it came across as awkward.  ‘No.  I mean, I do admire you, my Lord,’ she added hastily, ‘but it’s always been a dream of mine to live in London and be with the Brethren.  I know I’m not the strongest fighter but there’s a lot I can offer.’ 
I cocked my head towards her, going for the direct approach.  ‘Tom and Mack are together.’
She swallowed.  ‘Yes.’
‘Do you think their relationship will last if he also comes to London and she stays here?’
Her eyes met mine.  ‘It’s only a few hours away.  They’re very much in love.’
I had the distinct feeling she was lying.  I didn’t know, however, whether it was to me or to herself.  ‘They must be in love,’ I commented.  ‘He even has a pet name for her.’
‘Red,’ she nodded, ‘I know.  It’s because she has a really fiery temper.  She’s not the sort of person you want to cross.  Because when she sees red…’ her voice trailed off and she glanced away anxiously.
I stared at her.  Interesting.  It did make sense that Tom wouldn’t reveal the real reason why he’d given Mack the nickname – especially to someone who had an obvious crush on him.  It was even possible that Betsy knew the real reason and was too embarrassed to say it aloud to me.  But I was sure they were both lying.  Much like the motives behind John’s murder, the more I found out about Mack, the more it didn’t seem to fit.  I moved aside to let Betsy past, but I made a mental note to tell Mel to investigate her reasons for wishing to join us more closely.  As frustrating as all this was, I was starting to enjoy the side show that Mack and her buddies were providing.  It was a damned sight more light-hearted and entertaining than gruesome death, anyway.
***
I walked through the pretty streets of Trevathorn, hands in my pockets, as I mulled everything over.  Something big and nasty had killed John and we were still no closer to finding the culprit and dealing out justice than we had been when we’d arrived.  One of the more technically gifted shifters had helpfully broken the password on John’s computer, without requiring the tardy mage’s assistance, and was already going through the files.  There were some interesting reports about a quinotaur but nothing yet that would actually have been strong enough to bring him down.  In any case, a quinotaur wouldn’t have stopped to carve fetching runes into a bunch of trees.  It would just have ripped them from the roots and scattered them across the dunes.  There was apparently an odd notation on one document pertaining to ‘black diamond stones’, which I could only think had something to do with the ring of coals close to the trees themselves.  Unfortunately, it only added to the mystery, rather than doing anything to solve it. 
Leaving the tiny police station and its tight-lipped occupants behind, I sighed heavily and crossed the street, wandering disinterestedly down the row of small shops.  The phone in my pocket buzzed and I pulled it out.  It was a text message from Staines.  The wizard was finally here.  About bloody time.  I picked up my pace to head straight back to the keep and was almost past the quaint-looking pub when, through the misty panes of glass, I spotted a familiar-looking figure.  I pursed my lips.  Well, I’d wanted to catch her unaware and now I had my chance. 
I backtracked a few steps to the door and pushed it open.  It was definitely Mack.  I didn’t, however, recognise the man she was with.  He was leaning towards her with a stance that screamed intimacy.  He was just a human though; I couldn’t possibly see what he could offer that even Tom couldn’t.  Whoever he was, he winked at her flirtatiously.  I strode up.  I might be interrupting her little tête-à-tête, but if a shifter was consorting with a human, then I had to know about it.  How could she possibly keep her true self hidden under those kinds of circumstances?  Telling myself that she’d want to be present for the mage’s little spells anyway, I decided I had no qualms about interrupting.
‘Well, well, well,’ I said. ‘You’re just breaking hearts everywhere you go, aren’t you?’
The human, who was good-looking in a rather bland sort of way, appeared remarkably vexed, ignoring me and focusing on her. ‘Who’s this, Mack?’
Good question. ‘I’m her employer,’ I answered, pulling up a nearby stool and perching myself on it uncomfortably to join the action.
‘Where’s John?’ he asked.
I felt relief quiver inside me.  He didn’t know very much after all. ‘He’s gone away on business,’ I said dismissively, staring at Mack who looked as if she wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole.  I could see no reason not to play every hand I had.  ‘So, Mackenzie, does Tom know that you are out here meeting another man?’
‘Tom? Mack, you said that you and he had nothing going on.’  There was a whiny note to the man’s voice.
Mack threw me a dirty look and focused on him.  ‘I’m sorry, Nick. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings.’
‘And dinner next week?’ he spat. ‘Were you going to come along and continue to lie to me?’
‘Nick, I’m sorry, I…’
‘Fuck off.’ He sprang up, knocking over his chair and storming out like an upset teenager.  The barman was patently enjoying the show so I glared at him until he got the message and disappeared.  Mack, meanwhile, looked even more furious.
‘Playing around with a human behind a shifter’s back, eh Kitten?’ I taunted softly. ‘You’re dangerous to know.’
‘You idiot – he’s the local policeman.’  Amusement flooded through me at the thought of how Staines would react if he knew I’d just been called an idiot by one of my own shifters. Mack’s eyes narrowed. ‘I was trying to find out what he knew about John,’ she hissed.
Except he didn’t even know her alpha was dead.  I gave her a puzzled look.  ‘And why would he know anything about John? He’s just a human.’
Her shoulders dropped abruptly and I realised I’d managed to say something very wrong.  I didn’t want a depressed Mack; she was far more fun when she was spitting fire.  Chancing it, I laughed. ‘I’ll have to think of something that you would want from me so that I can get you to come round to my place for dinner too.’ As soon as I’d said it, it occurred to me that I wasn’t actually joking.  I’d even be prepared to cook.
Mack looked stunned.  She stared at me with her wide, expressive eyes and I felt a twist in my guts.  Surely the Lord Alpha of the Brethren would be a better option than a human bloke?  I put my hand on hers, feeling the same heat in her skin as I had before.  She flinched, which merely stiffened my resolve. ‘You need to come with me,’ I said.
‘I don’t need to do anything,’ she answered, pulling at her hand to free herself from me.  I let her go.
‘The mage is here.  We need all of the pack back at the keep.’
It was her turn, apparently, to do the taunting.  ‘So you came to get me yourself? Couldn’t the Lord of all the Brethren find someone to run his petty errands for him?’
I smirked.  This was finally starting to be fun. ‘Oh, believe me, Kitten, I enjoyed doing this one on my own.’
She stood up.  ‘I thank you for your diligence.  I’ll see you back at the keep then.’
I watched her leave, pushing open the pub door with such force that I was surprised it managed to stay on its hinges.  I wasn’t about to let her run away just yet though, so I quickly followed her, catching up to her ramrod-straight body as she marched stiffly away.  ‘You’re a rather prickly person, aren’t you, Mack?’ She didn’t answer, instead choosing to hasten her steps. ‘In fact, you’re the least pack-like shifter I’ve come across in some time. You appear to have a stubborn streak of independence that is – unusual – for our kind.  The thing is, not only do you appear to be absolutely terrified every time I come near you, there appear to be some anomalies in your story.’
‘What do you mean?’ Mack suddenly sounded nervous.
I went for broke.  ‘You told me, very clearly I might add, that your nickname is Red because you wear red clothes.’
‘Yeah? What of it?’
‘Your boyfriend, well the pack one at least, not the human, told me quite categorically that it was because it was a private joke between the two of you. That when you are, er – how shall I put this delicately – intimate with him, you blush a particularly attractive pink colour.’ I smiled. ‘And then, your charming little friend who fought first told me that it was because you have a fiery temper. Which doesn’t surprise me in the least, I have to say. What does surprise me is that at the very least two members of this pack have lied to me. And I will not condone that sort of attitude. Now I could compel them – and you – to tell me the truth, but I’d rather have it voluntarily from you.’
She gazed at me in resignation. ‘My hair is red. I dyed it. That’s it.’
‘I see,’ I said.  Even if I hadn’t already had an inkling about her hair, I could tell she was actually telling the truth.  It had taken a bloody long time to get there though.  ‘And why would you do that?’
She shrugged. ‘I wanted a change. Girl’s prerogative.’
‘That still doesn’t explain why your friends – and you – lied about it.’
‘It’s, uh, a sore point, to be honest. I’d rather not talk about it.’
Looking for more honesty, I softened my voice. ‘You can trust me.’
‘I’ve, um, always hated the colour.  I was teased about it mercilessly when I was a kid and I’ve been trying to forget that I’m ginger. My friends understand that.’
Damn it.  She had reverted back to dishonesty again.  ‘To the point where they would lie to the Lord Alpha about it to protect your delicate sensibilities?’
‘They’re good friends,’ she sniffed.
‘So, let me see if I can get this straight. You’ve lied about your hair, you’ve lied about the wolf to the human, and the human to the wolf. Can anything that you say be trusted?’
She marched on, not even daring to look in my direction. ‘I’ve been under a lot of pressure lately. John was…he was…dear to me. If I’ve lied to anyone, it’s only so I can find out what happened to him.’
‘I could compel you to tell me everything.’  I didn’t want to do it but I was starting to think I’d have to if I was ever going to get anywhere with her.
She licked her lips. ‘I suppose you could, yes. That’s much what I’d expect from the leader of the Brethren, use brute force to get what you want. Are you going to?’
I avoided answering her question.  Probably because I wasn’t entirely sure of my answer yet.  ‘You don’t seem to have much regard for us.’  Given our reputation when Brady was Lord Alpha, I was saddened, but not surprised.  ‘It doesn’t matter though,’ I continued. ‘I have no doubt that you’ll tell me the whole truth eventually, one way or another.’ I’d make her do it, sooner or later.
‘You are only here for another twenty-four hours,’ she pointed out.
I laughed.  Now that I knew there was a woman like Mack in the world, I was pretty certain I wouldn’t forget her.  I’d be back here again, even if I had to make up a reason for doing so. ‘Yes, but I somehow think our paths will cross again.’
She gulped audibly just as I was starting to wonder who was more crazy – me or her?



Chapter Ten
 
Virtually the moment I stepped back over the threshold of the keep, Staines moved in and leaned towards me. 
‘There’s a problem in London,’ he said, keeping his voice low to avoid being overheard.  A worried frown etched his face and I could feel my stomach dropping.  The last thing I needed right now was to have to deal with troublesome issues in the capital as well as Cornwall.
I jerked my head in the direction of the office and started walking.  Is it urgent?
He nodded imperceptibly, keeping stride with me.  I closed the door behind us and he immediately rubbed his forehead, deep lines etched into his brow.  ‘Four of our shifters were attacked last night.’
‘Brethren?’
‘Yes.’  Staines’ expression was grim.  ‘Two are dead.  One is in intensive care.  The fourth is talking but only barely.’
‘Who?’
‘Lola is talking.  Chambers is in hospital.’
I momentarily closed my eyes.  They were amongst our strongest.  ‘And the ones who died?’
‘Annan and Shah.’
I sucked in a deep breath, allowing myself for one fleeting second to feel the pain of their passing.  Then my insides hardened.  ‘Do we think it’s related to what happened to John?’
He shook his head.  ‘Different modus operandi.  Lola said it was a small man, possibly Fae.  He was covered in green moss, had black hair and was wielding some kind of Celtic sword.  We think it was the Ghillie Dhu.’
I coughed.  ‘Excuse me?’
‘The Ghillie Dhu.  He was…’
‘I know what he was,’ I interrupted.  ‘He’s not been seen for over two hundred years.  And whoever he was, he wasn’t in the slightest bit violent.  Quite the opposite, in fact.’
Staines shrugged helplessly. 
‘Is Lola awake?’ I demanded.
‘She’s expecting you.’  He touched my arm.  ‘She’s in London though, my Lord.  Perhaps the phone?  The Voice doesn’t usually work over such long distances.’
‘Well, this is as good a time as any to test that theory, isn’t it?’  The phone was fine if all I wanted to do was talk to her.  The Voice was capable of a lot more.
I opened a connection immediately, doing my best to be gentle.  Lola?  Are you there?
It took a second but she replied.  My Lord Alpha.
The link was strong, despite the waver and pain in her answer.  I tipped my chin at Staines to let him know it was working.  Surprise flickered in his eyes but he withdrew to the nearby chair set aside from the interviews to await the outcome. 
How are you feeling?
I have to tell the truth, my Lord, compulsion or not.  I’ve had better days.
Can you shift?
It hurts too much.  The tears in her answering Voice were clear.  It happened sometimes when a shifter’s injuries were so severe though.  It took more energy than we often realised to make the shift and, even though it made healing much faster, it often wasn’t possible.  Not without some help, anyway.
I widened the link, testing its boundaries and hearing her gasp in my mind as I absorbed as much of her pain as I could.  Even from this distance, I could feel the moment when she was freed enough to shift.  The sensation of her changing into a lithe, if battered, werecivet was extraordinary and the hair across my body stood on end.  Then, oddly delayed, I felt the rush of agony flood through my system and I staggered back.  Staines jumped up from his seat and grabbed me, his worry and anger equally obvious.  I shook him off.
Thank you, Lola sent.  Thank you so much. 
She was on the verge of passing out, her Voice wobbling while my awareness of her was fading in and out.  Show me what happened, I urged.
All at once, my mind was filled with blood-laden images.  They were jumbled up and it was difficult initially to make sense of them.  They’d been out for a few late-afternoon drinks and were walking back.  There was a lot of rain, making the streets awash with puddles and their senses dampened.  The man appeared out of nowhere, brandishing a huge sword.  I tried to focus and see more of him – the glimpses I caught certainly looked like old drawings I’d seen of the Ghillie Dhu.  Unfortunately, however, I could only see what Lola had seen.  And most of that had involved an attack with sickening speed as her comrades fell.  In the images she sent me, she started to spin, doubling over as the sword sliced through her.  Then everything flickered and she was gone, the connection between us broken as she finally slipped into unconsciousness.  The body does what it has to in order to survive.  Being out for the count would provide the rest she required to fully recover.
Staines was glaring at me.  ‘That was a bloody foolish thing to do!  You had no idea what could have happened by taking away her pain like that.  It’s irresponsible, Corrigan.’
I looked at him, something in my face apparently stalling him from speaking any further. 
‘I’m sorry, my Lord, I didn’t mean…’
‘It’s fine,’ I said grimly.  ‘Let’s sort out this bloody mage and get back to London as quickly as we can.’
His jaw tightened and he nodded, even going so far as to dip into a bow.  I felt awash with dizziness but, more than that, the rage that filled me was almost overwhelming.  First John, now them.  I wasn’t going to stand for my shifters being picked off one by one, no matter who the culprits were.  I paced up and down the room like a caged cat, pausing only when there was a jovial knock at the door, which did nothing to improve my mood.  Before I could say or do anything, it opened to reveal a grinning, blond man with messy dreadlocks.
‘Hey!  I’m Alex!’  He thrust out a tanned hand in my direction.
I stared at him, confused.  He wasn’t a shifter – so who on earth was he?
‘The mage?’ he said.
I continued to stare.  I didn’t want to be rude; I simply couldn’t help myself.  This could not be the wizard we’d been waiting for.  Not only was he far too young, but he appeared to be channelling Shaggy from Scooby-Doo.
‘You are Corrigan, right?’
‘Lord Corrigan,’ Staines growled.
I finally found my voice.  ‘You’re Alexander Floride.’
‘Yup!’  He waved his still-outstretched hand.  I realised he was still waiting for me to shake it so I reached out, almost withdrawing when I felt the buzz of magic emanating from his skin.
He hopped from toe to toe and beamed.  ‘This is just for tracking, right?  There’s not likely to be any danger, is there dude?’
The Arch-Mage is pushing his bloody luck, I snarled telepathically to Staines.
He agreed.  We may well be doomed.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t a joke.
***
I stalked out, attempting to look confident.  It was clear from the expressions on the faces of the waiting shifters – both Brethren and Cornish alike – that they were having the same reaction to the mage that I had.
  I coughed, ensuring all eyes returned to me, then spoke. ‘This is Alexander Floride, a mage from the city. We will travel to the site of John’s death where he’ll scan it for any signs of what might have occurred. We will find out who killed one of our own.’ We’d damn well better, anyway.  I could still feel Lola’s pain rippling through my body and weakening my system.  I could only hope it vanished soon.
Floride stepped forward. ‘Hi there. So, uh, yeah, I’m gonna hit the site, do some scrying and tell you what’s what. S’all good.’
I gritted my teeth.  This guy could not be for real.
 ‘We need everyone who was present when his body was discovered to be with us so the scrying doesn’t get mixed up,’ Staines said. ‘Get a coat and wait outside.’
At least the small assembly was champing at the bit to finally have some purpose; we were venturing into the vicinity of finding out something about John’s murder, if nothing else.  Indeed, it was bare seconds before everyone was outside and ready to go.  Instructing Boyne to keep Floride as far away from any of the Cornish shifters as possible, in the vain hope that the less contact they had with him, the more likely they’d be to believe he actually had some real ability, I took the lead down the path.  I was trying not to create too much of an air of urgency but I still maintained a brisk speed.  The faster we got some answers, the faster I could get myself back to London to deal with the disaster that had happened there.  There were some quiet mutterings further behind me to which I was tempted to put a stop.  I forced myself to avoid snapping at whoever it was though.  No-one needed to see how tense I was actually feeling.
I ducked under a low-hanging branch and began to pick up speed just as there was a sudden rush of flapping wings.  I twisted my head as what seemed like hundreds of birds roused from sleep abruptly took off into the air.  Then, almost immediately, there was a rumble and the very world trembled under my feet.
‘Earthquake!’ Boran yelled.
I knew instinctively it wasn’t anything like that at all, but whatever caused the ground to shudder was still strong enough to knock me off my feet. I grabbed the nearest branch to cling to as the tremor gained power, but it snapped off in my hand like a flimsy twig and I was sent careering down.  Shifters behind me screamed and fear was filling the crisp night air with horrifying rapidity.  Instinct flooded several people and they were unable to prevent themselves from shifting, the unexpectedness of the action ripping snarls of pain from their throats.  They needed me and I had no idea what to do.  All I could think was that I had to prevent the panic from escalating further.
Trying not to over-think it, I imagined a net covering the entire area, then I flung out the Voice to touch each individual mind.  Be calm.
They were hardly awe-inspiring words but the innate compulsion in them did the trick.  The snapping and growling ceased even as the tremors continued.  Satisfied I’d done what I could for now, I immediately used every other sense to reach out and find just what had caused this.  Whatever it had been, whether spell or actual Otherworld creature itself, it was incredibly dangerous.  I damned myself for taking such a large group out into potential danger.  It should just have been myself and the mage.  In my eagerness to get to the bottom of this murder and get back to helping with the other ones in London, all I’d actually done was put everyone else at risk.
Just as the shaking began to subside, the wind lifted and I finally caught a trace of something up ahead.  I inhaled deeper.  The scent was pungent and musky, proving it wasn’t a spell.  I had to protect the pack.
Stay where you are, I compelled. There may be aftershocks to come.  Then I initiated a private link with Staines. Something’s up ahead.  Look after the group here and retreat if need be.
Crouching low, I carefully moved forward.  Whatever it was, it was some distance away and I had no desire to encourage it to head back this way.  I had to hope that it believed the earthquake had felled all of its foes.  It was the only way I’d be able to get close enough to bring it down.  I would have to be silent and very, very stealthy.
Without any warning, a shape flew past me at high speed, crashing loudly through the undergrowth. I lunged forward to grab it but I was too slow, realising in shock when I spotted the long, brown hair flying behind that it was Mack.
Mackenzie!  Halt!
She kept going.  I was stunned; I’d thrown every iota of compulsion I had in me at her and she hadn’t even slowed.  It seemed impossible that she’d broken through the hierarchy in the same manner that I’d done with Brady, but I couldn’t think of any other reason as to how she’d ignored my Voice.  Right now, however, my more pressing concern was the mortal peril she was flinging herself towards – and the danger she was putting everyone else in too.
In a matter of seconds, I shifted, ignoring the clothing that ripped from me.  Then I bounded after her with every ounce of energy I could muster, forcing my muscles to obey and ignoring the branches that whipped at my skin as I thundered forwards. I shot out a command behind me, freeing the others from their holding positions.  Mack had simply given me no choice.  I snarled aloud, using my claws to dig into the earth below to propel myself even faster. The ground shook several times, growing in intensity the further I got, but it wasn’t until I cleared the line of trees that I finally saw what manner of monster we were dealing with: a twenty-foot, horned beast with shimmering dark eyes and fur that rippled in the moonlight.  From the corner of my eye I caught Mack still in human form and about to let loose with a dagger.  I didn’t lose any momentum, however, and kept going until I slammed into the monster’s body and felt it shudder at the collision.  Determined to bring it down before anyone got hurt, I widened my jaws and sank my teeth deep into its flesh, ignoring the foul blood that filled my mouth.
 As my fangs clung on, three other shifters crashed into it.  The beast flicked them off as if they were little more than fleas and stamped its feet.  The moment it did so, the earth trembled again.   At least I knew what had caused the bloody earthquakes. 
Teamwork! You need to attack it together to bring it down! I mentally yelled.
The shifters heard me, thank goodness, three appearing from the right and three from the left. Losing purchase, I released my grip on the monster’s side then sprang upwards, clawing my way to its shoulder.  It roared, spinning around in an attempt to throw me off, its hands grappling towards me.  Silver glinted through the sky as a dagger slammed into its hand.  It shrieked, allowing me a flicker of breathing space.  Timing my actions to match those of the shifters below me and to cause maximum damage, I lashed out at its head, my claws fully extended.  Several times I drew blood, but when it thrust down another heavy foot and sent yet another earthquake rolling across the ground, I lost my balance and felt myself crashing to the ground. 
I barely managed to stand back on my four paws when I saw the beast bending to swipe me.  I rolled out of the way, just as Mack’s tiny figure sprang onto the thing’s shoulders, one small white hand curling round one of the massive horns on its head. 
With no clue as to whether my Voice even still worked on her, I shot out a command. Goddammit, Mackenzie, shift now! Damn her mourning excuse.  She had to change now or she'd fall prey to being killed with a single swipe of the beast's hands.
Knock it off its feet, Corrigan, she sent back, neither following the compulsion nor sounding even slightly panicked.
For a moment I blinked, still taken aback at her apparent ability to ignore my dominance.  Then I finally recognised the potential of the situation and the calm determination in her eyes. I threw open the Voice link to everyone else instead.
Back now, I ordered, no longer even sure if they’d obey. However, to a man, the shifters around me followed my words, instantly pulling back.
On the count of three, we’re going to rush it.  The aim is to knock it to the ground.  Avoid its claws.  Let’s stop another damn earthquake.  I felt, rather than heard, the agreement around me.  Ready?  One, two, three!
As one, we pounded forward, eighteen shifters all aiming for the same point.  The force of our collision was just enough and the beast lost contact with the ground as it staggered backwards – long enough for Mack to embed another dagger in its neck.  It groaned, falling forward onto is knees with blood gushing out of the wound and spraying onto the dark ground.  Then, with one final groan and massive hands flailing upwards, it collapsed completely.



Chapter Eleven
 
I prowled around the fallen monster, sniffing at its blood-dampened fur and noting the numerous old battle scars criss-crossing its body.  My earlier supposition had been correct – the damn thing wasn’t from this plane.  I had no idea which demon demesne it hailed from as the only lingering scent I could ascertain was the strange one from Mack around where she’d clung on to aid her attack, and I was still no clearer as to what manner of evil Otherworld beasty it was.  It definitely found its way here via a portal though.  I ran my tongue over my fangs.  There was nothing to suggest it was John’s murderer but the two had to be linked; it was just too unusual a creature to assume otherwise.
A movement caught my eye and I swivelled round to spot Mack herself bending down to wipe the blood off her hands.  Her expression was nothing more than vaguely irritated.  A hot, scalding anger rose up in my throat.  Not only had she broken my Voice, she’d also put everyone else’s lives in danger.  I wanted to wring her long, white neck.  Shifting back, I strode up to her and grabbed her shoulders.
‘What the hell did you think you were doing?’
She seemed startled that I was upset and attempted to extricate herself from my grip.  I wasn’t about to let go that easily though. ‘I thought that it might have been what killed John,’ she said, with the air of someone who couldn’t give the tiniest shit about the potential consequences her actions might have had. ‘I wanted to kill it back.’
It took everything I had to calm myself down. ‘That part I understand, but what fool part of you thought that you could take it on by yourself?’
‘Is your pride dented, my Lord?’ Her eyes, with their odd little yellow flecks, flashed at me and I detected a hint of amusement.  ‘Who’s the kitten now, then?’
I raked my gaze over her face, wondering if this was going to be where she told me she deserved to take my place as head of the Brethren.  Frankly, I wasn’t sure I had any counter-argument to offer.  I forced the issue, watching her reaction with care. ‘I compelled you.’
Mack shrugged. ‘So in the heat of the moment it didn’t take. You’re not my alpha, remember.’
Almost without realising it, my hands tightened on her shoulders.  Given her total insouciance, I was starting to think she had absolutely no clue as to the import of ignoring my compulsion.  I had to be sure though. 
‘I am the Lord Alpha. I am everyone’s alpha.’  I sounded like a dictatorial tyrant with a rod shoved up his arse.  Right now, however, I didn’t care.  Come on Kitten, I silently added, if you want this job, then it’s yours.  But you can have all the shit that goes with it too.
‘Hey, you’re new at this game, remember?’  The corner of her mouth quirked up.  ‘It’s not my fault if you’ve not fully come into all your lordly power yet.’
I glared at her.  She really didn’t get it.  And the power created by being Lord Alpha didn’t expand over time.  It was a static thing.  Conflicting emotions flickered across her face as it suddenly struck me that perhaps Staines had been right.  Had taking away Lola’s pain meant that I was temporarily weakened?  It hadn’t lasted long; after all, I’d used the Voice to compel everyone else immediately before and after Mack’s show of defiance.  With the power of her grief and her thirst for vengeance added into the mix… I pondered the idea.  Either way, my opinion that she was potentially the strongest shifter I’d ever met was coalescing into something deeper.
As if continuing to defy me at every turn, she dropped her head into a submissive posture.  What the hell was going on now?
‘I’m sorry, my Lord. My disappointment at realising this was not my alpha’s murderer along with the adrenaline from the fight has caused me to speak out of turn. I bow to your ultimate authority, in accordance with the Way.’
I wanted to shake her.  Mack’s volte-face not only baffled me, it annoyed me more than I could have thought possible.  A breeze rippled through the still air, sending goosebumps across my skin, and I abruptly remembered I was standing naked in front of her.  Not only that, but I was supposed to be acting like the Lord Alpha.  It wasn’t the over-complicated Way Directives that were concerning me, however. I gritted my teeth. ‘Your punishment shall be meted out in due course, shifter. Your role in taking down the beast is noted in your favour.’ I quickly walked away before she could say anything else.  I was starting to think I didn’t have the self-restraint to continue any conversation with her.  Besides, the woman was utterly confounding.
Wrestling for control of my emotions, I spotted Anton under the shadow of a huge oak tree and hailed him.  ‘Do you know what this thing was?’
He seemed pleased that I was asking.  ‘No, I’ve never seen anything like it before.  Do you think it’s what killed John?’
I shook my head.  ‘Unfortunately it appeared to rely more on its ability to make the ground shake than anything else.  The evisceration your alpha experienced showed more,’ I struggled to find the right word, ‘finesse than that beast was capable of.’
He inclined his head.  ‘You’re right, my Lord Alpha.’  A sly look came into his eyes.  ‘Somehow Mack seemed to avoid your Voice order to hold back.’
I opened my mouth to offer some inane answer but, fortunately, Staines joined us and replied for me.  ‘It’s not uncommon.  Sometimes rage takes over, overpowering anything anyone else might do.  Miss Mackenzie no doubt assumed her alpha’s murderer was present and was prepared to do whatever it took to bring him down.’
Anton snarled, a deep rumble that gave away his true nature as a werebear.  ‘I’d have done the same if I was as reckless and stupid as her.’
I flicked Staines a glance.  Is that true?  That anger can block out the Voice?
He shrugged mentally.  I’ve heard of it before.  I imagine, my Lord, that you’re concerned she did to you what you did to Brady.
I flung everything I had at her, Staines.  She didn’t even slow down.
She’s a mere werehamster.  You’ve heard, no doubt, of those stories of women who find the strength to move cars off the bodies of loved ones in the wake of terrible car crashes?  I imagine what she did is simply something similar.  She’s not even Brethren.  Don’t worry about it.
I grunted acknowledgment.  She still requires close attention.  I have no desire to cling on to the position of Lord Alpha if…
Please.  It’s a ridiculous notion, my Lord Corrigan. 
I threw him a look.  You’re being overly obsequious all of a sudden.
His eyes narrowed in my direction.  And you’re being overly paranoid.
Aware that Anton was regarding us both carefully, I cleared my throat and spoke aloud.  ‘Whatever that damn thing was, it had to come from a portal.  It’s not from this plane.  It’s just as well we brought the mage here after all.’
‘For once I have to agree,’ Staines said.  ‘He may even be able to shed some light on what it actually is.  Considering his fee, he needs to do something.’  He glanced behind, his gaze landing on the hapless mage, who had taken it upon himself to sidle up to Mack.  ‘I’ll see what he knows.’
I watched Staines stride over and begin talking.  Now that the danger was over, Floride was relaxed and laughing.  He murmured something to Mack, licking his lips in an overtly sexual manner.  I frowned.  Then I walked over to join them.
He grinned at me with irritating good humour, offering up a mock – and very sloppy – salute. ‘That’s not the first time I’ve seen pack members’ rage mean that an alpha’s compulsion doesn’t work properly. You guys are taking this death pretty seriously.’
The wizard was becoming more annoying by the second.  I wondered what else we were supposed to be doing, other than taking a brutal murder ‘seriously’. ‘Do your thing, then,’ I snapped.
A satisfying flicker of nervousness shuddered through him. ‘What now? But I thought…’
‘We haven’t got all day, or night. The thing that killed the Cornish alpha left no traces.’ I nodded towards the fallen monster. ‘That did. So you need to scry and tell us what you can see.’
‘Alpha dude, I’ll do better than that, I’ll show you.’
I held back my snort at being called ‘Alpha dude’.  It was doubtful that the Arch-Mage put up with that kind of attitude.  Aware that I was still attempting to maintain good inter-relations with his kind – and that Mack was watching me carefully as if waiting for me to react to the subtle insult, I simply folded my arms and acted casual.  I was gratified to spot a faint blush cross her cheeks.  It was unusual for shifters to be disturbed by another’s nudity and I liked that my own lack of clothes was unbalancing her.  It was about time something did.
Floride closed his eyes.  At least the sparks of blue alighting from his hands gave some hint that he was more powerful than his appearance suggested.  The reek of magic began to fill the air and there was a familiar hum.  Then it began, a trail of blue light surging forward and up to the summit of the dunes in front of us.  He was creating a shadow of the thing that had attacked John, a scryed facsimile that would mimic the movements of that terrible evening.  Every eye tracked the light as it swirled and began to take shape.  I realised I was holding my breath and exhaled loudly.  I needed some bloody answers. 
‘Can you tell what it is yet?’ he asked flippantly.
‘Try harder, mage,’ I replied, ignoring his attitude.  It was going to take more than an indistinct blue cloud to satisfy me.
Fortunately, he seemed to acknowledge my frustration and the magic began to do its thing.  The blue light danced, coalescing into a more recognisable silhouette.  I leaned forward.  It wasn’t any damn earthquake monster: it was a stunningly beautiful woman, gracefully raising her arms in the air as her ghost shadow stared down at us.  I took in her features. I’d never seen her before in my life and, while she might have looked human in origin, her features were too fine and her movements too elegant and controlled for her to be anything other than deeply Otherworld.  I wondered whether she might be Fae but, for some reason, that didn’t seem to fit.  It didn’t take long to realise why.  The woman’s shape was floating in the air, the very antithesis of the beast we’d just killed that had seemed to draw strength from the earth.  I didn’t know a great deal about the faeries but I knew for sure that if they were capable of that, they’d have advertised it long ago.
‘Is she meant to be floating?’ Mack interrupted. ‘I mean, is that a side-effect of the scrying?’
It was a sensible question for someone who knew next to nothing about what using magic involved. ‘No,’ I answered, not wanting the mage to be disturbed from his spell. ‘What you see is what was here. Neither would the dunes have shifted that much in the last forty-eight hours. She is hovering above the ground.’
‘Fuck me,’ she whispered.
I glanced over at her.  It was on the tip of my tongue to agree to her demand and I only just managed to bite back the comment in time.  The last thing I needed from Mackenzie Smith was allegations of sexual harassment.  I felt a slight twinge of regret at the lost moment, however.  Part of me would have enjoyed the expression on her face had I said what I was thinking.  Let’s face it, she deserved it after everything she’d already put me through this evening.
With some effort, I focused back on the mage. ‘Is that it, Mr Floride? Is there a trail?’
‘No trail,’ he answered.
I was unsurprised.  At least we now had a clear vision of who our perpetrator was though. The hippy wizard had come through after all. ‘Then we’re done.  The money will be transferred to your account within the hour,’ I told him. ‘Can you take care of this?’ I needed to get back to the keep and make my preparations to return to London as fast as possible.  Given his exorbitant prices, the least he could do was destroy all evidence of the beast’s corpse before it began to smell.
I shifted back to werepanther in order to make use of my shift’s natural speed, and leapt away.  Just before the trees swallowed me up, however, I craned my neck round in the direction of the beach.  It wasn’t a conscious movement – more as a result of the sensation of Mack’s eyes burning into my back.  When my gaze met hers, she simply stared right at me, unafraid and unbowed.  She’d patently put her temporary façade of submission behind her, then.  I decided to give up concerning myself with her. Enough was enough – and I had far more important things to do.



Chapter Twelve
 
We hotfooted it back to the keep.  It was clear that whatever was going on in Cornwall went beyond even John’s unnatural death.  I had no idea who the floating woman was or why she had done what she did.  But she was both powerful and dangerous.  Until we resolved the matter and brought the threat of her existence to an end, the Brethren had no choice but to stay here.  The Cornish pack simply weren’t strong enough to fend off such an attack.  It didn’t change the fact, however, that I also had to deal with what was happening back home in London.
I divided everyone into two groups.  The first hit the library, searching through the ancient texts for any details about who the floating woman was.  The rest began to scour the Othernet. 
‘I’ll take a small group with me back to London,’ I told Staines.  ‘But the rest of you need to stay here.  Whoever she is, she needs to be contained.  It could be we’re seeing the start of an all-out attack on all shifters.  It’s unlikely – after all, she’d be more likely to start with the power base than a small pack with little fighting prowess like this one, but we can’t rule out the possibility.’
Staines agreed.  ‘She may be testing her mettle, my Lord.  We will be unprepared if she decides to turn her attention to other packs.’
‘Alert them to the possibility.  And make damn sure that if she does appear, no-one tries to take her on.  She’s far too dangerous.’
‘Yes, my Lord.’
‘We’ll complete the initiation ceremony for Julia.  At least that might ease some of the concerns, if nothing else.  She has a calming effect and tempers are brewing.  Then I’ll leave at first light for London.  Traffic will be light so it shouldn’t take long.’
‘I took the liberty of finding a local dealership to take your car away.  We recouped most of the money.  You’ll need to take one of the other cars or get the mage to open a portal.’
I frowned.  From what I knew of the wizards, the latter part of their education involved specialising in particular areas.  Floride was obviously a divination expert.  I had no desire to risk venturing through a portal of his creation when there was a possibility it might send me to Siberia instead of where I needed to be.  ‘Get the Arch-Mage to do it from his end.  We can’t afford any screw-ups.  I’ve been away from London for too long.’ 
Staines bowed.  ‘For what it’s worth, Lola is apparently mending quickly now.’
‘At least that’s something,’ I grunted.  It didn’t change the fact that others were dead though.  I could only hope that the rest of the country remained strife free. 
‘Don’t worry, my Lord.  We’ll find out what’s really going on here.  Concentrate on the London attack.’
I beckoned Julia over.  ‘I have to leave at dawn.  The majority of our contingent will stay behind to help you locate and destroy John’s murderer.’
Her expression was calm. ‘I have no doubt that we shall.  We can probably manage it on our own, however.  She…’
‘It has already been decided,’ I interrupted.  I could understand her desire to deal with the problem herself but even with the strength of shifters like Mack and Anton, they wouldn’t manage it alone.  ‘In the meantime, let’s complete the ceremony and name you as alpha.  You’ll need to nominate two witnesses.’
‘Tom and Anton.’
I raised my eyebrows.  Traditionally, the strongest shifters were the ones who were nominated to witness a new alpha being sworn in.  It helped dampen down any animosity with those who perhaps disagreed with the succession.  Tom was an effective werewolf and I was happy to allow him entrance to the Brethren ranks.  Mack, however, was far more powerful.  I looked into Julia’s eyes, but her expression was guileless.  I couldn’t shake the feeling that the prickly werehamster, if that’s indeed what she was, was not the only person around here hiding something.  Given everything else that was going on, it wasn’t a priority though.  As I’d told Mack herself, I could easily return here when things were less fraught and conduct more of my own investigations.
‘So be it,’ I said.  ‘The garden in an hour?’
She nodded and withdrew.
***
There were five of us present.  Julia and myself, of course; Tom and Anton, the latter of whom had a black glower on his face; and Thomson, who I’d selected to join us merely so I could keep an eye on him.  I wanted him to start to gain a better appreciation of the responsibility we had as the Brethren.  It wasn’t all about swanning around the city with bigoted opinions and machismo swagger.  In fact, I had to admit that I felt a little squirm of nervousness.  I knew exactly what the ceremony entailed and what was required.  I’d been to enough of the damn things myself.  Conducting it personally was a different matter to merely looking on, though.
I stepped forward, inhaling the cool night air.  ‘We are gathered here to formalise the succession of a new alpha in accordance with the Way,’ I intoned, trying not to sound too gruff.  ‘Julia Aspen of Cornwall has received the Voice.  She has been deemed adequate.’  I hated that word.  Whichever long-since dead Brethren leader had thought that ‘adequate’ was the best they could come up with when someone was agreeing to take on such a dangerous and difficult role should have been shot.  I was reminded that as soon as I had some free time and was no longer being bedevilled by murder, I was going to start changing a lot of the Way.  Tradition be damned.
Julia joined me.  I looked over at the waiting witnesses.  Thomson appeared incredibly bored.  I had to resist the urge to smack him hard around the head.
‘I was born into the pack of Cornwall.’  Julia’s voice rang out clear and unwavering.  ‘I offer my allegiance to them, pure and true, until such time as I am either unfit to continue or gone from this world.  I will maintain order, promote the Way and provide succour and safety to all.’
She held out her palms.  I placed mine against hers, for a moment realising just what a small woman she was.  Her size didn’t matter, however.  I knew she had enough strength of character to do well.  In fact, this entire ceremony was starting to feel like nothing more than lip service.
‘Julia Aspen, you are hereby deemed as worthy.  From this point on, the position of alpha in Cornwall is filled.’
For a brief moment, the pride in her eyes was replaced by surprise.  ‘I can feel it,’ she whispered.  Both Tom and Anton leaned forward.  Thomson inspected his fingernails.  ‘I can feel the power.’
I watched her, wondering again why I hadn’t felt the same sensations as her when I took office at the Brethren.  The natural order clearly wanted her; perhaps it didn’t want me.  She bowed her head.
‘It is done,’ I said.  I smiled at her.  ‘Congratulations.’
‘Thank you.’
There was a rustle of movement from somewhere behind us.  Frowning, I turned and spotted the mage hovering there.  What the hell did he want?
‘Hello!’ he waved, although his pale, strained face seemed to belie his words.  ‘I’d like to offer my sincerest congratulations to the new alpha and beg a moment alone with her in private.’
My eyes narrowed.  Was this the Arch-Mage’s doing?  I wouldn’t put it past him to ingratiate himself with a new and theoretically vulnerable alpha.  I opened my mouth to speak but Julia was already striding forward. 
‘Of course, dear!’ she said, taking him by the arm and walking off.
I was tempted to call them back and demand to be present to hear whatever it was he had to say.  I couldn’t stand over her like a worried parent, however.  I had to trust that she was sensible enough to keep the wizard at arm’s length. 
‘What did you think of the ceremony, Thomson?’ I asked instead.
He shrugged.  ‘It was fine, my Lord.’
Damned by faint praise.  ‘I wonder if perhaps we shouldn’t start looking into alternatives for such occasions.  Perhaps a more democratic method to suit each individual pack.’
All three of them looked surprised.  ‘But it’s tradition,’ Tom protested.  ‘Having the Brethren Lord come and validate the succession makes it real.  It means Julia knows she can’t just get away with being a tyrant.’
‘Do you think she would be likely to act like that?’
He blinked. ‘Of course not – but that doesn’t mean other potential alphas wouldn’t be like that.’
‘She received the Voice,’ I pointed out, ‘without any such validation.’ 
‘But not full powers.  You had to do the ceremony for that.’
‘I think anyone could conduct such proceedings and the outcome would be the same.  You don’t think it would be better to do it in-house?  To trust that the packs are sensible enough to ensure the right person is chosen?’  I sensed a sidelong look from Thomson at that.  I could bet exactly what he was thinking about the right person to be Brethren Lord.
‘It’s the way things are done,’ Tom protested.
I glanced over at Anton, who was looking interested.  ‘What do you think?’
‘I think, my Lord, that a little more independence could be a good thing,’ he offered.
I rubbed my chin.  At least not everyone would be against a bit of change, although I recalled an old quotation I’d once heard from Henry Ford, who’d said that if he’d asked people what they wanted, they would have said ‘faster cars’.  I was starting to realise that shaking up the Brethren and the shifter world was going to be an arduous process.
***
‘We have contacted the Arch-Mage, my Lord, and he has agreed to open a portal to allow you to return to London.’
‘Great.’
Staines cleared his throat.  ‘Except he won’t do it until 9.30am.’
‘What?’ I roared.  ‘That bloody wizard!  He’ll do anything for a bit of one-upmanship.  This isn’t on, Staines.’
‘What do you suggest?’
I bunched up my fists.  ‘Arrange a face-to-face meeting with him for tomorrow. I’m going to make damn sure he starts treating us with a little more respect.’
As soon as the words left my mouth, I spotted another person lacking in the ‘respect for office’ department walking up the staircase.  Mack was dragging her feet and looking as if the whole process of moving upstairs was a laborious and painful one.  Despite my earlier decision to leave her alone, I was curious about what was going on. I moved after her, reaching her just as she was about to enter her dorm room.
‘In the doghouse, Miss Mackenzie?’  I was proud of myself for sounding polite and solicitous.  It was a damn sight more than she deserved.
‘Whatever do you mean, my Lord?’ she asked, turning round.  I noted that she’d returned to pretending to be submissive.  I was already in a foul mood; I didn’t need her faked subservience to add to it.
‘This,’ I said, goading her into the truth, ‘if I’m not mistaken, is the girls’ dorm. Not the room you share with the wolf.’
She looked surprised and, briefly, panicked. ‘We’re, uh, re-assessing our relationship in light of recent revelations.’
I was ridiculously pleased to hear it.  Then again, however, considering the compromising position I’d found her in with the human, perhaps this was merely her modus operandi.  She must be some sort of serial dater. I took a step closer, realising she was wearing the same clothes as she had during the fight with the earthquake beast.  That had been hours ago and it looked to me like she was only just getting in.  It rankled to think that she’d been off with someone else.
‘I just bet you are,’ I purred, ‘especially given that you are clearly only just arriving home. Who was it this time? The human? Or perhaps a new conquest with the mage?’
‘I spent all night self-flagellating for my behaviour towards you, my Lord,’ she snapped, finally meeting my eyes, her irritation visible. 
I tried not to grin.  ‘That mouth of yours does get you into a lot of trouble, doesn’t it?’ I watched her carefully. The spark in her eyes promised bloody violence.  I wondered how far I could push her and what it would take to get her to re-consider joining us in London. It would be entertaining, if nothing else.  And if we did bring along smitten Betsy too, perhaps Tom could be persuaded to involve himself more in her direction than Mack’s.  Not that I was in the business of splitting couples up, but they were already on the skids and far from well suited.  ‘Just because I’m leaving,’ I continued, ‘doesn’t mean that I won’t forget that you need to be punished for your infantile behaviour.’
‘Infantile? Why you fu…’ She stopped herself from completing her sentence just in time. ‘Yes, my Lord,’ she muttered.
I almost laughed aloud. ‘I thought you should know that I was impressed with the wolf’s fighting skills last night. And yours. You might consider joining the ranks of the Brethren. Assuming that you can learn some manners, of course.’
‘How thoughtful of your Lordship to think of us. You would do better to engage your attentions elsewhere however, I fear.’
‘Indeed,’ I said, moving next to her to take another look at her hair.  The tiny line of red at her roots was becoming much more obvious.  ‘Well, till next time then, Kitten. Perhaps then your hair will be back to its normal colour. I am a fan of Celtic red hair.’
A strange expression crossed her face and she stared at the air beside me as if seeing a ghost. ‘My Lord.’ Then she spun on her heel, yanked open the dorm door and vanished.



Chapter Thirteen
 
The moment I stepped through the portal, returning to the bastion of the Brethren, I could smell the difference in the air.  I was a city boy, born and bred, but despite the efforts made by the council to clean up pollution, I could still taste the smog on my tongue.  It was a depressing difference to the salty tang of Cornwall.  Still, I had more pressing matters to worry about than air pollution.  Greeted by two familiar faces, I wasted no time in instructing them to take me immediately to Lola.
She was in better shape than I expected, propped up in bed with a steaming cup of tea. A pallor clung to her skin, and her dark eyes spoke of horrors, but she was recovering.  The silly girl tried to get up when I entered her room, as if standing to attention and then collapsing in a puddle of limbs would show me the depth of her loyalty. 
‘Don’t you dare,’ I told her, sitting on the edge of her bed.  ‘Until the doctor gives you a clean bill of health, you’re staying right there.’
She gave me a weak smile but I could recognise it was tinged with relief.  Another damn thing to blame Brady for.  He’d have demanded obvious and grovelling obeisance, probably including Lola crawling towards him on all fours, regardless of the severity of her injuries.  It was going to take time to show all the shifters that things didn’t have to be like that.
‘You saved my life, my Lord,’ she croaked.
‘I did no such thing.  I was on the other side of the country, for goodness’ sake.’
She shook her head.  ‘I could feel it.  The pain was too strong and the pull to yield and let go was overwhelming.  You took that away. I don’t know how you managed it, but you did.’
I wasn’t sure how to respond.  Beyond her words, the respect in her expression was clear.  I pushed away my doubts that I wasn’t supposed to be the Brethren Lord and focused on what should happen next.
‘Where were you when the attack happened?’
‘We’d just left the Grange.’
I nodded.  I’d thought as much from the mental images she’d sent me.  It was a popular Brethren hangout thanks to its proximity to Hampstead Heath, the vast, sprawling parkland where it was possible to shift and enjoy the freedom of being in our other forms without worrying too much about being spotted.
‘Was the Ghillie Dhu at the Grange too?’ 
Lola knew what I was asking.  I wanted to know whether any of them had acted with typical hot-headedness and provoked the Otherworlder into an attack.  ‘No, my Lord.  He truly came out of nowhere.  Until he was on us with the sword, I hadn’t even glimpsed his shadow.’
I placed my hand on her arm.  ‘Thank you.  Concentrate on getting better now.  Nothing else.’
I looked up at the weretiger hovering in the doorway.  ‘Where is Chambers?’
He grimaced.  ‘We had to snatch him from the hospital.  As he started to regain consciousness, his body forced itself into a shift.  We managed to prevent anyone from seeing but it was too risky to leave him there.  He’s upstairs but still sleeping.’
‘And Annan and Shah?’
He dropped his head.  ‘Already cremated.  Their ashes are ready for you.’
My insides tensed. I jerked my head and stood up, then walked with a heavy heart back downstairs and out towards the back gardens to where I knew the urns would be – on the simple, unvarnished table in the gazebo. 
‘Shah is on the left and Annan on the right,’ the weretiger murmured, before withdrawing.
I took a deep breath and moved up beside the table, placing one palm on each.  ‘Your sacrifice will not be forgotten.  Your remains will join those of your Brethren forebears, and your names will be etched into the wall of those we remember and mourn.’ 
I bowed my head and closed my eyes.  They seemed too young to already be joining their passed comrades in the Brethren’s walled-off garden of remembrance.  Two Brethren deaths and one pack alpha and I was barely weeks into this job.  Being born into the shifter world meant you were already consigned to a short life expectancy filled with danger at every turn.  We were the muscle of the Otherworld – and that meant our lives were on the line far too often. 
***
When I finally returned inside, there was a large group of Brethren shifters standing in the foyer.  The tension was palpable and the harsh scent of rage and thirst for vengeance emanated from them in waves.
‘We need to track down this Ghillie Dhu and make him pay,’ one snarled.  Several other voices chimed in with guttural agreement.
‘He won’t get away with this!’
I stepped up.  Everyone needs to take a breath.  The assembly turned towards me, some sagging in relief at my presence, others seemingly satisfied that now the remains had been laid to rest, they could act.
I will seek out the Ghillie Dhu alone.
Several faces twisted.  I’d used the Voice and, unless they were going to break my compulsion like Mack had, they had no choice but to hold back.  The Brethren were known for acting first and thinking afterwards.  Really, it was a miracle they’d managed to hold back this long.  I switched to speaking aloud.  ‘If indeed it was the Ghillie Dhu who did this, he managed to defeat four of our best shifters.  We cannot risk losing more.  I shall find him and deal with this matter.’
‘My Lord, with all due respect, how can you succeed in killing him where four didn’t?’
There were several sucked in breaths at the audacity of the question, but I noted that everyone still wanted to hear my answer.  ‘Right now,’ I said calmly, ‘we’re known for our brute strength and not much else.  We need to work on strategy if we’re going to avoid another bloodbath.  The Ghillie Dhu has not been seen or heard of for decades and he was not an Otherworlder who sought out violence in the past.  I need to find out if he genuinely is responsible and, if so, what his motives were in attacking us.’ There were rumblings of irritated discontent.  I held my nerve, however.  ‘If he is found to be the perpetrator, he will be brought to justice.  But we are not jumping to conclusions.  We need to know why this happened first.’
I was fully aware of the hackles I’d raised, especially in the more volatile shifters in front of me.  I wasn’t looking for admiration though.  Rather than encourage further dissent, I instead strode past the lot of them to where the car was already waiting outside.  I was the Lord Alpha and I was going to put things right.
‘Lord Corrigan,’ bowed Mara, the elbow witch assigned as my chauffeur.  ‘Where would you like to go?’
I held her eyes.  ‘The Ministry.’ 
To Mara’s credit, she didn’t blink, merely nodded in assent and opened the passenger door for me.  The Ministry of Mages didn’t recognise elbow witches as part of their magical contingent.  Snobbery didn’t just abound in the shifter world and minor magic users such as Mara were often marginalised. The Ministry, of course, still demanded that they register the very fact of their existence, however.  To fail to do so would incur not only considerable wrath but also potential consignment to eternal oblivion.  I didn’t have to like the Arch-Mage’s actions, however, I just had to encourage his civility and temperance to improve relations between our two species.  Not that I was going to be a soft touch though.
When we arrived at the imposing building with its high gates and arrogant driveway, the car was stopped by a well-dressed mage holding a clipboard and a walkie-talkie.  The public face of the Ministry, I thought sardonically.  This guy was a far cry from Alexander Floride.  I decided I liked the hippy mage who’d helped us out in Cornwall better.  At least he was more honest about who he was even if he did look like a slob.
I rolled down the window.  ‘I’m here to see the Arch-Mage.’
I received an impassive look in return.  ‘Do you have an appointment?’
‘No.’
‘Then you’ll have to wait,’ the gatekeeper sniffed.
I stepped out of the car without waiting for Mara.  Pleased to note that I towered over the wizard, I kept my voice calm.  ‘It’s quite simple,’ I said. ‘Let us in immediately or, as Lord Alpha of the Brethren, I shall have the entire population of London shifters here in the next twenty minutes baying for your blood.’  I smiled.  A small part of me was hoping he would refuse us entry.  Let the Arch-Mage see just how far I was willing to be pushed.
His radio crackled.  ‘Lord Corrigan may enter.’
I bared my teeth at the mage and he took a step backwards, hastily opening the gates.  That was more like it.  Then I got back in the car and allowed Mara to drive me up to the front door.  She got out and opened the door for me.  I counted to ten in my head first.  When the Arch-Mage himself appeared, just as I reached nine, I joined her outside.
‘Lord Alpha,’ he murmured, as if he’d been expecting me all along.  ‘Why don’t we go to my office?’
I inclined my head.  ‘What a wonderful idea.’
***
His office was both bigger and grander than mine.  It shouldn’t have annoyed me, but it did.  I made a show of walking round its perimeter.  The carpet was soft and luxurious and the shelves were filled with all manner of magical objets d’art and heavy books.  I shrugged and turned to face him, wondering how on earth he ever managed to achieve anything wearing those long, heavy robes.
‘You have been taking the piss.’
If he was taken aback by my words, he didn’t react.  ‘I have no idea what you mean.  Would you like some tea or coffee?  Perhaps something stronger?’
‘I’m not here on a social call.’
‘I rather got that impression,’ he said drily.  ‘What, er, piss have I been taking exactly?’
I drew myself up.  ‘We paid you handsomely for a mage to track down the murderer in Cornwall.’
The Arch-Mage raised his eyebrows.  ‘And, I believe, we delivered.  You know what your murderer looks like and what actions they took.  The rest is up to you.  If you expected us to present you with the culprit neatly tied up in a little pink bow, then you were sadly mistaken.’
‘I expected more timely action.  Not just with Floride’s arrival but with the portal.  It wouldn’t be any huge stretch of the imagination to believe that once this woman is done with the shifters, she’ll start on the next most powerful group of Otherworlders.’ I looked at him pointedly.  It was no mistake that I openly ranked his group of little wizards below us.
‘I trust that you’ll find her before it comes to that,’ he answered smoothly.
I took a step forward.  There was no point in beating about the bush.  ‘Things are changing.  I am no Xander Brady and I would like greater co-operation between our two factions.  So far, however, you are not exactly playing ball.  If you want to continue to flex your magical muscle, then we may well do the same the next time you require our assistance.’
The Arch-Mage eyed me implacably.  ‘Two months ago, a group of mages was attacked by an ogre.  We cornered it up in the Pennines and contacted the Brethren for backup.  It took you two days to arrive, by which time one of my best men lost an arm.’
‘So your delaying tactics are nothing more than petty tit-for-tat?  Anyway, that happened under Brady’s watch.’
He pursed his lips.  ‘What guarantees do we have that you will treat us differently?’
‘We need mutual respect.  We don’t have to be friends but we can work together more efficiently to ensure greater results for all.  I give you my word that the next time you call upon us, we shall respond within the hour.’
I could see him mulling it over.  ‘Very well,’ he said eventually, ‘I shall promise the same.’  He cocked his head.  ‘You should remember, however, that although we may lack your brute strength, we are also powerful.  We are capable of both attack and defence in our own right.’
I bowed slightly.  ‘I would not deny it.’  I decided I could afford a little ego massaging.  ‘The Ministry is indeed capable of a considerable amount.  Not just in terms of defence or care in managing the Otherworld factions, but also in restraint.  The Brethren can learn from you.’
It seemed to do the trick and I noted a flicker of self-satisfaction in his eyes.  ‘Indeed.  Perhaps I can offer you the opportunity to exercise such restraint now.’
Wary of his motives, I frowned.  ‘How so?’
‘I imagine you are not merely here to offer me an olive branch and to demand greater punctuality.’
I shouldn’t have been surprised.  It would have been no great leap for him to learn what had occurred with the Ghillie Dhu and to realise I required help in tracking down the little man.  I was still not sure where the Arch-Mage was going with his enigmatic comments, however.  ‘You are correct,’ I said slowly.
He snapped his fingers and a thin-looking mage with pinched cheeks peered inside, quickly blinking in acknowledgment and disappearing.
‘Not everything is black and white, Lord Alpha.  And not all shifter blood is spilled without reason.’  He tapped the corner of his mouth thoughtfully.  ‘Restraint, dear boy, restraint.’
There was an odd shuffling sound and I turned back to the open doorway just in time to see a short man with a bruised face almost hidden by a thatch of coarse, black hair appear.  His clothing was a dead giveaway: carefully arranged moss and woven leaves. 
‘The Ghillie Dhu,’ I said unnecessarily.
‘Just so,’ the Arch-Mage replied.  ‘The ball is now in your court.’  With that he swept out, leaving the small man and me alone.



Chapter Fourteen
 
I stared at the Ghillie Dhu.  It was hard to believe that he could be responsible for the deaths of two shifters.  It wasn’t simply his diminutive stature.  I spent my entire life around predators and beings who were not only capable of violence but who often enjoyed it.  The Ghillie Dhu, however, exuded fear.  I could smell it seeping from his pores.  But was he scared because he knew I would mete out extreme – and justified – punishment?
‘Did you kill my men?’ I asked finally.
He swallowed, refusing to meet my eyes, reminding me for a moment of a certain truculent werehamster.  ‘Yes.’ 
Damn it.  His voice was level and calm, containing no hint of a lie.  I ground my teeth together.  ‘Why?’  He didn’t immediately answer.  I had to batten down the urge to grab him and shake him as hard as I possibly could.  I glanced down at my hands and realised tufts of dark fur were starting to appear.  I clenched my fists, willing them to disappear.  ‘Was it for kicks?’ I snarled.  ‘I thought you were a peaceful Otherworlder.’
He cocked his head, mossy-green eyes looking confused.  ‘Kicks?  I did not kick anyone.  I used the sword.’
Clearly, the Ghillie Dhu had indeed been out of society for some time. ‘I mean enjoyment,’ I explained.  ‘Did you slaughter my shifters out of enjoyment?’
‘I do not like hurting others.’
‘So why did you do it?’ I repeated in frustration.
‘The children told me the shifters had hurt them.’  His eyes narrowed slightly.  ‘It is not good when the children are in pain.’
I knew there were shifters, both within the Brethren and without, who would sometimes attack without provocation.  Not everyone had control over their baser animal instincts.  I could not lay credence to the suggestion that any of them had hurt a kid though.  I was struggling to give the Ghillie Dhu the benefit of the doubt.  ‘Which children?’
‘The Dark Flowers, of course.’
For one absurd moment, I thought he was referring to some teeny pop group I’d not heard of.  Then something clicked.  ‘Fae,’ I breathed.  ‘You’re talking about the Unseelie Fae.’  No wonder he’d not been seen for decades.  He’d been in Tir-na-nog.
‘They cried,’ he told me, a single tear rolling down his cheek.  ‘They showed me their wounds.  Claw marks on their soft skin.’
‘And you had to protect them.’  I looked him up and down. No Fae, regardless of their age, would let a shifter get close enough to hurt them. These children were not victims, regardless of what they’d told the Ghillie Dhu.  ‘Let me guess.  They gave you the sword?’
He nodded mutely.  I closed my eyes.  No wonder he’d found it so easy to defeat four shifters.  A Fae weapon could manage a hell of a lot, especially if it was forged in the Unseelie court.  ‘Silver,’ I muttered to myself.
‘Pardon?’
I opened my eyes and gazed him.  ‘The sword they gave you had silver in it.’
‘It was quite heavy,’ he agreed.  A look of misery crossed his face.  ‘I didn’t mean to kill anyone.  I just wanted to stop them from hurting the innocent ones.’
I almost snorted.  I didn’t think these ‘children’ could be classified as innocent.  They’d taken one man’s vulnerability and exploited it for their own amusement.  Bloody Fae.  ‘They tricked you,’ I told him flatly. 
A frown marred his forehead.  ‘No.  They wouldn’t do that.’
‘Oh yes they would.’ And they’d laugh afterwards at the ensuing chaos they’d caused.  ‘You cannot return to Tir-na-nog.’
Alarm crossed the Ghillie Dhu’s face.  ‘But that’s all I want to do.  I came here to the mages to ask them to help me get back.  I don’t like it here.  It’s noisy and hard.  The smoke chokes me.’  He scratched at his skin.  ‘It hurts.’
I took a closer look and realised that where his nails were scraping, there were harsh-looking welts.  Despite my anger at his actions, I felt a wave of sympathy.  The modern world was no place for someone like the Ghillie Dhu.
‘I can help you get back to Scotland,’ I suggested.  ‘There are many open areas.  The moors and the heathers remain.  Not everywhere is like London.’
‘It’s not safe, not safe,’ he moaned, scratching harder. 
I leaned forward, gently taking his hands and laying them down by his sides to prevent him from mutilating himself further.  Actually, he was probably correct about safety, although not for the reasons that he’d think.  There were plenty of shifters in Scotland who would champ at the bit to seek him out and show him the error of his ways.  And that’s not to mention what would happen if the Unseelie children caught up with him again.
I rubbed my chin.  I knew what most, if not all, of the Brethren would say.  Cut the Ghillie Dhu’s throat and be done with it.  He was responsible for two deaths.  Whether he was manipulated into them or not, whether he intended for them to happen or not, he deserved no less than swift execution.  But I also knew what the Unseelie Fae were capable of.  And no-one would be served by killing the small, virtually defenceless man in front of me.  It wouldn’t bring either Annan or Shah back.  It wouldn’t heal Chambers’ or Lola’s wounds any faster.  Punishment wouldn’t help.  The Ghillie Dhu wasn’t evil.  He was merely naïve.
‘Why were you at the Unseelie Court?’
He shrugged.  ‘They found me wandering.  They told me to stay with them.’
I opened up a Voice link, hoping I wasn’t going to catch Albert, the shifter I’d left in charge, unaware.  I need to speak to the Summer Queen.
There was a brief pause.  Of course, my Lord.  I will contact her immediately.  Be aware, however, that she often takes some time to respond.
I wasn’t surprised.  It involves the Unseelie Court.  Tell her if she wants to gain an advantage over the Winter King, she’d be wise to make it swift. 
I will do my best.
I looked at the Ghillie Dhu.  ‘Where is the sword now?’
He bowed his head.  ‘The mages have it.  They were…concerned.’
I bet they were.  ‘We didn’t hurt anyone,’ I told him, watching him carefully to make sure he understood.  ‘The, um, Dark Flowers would be able to escape long before we drew any blood.  They were toying with you. You allowed yourself to be fooled.’
He squeaked.  ‘I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t know.’  He started scratching vigorously at his skin again.
I sighed.  ‘I will speak to the Summer Queen and see if we can get you a place at the Seelie Court.  You’ll still be in Tir-na-nog and you’ll still have to put up with typical Fae mischief.  But they won’t attempt the murder and mayhem that the Unseelie Fae do.’
The Ghillie Dhu’s eyes widened, forming perfectly round saucers.  Then, without warning, he leapt in my direction, wrapping his arms round me in a tight hug.  I patted his head awkwardly.  He was still responsible for the deaths of two shifters and he certainly wasn’t my friend.  I pulled back.  ‘I still need to get the Summer Queen to agree.  And,’ I told him in harsh tones, ‘if you seek to harm another shifter, in fact even if you do it accidentally, I shall not be able to help you again.’
He nodded.  ‘I understand.’
I walked to the door and opened it.  The Arch-Mage was outside in deep discussion with two others.  He glanced over in my direction and raised his eyebrows.
‘I sincerely hope I will not have to send people to clean up a bloody mess in there,’ he told me cheerfully.
I flicked him a look, stepping aside so he could see the Ghillie Dhu standing there.  I was satisfied to note surprise cross his face.  It was about time he learned that shifters were capable of the restraint he’d taken such care to stress. 
‘Not everything is black and white,’ I reminded him.
He clasped his fingers together.  ‘Just so.’  He smiled.  ‘By the way, there’s the oddest rumour abounding about you.’
‘Really,’ I said, uninterested.
‘Yes.  Apparently a will-o’-the-wisp managed to best you.  Took you right to the edge of a dangerous quarry.  I’d have thought the Lord Alpha of the Brethren was beyond falling for such a ridiculous trick.’
I ignored his pointed amusement.  ‘Where is the sword?’
‘You mean the thing the Ghillie Dhu used to take down an entire group of shifters?  It’s rather lovely, you know.’  Sensing my irritation, he continued.  ‘It’s safely locked away.  Don’t worry.’
I was tempted to send the Ghillie Dhu back to Tir-na-nog with an iron knife.  The bloody Fae deserved it.  Unfortunately revenge would serve no purpose.  If I weren’t Lord Alpha, I might be in a position to take it.  Two months ago, I probably would have.  There were considerable constraints to this position that I hadn’t fully appreciated before, however.  All-out war with the Unseelie Fae would not aid anyone’s cause, especially when the Fae would consider what their children had done as nothing more than a teenage prank.  It was galling to know my hands were tied.  I mulled it over.  All I required was a proportionate response to avoid it happening again.  Something that wasn’t a hot-headed, knee-jerk reaction but a well-thought-out plan.  I realised I had just the thing.
I curved my mouth into a smile.  ‘Thank you for your help,’ I told the Arch-Mage.  ‘I would ask you to permit the Ghillie Dhu to remain here until I have made alternative arrangements.’
He tilted up his chin, regarding me curiously.  ‘You are an entirely different kettle of fish to your predecessor.’
‘Watch this space,’ I told him.  Then I turned and left.
***
The Summer Queen apparently took umbrage at being summoned by a shifter, even if that shifter was the Lord Alpha.  She clearly enjoyed acting as if she were beyond such petty mortal matters.  Rather than allow myself to get annoyed, I focused on the fact that I had piqued her curiosity enough to send someone in her stead.
‘Lord Solus,’ the Fae told me, emphasising his title as if to tell me that his status was akin to mine.
I held out my hand.  ‘Good to meet you.’
He eyed it, then shrugged.  ‘I know.  You’re a lucky guy.’
I gritted my teeth, doing what I could not to rise to the challenge.  ‘We seek sanctuary for the Ghillie Dhu.’
The Fae’s shoulder lifted.  ‘Why would we care what the Ghillie Dhu does?’
I leaned forward.  ‘Because until now, he’s been at the Unseelie Court.’  I was pleased to see that Lord Solus’s body stiffened.  ‘He was asked to remain there.’ I put on an air of confusion.  ‘I can’t think why.  Perhaps he’s useful to the Winter King.’
His eyes hardened.  He was well aware that I was trying to manipulate him.  It was next to impossible to fool a Fae, which is probably why they took such cold-hearted joy from doing it to others.  The Fae liked to think they were superior to the rest of the Otherworld.  He made a show of inspecting his fingernails.  ‘We conduct humanitarian aid from time to time,’ he sniffed.  ‘The Ghillie Dhu can probably be granted asylum.’
‘Excellent.  I have one other boon to request.’
Lord Solus waited.
I licked my lips.  ‘I know it is custom amongst the Fae to still use changelings from time to time.  How would one recognise such a child?’
‘Why would you like to know?’
‘Let’s just say I have a vested interest in knowing where the Unseelie Fae’s tentacles are.’
‘Even with iron, you will find it very hard to kill a Fae.’
I shook my head.  ‘Oh, I’m not looking to kill anyone.  I just need a little payback.’
His eyes gleamed.  ‘Sounds fun.  The families of changeling children are usually steeped in poverty.  They’re beset by misfortune.  The child itself will be beautiful.  The Unseelie Fae, being dark, prefer to make use of those who are blonde haired and blue eyed.  Look for an unusual birthmark and an unearthly talent for music.’ He smirked.  ‘Then throw them in a nearby river and see what happens.’
‘I wouldn’t want to mistake a Seelie changeling for an Unseelie one.’
Lord Solus growled.  ‘We don’t use changelings. They’re more trouble than they’re worth.’
‘And it’s essentially kidnapping,’ I point out.
‘I suppose there is that.’ He said it casually as if he didn’t really care.  Either way, I had the information I needed.  Less than an hour later, the Othernet was filled with advertisements looking for an Unseelie changeling child.  And less than five minutes after that the Winter King himself arrived on the Brethren’s doorstep.



Chapter Fifteen
 
It was Albert who came and told me.  I’d never seen the man look so pale.
‘Er…’ he stammered, ‘there’s someone here to see you, my Lord.’
I carefully closed the book I’d been reading about the origins of werehamsters and gave him a grin.  ‘Let me guess.  The Winter King has sent a representative.’
He shook his head and swallowed hard.  ‘It’s the Winter King himself.’
I raised an eyebrow.  Well, well, well.  He’d taken the bait. It was rather pleasing to note that it had worked and he wasn’t merely throwing a flunky in my face like the Summer Queen had.  Perhaps this plan would succeed after all.
‘Tell him I’m in a meeting,’ I instructed, ‘and that I’ll be with him when I can.’  Albert shuffled his feet and didn’t move.  ‘You can speak freely,’ I told him.
‘It’s the Winter King, my Lord Alpha.  I’m not sure he’s the kind of person who likes to be kept waiting.’
I shrugged.  ‘Offer him a beverage to while away the time.  In fact,’ I added, ‘I’d quite like a coffee myself.’
He bowed his head and backed away.  I leaned back in my chair and inspected my fingernails.  Then I re-arranged some of the books on my desk into alphabetical order.  When the coffee arrived, I sipped at it slowly.  Thirty-two minutes later, I got to my feet and strolled out.  I didn’t want to push my luck too far.
The group standing in the hall was considerably large.  It didn’t take a genius to work out which one of them was the Winter King.  He wore a long, white fur coat, trimmed in purple, and his cold, blue eyes reflected frozen depths.  Towering over the other Fae, he was completely motionless.  I wondered whether he’d moved at all since he’d been escorted here.
‘Your Majesty,’ I said with the cheesiest smile I could muster.  ‘What an absolute pleasure.  I do apologise for my tardiness.  I’m sure you know what it’s like for men in our position.  There’s never a quiet moment.’
He still didn’t move.  If it weren’t for his eyes flicking in my direction, I’d almost have believed he was a statue.  One likely to give you nightmares, though.
‘Cat got your tongue?’ I purred.
A slight, dark-haired Fae lurking behind the Winter King lunged forward, hands curled into claws.  He leapt at me, falling back barely a whisker from my face when the King held up his pale hand.  ‘You mortal beasts with your petty lives,’ he sneered.  ‘Playing your little games.  I grow immensely tired of dealing with you all.’
‘I can’t imagine what you mean,’ I murmured.
‘You may think that by keeping me waiting for so long you are proving your superiority.  All you have done is highlight your stupidity.  Time means little to us Fae.  We don’t live our lives via a ticking clock like you.’
The fact that he was bothering to point this out meant that I’d annoyed him.  I tried not to let smug self-satisfaction fill my face.  ‘I did apologise. If, however, you would like to re-schedule for a later date, I’m perfectly happy to oblige.’
His lip curled.  ‘That won’t be necessary.’
I retained a mask of indifference.  ‘In that case, why don’t we venture out to the gardens to talk?  They’re quite lovely this time of year.’
Without waiting for either his agreement or demurral, I turned round and walked out.  It took the Winter King a moment or two but he followed, quickly catching up.  Thankfully his entourage remained behind although we were hardly alone.  Shifters of all sizes appeared, each one clearly wanting to get a glimpse of the Fae King.  I spotted a few of the younger women nudging each other as we swept past.  It was difficult not to roll my eyes.  He’d crush them and fling them aside without even breaking a sweat.  He could crush all of us.
I paused at the doorway.  As per my instructions, two frames containing photos of Annan and Shah were sitting on a side table.  Unscented candles glowed next to them, their flames flickering in the gentle breeze blowing in from outside.  I was dicing with danger but it was a far more calculated move than the come-on he’d been getting from those shifters.
I glanced in his direction.  ‘I don’t suppose death is much of an issue for you.’
‘We are not mortal like you but we are not immortal either.’  He gave the table a bored look, and appeared entirely unconcerned at his contradictory statement.  ‘Are we going outside?’
‘Of course.’  I stepped out ahead of him, sucking the air deep into my lungs.  The Winter King, by contrast, was unimpressed.
‘The air here reeks.  You humans and your pollution.’
‘We’re not human.’
He reached over and plucked a leaf off a nearby bush and examined it as if it were some bacteria-laden slime.  ‘You may as well be.  You hide here inside your stone walls and pretend to be the same as all the others native to this demesne.’  He dropped the tiny leaf and it spiralled down to the ground.  ‘Enough dancing, Corrigan.  You know why I’m here.’
‘It’s Lord Corrigan to you,’ I growled.  I pointed to the gazebo up ahead and the walled garden beyond it.  ‘We just said goodbye to two of our comrades.  Fallen in the line of duty.  There’s no dancing going on here, only mourning.’
The Winter King didn’t so much as glance over.  Instead, he adjusted his coat, allowing the fur to billow out behind him.  Rather than appear impressive, however, he looked more like the star of an Eighties New Romantics’ music video.
‘Why,’ he asked, with ice in his tone, ‘are you looking for changelings?’
I pasted on a look of pure innocence.  ‘Oh!  You saw our little advertisement?’
‘There was more than one.  What game do you think you’re playing?’
I cocked my head.  ‘But surely you understand, Your Majesty.  Our shifters were killed as a result of your Fae making mischief.’  I emphasised the last word to make it very clear I thought that the last thing their actions had been was mere ‘mischief’.  ‘Our Way demands retribution.’  I laughed lightly.  ‘We are hardly likely to storm your citadel in Tir-na-nog, however.  So we’ll kill two of your changelings to balance things out and everyone will be happy.  I’ll even let the fact that another two of mine almost died slide.  As a gesture of goodwill.  You know, from leader to leader.’
The rage in the Winter King’s face was like nothing I’d ever seen before.  Fire burns, but so does ice.  It was through sheer will that I held my ground.  ‘You will cease your actions immediately or there will be consequences.’
‘No, I won’t.’  My expression hardened, losing its faked smile for the first time since the King’s arrival.  ‘Two of mine are dead.  I demand recompense.’
‘It was not my Fae who killed them.’
‘Perhaps not,’ I shot back, ‘but it was your Fae who are responsible nonetheless.  Meddle in shifter affairs and we will meddle back.’
‘Kill the changelings and we will kill their human counterparts in Tir-na-nog.’
This was where things were going to get risky.  I shrugged, going for nonchalance and hoping it would work.  ‘Why should I care what happens to a few humans?  They breed like rabbits anyway.  There’ll be more to take their place soon.’
‘You won’t find them.  There are sixty million people in this country.  You’ll never find a handful of changelings amongst them.’
My smile returned.  ‘Then you have nothing to worry about.  Besides, I don’t need a handful.  I only need two.’
The Winter King spun round, stalking away from me.  Gravel spun up around his feet, indicating his ire.  I counted to three, then exulted inwardly when he twisted back.  ‘They are children.’
I bent down and made a show of tying my shoelace.  When I stood back up, I shrugged.  ‘So?’
His face tightened.  ‘Very well.  What will it take to stop you?  Do I have to kill you?’
‘I don’t think that will solve the problem somehow.  There are plenty more where I came from.’  My expression was earnest. ‘Believe me, I’m a hell of a lot more moderate than other Brethren leaders would be.’  I pretended to mull it over.  ‘The changelings are not the ones responsible for the murders.  And they are, as you point out, children.  Except I have heard that children are the ones I should be looking for.’
‘I will not hand over Fae children to you,’ he spat.
‘I would not treat them kindly,’ I agreed.  I looked him in the eye.  ‘What punishment would you deem appropriate?  If, say, a Fae died as a result of their machinations?’
‘That wouldn’t happen.’
‘Wouldn’t it?  Your children gave the Ghillie Dhu silver.  What would happen if I encouraged the use of iron?’
‘You pathetic man-beast.  You would not dare.’
I dropped my voice.  ‘Watch me.’
A muscle pulsed in his cheek.  ‘Very well,’ he snapped.  ‘Two years.  I will imprison the culprits for two years.’
‘But your Majesty,’ I said lightly, ‘you’ve already made it very clear that time means little to your kind.  Two years is hardly appropriate.  And if we’re talking about two human years, well, what would that be for them?  Two blinks of an eye?’ I felt dangerously calm.  ‘Fifty Fae years.’
For the briefest moment, his mouth dropped open in shock.  ‘You are crazy.’
‘The Fae live a long time.’
‘They are children.  They did wrong, I grant you, but…’
‘They’re Unseelie children,’ I interrupted.  ‘You’re probably proud of them.’
He inhaled deeply.  ‘They should have known better than to attempt to play with Otherworlders.’
‘They should have known better than to play like that with anyone.  Very well,’ I said, making a show of trying to reach a compromise, ‘thirty years and a promise to keep your people in check from now on.  Tricks are one thing.  Encouraging murder is something else.  And this will apply not just to my shifters but to every living creature.’
‘Even humans?’ he asked, calling my bluff.
‘Why not?’
The Winter King tapped his cheek.  ‘Five years.’
I shook my head.  ‘Twenty-five.’
‘Ten then.’
‘Twenty-five.’
His fists bunched up and the stress in his broad shoulders was palpable.  ‘Fifteen.’
‘Done,’ I snapped, so quickly he was taken aback.
‘You drive a hard bargain, Lord Corrigan.’
‘Fae live a long time.  Fifteen years will not be much.’
‘You will remove the changeling bounties?’
I gestured behind to Albert who nodded and quickly disappeared.  ‘It is done.  You should consider removing the changelings altogether, however.’
He looked at me in what seemed to be a rare moment of honesty.  ‘Some traditions are hard to break.  You are not the only leader who is looking for change.’ 
I tried not to react to the news that my bid to alter the Brethren’s way of doing things was reaching even Fae ears.
‘Besides,’ he said, ‘no-one really suffers from the practice.  The changelings learn humility and their place in the world.  The humans in Tir-na-nog progress quickly and remember nothing upon their return to their own families.’
‘That doesn’t make it right,’ I replied quietly.
‘No.’  He spat in his palm and held it out.  I did the same, taking his in mine.  His grip was so powerful I thought for a moment he would break my fingers.  But he let go at the final moment.  ‘I do not want to meet you again, Lord Corrigan.’
‘Keep your Fae in line and we won’t have to.’
He dipped his head down and left.
The second I was sure both the Winter King and his entourage were away, I let out a huge sigh of relief.  That could have gone either way.
Albert edged up to me.  ‘Did you get ten years then?’ 
I grinned.  ‘Fifteen.’
He blinked.  ‘That’s fantastic.’
‘We’ll see.  I’m not sure if it really counts as justice for Annan and Shah and he really needs to keep those damn faeries in check in future.  But there’s been no further bloodshed and we negotiated a compromise.’ I clapped him on the back.  ‘Things could be an awful lot worse.’
Feeling rather relieved and, if I was honest, very pleased with myself for not caving in the face of the Winter King’s intimidation, I headed back inside.  Maybe things were starting to go our way.  Then I stopped myself.  I wasn’t particularly superstitious but I couldn’t help sometimes being affected.  I was essentially a black cat, even if I was somewhat larger than the typical domestic variety.  I should never pre-empt the future by being overly optimistic.  Unfortunately, when I got back to my office and the incessantly ringing telephone, I discovered I was right. 
‘This is Corrigan,’ I said into the mouthpiece.
‘My Lord, it’s Julia.  From Cornwall,’ she added unnecessarily.   ‘We’ve been trying to get in touch with you.’
A trickle of alarm ran down my spine.  ‘What is it?’
‘There’s a portal.  Alex Floride did something and made it appear.  It’s on the beach close to where John’s body was found.  But…’  Her voice trailed off and I could hear distant yells and panicked shouting.  ‘It’s just opened,’ she said.  ‘Something’s come out.  And it’s not good at all.’



Chapter Sixteen
 
Tight, almost painful, frustration filled me.  Keeping Julia on the phone, I bawled, ‘Albert!’ My voice carried out into the corridor. ‘Get the Arch-Mage to send someone here now!  I need a damn portal to Cornwall.  And I need it now!’
Rather than waiting to check that he’d heard and understood the order, I spoke to Julia.  ‘How bad is it?’
She swallowed.  ‘I think…it’s pretty bad, my Lord.’
I ground my teeth.  Goddamn it.  Were we never going to get a minute’s peace?  I felt sick inside at the thought that even more shifters were now hurt – or worse.  Mack’s face floated into my head and I pushed her out.  It wasn’t just her I had to worry about.  It was all of them.
‘Who’s there?’
‘Initially Thomson and Lucy were on guard duty.’  Julia’s voice was calm and it allowed me to take a moment to remember to breathe.  ‘Mackenzie and the mage were also there on the beach when the portal opened.  The others left the second we got word something was wrong and I’m on my way there now.’
‘No,’ I barked out, more sharply than I intended.  I softened my voice.  ‘You need to stay at the house.  You have healing capabilities and we can’t risk everyone getting hurt. I need someone there who is safe and who I can trust.  If the all-clear is sounded, then you may go.’
For a moment she didn’t answer.  I wondered if she was going to refuse and I’d be forced to compel her.  Eventually, however, she spoke in a quiet and respectful tone,  ‘Yes, my Lord.’
‘Staines is at the beach?’
‘He should be by now.’
I took a deep breath.  If they were all in the middle of a fight right now, I couldn’t contact them with my Voice.  I couldn’t risk causing a misstep that might cause one of them to get hurt.  My panic was, however, still rising.  ‘Is it the woman?  The one Floride scryed?’
‘I’m not sure, my Lord.  I don’t think so.’
Albert’s head popped round the doorway and I beckoned him in.  ‘The Arch-Mage said someone will be here in the next thirty minutes.’
I knew I wouldn’t have to put up with his prevarication and delaying tactics this time and that a mage would be here in that time, as promised.  But thirty minutes suddenly felt like an eternity.  For all I knew, this thing was already over.
‘Find the nearest Brethren shifter, Julia,’ I instructed.  ‘Give them the phone and tell them to take it to Staines immediately.’
‘Yes, my Lord.  I’ll hang up for now.’
‘Do it,’ I growled.
I heard the click then my eyes met Albert’s.  His face was pale.  ‘It never rains but it pours, does it, my Lord?’
I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose.  That was certainly one way to put it.  I calculated in my head how long it would take for Julia to locate one of the Brethren – assuming they weren’t all already at the beach getting slaughtered – and for them to get to the scene themselves.  It was too damn long.  Not to mention the fact that it was the middle of the day.  I’d investigated the area and I knew it was rarely frequented by humans.  But that didn’t mean they wouldn’t notice a bloody massacre if it happened at high noon and right on their doorstep.  I’d have to tell the Arch-Mage to be ready in case we needed several memory spells put into action.  Stuck here in my office and forced to rely on both the information and abilities of others was making me feel not only completely impotent but also filled with rage.
The phone rang again.  My eyes widened fractionally and I scooped up the receiver, assuming Julia had already found a shifter to act as messenger. 
‘What’s going on?’ I snapped out.
‘My Lord Corrigan.’
Hearing Staines’ voice, I exhaled loudly.  No shifter, no matter how fast they ran, could have gotten to the beach from the keep already.  It meant he was calling me under his own steam and that whatever had happened was already over.  Staines, at least, was alive.
‘Talk to me.’
His tone was even and measured but I knew him too well not to recognise the stress behind it.  ‘The mage says it was an ispolin.  It came out of a portal on the beach that had appeared earlier.  I’d assigned guards to it but obviously they weren’t enough.’
Ispolin.  I’d heard of those creatures although I’d never had cause to come across one before.  They were something similar to the Cyclops of the Greek stories – and very, very dangerous.  ‘Where is this ispolin now?’
‘It…’ he paused, ‘it got away.’
I felt sick.  ‘Away where?’
‘Back into the portal.  We caused it some damage…’
‘Who’s we?’ I interrupted.
‘Mainly Mackenzie,’ he admitted.  ‘But Anton, Lucy and myself too.’
I wasn’t surprised that the aggressive werehamster had been the one to hurt it the most.  She’d have finally been made to put aside her self-enforced mourning and shift. Mack was strong, sure, but an ispolin would be stronger. Shifting would be the only way she’d have had a chance against it.
‘Injuries?’ I asked tightly.
‘Lucy is in bad shape,’ he said.  ‘And Thomson is gone.’
I gritted my teeth.  As much as I may have disliked him, I didn’t want him dead.  Another corpse to add to the growing tally.  Whoever was behind this had a lot to answer for.  I was going to make them pay.  For now, however, there were more important things to worry about.
‘The priority is safety,’ I told him.  ‘We can worry about investigations later.  Right now you need to ensure that thing isn’t about to jump out again.’
‘I can get the mage to bind the portal closed.’
‘Good idea.  Do you think Julia can help Lucy’s injuries?’
He sucked in a breath.  ‘They’re very severe.’
‘I’ll be there within the hour.  I’ll bring a doctor with me.’  I raised my eyebrows at Albert who was still hovering in front of me, his hands twisting and a knot of worry on his forehead.  He understood and immediately darted off.  ‘Were any humans in the vicinity?’
‘Not that I can tell.’
‘We need to be sure.  Send someone to the village to find out.’
‘Yes, my Lord.’
‘And Staines?’
‘Yes?’
‘We’re going to catch the bitch that’s behind this.  You make sure everyone knows that.’
‘I will.’  He hung up.
I dropped my head into my hands and massaged my temples.  I was aware of my heightened pulse so I forced it to calm.  I had to be the strong leader both the Brethren and the Cornish pack required.  There simply wasn’t any choice.  It was vital they understood I was both visible and audible, and very much still in charge.  Reassurance was the order of the day.
I prioritised, starting with Lucy.  Now the battle was over I could use my Voice to contact them all without fear of knocking them off their game. Assuming, that was, that it would work over such long distances.  But I had to know if I needed to draw away her pain too.  I was aware it would weaken me considerably when I needed to be at the top of my game, so right now it was a last resort.
Lucy, I sent out tentatively.  How are you?
There was a moment of painful silence.  I wasn’t even sure I’d managed to reach her until she eventually responded, stiltedly.  Never felt better, my Lord.  I balled up my fists.  She was obviously hurting a great deal.  They’re taking me to the keep.  I’ll be fine.
Without thinking about it, I reached out, drawing away the worst of the pain from her.  In my mind I heard her gasp, then I doubled over as it sank through my own body.  That would be enough until the doctor could reach her.  Rest, I compelled, feeling her sink into unconsciousness before I moved on to the next one.
Anton.
I felt him start in surprise.  Lord Corrigan.
How are you?   Injuries?
No.  I was lucky.  His answer was grim but it afforded me some measure of relief.  I was one of the first on the scene.  I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.  I’ve failed you.
I was fully aware that he was highlighting his own strength and power at arriving quickly to deal with the ispolin – and being overly sycophantic towards me.  Unfortunately it was often a natural response when the Brethren Lord, no matter who he happened to be, came calling.  I wasn’t about to chew him out for not being able to save the day.  It was hardly as if I’d been there to help things along.
You did what you could.  Describe the ispolin for me.
It was big.  Bloody big.  At least ten feet tall.  It only had one eye but that was enough. 
Could you sense what it was after?  What it wanted?
I don’t know, my Lord.  It headed down the beach at one point, thundering towards Trevathorn.
I sucked in a breath.  Did it…?
No.  Mack managed to turn it back.
A faint smile crossed my lips.  I guess werehamsters move fast when they’ve shifted.
I only received silence as an answer.  What is it? I prodded.
Nothing, my Lord.
I wasn’t about to give up that easily.  And I had the feeling that, even without compulsion, Anton wanted to tell me.  Spit it out.
She didn’t shift, my Lord. 
I sat up, my spine ramrod straight.  Say that again.
Mackenzie.  She didn’t shift.  She fought the ispolin as a human.
Unexpected anger ripped through me.  It was one thing being stubborn when it came to me or the Brethren.  It was quite another to be that stubborn when lives were at stake.  I couldn’t believe she’d be so reckless.  Werehamsters couldn’t have that much strength to call upon but I knew what Mack was capable of.  And no matter who you were, you were stronger when you shifted into animal form.
Thank you.  I cut the connection and slammed my fists down onto the desk.  Despite her occasional enforced meekness, Mack was not afraid of violence.  This was no gymnasium duel.  The thought that maybe she’d not bothered to shift because it was only Brethren lives at stake made my blood boil.  We were pack animals, all of us.  And the pack was supposed to fucking come first.  Not to mention how likely it would have been that she’d have been killed while in her more vulnerable human form too.
Staines, where exactly is Mack right now?
Lord Corrigan?
Who else? I asked drily.
Are you already in Cornwall?
No.  I’ll have a portal set up soon though.  There’s a mage on the way.
That’s…that’s a long distance to project your Voice.
I thought about it.  I guess so. 
You have more power than Brady.
Considering the bloodshed I’d already had to deal with since his demise, I wasn’t so sure.  Where’s Mack? I repeated, unwilling to continue any further comparisons.
She’s the one I sent to Trevathorn to assess any potential fallout from the locals, he answered.
I nodded grimly.  That was a good idea.  As a Cornish inhabitant herself, she’d be better placed to find out whether anyone had been alerted to the ispolin’s attack on the beach.  At least she was doing as she’d been told for once.  I drummed my fingers on the desk and switched connections.  I was still angry.
Why didn’t you shift?
Mack started.  I’d obviously caught her completely unaware.  Good.  It might mean I’d get some real answers out of her.  I didn’t give her any time to recover from her surprise.
Answer me.
Are you trying to suggest that it was my fault that this happened, my Lord? If I hadn’t been there it would have been even worse. It wasn’t me who decided that only two guards were going to be a good idea.
Despite – or perhaps because of – the spitting rage I could feel emanating from her, guilt suddenly sprung deep inside me.  I’d stayed calm with the Winter King and the Ghillie Dhu.  Why did Mack make me act out of character?  Besides, what had I wanted?  For Mack to die too?  A surprisingly stabbing pain shot through my heart at the thought and I felt the weight of my authority on my shoulders.  I wasn’t sure if I’d have assigned more guards.  But I’d have made damned sure I was one of them.  If I’d been there instead of dealing with Otherworld politics here in London, then maybe I’d have been able to stop the ispolin myself.  It wasn’t my fault that I’d been absent.  But it wasn’t Mack’s fault that the beast had shown up either. 
That was a mistake. It won’t happen again.
So I guess none of us is completely infallible then.  There was a surprising note of shame in her answer.  Maybe both of us were recognising our mistakes.
I don’t suppose we are. I sighed.  I wasn’t going to keep her in line by snapping at her.  Regretting my implied accusations, I softened.  I’ll be at the keep in a few hours, so let me know if you need any help with damage control in the village.  I gave her a phone number to contact me on, reminding myself of my earlier thoughts.  We were pack animals and had to work together.
As if echoing my sentiment, Mack’s worry was clear. How is Lucy?
I felt surprising relief that she cared enough about a member of the apparently hated Brethren to ask.  I returned the favour by being truthful.
Not good.  As soon as the words were finished, I realised I felt dangerously vulnerable.  Pain welled up inside again so, before it become too obvious and Mack was alerted to my turmoil, I broke the link. 
Albert re-appeared.  ‘The mage is here already.  He’s opening up the portal as we speak and Doc Fenewick is there waiting to go with you.’
I stood up, pushing back my chair.  At least something was going right, even if it was only bloody transportation.



Chapter Seventeen
 
It was frustrating to arrive back in Cornwall when the dust was already settling.  The atmosphere at the shabby keep was morose and depressing.  Everywhere I looked, people’s shoulders were slumped and their expressions reflected the horrifying events of the day.  There was a dark shadow cast over the entire place and I had no idea what to do about it.
Making Lucy my first port of call, I sat by her bedside for some time while she slept and the good doctor prepared a sterile room to operate on her appendix.  Her face at least was relaxed, thanks to the herb concoction Julia had given her, which was acting as a mild sedative.  I couldn’t help but feel tremendous guilt for leaving her and the others alone here.  I wasn’t bigheaded enough to think that I could have destroyed the ispolin on my own, but I might have prevented Thomson’s death and Lucy’s pain.
‘Doctor Fenewick assures me that she’ll be back on her feet very quickly,’ Staines said from the doorway, interrupting my reverie.  ‘Once her appendix is out, she’ll heal with ease.’
‘Thomson won’t.’
He sighed.  ‘No. He won’t.  But, Lord Corrigan, you cannot take these losses personally.’
I turned to face him, anguish ripping at my stomach.  ‘How can I not, Staines?  John, Annan, Shah, Thomson.  When is it going to end?’
‘Pull yourself together,’ he snapped.
‘Excuse me?’
‘This is what it’s like, Corrigan.  You know that.  We live short, violent lives.  It’s the price we pay for being the Otherworld’s protectors.  Yes, a few shifters have died and, yes, it’s tragic.  But you need to get over it.  There is an entire building full of people here who need to feel like they can trust you and look to you for guidance.’
I was so taken aback that for a moment I didn’t speak.  Emboldened, Staines continued.  ‘Do you remember what happened last year?  In Scotland? Twenty-three shifters killed by one crazed wyrm.  Twenty-three!  It was a bloody massacre and did you see Xander Brady moping around afterwards?’
I found my voice.  ‘Xander Brady was a psychopath.’
‘Just so.’  His tone softened.  ‘People have died.  Now rally the troops and make sure no-one else does.’
I stared at him for a long moment then took a deep breath.  ‘You forgot to call me Lord, you know.’
‘That’s because you weren’t acting very lordly.  Sort yourself out.  You can’t afford to weep by one bedside.’
I got to my feet, aware of just how much I towered over my old friend.  Then I pushed past him.
Gather everyone in the hall downstairs as soon as you can.
Yes.  Then Staines added pointedly, My Lord.
***
I marched to the front of the large room, folding my arms and watching them all file in.  I was irritated to note that the Cornish shifters were still keeping themselves apart from the Brethren.  There was far too much of an ‘us and them’ thing going on.  Seemingly without discussing it, everyone formed lines.  The result was akin to either an old-fashioned schoolyard or a group of soldiers.  I pressed my lips together.  I needed soldiers.  Keeping my expression stone-faced, I swept my gaze over all of them.  Then I realised someone was missing.  Typical.  I checked my watch, realising that dusk was already falling.  Mack may have been sent on an errand to Trevathorn but she should have returned by now. 
I raised my eyebrows meaningfully at Julia.  One of your shifters is missing.
She didn’t look around to see who it was but her shoulders stiffened visibly.  It occurred to me that it wasn’t just the werehamster herself who acted in a confounding manner; it was anyone in this damn county who had anything to do with her.
She left a phone message.  Everything in Trevathorn is clear.
I took an authoritarian stance.  After Staines’ recriminations, I didn’t feel I had much choice.  She should be here.
I can send someone…
Forget it.  I didn’t mean to sound quite so short with her but this wasn’t the time for any petty rebellions, no matter who they came from.  Maybe I should drag Mack kicking and screaming to London with me so I could teach her some manners.  I smiled slightly at the thought then focused on the matter in hand.
‘This has been a black day.  A day of grief and pain and blood.  But it was one battle against one monster.  Because you worked together and co-operated, you injured it and sent it running for cover to whichever hole it came from.’  I dropped my voice until it was almost a whisper.  It would be a damn sight more effective than shouting.  ‘Now look at you.  Brethren to one side.’  I pointed at the cluster.  ‘Cornish pack to the other.  We are as one.  We should be as one.  Today you all fought as one.  The losses may have been Brethren but Cornwall had already lost John.  We are all in pain.’  Several of the shifters dropped their heads.  ‘But we are not victims!’ I snarled, suddenly speaking louder.  They jerked their eyes back up again.  ‘We are the pack.  Brethren or not, we are strong.  We have potential and power that the mages and the Fae and the bloodsucking damn vampires can only dream of.  Because we’re cohesive.  We work together.  And we are going to damned well work together to find whoever is responsible for all this.’
I noted the mage, Floride, hovering to the side.  I wondered whether he was insulted that I’d effectively relegated him and his kind to the sidelines.  His expression still seemed vaguely amiable though.  I raised up my right hand and pointed at him.  ‘Mage Floride is going to find out everything he can about what’s on the other side of that portal.  He has bound it for now.  We are safe for now.  But when we know enough, we will go to that place, wherever it may be, and we will take the fight to them.’
I straightened my shoulders and looked each and every individual in the eye.  ‘Be strong.  Because one way or another, we will overcome.  We are the pack,’ I repeated.
Staines gave me a nod of approval.  Despite my concerns about the fighting ability of the vast majority of the Cornish pack, I could see a fire had been lit in all their eyes.  Satisfaction filled me.  Then, bizarrely, applause started.  I couldn’t tell who began it but once they had, others took it up until the whole room was clapping.  The noise grew thunderous and there were cheers and whistles.
I smiled grimly and used the Voice to speak to Staines.  It’s going to take more than a pretty speech and a standing ovation to win the day.
Perhaps.  But it’s a start, my Lord.
Unwilling to risk overdoing it, I turned on my heel to walk out.  I wanted to go to the beach to see the damn portal for myself.  There was someone I had to take care of first though.
Where the fuck are you?
Mack didn’t immediately answer but I was taken aback by the sudden – and very unexpected – feeling of delight that emanated from her.  Then the front door of the keep burst open with an almighty crash, the oak splintering, and all hell broke loose.
I barely had any time to react before a massive beast launched itself at me, jaws snapping.  There were at least three others bounding into the keep.  As I twisted left to avoid the creature’s vicious teeth, I shifted into my werepanther form in an explosion of fur and flying material, and landed on all fours.  Shrieks and screams came from behind me as the other intruders launched themselves deeper in.  My own assailant leaped towards me so I flung myself up and met it in mid air.  Our bodies collided and my shoulder jarred.  Whatever it was, it stank of rotting meat. We both crashed heavily to the ground and I heard the thing whine.
Pulling myself out from underneath its heavy body, I aimed for its flank, swiping my claws deep into its flesh.  It howled in agony, head jerking round to try and catch me with its teeth as it lumbered to its feet.  I sprang away, taking one deep breath into my lungs, then threw myself at it again, rising up onto my hindquarters so I could make use of both my paws. 
I scraped into its skin, drawing blood from its muzzle.  Its mouth yawned open and glowing red eyes fixed me with venomous hatred.  I only just managed to avoid its flashing teeth by jerking my head up and sinking my own fangs into its ear.  It snarled, making a sound that only some kind of hellbeast could be capable of making.  Thick, dark blood that tasted of cancerous death filled my mouth and I spat it out.
Jumping into the air, I twisted hard, somersaulting to land behind the thing’s body.  As I spun through the air, I caught sight of blood and fur all over the place.  Red dimmed my vision and I could hear my own pulse thundering in my ears.  I raked my claws down its back, dragging it down to the floor.  Then I ripped a chunk of flesh from its side, just as a wolf joined me from the other side.  Dimly recognising Tom, I rolled to the side, my claws still embedded in the beast’s flesh so I could force it onto its back.  With its vulnerable belly exposed, Tom was able to lunge forward.  Letting out an inarticulate grunt of rage, he ripped its skin while it writhed under my tenuous grasp.  Then I felt it shudder.  Going for the kill, I pushed my claws deeper into its body just as it pulled itself away.  I lashed out once more, but this time my paws met nothing but air.  It had vanished, dissipating into a cloud of black, choking smoke.
Not waiting to work out what in the hell had just happened, I spun round to help the others. The sightless eyes of one of the Cornish girls stared glassily at me from her broken and lifeless body.  There were moans of pain from all quarters of the house.  I heard a sudden sharp scream and pounded forward and out into the garden.  A scene of hell greeted me.  To one side there was a leg lying incongruously in a leafy herb patch.  There was no body attached to it but, sickeningly, I recognised the shoe.  Julia.  To the other side, another werewolf staggered, lurching from side to side as if he were drunk.  His pupils were dilated and blood streamed from a gash in his side.  In fact, everywhere I looked there were fallen bodies.  Most had shifted but there were a few who hadn’t even had time to complete the movement.  Moans of terror reached my ears.
Someone grabbed me.  I pivoted round, snarling, only to see Staines blinking at me, with deep scratches down his face and neck. ‘My Lord.  Are you alright?’
I growled in the affirmative, pulling away.
‘They’ve gone.  Whatever they were, they’ve gone. They just…’ he shook his head as if unable to believe it, ‘disappeared in a puff of smoke.  Demon dogs or something.’
I sniffed the air.  He was right.  It wasn’t just my own attacker that had vanished.  They’d all gone.  But we still didn’t know if they were coming back.
Get whoever is still able to stand to secure the perimeter.  We need guards all around here.
‘Yes, my Lord.’
I located Fenewick.  Are you finished with Lucy?
Yes, my Lord.  Is everything okay?  I could hear…
Just get down here.  There are a lot of wounded to deal with.  Then I shifted back and went looking for the rest of Julia.
***
She was in a bad way.  The one, tiny saving grace was that she had lapsed into unconsciousness.  Fenewick, expression grim, bent down beside her to bind her leg.  I was gallingly aware that I could do something to take away a lot of the pain and suffering from both Julia and the other shifters around me.  I was too afraid to weaken myself, however.  If those hellhounds came back, all would be lost.  We were in too much of a state of disarray to be able to conduct any sort of serious defence.  I still couldn’t work out why they’d suddenly disappeared in the first place.
‘Why?’  One of the young Cornish shifters asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.  ‘Why would they do this?’
Anton moved up beside her to provide support.  She grabbed him, clinging on as if he were a life raft.  ‘They were looking for something.’  Rage that was no doubt mirrored in the face of every still-conscious shifter present flashed in his expression.  ‘They didn’t find it so they’ve gone.’
My eyes narrowed.  I realised that he suspected just exactly what it was they were looking for.  For some reason, however, he wasn’t saying.  Throwing in a touch of compulsion, I focused my attention on him.  What do you think they wanted?
He looked at me.  I have no idea, my Lord.  He said it gratingly, as if it almost pained him. 
I frowned, both at his lack of answer and the puzzle itself.  What if it wasn’t something they were after but someone?  Mack had already been conspicuous by her absence.  I mulled it over.  It didn’t make any sense though.  Why would a pack of Otherworld hellhounds be so bothered by a werehamster?  Even if she were so strong as to defy credibility…  My frown deepened.  Mack really was strong.  If she’d been here she could have done something to help.  The suspicions I’d had about her in the beginning started to rise again.  Why wasn’t she back yet?  It couldn’t be a coincidence that she’d taken the very moment the keep was attacked to hide herself away.
The fury that I’d only just been managing to keep hold of began to flare up again.  Everything somehow seemed to keep circling back to her and I still couldn’t work out why. 
‘They were ours, not yours,’ Lucy’s soft voice said from behind, although there was an edge of angry steel to it.
Annoyed that she’d pulled herself out of bed when she should still be resting, I spun round just in time to see her limp away.  That’s when I realised I’d only caught the end of her conversation – and who she’d actually been talking to.  Doing my best to ignore Mack’s pale, trembling skin and the blood that was dripping inexplicably from her body, I seethed.
‘I called you. Why weren’t you here?’
She tensed, her eyes darting away as if in misery.  ‘I…was trapped. There was a faerie ring.’
I moved closer to her.  The scent of her blood mingled with the rest so I was unable to discern it from anyone else’s.  A faerie ring sounded like just too damned convenient an excuse. ‘Then how did you escape?’
Mack swallowed.  ‘I don’t know. After I heard your Voice – and Julia’s – I hit the edge of the ring. A lot. And then it gave way. I don’t know why.’
She seemed to think I was an idiot.  I damped down my anger and stared harder at her.  ‘That’s not possible. Did you have iron?’
She shook her head.  There was an odd ring of truth to her words but it was ridiculously implausible.
Aware that the other shifters around us were watching the tense exchange, I tried to keep calm. ‘Seems awfully convenient that this is the time you chose to suddenly get yourself trapped by the Fae.’ My lip curled. ‘And then miraculously escape.’
‘If I’d had a choice, I would have been here, my Lord,’ she snapped.  ‘I would not have abandoned my pack. And I think that between the terrametus and the ispolin, I’ve proven my loyalty. I was stupid and I didn’t look where I was going, but if you’re trying to suggest that I’m some kind of traitor…’
Her obvious anger added weight to her words but I wasn’t willing to let this go just yet.  ‘And yet, even with the ispolin, you still didn’t shift when you could have.’
‘And you know my reasons for that.’
I glowered at her.  I knew the reasons she’d given me.  I just wasn’t sure I believed them, however. ‘I’d compel you to tell me everything, Miss Mackenzie, and yet I wonder if it would work after, as you say, what happened with the terrametus.’
She raised her open palms to me, indicating her submission.  Her eyes flickered and I wondered what in the hell she was thinking.  Part of me wanted desperately to be able to trust her and the other part of me wanted to wring her damn neck.  She looked so small and so vulnerable right now, her hair matted and her strangely coloured eyes filled with both pain and desperation.  Against my better judgment, my heart went out to her.  Then I tried to quash down any sympathetic emotions.
‘My Lord Corrigan,’ Fenewick interrupted from down by Julia’s side, ‘we need to move her inside. I will try my best to heal her but she may be too far gone.’
Remembering that I needed to stay calm in order to reassure everyone else, I merely nodded before eyeing Mack sternly. ‘The keep’s perimeter needs to be repaired. You will make sure that it is. And then you had better get that taken care of.’ I gestured towards her wounds.
Mack agreed meekly before turning pained eyes back to Julia. ‘Anything she needs, anything at all, tell me.’
I growled in annoyance.  I was the one who’d help Julia out if she needed it.  Fenewick nodded, however, and Mack turned and disappeared back to the destruction inside.



Chapter Eighteen
 
I stared over the destroyed garden, hands stuffed in my pockets.  It seemed like we were never going to catch a break.  Another three deaths.  Another alpha whose life was on the line.  Sighing deeply, I ran my hand through my hair.  Nothing was going right.
When I heard a shuffle behind me, I half turned.  Mel and Boran were standing in front of me, heads bowed in submission.  ‘We have failed you, my Lord Alpha.’
The anger that I’d barely kept under control with Mack threatened to return to the fore.  ‘You have not failed me,’ I said through gritted teeth.  ‘The attack on the keep was completely unexpected.  No-one could have foreseen it.’
Boran stretched out his neck.  I recognised the gesture and it didn’t help my mood.  ‘I offer my life as penance.’
‘Good grief!  Do you really think more death is going to help anyone here?’
‘The Way says…’
‘Screw the Way.’
Both their faces paled in shock at my heresy.  I took a deep breath.  ‘There are parts of the Way that are helpful.  And there are parts of the Way that are not.  I hardly think sacrificial lambs are what we need right now.’
Mel lifted her eyes to mine.  Stark relief shone from them.  ‘Then what do we need?’  she asked softly.
‘We go back to the beginning.  We stop chasing our tails and start focusing.  John knew what this thing was.’  I rubbed my chin thoughtfully, scraping my thumb over the stubble.  Shaving was a luxury I just didn’t have time to afford these days.  ‘There’s a magically locked drawer in his office.  Perhaps there’s something of use in there.  I made an error in not getting the mage to open it before.  There’s also that damned bolt of cloth.’
Boran cleared his throat.  ‘Actually, while you were in London we made some headway with that.’
I raised my eyebrows.  ‘And?’
‘It’s not just death it reeks of.’  His face was pale.  ‘It’s power.’
‘That’s hardly surprising.’
‘Yes.  However, we managed to isolate some traces of DNA.’
‘The woman?  We know what she is?’
He nodded.  ‘But you’re not going to like it.’
‘Try me,’ I growled.  I was about to tell them that it would have been helpful to know this earlier, then I decided that this was hardly an appropriate time for a scolding.  I doubted it would have made much difference if I had known the bloodthirsty bitch’s background.
‘Whoever she is,’ Boran said, ‘she’s a demi-god.’
I blinked.  ‘Pardon?’
‘A demi-god.  Or goddess, if you prefer.’
‘Sweet Jesus.’
‘Indeed,’ he agreed.  ‘We’ve been researching all the potential suspects.  The library here is surprisingly well stocked and the Othernet, of course, is also proving useful.’
‘How useful?’
‘We have a list of about sixty who we think it might be.’
‘Sixty?’ I was aghast.  It may as well be six thousand.  It would take an age to narrow down a list of that size.  It's not as if demi-gods hung around on this earthly plane very often. 
He glanced down at his feet.  ‘Well, sixty-three to be exact.  We’ve tried narrowing it down but…’ he shrugged helplessly, ‘we don’t have much to go on.’
‘The werebear is right.  She’s after something.  If we can find out what it is she wants then we might be able to work out who she is.’  I thought about the attack on the keep.  They’d not been interested in any wall hangings or objets d’art.  Those hellhounds were after people. After shifters.  Or just one in particular – and I was betting I knew who.
‘Put a guard on Mackenzie,’ I instructed.
Meg’s eyelashes flickered.  ‘Um, she’s not going to like that very much.’
‘I don’t give a damn what she likes.’
‘Yeah, but,’ she paused as if trying to choose her words, ‘she’s quite scary.  And strong.  If she thinks we’re following her around…’
They had a point. This was the girl who took out first Anton – a huge werebear – and, second, a terrametus. And she’d apparently had more success against the ispolin than anyone else.  She was also someone who acted first and thought later.  Given her temper, it might not be wise to be too obvious.  ‘Fine.  Be discreet.  If she tries anything or goes anywhere, don’t approach her directly.  Just contact me.’
‘Do you think she’s got something to do with all this?’
‘Possibly. Probably. I just don’t know how she’s involved yet.’  Despite my argument with her, my certainty that she wasn’t a perpetrator had solidified.  Her emotions were too honest and too close to the surface to be faked.  ‘Keep that to yourselves though,’ I told them sternly. That didn’t mean she was an entirely innocent bystander though. ‘There are other avenues to consider anyway.  We also need to find where those damn beasts came from.  Anyone who’s not working on immediate repairs needs to search the area for another portal.  We know they couldn’t have come through the one on the beach because it’s been bound closed.  There must be another one somewhere else.’
‘Yes, my Lord,’ they chimed in unison, before withdrawing.
I bent down, attempting to clear some of the broken earth and debris from around a pretty little plant.  We were going to have to stop waiting for this goddess bitch’s next move and do something ourselves.  But breaching an unknown portal was a dangerous prospect.  I’d need to pick a team very carefully, ensuring that we were fully prepared and properly rested first.  She had a lot of power and we had to be sure we were going to walk into a fight we could win.  Despite the brute strength of Anton and Mack, it made more sense to use solely Brethren shifters.  It’s what we were here for, after all.  And if Mack really was what the demi-goddess wanted, well, there was no point in placing her in harm’s way.  She wouldn’t like it but it would make me rest a hell of a lot easier knowing she was safe.  Unwilling to examine my feelings too closely concerning that though, I spun round and went in search of Doctor Fenewick and Julia instead. 
***
Both Staines and I hovered over Julia’s bed.  The prognosis did not look good.  Her face, normally rosy cheeked and beaming, looked drawn and haggard.  And when she tried to speak, the words came out as nothing more than a hoarse whisper.
‘This might be,’ she croaked, ‘the shortest career span of any alpha in history.’
I gripped her hand and squeezed it.  ‘Actually, there was a guy up in Manchester who only lasted three hours.  A werehyena.  He was so puffed up at his sudden advancement and focused on telling off a pair of wolves for staying out too long at a local nightclub that he didn’t look where he was going and fell into a manhole.  Cracked his skull and died immediately.’
A faint smile crossed her lips.  ‘Werehyenas are always the worst.’
‘They are.  And you’re going to heal, Julia.  It might take a bit of getting used to but you’ll get over this.’  Even to my own ears, my words rang hollow.
She shook her head.  ‘Don’t sugarcoat it or treat me like a child, my Lord.  I’m done.  No pack can survive with an alpha who’s so weak she has to be wheeled around in a damn pushchair.  Besides, the Voice is gone.  I can feel it.’
I resisted the urge to shoot a look at Staines.  ‘Right now that doesn’t matter,’ I told her.  ‘All you need to focus on is getting better.’
‘Whoever controlled those beasts is still out there.  That woman…’
‘We’ve secured the border.  The mage is setting up a barrier spell that won’t keep out a strong Otherworlder for long.  But it will give us enough time to be prepared if there’s another attack.’  I met her eyes.  ‘We think it’s a demi-goddess who’s behind all this.’
The shock in her eyes was real.  ‘Oh my goodness,’ she whispered.  ‘How can we defeat someone that strong?’
‘Everyone can be defeated.  We’re going to do this.’
‘I have no doubt.’ Her expression flickered.  ‘You’re going to be an excellent Lord Alpha, you know, dear.’
I smiled.  My own misgivings might be vast in that regard but I appreciated the sentiment.  ‘Listen, Julia.  We think this woman is after someone.  Someone here in this pack.  It’s the only reason we can think of for her to keep on sending attacks our way.’  I took a deep breath.  ‘Mack wasn’t here when the attack began.’
Alarm rippled through her body and she tried to sit up.  Fenewick tutted and gently pressed her shoulder back down.  He threw me a dirty look.
Two more minutes, Doc, I promise.
He sniffed and started fussing with the bedcovers.
‘My Lord, Mackenzie would never do anything to harm anyone here.’
‘I think I get that,’ I said quietly.  ‘She seems fiercely loyal.’
Julia’s eyes reflected pride.  ‘She is.’
‘Can you think of any reason why she’d be the target?’
She didn’t answer.  As much as I didn’t want to do it, I felt I had no choice.  Calling up my Voice and using it to compel her, I forced the issue, repeating my question.  Can you think of any reason?
No, my Lord.
I balled up my fists.  Something still didn’t fit right.  Julia, however, was getting weaker by the second and desperately needed to rest.  I nodded at Fenewick and the three of us left the room.
‘You know that if she’s lost the Voice, that means there’ll be another new alpha here,’  Staines commented.
‘Yes,’ I sighed, ‘as if these people hadn’t already had enough turmoil and upheaval to deal with.’
‘The wolf, Tom, has signed on with us.  So has his girlfriend.  There are really only two other potential candidates.’
My jaw tensed.  ‘Mack and Anton.’
‘Yes.  And Mack has already defeated Anton.  Of the two, she is clearly the stronger.’
But she was still just a kitten.  She lacked the people skills and the experience to pull it off.  Becoming alpha might be the making of her though, assuming she didn’t do anything foolhardy like getting herself killed at the hands of a demi-goddess.  Responsibility came with considerable challenges but those who could rise to meet them often came out changed for the better as a result.
‘I suppose we’ll just have to let nature take its course,’ I said.  ‘He hates her, you know.  Anton.  Every time he looks at her or even speaks of her, he’s barely able to hold back his spite.’
‘I’m not surprised,’ Staines answered drily.  ‘She’s a crazy woman.’
‘No, not crazy, just…complex.’
He gave me a funny look.  ‘Did you just purr?’
‘What? No!’ 
‘Methinks the Lord Alpha doth protest too much,’ Staines harrumphed.  ‘Be careful, Lord Corrigan.  That way danger lies.’
I couldn’t argue with that.
***
Feeling claustrophobic within the confines of the keep, I wandered outside to check on the perimeter, mulling over which shifters to select for our imminent invasion of the demi-goddess’s plane.  Once we found the second portal, we could mount a double-pronged attack.  But I’d also need to leave some strong defences back here in case it all went wrong.
I gnawed on the inside of my cheek as I strode round.  They’d done a damn good job of repairs.  I checked for weak spots and could find none.  It was satisfying to see that they’d all worked together, both Cornish shifters and Brethren.  I made a mental note to take time to praise everyone involved.  Unfortunately, those positive thoughts vanished when I spotted Boran bounding over to me from the direction of the keep.
What is it?  Is it Julia?  Has there been any indication that another attack is imminent?
No, my Lord.  It’s Mack.
My eyes suddenly narrowed.  What?
We’ve been keeping well back. I’m sure she’s not noticed us.
But?
But she’s just sneaked into your office.  Or the alpha’s office, whichever it is. Shall we go in?
I licked my lips.  No.  I’ll do it.  She had to be snooping around for something.  Anticipation uncurled inside me.  Perhaps I was just about to find out what on earth was really going on.



Chapter Nineteen
 
Being a panther gave me certain cat-like skills that often came in handy – not least that I was able to tread very quietly.  Mack was so intent on trying to force open the magically warded drawer in her ex-alpha’s desk that she didn’t even notice me.  I was half-tempted just to watch her but I was far more inclined to confront her illegal actions.  Perhaps I could then punish her accordingly.  I ignored the frisson that ran through me at that thought and interrupted her, keeping my voice to a low growl.
‘Just what the fuck are you doing now?’
Her eyes widened in horror, guilt written all over her lovely face.  She straightened up while something oddly akin to relief flashed in her eyes.  Then she gave me a tiny smile, clearly attempting to appear as innocent as possible.
‘What does it look like I’m doing, my Lord? I am trying to find a way to open this drawer.’
At least she wasn’t trying to prevaricate. ‘And why exactly would you be doing that?’
‘Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?’ she answered.  ‘The fact that we keep being targeted for attack must mean that we have something that the blue woman wants. This is the only place that I can think of that is locked and where there might be something that John would have hidden away. If we can find it, then we might have a better chance of understanding what is happening and stopping it.’
‘An interesting conclusion, Kitten.’  I wondered whether I should tell her that we’d discovered that the blue woman, as she’d described her, was actually a demi-goddess.  It might make her more circumspect in her actions.  Right now, however, I was more curious as to her reasons for breaking into the desk alone.  I may have been well aware of the existence of this drawer – and I should have made sure the mage opened it before now – but her surreptitious bid to force it open stirred my curiosity. ‘And why didn’t you think to mention this drawer to me before?’
‘First of all,’ Mack tossed her hair and started ticking off her fingers, ‘I couldn’t find you. And I was pretty sure that you’d have your hands full dealing with the death rites. Second of all, if I’m wrong and there’s nothing in here apart from a couple of shifter girlie mags, then I’d look pretty stupid. And thirdly, you’ve already made it pretty clear that you don’t trust me. For all I know, you’d try to suggest that I planted whatever was in there myself.’
‘I see.  I must beg to differ on one point, however.’
I waited for her to ask what that point was.  There was something bizarrely enjoyable about watching her growing frustration.  Eventually she could stand the suspense no longer.
‘And what would that be?’
I grinned.  At least in some things she was predictable. ‘I think you’ll find, Kitten, that I do trust you.’  She looked sceptical at that.  I didn’t particularly blame her.  After all, I had on occasion thought she may have had something to do with the terrible events here.  I wasn’t lying, however. I gave her a pointed look and continued.  ‘And despite the fact that you’re the most annoying, unpredictable and difficult-to-control shifter I’ve ever come across, you do appear to have useful skills. I’m not sure I trust you enough to stay here in the countryside on your own before you manage to cause complete devastation. But I think that you’ve proven yourself enough for me to tell you that my offer to join me in London still stands.’  I leaned back, folding my arms and watching her reaction.  I’d not mentioned the Brethren.  If she didn’t want to join those ranks then that was fine.  But I still wanted her to be where I could keep a close eye on her.  She was just too damn infuriating to leave here in this quiet corner of England.
Mack looked slightly afraid. ‘Even though I might have deliberately engineered falling into a faerie ring so that I could be absent when the keep was attacked?’
‘Mmm, you’re going to have to tell me one day how you really did escape from that.’  Maybe one lazy Sunday morning over breakfast in bed.
‘I honestly have no idea, my Lord.  Perhaps it was just an old ring and didn’t have much power left.’
She was telling the truth.  I supposed it could have been an ancient and, as a result, weakened faerie ring that had entrapped her.  ‘Yes, perhaps, Kitten, perhaps.’ I stretched out, linking my hands behind my head.  When Mack’s eyes drifted to the bare skin suddenly exposed around my upper arms, I found it hard not to smile more broadly.  Apparently she wasn’t immune to my charms after all.
‘Will you stop fucking calling me that?’ There was an audible hue of fury to her words.  I was sure she was more angry at herself for being caught checking me out than anything I might have said, however.
‘What?’ I asked, goading her.  I shouldn’t have done it but there was a part of me that couldn’t help it.  The angrier she got, the more the yellow flecks in her eyes were enhanced.  It gave her a particularly alluring edge.  Not that she didn’t have that in spades already as it was, despite her prickly nature.
‘I am not a cat,’ she hissed.  Like a cat.  ‘I am a hamster. And my name is Mack, not Kitten.’
‘Well then, maybe I should just call you Hammy instead.’  I licked my lips.
‘Well then, maybe I’ll call you Pants,’ she snapped.
I laughed, about to suggest that she was welcome to check out my pants whenever she wanted.  Instead, however, she interrupted in a considerably calmer tone of voice.
‘My Lord, perhaps you could help to open the drawer?’
She wasn’t afraid of a fight.  She was, however, afraid of flirting.  Unless it was just flirting with me that terrified her.  Regardless, I acceded to her desire to change the subject. ‘As my Lady wishes.’
Mack stepped out from behind John’s desk.  The space was tight and, as I moved to take her place, our bodies brushed together.  A jolt of electricity ran through me.  Mack flinched so I knew she’d felt something similar.  Rather than enjoying the sensation, however, she quickly manoeuvred herself round to the door as if she was afraid I was about to pounce.  I had no need or desire to force myself on anyone, let alone the feisty werehamster, but I had to admit that our close proximity was providing considerable temptation.  She’d run a mile if I tried anything though.  With regret, I bent down to look at the drawer. 
To attempt to put her at ease, I acted ignorant. ‘Huh, this is a pretty powerful ward. Did John have magic skills?’
‘A few parlour tricks,’ she shrugged, ‘nothing like this. Not that I knew of, anyway.’
I made a show of reaching down to open it.  The buzz of magic caused me to wince and jerk back.  Mack seemed amused.  She’d clearly been hoping I’d fail.  An odd determination to show off rose up.  There may have been a reason I’d left the magic well alone until now, but something about her presence was making me reckless. ‘Stand back,’ I told her.
I focused on the plain wood, trying to decide where the weakest spot would be.  If Staines knew what I was doing, he’d have an absolute fit.  Mack, however, was watching me with a mixture of horror and fascination.  I rather liked being the object of her attention so I wasn’t going to back down now.  It was about time she realised she wasn’t the only one around here with a bit of strength and power to boast about.  Bunching my fingers together into a fist, I pulled back and prepared.  Unless I wanted to end up dismembered, I was going to have to be fast.  The little voice inside my head told me to forget this idiocy and get Floride to open the damn thing.  I ignored the thought and instead slammed forward a hard punch, yanking my hand back as swiftly as I was able to avoid damaging myself too much.  The wood splintered and there was a brief flash of blue magic signalling I’d actually managed to break through the ward, although even without the crackle of light, the agonising pain that was shooting up my arm would have told me that.  Tiny dots danced in front of my eyes and I only just managed to avoid howling aloud.  My hand was already starting to swell.  Mack’s jaw dropped open.
Despite the effort it took, I laughed.  I even managed to make it sound vaguely natural. ‘Impressed much, Kitten?’
‘Big deal,’ she said with studied insouciance before reaching over the desk to rummage around inside. I watched her carefully.  She might not want to admit it, but she’d been awestruck.  I’d seen it in her eyes and in the way her soft lips had fallen open.  It made the pain almost worthwhile.  When she was looking down, however, I took the moment to grimace and shake my fingers. 
Mack pulled out an unmarked folder just as the outer door burst open and a red-faced Staines strode through, followed by the mage. 
‘What in God’s name was that?’ he shouted.
‘Jeez,’ added Floride, ‘I think the whole keep felt that tremor. What did you do? Break through a…’ He stopped and stared at the desk. ‘You destroyed a level-five ward?’ He obviously thought that Mack had been the one to break it open because his glance flitted immediately to her.  That was probably because it was far too foolish a thing for the Brethren Lord to have attempted.
‘My Lord Alpha, your hand,’ Staines said in alarmed concern.
‘It’s fine.’  I wasn’t entirely sure it was but I’d seen this stupid bravado through to this point – I may as well continue.
‘I’ll call the doctor.’
‘No.  He has better things to be doing right now. Besides, I confess to a sudden curiosity at what the Cornish alpha was so keen to hide.’ I pointed down at the folder that Mack was still holding.
She followed my gaze, her face abruptly paling. ‘Er…’ She snapped it shut.
‘Something’s approaching the front,’ Floride interrupted before I could snatch the folder away.
Another attack already?  My stomach lurched.  ‘Shifter?’  I asked him, praying it was simply one of ours returning.  There were guards and watchers set up everywhere.  It seemed impossible that something could have slipped past the net.
‘I…uh…can’t tell.’
Staines growled, leaving in an instant.  I snapped a look at Mack.  If it was another attack and she was indeed the target, then it was imperative she stayed well away. ‘You will wait here,’ I ordered, without thinking about it.
‘My Lord,’ she smiled, although I could tell she was pissed off.  She had to lose that damned chip on her shoulder if she wanted to stay alive.
I followed Staines out, feeling my heart rate start to pick up.  I was only just realising how stupid my efforts to smash the ward had been.  In fact, I was lucky I’d not come off worse.  If this was another of the demi-goddess’s minions, then the entire keep would have been screwed if I’d been out of action because I’d wanted to look cool. 
Staines took the left side of the door and I took the right. 
Don’t shift yet, I told him.  There was still the chance this was nothing more than a house call.
He nodded, while I put my hand on the doorknob and twisted it, jerking the door open so I had a clear line of sight. 
Boran, where are you? I sent out.
The main driveway, he instantly replied.  There’s a human approaching.
My entire body relaxed.  The guards outside hadn’t failed.  I raised my eyebrows at Staines.  ‘Human,’ I grunted.
He exhaled loudly, meeting my eyes.  Understanding passed between us.  If this had been another attack, we would have been ill-equipped to handle it.  We got lucky.  At least that’s what I was thinking until I spotted just which human it was who’d decided to wander by.
‘What’s wrong?’ Staines asked, noting the glower on my face.
‘Policeman.’ 
‘Is that a problem?’
Not in itself.  But when this policeman was one of the many men with whom Mack was conducting some kind of ridiculous dalliance, it didn’t make me jump up and down for joy. Part of me wanted to tell him to get the hell off my property.  Except, unfortunately, it wasn’t technically my property. 
He ambled up, whistling.  When he caught sight of me waiting in the doorway, he raised a hand in greeting.
‘Is Mack around?’
‘Are you here on official business?’
He cocked his head, his hair falling floppily to one side.  That annoyed me too.  ‘I’m mixing business with pleasure,’ he said, obviously challenging me.
I took a deep breath.  What kind of leader was I? Certainly not the type to encourage a ridiculous display of machismo with a human.  I’d never have acted like this before I’d met Mack. I was a hundred times stronger than any human anyway. I told myself to calm down, aware that Staines was watching me with a curious expression on his face. ‘I’ll go and get her,’ I said evenly.  Was I actually feeling jealous?
Stalking back into the office, I ignored Floride hovering anxiously by her side. ‘Your policeman boyfriend is here.’
She looked gratifyingly surprised. ‘Nick? But…’
‘Go and get rid of him.’ I took the folder from her hands.  At least some good might come from this afternoon.  Pushing her out the door, and gazing pointedly at the mage to encourage him to follow, I flipped open the folder.  Then I did a double take.  It was a love spell.  I stared at it, trying to compute what I was seeing.  Was this really what John had been hiding?  It didn’t make any sense.  Then I frowned in the direction of the door.  I’d been gone long enough for Mack to replace whatever the original contents had been with something else.  Except with Floride here at the same time, either I was yet again seeing more shadows where there were none or the pair were colluding.  Knowing deep in my soul that Mack would never do anything to endanger her pack, I reminded myself to trust her.  At least with pack business anyway – not with blandly good-looking young men.
I wandered out into the hall, watching as she chatted to the policeman.  She had an arm curved around Tom’s waist.  Considering he was leaving Cornwall to join us in London – and his girlfriend was coming with him – it was an odd move.  Either Mack was being brazen about continuing her relationship with the wolf, or she was simply using him to get rid of the human.  The former suggested a heart made of stone and the latter suggested she was simply trying to be kind.
I waited until the policeman had left, hurt reflected in his posture and his words.  Then I spoke.  ‘That was fast work.’
Mack dropped her arm from Tom as if it burned her and whirled around. ‘I was just doing what you asked, my Lord.’
I looked at Tom and then at her. ‘Whatever you say. Better get some rest. It’s late and we need everyone rested in case there’s another attack tomorrow.’
‘And what if there’s one tonight?’
I sighed.  Trust went both ways.  ‘I have watchers all over the keep. Do not presume to tell me my job, Miss Mackenzie.’
I turned and started walking up the stairs.  I needed some damned shuteye.
‘What the hell is wrong with you, my Lord?’ Staines muttered as he followed me. ‘Sleep with the girl and be done with it.  You can’t let her affect how you treat other people.’
I gnawed on my cheek.  Mack may very well bounce from man to man but I had a troubling ache inside that my own feelings concerning her had very little to do with mere lust.



Chapter Twenty
 
I circled round the second portal, eyeing its shimmering light speculatively.  The last few dregs of the sunlight filtering in through the canopy of green above made it appear a harmless, almost pretty, thing to behold, entirely belying the fact that the hellhounds that had caused so much pain and anguish had bounded out from this very point.  Despite their animalistic nature, they’d taken time to cover their tracks, suggesting intelligence either on their part or from the demi-goddess pulling their strings.  She hadn’t counted on the pack’s ability to scent out a trail, however.  We weren’t as incapable as she seemed to believe.
‘What’s the plan, my Lord? Do we go in?’ 
I turned to the eager werebadger beside me.  ‘No.  We have no idea what could be waiting for us on the other side.  We need to be careful.’  And, I thought silently, ensure that no-one else ends up as another name on the Wall.  ‘We’ll send in two teams simultaneously to check the lay of the land, one through this portal and one through the other one.  They’ll be under strict instruction not to engage in any combat.  They’ll need to stay hidden so we can maintain the element of surprise.  Today will be about reconnaissance.  Nothing more.’
I sensed – and understood – his disappointment.  But this was a powerful Otherworld being we were dealing with.  Recklessness would not aid our cause. 
He bowed.  ‘As my Lord commands.’
I mentally sifted through the Brethren shifters who were in attendance.  There were several strong trackers amongst them.  My own skills in that arena weren’t bad but there were others who were better.  As much as it galled me, it made sense to leave the initial foray into the demi-goddess’s plane to the best.  Dusk was already falling.  In another few minutes, darkness would be enveloping the entire county. That didn’t mean much in terms of the portal, of course.  It could be any time of day on the other side.  Still, I’d let everyone rest up and send the teams in at dawn.  That would give us time to boost the guards around both areas.  I’d also need the mage to unbind the portal on the beach and goodness knew how long that would take.
I located Staines.  Where’s Floride?
Hovering around outside the keep, my Lord.  He was chatting with your Mackenzie.
My eyes narrowed.  Was this yet another conquest of hers?  She went through men faster than I went through sweatpants.  I dismissed the surge of irritation I felt.
Good.  Keep him there.  I’m heading back. 
Leaving the werebadger with a few others, I started picking my way along the narrow, worn path.  I was tempted to take advantage of being outside and alone to shift and release some of my pent-up energy.  It was definitely a damn sight easier to have a bit of fun in Cornwall than it was in London.  Then a suspicious thought struck me and I halted in my tracks.
Staines, where exactly were Mack and Floride when they were talking?
He answered instantly.  In the garden.  They went into a shed for a minute or two then came back out again. It's only Floride who's hanging around now though.
The shed where the black cloth is?
Yes.  He paused.  You don’t think…
Unfortunately, I do.  I growled under my breath.  Drat that woman.  Switching the direction of my Voice, I made sure. Boran, where is Mack now?
She’s heading towards the beach.  We have her in our sights.  Shall we stop her?
Has she seen you?
No.  His response had an air of slight puzzlement.
Boran? I prompted.
The wind is picking up and it’s gusting in her direction.  She should have scented us by now.
I frowned.  He was right.  All shifters, even werehamsters, had an enhanced sense of smell.  Then it occurred to me that Mack was probably well aware that she was being tracked.  She was simply choosing to ignore the fact.  I supposed I should be gratified.  Her blatant disregard extended to all the Brethren, not just me.   Switching direction, I started moving towards the beach.  What was the bet that she was taking it upon herself to enter the portal alone?  Teamwork and a planned strategy to ensure success were both clearly alien to her.  I ignored the flicker of admiration I felt at her courage.  She needed to damn well learn to think first and act later.  I didn’t need her alerting our target on the other side before we’d managed to organise ourselves properly.
Staines, find the damned mage.
I felt, rather than heard, his acquiescence.  Then I picked up speed.
I emerged onto the beach and close to the portal before long, just as Mack was handing a can of Coke to the first guard.  Keeping my footsteps light, I padded towards the small group.  Despite the relaxed chatting she was engaging in, I couldn’t help notice that she was carefully angling herself towards the portal itself.  It remained bound for now so whatever she’d cooked up with Mage Floride wasn’t yet in motion.  I’d have to have damn words with the Arch-Mage again about keeping his people in check.  Not that I was having any luck with keeping Mack in check, of course.
I moved to the right so my body was buffeted by the sea breeze – and my own scent wasn’t carried down to the hovering group.  Then I got closer.
‘So, I hear our Lord Alpha has offered you a place,’ I heard the werefox mutter.
A tiny smile played around my lips.  How was Mack going to respond to this?
‘Uh, yes, he has,’ she answered.  There was a distinct lack of enthusiasm. ‘The Brethren’s not really for me, I think though.’
Except if Mack became the new alpha in Cornwall, part of her duties would mean that she’d have to travel to London to meet with the Brethren – and me – on a regular basis.  If she didn’t become alpha, then it would probably be Anton.  And he hated her.  It was just possible she might end up changing her mind.
‘It’s a great honour,’ the werefox said. 
‘Well, I prefer a quiet life.’
I almost snorted aloud at those words.  Hardly.  Unable to keep quiet any longer, I stepped up to her. ‘And yet you’re such a skilled fighter,’ I interjected.
Mack turned, her eyes spitting sudden glowing fire. ‘My Lord. What brings you out tonight?’
‘You were spotted leaving the keep. I was concerned,’ I paused slightly, ‘for your safety.’
‘Well, I appreciate your concern, my Lord. However, my skills at fighting, which you so gratifyingly highlight, mean that I am more than capable of looking after myself.’
She had all but admitted she was ready for an attack.  ‘You wouldn’t be thinking of doing anything stupid, now would you, Miss Mackenzie?’
‘I have absolutely no idea what you could mean, My Lord.’
I couldn’t decide whether her innocence was real or faked.  Regardless, the portal remained shut.  Trusting that Staines would locate Floride and prevent him from trying anything stupid, I started to relax, taking another step closer to Mack.  She, in return, took a step back.  Bristling at her desire to keep well away from me, I ignored the two Brethren guards and kept my attention trained on her.
‘From what little I have managed to glean of your nature, Miss Mackenzie, you have about as much sense of self-preservation as a kitten would.’ I might not want to make her feel demeaned by referring to her as a little cat in earshot of others, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little fun.  I raised my eyebrows at her and forced the issue, watching her reaction carefully. ‘I wouldn’t put it past you to try to run into the portal stupidly thinking that you could save the world single-handedly.’
‘But as you know, my Lord,’ she said, shuffling backwards, ‘the portal is closed. Even if I wished to make such a foolish move, I would be unable to do so.’
I folded my arms, staring at her as if to dare her to tell the truth while checking up on the status of the wizard.  Staines, have you located Floride yet?
He’s gone into the bathroom and locked the door.
Then damn well break it down.
Mack blinked at me.  ‘I couldn’t sleep, alright?’ There was a rebellious note to her words that caused the other two to suck in breath.  Perhaps they could learn something about not blindly following the pack hierarchy.  Not that I needed more shifters like Mack to have to worry about though. ‘I thought I’d just come out for a walk,’ she continued, ‘and maybe bring your servants, sorry – guards, something to drink to keep their spirits up.’
‘I apologise, my Lord,’ interrupted the werefox in sudden panic. ‘We didn’t think there would be any harm in accepting her offer of a drink.’
Mack’s snide reference to ‘servants’ annoyed me.  So did the suggestion that they needed my damned permission to quench their thirst. ‘You are permitted to fucking drink if you need to.’
The guards cowered at my harsh tone.  Damning myself, Mack and the pair of them, I scowled.  You’re the Brethren, I instructed.  You don’t need to act submissive.
I’m sorry, my Lord, the werefox began, just as there was an odd beep and the air was filled with a sudden hum.  Faint purple light danced across the dark sand.
Staines! I yelled. 
Mack twisted round, sand spraying up from the ground as she flung herself towards the portal.  I lunged in her direction, only just managing to grab a hank of her hair as it flew out behind her.  She yanked her head, pulling away.  I roared at her to halt, springing after her fleeing body.  My fingers were scant inches away from her when she pushed into the portal and disappeared.  Half a beat later, the purple shimmers indicating it was open flipped off like a light and I was barrelling through nothing more than air, landing on the soft sand on the opposite side of the gateway.  And Mack was gone.
My Lord Corrigan, Staines answered in belated panic, he did something.  We couldn’t stop him…
I know, I growled back.  Tell him to open the damn portal again.  I could still reach her.  I’d drag her back kicking and screaming.  Then I’d lock her up and throw away the damn key.
I pivoted round, brushing the particles of sand from my trousers.  The two guards were open-mouthed, staring from me to the portal in horror.  Then there was an odd crackle and it started to hum again.  But instead of re-opening, it vanished, leaving me with balled up fists and a well of deep frustration and worry.
***
The moment I returned to the keep and spotted Floride hunched miserably in a chair, I grabbed him by his lapels and yanked him to his feet.  ‘Did the Arch-Mage tell you to re-open the portal?’ I snarled.
He shook his head vigorously.
‘Did I tell you to do it?’
He dropped his eyes.  ‘No, dude.’
‘Then,’ I said, barely able to avoid shaking him as violently as I could, ‘why in hell did you?’
He sucked in a deep breath, gathering courage from somewhere.  ‘Mack thought she could do something about Iabartu.’
‘Who the hell is Iabartu?’
‘The…the…woman who killed her alpha,’ he stammered.
‘The demi-goddess?’ I said slowly. 
‘Yes,’ he squeaked.
‘You know who she is?’
His eyes opened as wide as saucers.  ‘Uh…’
‘Let me guess.  Mack found out her identity.’
The look on Floride’s face was answer enough.
‘Why didn’t she tell me?’
‘I don’t know!’
He was lying.  Tightening my grip on his shirt, my face twisted.  ‘Is it Mack that this Iabartu wants?’
He nodded.
‘Why?’ I was aware that I was shouting but I no longer cared.
Floride flinched.  ‘I don’t know.’
Disgusted, I dropped him.  He collapsed back into the chair.  Mack was only a werehamster.  It didn’t matter how strong and powerful she was, she’d never be a match for an actual demi-goddess, regardless of the reasons why this Iabartu wanted her in the first place.
I turned to Staines, the expression on my face apparently quelling whatever he’d been about to say.  ‘Find out everything you can about Iabartu.’
He bowed, no doubt gallingly aware that if he’d reached the mage in time we wouldn’t have this problem now.
‘My Lord,’ coughed Anton from behind.
I flicked a glance round towards him.  ‘Yes?’
‘The demi-goddess – Iabartu – wants Mack.  Mack has gone to her.  If there aren’t going to be any more attacks, then we just get him,’ he jerked his head at Floride, ‘to seal the second portal and be done with it.’
My eyes flashed at him.  ‘You’d abandon one of your own?’
He suddenly paled.  ‘No.  I mean…um…she chose to go there.  She’s sacrificing herself for our good.  We should respect that decision.’
I suddenly knew that he’d received the Voice.  It was something in the tenor of his words.   Julia’s power had gone and it was Anton who’d received it. I squared up to him.  ‘You’re the new alpha.’
He swallowed.  ‘I believe so.’
‘Then start acting like it.  No-one gets left behind.’  And certainly not Mack.  I scanned the small, worried assembly around me.  ‘We leave at dawn.  There’s no time to prepare properly so I’ll go alone.’
‘No, my Lord,’ Staines said.  ‘I’ll go.  This is my fault.  I should have stopped the mage.’
The only person whose damn fault this could be was Mack.  No, I amended, scratch that.  Ia-bloody-bartu was to blame.
‘We’ll go together,’ I acceded, noting the flash of irritation on his face.  He was hoping I’d stay behind and be safe, leading the charge from behind like Brady would have.  He should have known better.
‘Lord Alpha?’ Anton spoke.  ‘You’re right.  I need to step up and learn to be a good alpha.  She’s my responsibility.  I should go.’
I threw him a look but his contrition appeared genuine.  ‘Fine,’ I growled before anyone else could volunteer.  ‘The three of us and no more.  We’re going to take this bitch down and get our shifter back.’



Chapter Twenty-One
 
‘Are you sure about this?’ Staines asked me as the three of us stood in front of the portal, ready to venture inside.
‘You’re right,’ I answered drily, ‘we should just go back to London and leave the bloodthirsty goddess to get on with her own business.’
He snorted.  ‘Hardly.  Nobody attacks the pack and gets away with it.  I just wondered whether negotiation might be in order.  It’s what you did with the Ghillie Dhu to great effect.’
I raised my eyebrows at him.  ‘This is an entirely different situation and you know it.’
He muttered something under his breath about errant werehamsters who didn’t know their place.  Obviously he’d gotten over his failure to secure the mage in time.
‘This isn’t just about her,’ I said calmly.  ‘The Ghillie Dhu was manipulated.  This Iabartu is a dangerous creature.  I’d be very surprised if there’s anyone around pulling her strings.  She is a demi-goddess after all.’
‘I’m not disagreeing, my Lord.  I’m merely suggesting that you’re throwing caution to the wind for the sake of one hot-tempered idiot.  We could wait until the trackers have scouted out the immediate area first.’
To my right, Anton shot both of us a surprised look.  No doubt he was somewhat shocked at Staines’ uppity words. 
‘Don’t surround yourself with yes men,’ I told him.  ‘You need people who are willing and able to disagree with you if you’re to be an effective alpha.’
‘Even if you’re going to pointedly ignore all their good advice,’ Staines added, although there was a hint of humour to his tone.  I realised that despite his air of prevarication, he was champing at the bit to reach the source of all of Cornwall’s woes and end them once and for all.
I lifted my head up to the sky, watching the first pink streaks that signalled the start of a new day.  The tingle across my skin suggested this was going to be a good day.  I smiled to myself.  I’d rescue the damsel in distress, swoop her into my arms and save the day.  Not to mention avenging a great deal of pain and death in the process.  There was something I had to do first.
‘Stay here,’ I told Staines.
His face dropped.  ‘My Lord…’
‘It’s too dangerous.  Someone needs to be here in case things go wrong.  Someone who can sort out the mess of the Brethren.’
‘In which case, I’ll damn well go!  You need to stay.’
I looked him in the eye.  ‘I need to do this.  Every shifter in the country needs to see me do this.’
His large body stilled.  He knew I was right.  This wasn’t just about Mack.  If I could prove myself to be as far removed from Xander Brady as possible – as well as the real protector of the shifters – then there was hope for the future of every pack and every shifter.  I just needed a back-up plan in case.
Staines dropped his head.  ‘As my Lord Corrigan commands.’
I turned to Anton.  I was tempted to let him off the hook also but I reckoned he needed to learn something about responsibility.  I’d be doing the same if his situation had been reversed with Mack’s.  ‘Let’s do this,’ I said firmly.
Anton nodded in return.  I straightened my posture, sucking in a final breath of clean forest air, then plunged straight into the portal.
The second I emerged on the other side, I tightened my muscles and assumed an immediate defensive stance.  The quality of light here was completely different to anything I’d seen before.  It was blindingly bright, although I resisted the urge to shade my eyes.  I didn’t want to make any unnecessary movements that might alert a watcher to our presence.  I scanned the horizon, taking in the vivid green grass and brilliant blue sky.  The vista was slightly akin to wandering onto the set of a Disney animation.  I half expected a dewy-eyed doe to spring along followed by a set of singing bluebirds.  Instead, however, everything was silent and still.
A half beat later, Anton fell through.  I had to grab his arm to prevent him from collapsing face first onto the grass below.  Considering it felt unnatural under my feet and I could see razor-sharp edges to each single blade, it probably wouldn’t have been a pleasant experience for him.
‘First time?’ I asked.
He swallowed and nodded.  I clapped him on the back.  ‘Don’t worry.  You’ll get used to it.’
He hardened his expression and looked around.  ‘This place is weird.’
I knelt down, examining the grass underfoot carefully.  ‘No trail,’ I grunted.
‘Then which way do we go?’
I gazed ahead.  ‘There’s a valley to the north.  Everything else is flat.  If I were going to lay an ambush, that’s where I’d set it.’  I pulled off my t-shirt and flung it to the side.  ‘We’ll move faster if we shift.’
‘Amen,’ Anton agreed.
I stretched upwards on my tiptoes, feeling my bones, muscles and sinews tug.  Then, allowing the panther to take over, I was on all fours, ready to go.  I glanced left, flanked now by a large bear. Anton’s fur was smooth and less scarred than other, older bears I knew.  But judging by the muscles bunching around his massive body, we were ready.
Let’s do this.
I took off at a sprint, angling my paws to avoid being cut by the menacingly sharp grass.  I didn’t possess quite as much brute strength as Anton probably did, but I was able to move a damn sight faster.  Rather than go all out, however, I maintained a steady speed so he didn’t fall too far behind.  It also made it easier to whip my head from side to side and sniff the air as I ran.  I wasn’t about to let any more of the bitch’s minions catch me unaware. 
The valley slopes were already steepening when I caught the first scent.  Instead of bland nothingness, my nose wrinkled at the faint whiff of death.  I knew what it was.  Mack had taken the black cloth with her because Floride had used it to set up a scrying spell for her to follow.  I might not have a clear-cut spell to work from but my cat senses were keenly alert.  Relieved that my initial instincts had been correct, I pushed deeper into the valley.  That’s when I heard a bellowing howl of pain that was so loud the ground underneath reverberated with its sound.  It wasn’t Mack.  I bared my fangs in a grim smile.  Whatever my kitten was doing, she was putting up a fight.
I rounded a corner, moving faster now.  I could hear the heavy breath of the bear behind me.  Up ahead two figures were visible.  One was unmistakably Mack while the other was an Amazon-like woman.  Iabartu.  Mack kicked her in the stomach with one swift motion.  The demi-goddess spiralled up into the air.  I dimly registered the prone figure of what was no doubt the ispolin, lying dead on the ground.  Iabartu, however, was moving too fast for even me to judge where she’d go next.  As I sprinted towards them, I could see Mack spinning around trying to work out where the next attack would come from.  In a flash, Iabartu landed behind her, her hands encircling Mack’s delicate throat.  Panic overtook me.
Leaving Anton to fall behind, I pelted forward.  Mack was clawing at the fingers round her neck, kicking frantically in a bid to free herself.  I was less than fifty metres away and both of them were so focused on each other that neither of them had noticed me.  I thundered down, realising with each step that Mack was running out of both time and air.  Forty metres.  Thirty.  The demi-goddess was whispering something in her ear but I didn’t pause to try and hear the words.  All I was focused on was Mack and ensuring she stayed alive.  I cursed myself for not getting to the portal quicker.  If she died…  I dismissed the thought and scraped up the last vestiges of speed I had within me.  Then I roared and sprang, flying over Mack’s bowed head to swipe at Iabartu.
The force of my blow sent her staggering back.  The look of surprise on her face was almost comical.  I spun round, checking on Mack as she collapsed forward, gasping for air.  Then Anton caught up, one massive paw with lethal claws slamming into the demi-goddess’s body.  I took advantage of his move to launch myself at her again, pouncing on top of her and dragging her to the ground.  I dug into her shoulders, scraping at her flesh. She stared up at me, horror reflected in her eyes.  This was already over and she knew it.  I snarled, exultant joy at finally being in a position to rid ourselves of the bitch.  Then I lifted my head, my eyes meeting Mack’s.  The yellow flecks in her irises were oddly heightened and she screamed silently at me.  I knew what she wanted but she was in no position to give it.  I wasn’t about to permit Iabartu a single inch.  She’d been too focused on Mack before to muster her defences at our approach.  Another chance to use the air and we might lose her forever.  I curved my neck down, jaws snapping.  Making it as swift as possible, I sank my teeth into her throat, ripping away her jugular and exposing her windpipe.  Iabartu gurgled, her hands flailing in the air.  Then the light in her eyes flickered and died.
Mack staggered to her feet, pain visible in every tiny movement she made.  Satisfied that she wasn’t dying, I sat myself on Iabartu’s chest.  It was hard not to feel both pride and joy that this was over.  My eyes followed Mack as she wobbled forward and I was just about to start purring when she reached out and clipped me round the face.  She was too weak to make it hurt but my surprise caught me off guard.  I shifted back, my more vulnerable human form taking shape.  Then I glared at her.
‘You fucking idiot.’  Iabartu was dead.  This was no time to pick another fight.
Mack coughed, trying to find her voice. ‘She...she was mine to kill.’
My anger was immediately replaced with amusement – admiration.  Mack had been knocking on death’s door.  If we’d not appeared when we had, she’d have been nothing more than a corpse.  Yet she was entirely uncaring.  I’d never met anyone with more grit and determination.  ‘And you were doing such a great job of that, Kitten, weren’t you?’ I pointed out, trying not to laugh.
Anton shifted back.  I noted that he was less happy than I was to see Mack still alive. ‘My Lord,’ he said, filled with righteous indignation, ‘she attacked you. The Way…’
Considering we’d come here to rescue Mack, I was hardly about to execute her for treason.  ‘Under the circumstances, I’ll overlook it,’ I said.
‘I needed to kill her,’ Mack whispered, oblivious to the anger emanating from her new alpha.
Stirring, I fixed her with a stern gaze.  I was only prepared to admire her spirit up to a point.  Enough was enough.  Besides, Anton was watching.  I had to ensure I dealt with this appropriately to avoid him taking it out on her at a later date. ‘And you presumed to think that you would do it single-handedly? That I didn’t have a plan to sort all this out in the first place?’
She opened her mouth to speak but little more than a croak came out.
‘At last, silence reigns,’ I said, satisfied, sending a quick sidelong glance to Anton and hoping he was taking note.  If he thought she was already hurt, he’d be more inclined to leave her alone. ‘With any luck your vocal chords will be permanently damaged and then you’ll be forced to keep that sweet mouth shut for good.’ 
Mack, apparently too addle-witted after her fight to think sensibly, snarled and advanced towards me.  Before she got too far, however, she twisted to Anton and stared at him, horror filling her gaze.  I had no idea what he’d just said to her but she’d obviously just twigged that he was now the Cornish alpha.  Her faced paled and she pitched forward, the events of the day suddenly seeming to catch up with her.  I only just managed to grab her in time before she collapsed to the ground.  I circled my arms round her and held on tight.  She obviously thought that Julia had died.
‘She’s not dead,’ I said as carefully as I could, gazing into her eyes to make sure she believed me.  ‘But her wounds are such that she no longer has the physical ability to manage your pack. Anton’s Voice emerged several hours ago and Mother Nature is doing its job.’ I dropped my voice, wanting to acknowledge to her that things could have been different and that I was honestly surprised they weren’t.  ‘Funny, I thought it would be you.’
For the briefest moment, warmth spread across her face.  Then, inexplicably, she shut down, pulling away as if I’d scalded her.  Trying not to feel hurt at the obvious rejection, I did my best to remain expressionless. ‘We need to leave. The other portal will not remain open for much longer.’
Mack swallowed. ‘Uh…other portal?’
‘How do you think they got through to attack the keep?’ Anton said. ‘The beach portal was already sealed by your friend.  There was obviously another gateway.’
I sighed internally.  Anton still had a long way to go.  ‘There’ll be time to analyse later. You need to shift so all those cuts will start healing and we need to return. I don’t want to spend more time around this plane than necessary.’
Mack squeaked and, incomprehensibly, turned to Anton for help.
‘For fuck’s sake,’ I exclaimed. ‘She’s dead, your alpha’s death is avenged, you can shift. We don’t have time for this.’
Fear flickered in her eyes.  ‘Right.  Okay, time to shift. Yes, can’t wait to finally shift again.  If I go too long I get that itch, you know? So it’s good that I can now actually shift.’
I raised my eyebrows. What on earth was going on? Completely flummoxed, I was about to compel her to shift when her eyes rolled back into her head and she dropped down in a dead faint.  I had to spring forward to catch her yet again.  Cursing, I adjusted her weight, cradling her against my chest and trying not to notice how pale she looked. Her skin was hot, burning against me. I should have paid more attention.  I’d thought she’d been starting to recover.  Feeling guilty for being so harsh with her, I glanced at Anton.
‘We need to get back home to Fenewick now.’
He nodded.  Without waiting any longer, I took off back for the portal and the safety of the keep.  It was awkward trying to move quickly while not jolting Mack’s unconscious body too much. I gnawed at my bottom lip and hoped to the gods that she’d be alright. 
‘My Lord, I will take her,’ said Anton, surprising me.
I didn’t want to let her go.  I had the oddest feeling that if I did, I might never see her again.  While she was next to me, I could feel her heart beating and I knew she was still alive. ‘It’s fine. She weighs nothing.’
‘I am her alpha. It is my responsibility – she is my responsibility. We have not always been on the best of terms but perhaps this way I can demonstrate to her that she can trust me.’
Damn.  This was all I wanted from the werebear.  Perhaps I’d read him wrong and he really was trying to do the better thing.  I had no choice but to give him the benefit of the doubt; I couldn’t pull rank on him now.  Very, very reluctantly, I passed Mack over to him.  I winced when he slung her over his shoulder rather than gently holding her though.
‘The others will be anxious for news, my Lord,’ Anton continued. ‘I do not wish to move too quickly as clearly Mackenzie has many small wounds from which there is a considerable amount of blood. I have no objection if you wish to move ahead and let everyone know what has happened. Perhaps then you can alert the doctor to move to the portal to help her as quickly as possible. Mackenzie is usually more hard-headed than this. I am concerned that she has fainted and not yet re-awakened.’
I tightened my jaw.  As much as I hated to admit it, he spoke sense.  I started to move away, then, making sure that Anton wasn’t about to do anything stupid, I called out a caveat. ‘You are very demanding when you want to be, Anton. I hope that the Way has chosen a true alpha for Cornwall. I would hate to spend more time down here babysitting you.’
It was a cheap move but I needed to know he’d look after Mack despite his apparent dislike of her.  Anton needed to know he was trusted.  It was the only way he’d rise up and fill the very big shoes both Julia and John had left behind.  But where Mack was concerned I wasn’t going to take any chances.  He wouldn’t dare try anything now.  I looked over at her.  She seemed very small and very vulnerable.
Take care, Kitten, I told her gently. Then, before I changed my mind, I pivoted round and took off.
***
I could have used the Voice to make all the necessary preparations for Mack’s arrival while staying beside the portal.  I knew instinctively, however, that everyone waiting back at the keep needed to see for themselves that everything was finally going to be alright.  Therefore, I hotfooted it back through the forest, springing into action when I arrived.
To a man, the Cornish shifters and the Brethren were all in the main hall – the same one in which I’d first addressed them all.  The relief on everyone’s faces was only matched with joy when I told them that Iabartu was dead and this catalogue of misery and woe could be laid to rest.  I gently pushed aside the fervent messages of congratulations and focused on the doctor.
‘We need a room now. In fact, use the one I’ve been sleeping in.’  At least that way I could keep a close eye on her. ‘Make sure there are plenty of bandages, clean water and medicine.  Mack collapsed on the way back and we need to look after her.’
He bobbed his head, immediately setting to work.  I followed him, stripping the bed of its sheets so I could re-make it with some fresh ones.  I wanted her to be as comfortable as possible.  I’d just finished smoothing down the pillowcase when there was a ruckus downstairs.  Realising that Anton must have returned with Mack, I sped down.  When I spotted him alone, however, my insides went cold.
‘Where is she?’ I demanded.
The other shifters around him took several steps back.  He cleared his throat and met my eyes.  ‘Mackenzie recovered by the time we emerged from the portal.  She has decided that this would be a good time to take her leave.’
There were several stunned gasps.  Somehow, however, I got the feeling that the shock amongst the Cornish shifters wasn’t as great as it should have been.
‘What do you mean,’ I growled, ‘by take her leave?’
He shrugged, aiming for nonchalance.  There was an edge of nervousness to his movements, however.  ‘It’s no secret we’ve never gotten along.  She’s decided it’s time to leave Cornwall and make her own way in the world.’
‘I had questions for her,’ I ground out.  Not least why on earth Iabartu had been so hell-bent on getting hold of her in the first place.
‘Then I apologise, Lord Corrigan,’ Anton said with a stiff bow.  ‘Mackenzie is, and always has been, her own person.  She never took to the strictures of the pack particularly well.’
I clenched my fists together.  What I really wanted to do was grab him and do whatever it took to get to the real truth.  He was lying – I was sure of it.  First, however, I had to be sure that Mack was really alright.  I whirled away, back up to the bedroom.  The instant I located her with my Voice, sharp relief flooded through me.
You’re running away.
I have to, she sent back.
She was scared and I didn’t know why.  You don’t have to just join another rural pack, Mackenzie. Come to the Brethren. I swallowed down my own desires in order to be the bigger person. Your boyfriend is joining us, after all – you won’t be alone.
When she didn’t answer, I sat down heavily on the bed.  I suddenly knew what she was doing.  I couldn’t let her.  You’re not joining another pack, are you? You’re going rogue.
Silence bounded back at me but she was still there.  She was still listening.  I desperately tried another tack.
You know the consequences of this.  I might want to change a lot of the Way but some rules were important.  And this was one of them.  Shifters couldn’t leave.  If they went rogue, then it was our duty to hunt them down. The opportunities for loners to cause havoc were simply too great. Without the pack, there was nothing.  I will find you, Kitten, sooner or later.  I meant it.  I wasn’t going to let her simply vanish into thin air.
Goodbye Corrigan. There was regret in her words.  But as soon as she’d finished them, she pulled away from the contact. 
Mackenzie! I roared.  It was too late though.  She’d already gone.
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Chapter One: Of Blood and Bonds
 
I sit in the driver’s seat, sipping at my overly sweet – and now very cold – tea. It’s been forty-seven minutes since Devlin O’Shea entered the house and I’m starting to get itchy. A few cars have driven up to the crossroads behind me before turning either left or right, but none so much as slowed down. Considering the neighbourhood, I’m not surprised at that. In fact, I know that if there were anyone around, they’d be startled to see a lone woman sitting here. This isn’t the kind of street where anyone should spend time lingering, let alone someone on their own. I don’t feel I have much choice, however.
I take my eyes off the peeling green paint on the door frame and scan ahead. There must be at least forty more houses in front of me before the road finishes in what I already know to be a dead end. If any of the buildings are occupied, their inhabitants are staying well out of sight. There’s not even the barest twitch from any of the dirty curtains hiding the houses’ interiors from sight. In front of each dwelling, there’s a small patch of garden where the grass – if it can be called that – is either hopelessly overgrown to the point where you’d need a machete to cut a way through to reach the doors, or blackened and dying. There appears to be no pattern to whether the grass at each house is healthy or diseased, although the fact that the one O’Shea has disappeared into is fronted by deadened blades rather than a glory of jungle green seems to make sense. My attention drifts back to his building. There’s nothing. No sign of life.
I sigh. I am tempted to fiddle with radio dial, if only to hear the buzz of static filling the empty space. O’Shea isn’t a pure-bred triber. His hearing won’t pick it up. But I have no way of knowing who – or what – else is inside that house with him and I dislike taking unnecessary risks. It’s unlikely there’s anyone else there … but still. I take another sip. Twelve more minutes to go.
A collection of dry, browned leaves skitter across the potholed road as the wind picks up ever so slightly. I flick a glance towards them, just in case, but there’s nothing sinister. I’m getting too jumpy. I chew my lip and focus yet again on the house.
It’s the very definition of nondescript. The red bricks were probably pretty once upon a time. Now, however, there are too many grubby stains from city pollution for them to look anything other than grimed and crumbling. There are a few tiles missing from the roof but the house is probably still water-tight. Except, that is, for the broken window on the first floor which looks as if someone has punched a hole through it. Whatever lies behind is dark and indistinguishable.
I check my watch again and feel my insides tighten. It’s still not time. I loosen my fingers from the polystyrene cup and flex them, one by one. I shouldn’t have accepted this job. Cheating spouses are easier than errant half-breed daemons. Then I amend that to quarter breed. O’Shea’s grandmother was pure Agathos but the rest of the blood flowing through his godforsaken veins is bog-standard human. I should be thankful that he’s not a quarter Kakos, I suppose. But then, if he were, I wouldn’t be here right now.
Seven more minutes. I drain the last of the tea and toss the empty cup onto the floor of the passenger side along with the other rubbish. Then I grimace as I feel my bladder tighten. Damn it, now I need to pee.
I consider my options. I was instructed to wait a full hour before breaching the property and confronting O’Shea. If I entered now, it would probably take me at least five minutes to locate him – by which time, I reckon an actual hour will have passed. Or almost anyway. I decide it’s good enough. I can still catch him in the act. I’m still hoping he’s on his own.
I zip up my leather jacket to stave off the cold and carefully open the car door, trying to remain as quiet as possible. I probably shouldn’t wear leather; it tends to have a mind of its own, groaning and creaking of its own accord whenever I make a move. Plus, its distinctive earthy smell can give away my presence in a heartbeat. But anything which has senses that are so attuned will know I’m coming from half a mile away and I like the fact that it makes me look kind of bad-ass. It’s difficult to appear threatening when you’re just over five feet tall so I’ll take whatever help I can get. The jacket is far too large for me and, if it wasn’t so elaborate in its embroidery and zips, it’d probably look ridiculous. I ‘borrowed’ it from an old boyfriend of mine called Zupper who I’d spent one sensuous, long summer with, zipping around on the back of his motorbike. He took off around Europe to find himself. I just took his jacket.
I step out, shooting a speculative look at the keys which are still in the ignition. I have a bad feeling about all of this and I’m starting to wonder if I need to be prepared for a quick getaway. To be fair, no one has come this far up the street while I’ve been here; I don’t even think a single bird has flown overhead. And it’s not as if my rusting heap of junk is particularly desirable to even the most desperate jacker. If I leave the keys where they are, I have a better chance of vamoosing out of here at warp speed should I need to. If someone appears from nowhere and nicks my car, however, I’ll be pretty much screwed. Aside from the fact that then I’d have zero way to get out of this graveyard of a cul-de-sac, I simply don’t have the cash to replace it and my insurance is virtually worthless.
I err on the side of caution and pocket the keys. I haven’t had much time to research O’Shea but nothing I’ve learned points towards him being physically dangerous. Yes, he might have less friendly companions inside and, yes, the prickles on the back of my neck are far from comforting, but balancing an extra five-second fumble with the threat of ending up entirely car-less leaves me with no choice. I really should look into some proper alternatives for future encounters though. I silently add it to my ever-growing list of things to do.
I glance up and down the street. It’s still deserted so I cross over quickly and jump the pathetic foot-high gate into the so-called garden, where I pause for a couple of heartbeats, cocking my ear for any sounds. Even though I’m barely a few metres from the front door, I still can’t hear anything.
The grass looks worse close-up. It even smells of decay. In the far corner there’s a one-eyed, blonde-haired doll, forlornly waiting for a long-since departed owner to return. Its sole iris stares at me emptily. I look away and move to the entrance, placing one cupped ear against it. I think perhaps I hear a dull thud from within, but I can’t be sure.
The property has been sitting empty for the last eighteen months since its previous tenant ended up on the wrong side of the law so technically I’m not trespassing, but I still can’t stop myself from checking the street again before I twist the knob and the door creaks open. Then I step over the mouldy envelopes with the tell-tale red of final demands peeking through their transparent windows and cross the threshold.
I pause for a moment, sucking in the stale air and listening carefully. I have no way of knowing which floor O’Shea is on, so I sidle against one wall and shuffle carefully along, making sure I avoid the centre of the corridor where the floorboards are more likely to creak. Although my aim is to confront him, I don’t want to alert him to my presence before I’m ready. I unzip my upper pocket and pull out a small canister of pepper spray. In the unlikely event that he’s armed and feeling twitchy, I’ll be able to get the jump on him.
The door to the left is ajar, which makes my life easier, so I peek through the gap just to be sure. Even though I can’t scan the entire room, my senses tell me that it’s empty. I move forward towards the kitchen, wincing as my foot crunches down on something, and I freeze at the sound. Fortunately I seem to have got away with it as the silence continues. I gently lift my foot and look down, raising my eyebrows when I see the dull glint of a used syringe. Interesting. From the previous occupant’s criminal history and my rushed research, I’ve learned that he was staunchly anti-drugs. So either he was an untidy diabetic or some vanished squatters took up residence temporarily after he left. Or there is something about O’Shea that Tam failed to tell me.
Pursing my lips, I kick the broken needle carefully towards the stairwell and out of my way. Now is not the time to start worrying about how I should have been better prepared before confronting O’Shea. I’m here. It’s already too late. I edge up to the kitchen instead, pausing where the carpet curls up at the edges. The door is hanging off one rusty hinge and the odour coming from inside is so bad I can imagine someone has died inside and their rotting corpse is lying there in its own putrefying juices…
There’s nothing more than a few bin bags filled to the brim with empty takeaway cartons and crumpled aluminium tins of lager. Upstairs then.
I back out, picking my way round to the front of the stairs, and peer upwards into the gloom. Annoyingly, the carpet on the stairs is gone, leaving scuffed bare boards which will make it harder for me to stay quiet. I step up, keeping on my toes to avoid making any more sound than I need to. I clutch the sticky banister and creep noiselessly upwards. When I reach the top, I stop for a moment and wipe my hand on my jeans. I’ll need to scrub myself down with disinfectant as soon as I get home.
I’m about to ease open the first door when I hear what sounds like a gargle emanating from the room furthest away. Considering the state of this place, I doubt that O’Shea is taking time to worry about his dental hygiene. Then I hear a low moan. If I didn’t already know better, I’d assume it came from something of the spectrally challenged variety of being. But this building is less than fifty years old and, smell in the kitchen aside, no records indicated that there has ever been a death on the premises. So it is something else. I bite down on the inside of my cheek and tiptoe forward.
The door is firmly closed. Bad for me. At least the two remaining rooms are also firmly barred, so I’m likely to hear anyone sneaking up from behind before they get too close. O’Shea has to be inside. I reach out for the steel door handle, drawing back with a hiss of breath when my skin touches it. It feels clammy and unpleasantly damp. Sniffing my fingers, I detect the faintest whiff of rose petals. Huh.
I pull the cuff of my jacket over my hand and try again, slowly pulling the handle down and opening the door, wincing at the sound. I give up the pretence of silence and kick it open the rest of the way. It bangs heavily against the wall, bouncing back towards me but I leap through, yanking out the papers from my inside pocket.
‘Devlin O’Shea!’ I deepen my voice and direct it at the dim shape in the centre of the room. ‘You are hereby served.’
The shape doesn’t move but there’s another indistinct moan from its direction. I squint through the gloom. O’Shea may not be performing the illegal magic it has been suggested he would be, but there is still something very, very wrong here. I can smell vomit and urine and something else besides.
‘O’Shea!’ I shout again.
The figure droops. Skirting round it, I go to the windows and yank open the heavy curtains with one hand, keeping the pepper spray outstretched in front of me. Light floods in. I gape. Tied to a wooden chair, his face a bloody pulp, is one very badly beaten daemon. I realise that the other smell I couldn’t identify is fear. He moans again. What in bejesus is going on here?
It’s impossible for me to positively identify him as O’Shea; for all I know O’Shea’s the perp who’s attacked this guy. But I have to deal with what’s in front of me, regardless of my almost overwhelming misgivings. The dark stain soaking the floor beneath the man indicates that he’s losing a lot of blood. Staunching the flow is my priority.
I stuff the pepper spray canister into my pocket, ensuring it’s still within easy reach but not about to fall out when I need it most, and immediately start searching the limp body for wounds. He starts gurgling again and I curse aloud. ABC, I tell myself sternly. Airway, breathing, circulation, in that order. I need to get him into the recovery position.
I realise that his hands are secured with an old-fashioned set of steel cuffs. I keep my own pair, passed down from my father for old times’ sake, but I prefer using plastic ties these days, like most people. The fact that he’s been tied to a chair with a cumbersome old set means something. Not that I have the time to muse about it right now. The cuffs are looped around the wooden bracket at the back so I lift my foot on to it and kick downwards. Thankfully the chair is as rickety as the rest of this godforsaken house and it snaps with one blow, allowing the daemon’s arms to fall backwards. I extricate the hanging piece of wood and chuck it to one side, then yank him off the seat and onto the floor as quickly as I can, manoeuvring his body and neck to force his airway clear. He coughs weakly and my face is sprayed with a mist of blood droplets, letting me know I’ve been successful. Then I return to searching his inert form for the wound.
There are two: one piercing his side, just to the left of his upper rib cage, and one higher up at the base of his neck. Clearly it’s the neck wound I should be most concerned about. Using the base of one hand, I press hard to try and slow down the pulse of blood that’s pumping out. With my other hand, I dig out my phone and tap out 999 with my thumb. I lift it to my ear and, as it starts to ring, the daemon’s eyes snap open, orange slitted pupils taking me in through a glaze of pain. Well, it’s definitely O’Shea.
‘999, what’s your emergency?’
O’Shea shakes his head.
‘I’m in a house on Wiltshore Avenue,’ I say.
‘No.’
‘Number 23,’ I continue. ‘I need an ambulance immediately.’
He moans. ‘No. Stop.’
‘Is that Wiltshore Avenue in Belvedere or Trockston?’ enquires the voice.
O’Shea reaches up and grabs my wrist. Given the state that he’s in and the blood loss he’s suffered, his grip is surprisingly strong. ‘Tell them,’ he rasps, ‘and we’re both dead.’
I stare down at him. Death threats are nothing new in my line of work; daemons, even quarter-daemons, bleeding out in front of me, are. His eyes implore me.
‘If you don’t get to a hospital in the next five minutes, then you’re dead anyway,’ I tell him.
I can hear the emergency responder repeating her question. The futility of the situation hits me. We’re in Trockston, the worst end of Trockston, no less. No paramedic is going to rush to get here. They’d rather take their time so that whatever is going down has gone down by the time they arrive. Which means Devlin O’Shea won’t make it.
‘False alarm,’ I mutter into the receiver and hang up.
O’Shea blinks gratefully at me.
‘Don’t,’ I say, kneeling down and shoving him onto his side, then pulling out a pick so I can undo the cuffs and free his hands. ‘Don’t thank me. You’re about twenty breaths away from rejoining your maker down in the depths.’
I’m surprised at the ease with which I manage to unpick the lock. The cuffs fall, one steel circle hanging loosely from his left wrist. He mumbles something into my ear.
‘Nope,’ I reply with as much forced cheeriness as I can muster, ‘you’ll need to speak up if you want me to hear you.’
O’Shea doesn’t bother responding. I heave him onto my back in a piggyback and force his uncuffed hand up to his throat so he can continue to press on the wound. His weight drives my knees and shoulders downwards, but I do my best to ignore it and stagger to the door and on to the landing. I haul both myself and him down the stairs, this time thumping loudly with every step.
We’re barely at the bottom when my watch beeps, indicating I should at this point be entering the property to find him, not leaving the property with him. And certainly not with him half dead. Those last seven minutes felt more like a bloody hour.
I nudge open the front door with my toe and edge out. The vacant one-eyed doll stares at me as I shuffle back through the garden with O’Shea’s heavy body. I can feel his warm, sticky blood seeping underneath the collar of my jacket and connecting with my skin and I try to speed up. He can’t have long.
Stepping over the garden fence is like scaling Mount Everest. I try to ignore that I’m about to collapse and instead run calculations in my head. Forty seconds to get him to the car. Another minute to get back to the crossroads. Praise the heavens that I don’t already have to reverse and lose even more time. Then I can take the A road past Silverstein to Manorbridge hospital. Five minutes. Tops. I’ll register him under a false name in case he was telling the truth about the dead part. It won’t stop someone from finding him, but it’ll stall them until I can speak to Tam and get a permanent guard stationed.
I try to reach into my pocket for my keys but his leg is in the way, so I’m forced to squeeze my fingers around to grasp them. Yeah. I should have left them in the freaking ignition. I was stupid not to trust my instincts.
Gasping for breath, I lurch round to the passenger side and open the door. I throw in O’Shea’s blood-soaked body, noting with satisfaction that he’s still conscious and pressing tightly on his neck wound. I slam the door shut before dashing round to my seat and starting the car.
I move up the gears, accelerating down the empty street. Come on, come on. I turn left towards Manorbridge, then abruptly slam on the brakes as sirens scream their way into my consciousness. Part of me can’t quite believe it. The emergency responder must have taken my half-baked, half-garbled and half-finished phone call seriously, sending ambulances in both directions. Relief floods through me and I glance behind to welcome the cavalry.
Except it’s not an ambulance. I stare at the vehicle bearing down on us while O’Shea moans at my side. The familiar stripes of an armed response unit wink at me tauntingly as the tyres screech and it wheels round into Wiltshore Avenue. Trying to ignore the tremor in my hands, I very deliberately start the car moving again, away from the sirens.
I run over the phone call in my mind. I’m sure I said nothing more than the address and that I needed an ambulance. There was no reason to send goons with guns to check it out. And how in the hell had they arrived so quickly? I only hung up on the responder a few minutes ago; response times are never that fast. If I’d waited to enter the house until I was supposed to, O’Shea would have lost so much blood he’d probably be dead and I would be the sole witness to the crime. Or the prime suspect. I grip the steering wheel and swerve right.
‘What in the hell have you gotten me into?’ I say aloud to O’Shea, not expecting an answer.
His spooky orange eyes swivel in my direction and he opens his mouth.
‘Don’t speak,’ I tell him curtly. ‘Conserve your energy. You can give me answers later.’ I’m damned if I’ll let him croak on me before I find out exactly what is going on.
I press down on the accelerator, speeding up again, and make a snap decision. I don’t know who this guy is and why the police – and someone else much more violent – are so interested in him, but my interest is piqued. The hospital is now out. There’s only one place nearby where I can get him some proper medical help and avoid the suddenly undesirable eye of the law. I’d rather choke on my own tongue than go there but I’m out of other options. Shit in a hell basket.
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