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Chapter One
 
I knew they were after me almost immediately.  As soon as I left the meeting in the West End, I could feel the hackles rising up on the back on my neck.  Staines had told me to expect something along these lines so I wasn’t surprised.  In fact, it would be an easy matter to avoid any conflict.  Mara was already at the curb, engine running, and I did have an almost soul-destroying mountain of paperwork to complete back at the Brethren headquarters.  But if they didn’t make a move now, then they’d make it later.  Rather than delay the inevitable, it made sense to deal with this now.  
When I approached the car, Mara stepped out.  She’d recently taken to dressing down.  Xander Brady, the previous Lord Alpha, had demanded she wear an old-fashioned chauffeur uniform.  He’d wanted to make himself appear more important – and prove to the watching world that his control was absolute, even when it came to minor elbow witches.  But Mara had just looked ridiculous in the brimmed hat and perfectly starched suit in the colour of mossy bracken.  I hadn’t commented on her attire when I’d taken over.  If there was one thing I’d learnt over the years, it’s that where women’s clothing is concerned, the best approach is always to keep quiet.  Besides, considering what the mages get away with wearing when they’re away from the immediate reach of the Ministry, I didn’t think that demanding sharp creases and pristine collars would improve the efficiency of either the shifters or those like Mara who worked with us.  Therefore, when Mara first ditched the hat and I didn’t comment, she gradually became bolder and bolder.  It didn’t take long for Brady’s uniform to completely disappear.  Today she was wearing dark jeans and an extraordinarily cheesy t-shirt emblazoned with three wolves howling at the moon.  It was difficult not to grin even though I knew the werewolves would be appalled if they saw it.  Mara enjoys pushing the boundaries and I’m happy to let her.  There’s a little too much of an elitist, entitled attitude lingering amongst some of the Brethren, especially Brady’s personal recruits.  It wouldn’t do them any harm to learn to laugh at themselves.
“You can go home, Mara,” I told her.  “I think I’ll make my own way back.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Lord Corrigan.  There are three vampires who’ve been waiting by the corner for the last hour.  When you came out, it was obvious that you’re their target.”
I raised my eyebrows.  “Target?  Maybe they simply want my autograph.”  I leaned in towards her and lowered my voice.  “I’m becoming quite the catch, you know.”
Mara didn’t so much as blink.  “I don’t think they’re your type.”
“What’s my type?”
“Apparently rogue werehamsters who don’t like following orders.”  Mara’s tone was light but she must have registered something in my expression because her face suddenly paled.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.  I…”
“Don’t worry about it.”  I tried hard to retain an element of our banter.  “I know what the rumour mill is like.  I’m just not sure that a shifter whose first impulse is to find the nearest giant wheel is the one for me.”  My weak joke fell flat and Mara didn’t so much as crack a smile.  I sighed.  Perhaps it would be better to cut and run before I really put my foot in it.  “Tomorrow afternoon, then?”
“If you insist.”  She still didn’t look very happy.
“I do.”  I started to wander off, whistling lightly.  “Have a lovely evening.”
I crossed the road, maintaining my relaxed posture.  The vampires were carefully keeping downwind so at least they had one or two brain cells to rub together.  They must have been of the opinion that if I couldn’t smell them, I’d be oblivious to their presence.  No shifter relies on one sense to the detriment of the others though.  
Vampires were cold, soulless creatures but this impending attack wasn’t personal.  I was the new Lord Alpha and they were keen to test my mettle.  Equally, while I was confident I could take them, I wasn’t stupid.  Foolhardy egotism has been the downfall of many Otherworlders.  No-one is invulnerable.  Three vampires working together wouldn’t be easy.  There’s a reason why wolves hunt in packs – and an encounter with three dead ones would be no different.  I decided to even out the odds.
Once I’d passed the first intersection, I nipped to my right and to the back of an alley.  Thank London for its sprawled mess of streets; there was always the opportunity for dark corners where we could remain out of sight from humans.  It wasn’t usually advisable to make the transformation from human to beast in such a public place – in fact, previous Lord Alphas had executed shifters for daring to shift in the city.  I was aiming for a more relaxed approach though – if you could be smart enough not to get caught, then it didn’t bother me where you shifted.  But old habits died hard and few Brethren members had dared to test the new limits thus far.  Maybe I could set an example – and this deserted little street would be perfect. I grinned to myself.  Two birds with one stone.  The only minor annoyance was my clothing.
Using a rickety old exterior fire escape, I clambered to the top of the first building.  I was moving more quickly now.  It wouldn’t take long before the vampires caught up.  At least the building itself was only a few storeys high, even if the reek from the restaurant down below was quite overpowering.  I made a mental note to never ever eat there as I stripped off, neatly folding my shirt and trousers and leaving them in the corner of the flat roof.  After all, I did have appearances to maintain and I’d need to get dressed again at some point.  Within seconds of crouching down, I exploded into my werepanther form.  It was just as well; the vamps were already fanning out, with one guarding the alley entrance, one heading towards the end to make sure it was clear and the other venturing up the same fire escape I’d used.  This might be easier than I’d first thought.
I hunkered down on my belly, keeping as close to the edge of the building as I could.  The climbing vampire wouldn’t see me until it was too late.  I kept my ears cocked and sniffed carefully - not that it was difficult to work out where my adversary was.  He smelled particularly rotten, even for a bloodsucker.  I remained frozen until the very last moment.  The second his head bobbed up above the building’s edge, I extended my claws and lashed out, digging them into his flesh and gaining enough purchase to pull him off his feet.  After that it was a simple matter of spinning round while he was still in midair and striking him with my back legs.  He let out one short scream and plummeted all the way back down.  The crack as his spine connected with the concrete below was almost satisfying.  
“Blink and you’ll miss it,” I growled.  Then, while his two companions began to shout, I sprang after him, landing next to his sprawled body.  Naturally, I landed on my paws.  I am a cat after all.
I tensed my muscles as the vampire at the far end began to run.  Unfortunately, most bloodsuckers tend to enjoy preternatural speed.  Shifters are certainly fast – and their stamina means that in a marathon they’ll outstrip any vampire, even on a bad day.  An enclosed area like this would be a different matter, however.  The good thing was that his companion at my back was also running.  A crafty idea popped into my mind.  I wasn’t sure it was even possible but this was too much of an opportunity to miss out on.  I just had to get the timing spot on.
Vamp One leapt forward, red eyes flashing and claw-like hands extended.  I didn’t move a muscle.  I didn’t want to advertise my intentions.  A heartbeat later, when I felt a rush of air from behind, however, I knew it was time.  I launched upwards in a textbook vertical jump.  As I’d hoped, Vamp One collided with Vamp Two in the space I’d just vacated.  They both fell backwards and, as I landed again, I made a single smooth return back to my human shape, grabbing the first one by the throat and then doing the same to the second.  I slammed the pair against the opposite wall and snarled.
“What gives, gentlemen?”
Vamp Two hissed.  Flecks of red-tinged saliva flew out of his mouth. Eurgh. “We were out for an evening stroll.  How dare you attack us like this?”
“Of course,” I purred, “you are nothing more than innocent passersby.”
“Exactly!  You have no cause to hurt us!  Our people will not be happy.”
I tightened my grip fractionally.  They both made a show of moaning in pain but I knew for a fact it wasn’t hurting them one bit.  Apparently I had a pair of drama queens on my hands.
“Yeah,” the other one sneered.  “And you broke Vincent’s back.  It’ll take him days to recover.”
“Aw, diddums.  Life is hard.”  I leaned my face in.  “I just have one question though.”
Vamp Two took the bait.  “What?”
“Isn’t it clichéd to call your friend Vincent?”
The only answer I received was two identical looks of loathing.
I continued.  “I mean, I suppose the alliteration does make it kind of catchy.  You know, ‘Vincent the Vampire’.” I sketched out a pair of quotation marks in the air.  “But it’s not very original, is it?”
“Let us down, you animal. Make this a fair fight.”
“Oh, but I thought you didn’t want to fight.  Besides,” I smiled slowly, “three against one isn’t very fair, is it?”
Vamp Two abandoned all pretense.  “If you hadn’t shifted, we’d have had you!”
“I see,” I said innocently.  “So if I release you now and we fight again, you’ll promise not to use your fangs, will you?”
A devious look came into Vamp One’s eyes.  “Sure.”
I made a show of pondering it.  Then I shrugged.  “Nah.”  With one swift movement, I knocked both their skulls together and, as one, they slumped to the ground.  I remained where I was for a moment, gazing down at their prone bodies.  That had just been too easy. I spun round, crouching down by Vincent.  He was still conscious, blinking at me with a sudden trace of fear.
“You’re right to be afraid,” I told him.  “I should just kill you here and now.  I’m fairly certain that’s what all the other Lord Alphas have done when you vampires have tried this.  Except I’ve got things to do.  Instead of ending your pitiful existence here, why don’t you go back to all your little dead buddies and tell them you’ve had your opportunity to take me down and you’ve failed.” I glanced back at the other two.  “You know, if you’d actually worked as a team instead of immediately splitting up, you might have had a chance.”  I patted him on the head.  It was patronising because it was meant to be.  “Remember that for the future.”
I didn’t wait for an answer.  I simply climbed back up to the rooftop to retrieve my clothes, get dressed and get back home.
 
*
 
I hadn’t been kidding when I’d said I had things to do.  I’d barely put a foot through the grand Brethren doors when Leah came striding towards me.
“Where the hell have you been?  You were supposed to be back over an hour ago!  You need to start getting ready.”
“I had a minor matter to take care of.”  I peered at her curiously.  “What’s wrong with you?  You’ve been in a bad mood since you got back from Russia.  Do you want to talk about what happened?”
She scowled at me with the sort of spitting ire that only a sibling can manage.  “I’ll talk about it when you talk about happened in Cornwall.”
My face shuttered.  Leah laughed and pointed at me.  “Not so gabby now, are you?”
“I have to shower,” I muttered, manoeuvring myself round her.
“Do you have a date for tonight?” she called out.
I ignored her, striding over to the grand staircase.  Unfortunately, Leah wasn’t the only one on the look out.
“My Lord Corrigan!”
Staines sounded almost as huffy as Leah had.  I glanced over in his direction and raised my eyebrows.  “What is it?”
“You should be dressed by now.  We’re leaving in twenty minutes.”
“And it’ll take me half that time to get ready,” I growled.
“This ball is important,” he began.
I held up a hand.  “I know, I know.  It’s for the good of Otherworld relations.  That is actually why I’m late.  Otherworld relations, I mean.”
“What happened?”
“The vampires made their move.”
Staines looked mildly curious.  “Did you kill them?”
“No,” I dismissed.  “They were only following orders.”
“A few less bloodsuckers in this world wouldn’t be a bad thing.”
I gave him a grin.  “I thought you were all for improving Otherworld relations.”
“Not with them.”  He grimaced.  “Who are you taking to the ball?”
“I rather thought you were coming along.”
His eyes narrowed.  “You know what I mean.”
I tapped my wrist.  “Time is ticking.”
“There are lots of pretty girls…”
“Spare me.”
He huffed loudly while I climbed the stairs two at a time.  This was getting ridiculous.  It was more fun dealing with vampires than it was with my own sister and my trusted advisor.  
“Should have stayed in the damned alley,” I muttered.
“What was that, my Lord?” he called out behind me.
“Nothing, Staines.  Nothing at all.”



Chapter Two
 
I knew I needed to keep a clear head for tonight’s proceedings so I’d planned to drive – and therefore abstain from alcohol – from the moment the ball had been announced.  That’s why I pulled up to the small flat in Kensington behind the wheel of my own car.  Besides, Mara deserved a night off.  I climbed out and tilted my head up to the night sky, drinking in the air.  I had to admit to myself that I was on form with my bid to shake things up in the shifter world today.  First, I had shifted in daylight in the city where, theoretically, any passing human could have spotted me (not that there was every any real danger of that actually happening) and now I was going to breach an invisible boundary that hadn’t been crossed in decades, if not centuries.  It was, however, a calculated move.
I adjusted my cufflinks and stepped up to the smart door.  Before I’d even rung the bell it swung open, revealing Audrey draped in an expensive red silk gown.  It clung to her curves in all the right places, and the effect against her dark hair was nothing short of stunning.  I smiled at her, hoping what showed on my face was frank admiration.  Unfortunately, I really wished she hadn’t worn red.
“Are you sure you’re ready for this?”
She raised up the corner of her lips in amusement.  “I rather think you’re the one who’s going to be receiving flack tonight, not me.”
I took a deep breath and held out my arm.  “We’ll see.”
Despite her high heels, Audrey glided down the steps.  I opened the car door for her, ensuring she was comfortably inside before I returned to the driver’s seat.
“You know,” she said, once I’d driven away from the curb, “I’m actually rather looking forward to this.”
“You will need to be on your guard,” I warned.  “Don’t expect to make many friends.  I’ve not told a soul that you’re coming.”
She laughed lightly.  “You’re not ashamed of me, are you?”
I met her eyes briefly.  “I don’t think that would even be possible.”
I’d bumped into Audrey outside Magia, a small – and very discreet – boutique shop selling magic.  Magia was carefully overseen by the Ministry and they took great pains to scan all their customers and ensure nothing nefarious was taking place. I’d been there more as a result of a private matter than anything I was doing in an official capacity.  I had wanted a tracking spell – and I had wanted it under the radar, so to speak.  In the end it all turned out for naught.  The only spell I could get without going to the Ministry directly – and thus admit a level of weakness about our very own shifters that I couldn’t subject the Brethren to - covered a radius of a mere thirty miles.  Wherever Mack was, it wasn’t London.  
Still, I met Audrey.  She had been hovering around outside trying to pluck up the courage to go in and search for a spell that would enable her to re-home a group of brownies she’d discovered nesting in her floorboards.  The only catch was she’s human.  It’s extraordinarily rare for humans to discover the existence of the Otherworld and they’re usually taken care of one way or another before they can do any harm.  The Ministry, however, was aware of her existence and were permitting her to continue as she was.  It was out of character for the magical overlords but apparently her great-grandfather had been something of a big shot back in the day and, while the family line had been diluted through the generations so that they were essentially now all humans, they remained cognizant of what was really going on.  It didn’t mean my fellow shifters would be quite so relaxed about the matter, however.  Humans were verboten.  It was part of the Way; in fact, a vast number of Directives covered our interactions with them.  I was hoping to change that.  Not all shifters were the same – and neither were all humans.
When we pulled up outside the grand house where the ball was taking place, and I passed the car keys over to the horned and tailed valet, I started to feel nervous.  I still wasn’t sure what sort of reaction I could expect.  It seemed unfair on Audrey to use her as a test case to relax some of our stricter laws.  I had to start somewhere though.  I carefully took her arm, tucking it under mine, and we strolled in together.  Although the majority of the mages who were present were initially oblivious to her presence, every shifter in the vicinity turned in our direction, scenting her immediately.  I spotted a few hotheaded werehyenas even gearing up for a fight.  When their eyes drifted to me, they dropped their shoulders and backed down.  It didn’t change the flickers of fear and wariness exhibited around the room though.
The first person to approach us was unexpected.  She rolled up in her wheelchair and twinkled at Audrey.
“Hello, my dear.  I’m Julia.”  She held out her hand. Everything about her was graceful and elegant, from her carefully coiffed hair to her immaculate manicure.
Audrey took her hand and shook, beaming warmly.  “I’m Audrey.  It’s nice to meet you.”
“And where are you from?” Julia asked.  The twinkle remained in her eyes but the steel underlying her voice was clear.  It was obvious to us all what she was really asking.
“You mean, what is a human doing at an Otherworld ball?” Audrey said, not bothering to prevaricate.
“Indeed.”
I was tempted to interrupt and help her out but, by the tilt of her chin, she was going to manage fine on her own. “Lord Corrigan invited me.  I may be human but I’ve known about the Otherworld since I was a little girl.”
Julia flicked me a speculative look.  I gave a shrug that was attempting to give an air of insouciance.  “Audrey’s family were once very well connected.  They’ve kept their mouths shut for generations.  There’s nothing to worry about.”
She raised her eyebrows.  “She’s still human.”
“Yes,” I said with the faintest hint of a challenge.  “She is.”
The older woman’s expression altered slightly.  I couldn’t be certain but it looked oddly like delight.  She inclined her head towards us both and moved away.  I watched her go.  It was hard not to wonder whether she’d had any contact with Mack.  I knew how close they’d been.  Anton, the new Cornish Lord Alpha, had been keeping me well abreast of the lack of information regarding his rogue werehamster though so it seemed unlikely.  In fact, he was supposed to be here this evening. I had no doubt he’d make considerable effort to seek me out and repeat what I already knew.  He seemed to take a certain glee in Mack’s prolonged absence.
Audrey nudged me.  “That seemed to go okay.”
I jolted myself out of my reverie.  “Um, yes.  It did.”  Unfortunately, at that point, I caught Staines’ eyes.  He looked incandescent with rage.
A nearby waiter offered us long stemmed glasses of champagne.  Audrey took one while Staines took a step towards us.
Back down, I growled, using my Voice to force his compliance.  It’s not something I would normally do but I couldn’t afford to have him forget his place in such a public forum.  Not when my plans to modernise the Brethren hinged on this evening.
His face grew bright red.  She’s human.
Do you think I’m not aware of that? I kept my expression bland.  I didn’t want anyone else in the room to get an inkling of what was passing between us.
You are treading on dangerous ground, my Lord.
I know.  But I need our shifters to first see that not every human needs to be treated like they have the plague.
This is a bad idea.  You should have consulted me first.
I stiffened slightly.  I am Lord Alpha.
Yes, you are.  And your efforts are commendable.  But this is a potential bloodbath.
I knew he was right.  I could smell the growing hostility in the room.  Without forcing everyone to submit blindly to my will, I sent out calming instructions.  There was a considerable loosening of tension but we had a long way to go before we were out of the woods.
“Lord Corrigan. Miss Banks.”  I turned at the voice, registering the Arch-Mage.  He kissed Audrey’s hand and smiled.  “I have heard many things about your family.  It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintaince.”
I cleared my throat, asserting my authority.  “How are things with you?”
“Good.  And you?”
“Fantastic.”
He leaned in towards me.  “I heard you had a little trouble down in Cornwall once the business with that Iabartu woman was tied up.  Did a shifter actually turn rogue?”
“We’re looking into it,” I said, taut with a tension that I seemed unable to control.
“Do let me know if you require any help with the matter. “
“I’m sure we’ll be fine.”  I met his gaze full on.  We might be enjoying better relations but that didn’t mean the head of the mages wasn’t beyond some one-upmanship.
Sadly for me, he wasn’t ready to let it go just yet. “It can’t look good for such a new Lord Alpha to already have dissension in the ranks.”
I snarled softly, unable to help myself.  Then I remembered my position and straightened my back.  “As I said, we’ll be fine.”
The Arch-Mage’s mouth curled up at the corners.  Having got the reaction he’d wanted, he finally changed the subject.  “It’s curious that you’ve chosen to bring along Miss Banks as your companion.” 
“Is it?” I gave her a glance, my eyes softening.  “Who wouldn’t want such a beautiful, clever woman by their side?” On cue, Audrey smiled.
“Indeed,” said the Arch-Mage.  “Indeed.”
The remainder of the evening continued in much the same fashion.  My dominant position meant that I was able to dampen down the more obvious hostility towards Audrey.  A few Brethren members were even polite and friendly, much like Julia had been.  It didn’t change the fact that the atmosphere was stilted, however.  Although I danced with her several times, and we made our way around the assembly chatting to various people, I knew she was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with the stares in her direction.
“Shall we make a move?” I asked, after I caught her giving her watch a sidelong glance.
She smiled brilliantly.  “Just let me powder my nose first.”
I watched her go, then ducked behind a nearby pillar where a waiter was hovering so I could ask for a glass of water.  
“No doubt you’ve seen Lord Corrigan’s date,” a familiar voice said.
I stiffened.  It was Julia, apparently unaware of my presence merely a few feet away.
“Of course I have,” Anton replied.  
“She’s human.”
“So?”
“Anton…”
“Lord Anton,” he snapped.  “And it doesn’t make any difference.  It’s an entirely different situation.  Besides, I’m sure you’ve noticed how everyone has reacted to her.”
“Yes, but...”  She was momentarily drowned out by the sound of a cheer.  “Good grief, is that Tom?”
“Down on one knee,” Anton snorted.  “Grovelling just like he did when he was with us.”  
They moved away while I shifted to my left to get a better look at what was going on.  Both Tom and his apparent girlfriend, Betsy, had been acquitting themselves well since they’d joined the Brethren.  I was still curious about their relationship, however, and how on earth Mack tied into it.
I spotted them just in time to see Betsy beaming and nodding.  Tom slid a sparkling ring onto her finger and stood up, kissing her passionately.
“You look very pleased at that,” Audrey said, appearing at my side and nodding her head in the couple’s direction. “Like the cat that got the cream, in fact.”
I coughed.  “It’s great to see a young couple get together.  They’re good together.”
She watched them for a moment.  “They do seem well suited.”
“They are.  Shall we leave them to it and head out to the car?”
“Lead the way, my Lord.”
 
*
 
I walked Audrey to her door.  When we reached it, she turned and gave me a little smile.
“I’m sorry if that was tough for you,” I told her.
“It’s okay.  I knew what to expect beforehand.  It wasn’t the easiest night of my life but it could have been worse.”
I bent my head to give her a kiss but she pulled back.  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Don’t be intimidated by how the shifters reacted.  They’ll come around.”
“Actually,” she said softly, “it’s not them.”
I paused.  “Then what?”
“You’ve been a lovely date, Corrigan.  You’ve been attentive and kind.  You’re wonderful on the dance floor and quite possibly one of the most attractive men I’ve ever met.”
“But…?”
“But you weren’t with me.”
I frowned.  I didn’t understand.
“Let’s just say you seem distracted.  And it had nothing to do with this evening.  I think it’s something else entirely.”  She bit her lip and looked me in the eyes.  “Whoever she is, she’s a lucky woman.”
“There’s not another woman, Audrey.”
She smiled sadly.  “Yes, there is.”  She reached up and gave me a peck on the cheek.  Then she unlocked her door and went inside.



Chapter Three
 
“Have we had any hits yet from the Othernet appeal?”
Lucy looked at me blankly.  “What appeal?”
I clenched my fists underneath the desk.  “The one for Mackenzie Smith.”
“Oh.”  She shook her head.  “Nothing of note.”
“What does that mean?”
She shrugged.  “There have been a few calls but none of them panned out.  We did what you asked and made her out to be as heroic as possible to avoid any wannabe vigilantes from acting if they spotted her.  It seemed to work.  Even with that, however, you know the crazies get involved when something like a rogue happens.  There are lots of Otherworlders who enjoy yanking the shifter chains.”
“I want to see the names.”
“On the call list?  My Lord, I can assure you…”
I growled.  Lucy paled slightly and nodded before backing away.  I rubbed my forehead.  It shouldn’t matter this much.  I definitely shouldn’t be taking my frustration about Mack’s disappearance out on other people either.  Since Audrey’s frank assessment, however, I’d thought of little else.  If I could just find her and talk to her…
It wasn’t the first time that I’d done it, but I tried my Voice again anyway.  Mack?  Where the hell are you?
As per usual, there was no response.  In fact, I was certain she didn’t even hear me.  I had been stretching my ability to communicate, however.  A few days ago, I managed to reach the local Alpha in Newcastle.  Mack might be on the other side of the world, of course.  I wasn’t sure I’d ever be strong enough to make the Voice reach that far.  I pushed my chair back and punched the desk.  There was an ominous sounding crack as the wood split.  The neat desk tidy, containing an array of multi-coloured pens, along with a sheaf of paper, slid to the floor.  Goddamnit.
I exhaled loudly and got back to the mind-numbing paperwork.  With the desk ruined, however, it was difficult to find a space where I could properly work.  I was about to give up on my office and find somewhere else when the phone rang.
“This is Corrigan.”  I could hear the anger in my tone and forced myself to calm down.  Whoever was on the other end of the phone had nothing to do with my sharp-clawed kitten.
“My Lord Alpha, this is Andrew Farnam.  I’m the…”
“The Alpha in Somerset,” I finished for him.  “We have met.”
“I didn’t think you’d remember.”
“As I recall we had a particularly interesting discussion about the merits of Way Directive 49.”
“Yes.”  He sounded strained.  Clearly he wasn’t calling to pass the time of day or to debate the finer points of shifter law.
“What is it, Andrew?”
“We’re having some problems here, my Lord.”
I sat up straight, ignoring the drop in my stomach.  “What kind of problems?”  I prayed to the heavens above that it wasn’t another portal and another damned demi-goddess.
“A lot of the pack here have been sick.”
I frowned.  Whatever I’d been expecting, it wasn’t that.  “Go on.”
“We’re not sure how it started but two weeks ago three of our shifters came down with a fever.”
I grabbed a notepad.  ‘What kind of shifters?”  Different ailments affected different groups.  Knowing who was involved could rather dramatically change any kind of treatment offered.
“A were-lion, werewolf and werefox.”
That made no sense.  “Okay.  Tell me more about the fever.”
He cleared his throat.  “It only started with the fever.  Unfortunately it didn’t stay that way.  Their skin turned red.  Then the whites of their eyes.  They kept complaining of thirst.  We thought it might be food poisoning.  Or some kind of flu.”
“But?” I prompted.
“But then their liver and kidneys began to shut down.  They were in agony.”
“Andrew,” I said quietly, “you’re talking in the past tense.”
“Yes, my Lord.  This morning all three of them passed away.”
I squeezed my eyes shut.  For several heartbeats both of us were silent.  Eventually, however, I found some words.  They sounded weak and trite though. “My condolences to the families.  And to you.”
“Thank you, my Lord.”
With deepening dread, I suddenly knew that he wasn’t finished.  “More are sick?” I guessed.
“Yes.” He spoke heavily.  “We kept the first three isolated but they must have passed on the disease somehow.  We have another five who are complaining of symptoms.”
“And yourself?  How are you?”
“I’m okay.”  
I took a deep breath.  Whatever this was, it was damned serious.  The cogs of my mind whirred.  What would be the best course of action?  I had to be decisive.  Somerset needed strong help, not a weak leader.  “Right.  The most important thing is to quarantine everyone.  I’m going to set up an exclusion zone.  No-one is to be allowed outside.  We can’t risk passing whatever this is onto other people.  You’ll need to do more to separate the healthy from the sick within your residences.”
“Yes, my Lord.”  There was a tinge of relief to Andrew’s voice.  I knew it was because he needed someone else to take action.  It wasn’t because he was weak himself; he was simply overwhelmed with what was happening to his Pack.
“I’ll send Doctor Higgins to you with a medical team and all the equipment you’ll need.  He’s the best we have.  He’ll get to the bottom of this, Andrew.  And we’ll raid a damn hospital if we have to.”
“Thank you, my Lord.”
“I want reports every few hours.  I’ll contact you via my Voice so you don’t need to worry about getting to a phone.  If I try and speak to you at a bad time, you will tell me.  Agreed?”
“Agreed.”
“You’ll get through this.”
“I appreciate the support.”
“You know it’s why we’re here.”  I hung up the phone and turned to stare out of the window.  A flock of birds flew one way then swung round and flew back again.  I watched them until they disappeared from view.  Then I grabbed the chair I’d just been sitting on and threw it at the window, smashing the glass.  The alarm began to peal and two wolves rushed in to check on my safety.  I just stood looking at the fallen chair, frustration and despair seeping from every pore.
 
*
 
“So you think I can help?” the Arch-Mage stated, once I’d finished outlining the situation to him.
“Our doctor is taking blood samples of everyone who’s succumbed to this red fever.  They’ll be here this evening.”
“The thing is, Corrigan,” he said with frank honesty, “we can’t cure disease.  Believe me, we’ve tried.  We can help alleviate a few symptoms but even then only for simple infections such as the common cold.  Magic can do a lot of good.  It can even change the world.  But it can’t do everything.”
I nodded.  “I understand that.  I’m not looking for miracles.  But if we can find the source of the initial infection, then we have a better shot of developing something to fight it.”
“Then I’ll see what I can do.  In return…”
I wasn’t surprised.  “Yes?”
“In return we are having a problem with some lubber fiends up by the Scottish border.  There’s an outpost there.  Perhaps you can provide some aid.”
“I’ll see to it personally.”
The Arch-Mage frowned.  “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”
I tried not to smile.  He didn’t enjoy getting his hands dirty; apparently, as leader of the British mages, he thought it was beneath him.  It wasn’t an opinion I sought to disagree with but it also certainly wasn’t one I shared as far as my own status went.  “I’ll sort it out.  Set up a portal this evening.”
He shrugged.  “As you wish.”
I saw myself out of his office although I was forced to endure an escort out of the building.  I was just at the main entrance, however, when I spotted a familiar figure.  I strode over, ignoring the mage trotting at my heels.
“Floride!” I shouted.
The mage, who’d been leaning nonchalantly against a wall, looked startled.  He bolted upright as I approached.  “Corrie! Dude! What a pleasant surprise!”
I looked him over.  Neither his manner of speaking nor his dress sense had improved since I last saw him.  He appeared to be wearing some strange Hawaiian ensemble that clashed dreadfully.  I shook my head to myself.  “Where’s Mackenzie?”
His eyes widened even further.  “Uh … who?”
He knew exactly who I was talking about.  He also seemed to think I was born yesterday.  “Mack,” I snapped.  “Werehamster.  Nasty temper.  Dyes her hair.”
“Ohhhhh, Mack.  You should have said.”  He began to turn and leave.  I grabbed his arm.
“Where is she?”
“I don’t know.”
I glowered at him.  It would be useful indeed if Voice compulsion worked on more than just shifters.  
“Dude!  I’m telling the truth!  I don’t know where she is.”
“You’re a tracking expert.”
He drew himself up.  “And if the Arch-Mage requests that I put a spell out on her to find her then I will.  But you are not my boss.”
I stared at him.  I’d long since realised that the floppy-haired magician was capable of more than his appearance suggested.  However, I’d also been aware that he had some cowardly tendencies.  Despite my desire to find the bloody werehamster and throttle her before I locked her in my bedroom until she purred, I admired his sudden stubbornness.  He obviously knew that I wouldn’t ask the Arch-Mage directly for help as far as Mack was concerned.  Some things had to be dealt with in house.
“My Lord Corrigan,” squeaked the mage escort at my side, “you should probably get going.  It’ll be dark soon.”
I threw him a look.  “Maybe I like the dark.  It makes it easier to hunt my prey.”
He visibly balked.  Regretting my words, I sighed.  Considering what was going on in Somerset, my energies really should be focused elsewhere. “Fine,” I snapped.  “Let’s go.”
Once I was in the back of the car, with Mara driving, I got hold of Staines.  What do you know about lubber fiends?  I’ve agreed to sort out a group of them for the Arch-Mage.
I could hear the grimace in his response.  Nasty creatures.  Best to avoid them if you can.  They’re vermin.
That’s rather harsh, isn’t it?
Not really, my Lord.  You’ll find out.  His tone was ominous.  
I sighed internally.  Things just kept getting better and better. I want to go to Somerset once I’ve finished with them.
That’s a bad idea.
Everything I suggest these days is a bad idea as far as you’re concerned.
That’s because everything you suggest is a bad idea, my Lord.  You’ve been in a bad mood since…
I quickly interrupted him.  Let’s stay on topic, Staines.  Somerset.
You can’t risk infecting yourself.
My life isn’t any more valuable than anyone else’s, I pointed out.

No, but you meet more shifters than most others do.  If you get infected, you’ll be in a position to pass on any disease to far too many others.
It really annoyed me when he was right.  
Besides, Staines continued, of the three shifters who passed away, two were over sixty-five and the third had several underlying conditions.  It’s tragic.  But it’ll probably blow over soon.  These things tend to sort themselves out.
I gnawed on my cheek.  I really hoped he was right with that too.  Unfortunately, I had a terrible feeling that this was only the beginning.



Chapter Four
 
When the portal opened, Tom, Lucy and myself ventured through one by one.  Each of us were ready for action.  I didn’t think we were prepared for the sight in front of us, however.  
“I thought you said it was just an outpost, my Lord,” Lucy said, craning her neck upwards.
“I did.”  There was no mistaking the grim set to my mouth.  “I’d been expecting something small.  A hut, perhaps, or a small house.  Not this.”
My eyes travelled the length of the castle.  It was vast.  Rising out from a green sea of perfectly manicured lawn were spires, turrets and imposing walls.  Even the lowest parapet had to be twenty metres high.  Simply locating the lubber fiends could take days.  I silently cursed the Arch-Mage.  A little forewarning would have been nice.
Tom scratched his neck.  “It looks familiar.”
“Yeah,” Lucy agreed.  “I’m sure I’ve seen it before.”
I gave them both an unhappy look and strode forward to read a small sign set next to a rosebush.  The corners of my mouth downturned even further.  “It looks familiar because it is.  It’s a film location.  Apparently Cressida and James had their first onscreen kiss here.”
“Really?”  Tom bounded up.  “I love that film!”  He pulled a phone out of his back pocket and took a photo.  When he caught me staring at him, he hung his head in sudden contrition.  From the sparkle in his eyes, I knew it was all for show though.
“What does that mean for us?” Lucy asked.
I tensed my shoulders as a large bus swung by us, pulling into the car-park just opposite.  Dozens of people piled off.  “Tourists,” I said through gritted teeth.  “Lots and lots of tourists.”
 
*
 
As much as we might have wanted to avoid the crowds, it was next to impossible to manage.  We ended up behind a large group who were incomprehensibly following a brash woman holding a little blue flag.
“And here in front, you will notice the front door,” she explained in grandiose tones.  “It’s made out of wood.”
I exchanged a glance with Lucy.  It was a mistake because I was forced to bite down hard on my tongue to avoid laughing out loud and drawing needless attention our way.  We trailed inside after the tourists, doing what we could to blend in with them.  Both Tom and Lucy were doing a far better job of it than I was.  At least they managed to look as if they were enjoying themselves.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t keep the glower off my face.  This was not my idea of a productive way to spend my evening.
“What time does the castle close to visitors?” I asked a nearby woman, who was wearing a name-tag and what appeared to be a squashed mushroom for a hat.
“8 o’clock.”  She beamed at me.  “Can I see your ticket?”
“Excuse me?”
“Your entrance ticket.”  She held her hand out expectantly, her smile still blasting out full wattage.
I looked from her outstretched palm to her face and back again.  “I don’t have a ticket,” I said slowly.
“That’s fine, sir.  You can purchase one now.”
“Can I?” I murmured, seething ire rising up inside.  It wasn’t enough that we had to scour an area the size of Hyde Park to find the bloody fiends, we now had to pay for the privilege.  “How much is it?”
“Twenty-five pounds.”
I gaped.  “You’re kidding me.”
“It’s a day pass, sir.  You can stay as long as you want.”
“Except you shut at 8pm,” I pointed out.  “And it’s now five to seven.” 
The woman just continued to smile.  With effort, after all it wasn’t her fault, I smiled back, paying for the three of us.  I was still fuming at the Arch-Mage, however, when we walked away.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so furious,” Lucy commented with an arch grin.
I shook my head.  “It’s an affront.”
“I thought the mages were hard up.  That’s what everyone’s saying, anyway.  But with buildings like this and money like that…”
“It’s not as simple as that, unfortunately.  The upkeep of a place like this is tremendous.”
Tom nodded.  “Imagine the heating bill.”
“I know they sold of a lot of their property.  They’re only hanging on to a handful of places outside of London now.  I guess the film stuff and the tourism helps keep this place on its feet.”
“Why don’t they sell it?”
“Because no-one knows what’s around the corner.”  
Unfortunately for me what was around the corner was a small tow-headed child sucking on her thumb.  She gazed at me with wide saucer-like eyes then kicked me in the shin and ran off.  “I’m amazed the lubber fiends haven’t been driven off yet,” I muttered, ignoring the stifled giggles from my two companions.
I jerked my head to the side towards a small door that was roped off, before quickly stepping over the barrier and moving inside with the pair of them right behind me.  “We need to split up,” I told them, once I was sure we were out of earshot.  “Find the lubber fiends.  Don’t engage them unless it’s necessary.  I’ll check in with you via the Voice every fifteen minutes or so.  I don’t want to spend all night here.”
Tom and Lucy fervently agreed, then peeled off to the left and right respectively.  I headed forward.  
Now I was out of the main visitor thoroughfare, the surroundings were markedly different.  Instead of opulent fabrics and ancient paintings, the rooms were almost entirely bare.  There were a few sticks of furniture here and there but they were as close to being antique as a flat-pack bookshelf from IKEA.  It made searching easier, if nothing else.  If there was nothing in the room, there was nowhere for a lubber fiend to hide.
Anything yet? I inquired.
Not a thing.
Tom chimed in. Me either.
I sighed, rubbed my forehead, and kept searching. 
There seemed little logic to the castle’s layout.  The rooms were higgledy-piggledy and I found myself forced to backtrack several times because I ended up at various dead-ends.  It wasn’t until I opened one door, thinking it to be nothing more than a cupboard, and I saw the steps leading downwards, that I began to think I might be getting somewhere.  If I were a tiny demon like creature, I’d probably like the basement, I decided.  I flicked on the light and ventured down.
The stairs were uneven, worn by hundreds of years of use.  Somehow it gave this part of the building a tragic atmosphere.  I padded down, keeping my tread as light and silent as possible.  I was tempted to shift but I wanted to communicate with the fiends first before attempting to fight them.  There were more ways to skin a cat than simple brute force.  When the staircase curved round and I caught a strange whiff of what smelled like boot polish, I was certain I was getting close to their lair.  
I emerged out into what appeared to be a storage room.  Boxes and crates lay everywhere.  There was something odd about them all.  It wasn’t until I inspected them closely that I realised what it was.  They were stacked on top of each other, their edges flush.  Each tower was equidistant to the next one.  The mathematical precision of the layout was astounding.  It also occurred to me that there wasn’t so much as a smidgen of dust to be seen.  For an old, disused room, that was downright remarkable.
Tiptoeing along to the next door, I avoided the centre of the room where the floorboards were more likely to creak and give me away.  When I reached the door itself, and pressed my ear up against it, I knew I’d found gold.  There were definitely muted voices on the other side.  I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying - in fact, it didn’t even sound English.  All the same, I sent a quick message out to Tom and Lucy to inform them of both my discovery and location.  Then I turned the doorknob.
There were four of them.  They were seated around some kind of low-lying table and bickering loudly to each other in high-pitched voices.  I’d been right – whatever they were speaking, it wasn’t a language I was familiar with.  It was more a series of clicks and squeaks than anything I could decipher as words.  I kept the door open by little more than a crack, watching them carefully.  They really were tiny creatures.  I could probably hold all four in the palms of my hands.  Each one was dressed in brightly coloured clothing, and each one wore an oddly pointed hat.  
The one nearest to me began squeaking even louder.  He threw something down on the table and kicked away his miniature chair.  He put his hands on his hips and spat unceremoniously on the floor.  The other three fiends looked shocked and hissed back at him.  I shifted my weight to try and get a better look at what was really going on.  When I saw what was on the table, it finally dawned on me.  They were playing poker.  Somehow I’d stumbled across a lubber fiend gambling den.  I threw the door open, ready to confront the lot of them.  All four turned in my direction, mouths simultaneously falling open.  I held up my hands to indicate I was unarmed, and gave them a smile.
“Hello, boys.”
The fiend who was standing snickered.  He leaned over and nudged his companion, jabbering loudly.  Then they all threw back their heads and laughed.  I frowned.  This wasn’t quite going as I’d expected.
I took a step inside.  “I just want to chat,” I said.
The fiends’ laughter grew.  My eyes narrowed.  I’d been in this damn castle long enough as it was and my patience was wearing thin.  I didn’t need a bunch of tiny creatures treating me as their evening entertainment.  I was many things, but I wasn’t a comedian.
Something sharp stabbed into my ankle.  I glanced down and saw yet another fiend.  It was latched on, its teeth sinking into my flesh.  It was too small to really hurt but it was still annoying.  I lifted my leg and tried to shake it off.  When that didn’t work, I bent down to pull it away with my fingers.  That was when they rushed me.  
The fiends came from all directions.  There weren’t merely four of them – there were hundreds.  It felt like hundreds anyway.  Several appeared at my back, even though I could have sworn there had been nothing in the room behind me beyond the boxes.  They leapt at me, biting and clawing.  It was vaguely akin to being attacked by a swarm of bees.  I growled, lashing out at them.  I didn’t want to hurt them but they were becoming damn annoying.  
Grabbing the nearest one by the scruff of its neck, I held it up and glared into its eyes.  “Stop this!  I want to talk!”
It squeaked at me.  Then, before I could do anything else, even more lubber fiends appeared, swarming over me.  I finally tensed myself to shift - but it was too late.  My consciousness seeped away, along with the nips of pain and any semblance of light.
 
* 
 
When I awoke, I was spread-eagled on the floor.  I tried to sit up but both my hands and feet were tightly bound.  I tugged at them in a vain bid to free myself but the lubber fiends were apparently rather cunning and had a sailor’s knowledge of knots.  To my left, I could hear steady breathing and I knew without looking that both Tom and Lucy were beside me.  I probed at gently them with my Voice.
Wake up.
There was a soft moan.
Hush.  We need to stay quiet.
Tom made a tiny grunt.  I feel like I’ve been pricked by a million needles.  What the hell are these things?
There was a creak as Lucy strained at her own bindings.  They look similar to hobgoblins.
I agreed.  I’d never been attacked by a hobgoblin before though.
What’s the plan, boss?
Despite our situation, I grinned at Tom’s epithet.  It was considerably more relaxed and friendly than ‘my Lord’.  We need to get out of here.  There are hundreds of the things and they don’t seem to want to negotiate.
Why do you think they’ve tied us up?  
I have no idea.  They could have killed us while we were out so perhaps they want something from us.
I was right.  The fiends must have been alerted to our awakening because one jumped over and perched itself on my chest, blinking owlishly down.  Unlike the others I’d seen, this one was wearing all black.  Interesting.  It jumped up and down on my ribcage and made yet another series of little high-pitched squawks.  I sighed.  The lack of coherent communication was not aiding matters.  However, when I didn’t immediately respond, the fiend wrinkled his nose and rubbed his thumb and finger together.  Ah ha.  Finally something I understood.
“If you want money,” I said slowly and clearly, “you need to let us go.”
The fiend leapt backwards, landing on my stomach.    It hissed.
I tried to remain reasonable.  “I can’t help you out unless you release us.”
Whether he understood or not wasn’t apparent.  I tried to think of a solution.  Just then, however, Tom made a strange sound.  I jerked my head over, as did the lubber fiend.  The werewolf continued, clicking his tongue and squeaking several times, while Lucy and I exchanged glances.  Perhaps there was more to Mack’s werewolf friend that met the eye.  The fiend abandoned my belly and hopped over to him, jabbering away in return.
After what seemed to be several exchanges, Tom finally spoke in a manner I understood.  “The fiends have lived here for decades.  Now that the mages have brought in tourists, they can’t do their job properly.  As a result they want compensation.”
Deciding to avoid asking the obvious about his linguistic skills, I focused on what was really important.  “How much money?”
“Twenty pieces of silver.”
I frowned.  “And how many fiends are there?”
“You misunderstand.  They don’t want twenty pieces of silver each.  They just want twenty pieces of silver.”
“Nothing else?”
He shook his head.  “Nothing else.”
It seemed bizarre.  Although I was fairly certain I could escape my bonds without too much trouble, the lubber fiends didn’t know that.  They could have asked for a great deal more.  
“My Lord,” Tom continued, speaking more formally than before, “they seem remarkably peeved about the job business.  I’m sure that if we can find them alternative employment, then we may be able to persuade them to leave.”
It sounded promising.  “What kind of employment are we talking about?”
“Cleaning.”
“Really?”  Lucy sounded as surprised as I felt.
“You were right,” Tom explained.  “They are related to hobgoblins.  And brownies.  They’re just a bit more, um, obsessive about the whole cleaning thing.”
I thought about the spick and span room next to this one.  It made a kind of sense.  “Tom, how can you speak to them?”
He spoke softly.  “Julia employs a group of brownies in Cornwall to make sure the keep is regularly cleaned.  I learnt how to communicate with them.  It just so happens that the fiends speak a similar tongue.  No-one’s supposed to know about the Cornish brownies but once when I was ill as a child…” His voice trailed off.  “Well, it’s not that important.  It’s just about the only secret I’ve ever managed to keep though.”
Just about?  I wondered what else was locked away inside his head.  Aloud, however, I merely thanked him.  
It was a stretch, but I thought I might just be able to reach Cornwall with my Voice from here.  It was a long way but there was no time like the present to push my limits even further.
Julia?  I’m sorry for disturbing you.
There was a momentary pause before she answered, sounding just as unruffled as she always did.  It’s no bother, my Lord Alpha.  Her response was faint but audible.  We’ve only just returned from London so you’ve caught us at a good time.  What can I do for you?
Brownies, I answered.  I hear you have some.
Yes. She sounded surprised.  I suppose Tom has been telling tales.  He didn’t even tell Mackenzie about them.  You must have his respect indeed.
I ignored the brief tingle I felt at Mack’s name.  Actually it’s probably not because of anything like respect. His honesty will be more to do with our current predicament.  I quickly outlined our situation with the lubber fiends, aware that the black suited fiend, not to mention Tom and Lucy, were waiting.
Lubber fiends and brownies don’t tend to get on, My Lord.  Lubber fiends don’t tend to get on with anyone, to be honest.  I don’t think I can find room for them.
That wasn’t my intention.  Are brownies – or lubber fiends - susceptible to shifter diseases?
She was silent for a moment before answering.  What kind of diseases?
The kind that might cause three shifters in Somerset to die.  Fever.  Liver and kidney damage.  
I heard her intake of breath in my mind.  No, that wouldn’t affect them. Is there something in Somerset I can help with?
Maybe later if things don’t improve.  For now we are dealing with it.  I apologise for interrupting you without prior warning.  
Any time, my Lord.
I cut the communication.  “Tom, tell the fiend that if they’re willing to relocate to Somerset, I can find them new employment.”  It was the ideal situation really.  The fiends would be able to disinfect the entire Somerset residences.  It would prevent the disease from spreading.  I was confident the pack there would accommodate them after that.
Tom clicked his tongue several times and ‘spoke’ to the fiend.  I’d been expecting some kind of delay before he answered but the response was instantaneous.  He jumped up and down and there was a sudden excited note to his squeals.
“He agrees, my Lord.”
I smiled.  “Excellent.  Now tell him to untie us.”
 
*
 
By the time we returned to the ground floor, it was apparent that the castle was completely deserted.  We’d been stuck in the basement for some time.  Lucy jimmied a window to enable us to make our escape.
“Before we leave, my Lord…” she began, with a slight nervous twitch.
“Yes?”
“All three of us were overpowered by a group of creatures no larger than rats.  Perhaps we shouldn’t speak of this to anyone.”
I laughed.  “You don’t think it would improve our reputations?”
She grinned back.  “I don’t think so.”
I nodded in agreement and flicked a look at Tom.  “You did very well today.”
He beamed with pride, colour tinging his cheeks.  “Thank you, my Lord.”
“You two go ahead,” I told them.  “There’s something I want to do before I leave.”
They inclined their heads and scrambled out of the window.  I stood back and folded my arms, taking a deep breath.  If I could reach Cornwall with my Voice from here, then I reckoned I could reach every corner of the British Isles.  There was no other way I was going to find out if Mack was still in the country.  I licked my lips and realised I actually felt nervous.
Mackenzie.
At first there was nothing.  Then there was an odd touch of something pushing at the edges of my mind.  Something scared and on the run.  I tried again.
Mackenzie?
She didn’t answer but I knew she was there.  I could feel her.  Warmth shot through me.  She was still here.  If I’d had to take a guess I’d reckon in Scotland.  I smiled to myself.  As long as she’d not vamoosed to the other side of the world, then it didn’t matter.  I could alert the Scottish packs. Or I could wait and look for her on my own.  I knew which path I was going to choose.  I was a cat.  I was pretty good at patience.  Truthfully, I didn’t want anyone else getting to her before I did.  She’d abandoned her own pack, the shifters – and me.  And I was going to get to the bottom of the reasons why.
It’s been a while but I will find you, kitten.  
I felt her shiver.  I nodded in satisfaction and then joined Tom and Lucy at the portal.



Chapter Five
 
The blood vials from Somerset arrived by courier.  I made sure I met them personally, escorting them to the small lab populated with both Brethren scientists and some unsuspecting human counterparts.  With such an invisible foe to deal with, it seemed important to prove that I was dealing with the matter.  It was probably not my finest move, however.  The Brethren lab techs fell over each other to bow and scrape in my direction while the humans looked on in bemusement, trying to work out why I was being treated like royalty.  Still, at least I had assurances that they’d work on them twenty-four seven until we got a satisfactory answer for how to manage the disease.  Several shifters had scoured through old records to seek out mention of the disease from generations past.  It appeared, however, that we were dealing with something new.  Right now, with no response from the Arch-Mage despite our success with the lubber fiends, the lab was our best hope.  It wasn’t all bad news though, as Staines commented in my office the day after.
“You seem in a remarkably good mood, my Lord.”
I glanced up from the accounts.  “I have every reason to be.  Nobody else has died in Somerset and the lubber fiends, by all accounts are doing a sterling job.”
He snorted.  “Getting underfoot and squeaking all through the night, I wager.”
“They’re not as bad as all that, Staines.” I rested my chin on my hands.  “Is there any creature who you do like?  You seem to treat any Otherworlder who’s not a shifter with remarkable disdain.”
“That’s not entirely fair, my Lord.”  There was a glint in his eye.  Apparently I wasn’t the only one around here whose mood was improving.  “I dislike plenty of shifters too.”
I thought of his wariness around Mack and conceded the point.  Unfortunately, my thoughts weren’t as private as I’d presumed though.  He jabbed a sudden, accusatory finger in my direction.  “You’re thinking of her again, aren’t you?”
“I have no idea what you mean.”
“Yes, you do.”  He tightened his mouth.  “You licked your lips.  You always do that when she comes up in conversation.”
Damn it.  I was clearly more transparent than I’d realised.  “I still don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t bullshit me, Lord Corrigan.”  His eyes took on a suspicious glare.  “This isn’t anything to do with your newfound desire to tour the Scottish packs, is it?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”  Even I could hear the lie in my voice.
Staines shook his head.  “You can’t do it.”
“Of course I can.  I was planning to go round all the packs anyway before we were interrupted by the business in Cornwall.  I’ve barely managed to visit four.”
“That’s not what I mean and you know it.  She might be strong and powerful and capable of holding her own in a fight but she’s gone rogue.  There’s no coming back from that.  She’s dangerous and you can’t touch her with a bargepole.  Even if you weren’t Lord Alpha, it would be a bad idea.”
“I think you misunderstand my meaning as far as Mackenzie is concerned, Staines.  She needs to be brought to heel.  I can’t have shifters turning rogue just because they decide they can’t get on with their new Alphas. When she turns up, I will punish her appropriately.”  Preferably by taking her over my knee.  In my bedroom.
“You’re licking your lips again.”
“And you’re wringing your hands,” I pointed out.  “I thought only old women did that.”
“What about Audrey?  The human?”
I gaped.  “You’re kidding me.  You hated that I brought a human to that damned ball.”
“I may have been too hasty with my judgment.  Bringing a human along wasn’t such a terrible idea.  There’s been a new atmosphere amongst the younger shifters lately.  This loosening of the rules is no doubt partly as a result of your actions.  Besides, Audrey wasn’t as bad as all that.”
I raised my eyebrows.  “And Mackenzie is?”
“She’s a criminal,” he said flatly.  “You’re only intrigued by her because you’re enjoying the chase.”
“There is no chase.  She’s gone, remember?”
“Then why do you want to go up to Scotland?  Do you know where she is?”
I met his eyes.  “No.  I do not.  And I don’t think this has anything to do with Mackenzie or Audrey.  You don’t think anyone is good enough for me.”
“You are Lord Alpha of the Brethren,” he said stiffly.  “You need to hold yourself to a higher standard.”
“Every conversation we have these days seems to end up in an argument.  What’s really going on, Staines?”
He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked away.  “You don’t believe,” he said finally.
“Pardon?”
“You don’t believe that you have the right to be Lord Alpha.  You think I don’t know how you compared yourself to that Cornish woman and how she felt when she received the Voice?  Or how you keep trawling through the damn Brethren files because you think you’ll find someone more suitable for the job than you are?  You defeated Brady.  You received the Voice.  Goddamnit, Corrigan, you have the respect of every shifter in this place, even with the way you seem intent on constantly breaking all the rules.”
“I’m not breaking the rules.  I’m trying to change them.”
“And you’re succeeding.  So why do you still doubt yourself?”
I growled under my breath.  This conversation was running away with me.  
“You’ve formed a pact with the Arch-Mage,” he continued. “You dispatched the vampire challenge.  God knows those bloodthirsty bastards needed taking down a peg or two.  Not to mention that…”
“Wait,” I said slowly, interrupting his pep talk.  “Say that again.”
“Your formed a pact with the Arch-Mage.”
“No, the bit about the vampires.”
He stared at me bemusedly.  “You took three of them out.”
“You said they were bloodthirsty.”
“They’re vampires, my Lord.  What else are they going to be?”
I grinned, suddenly full of enthusiasm.  “Staines, you’re a genius.”
He shook his head.  “I don’t get it.”
“You will.  All we need is a friendly vampire to help us out.”
 
*
 
It didn’t take long for someone to try and take the wind out of my sails.  “It’s not going to be as easy as you think, my Lord.  The vamps aren’t always the most willing to play ball.”
“It could be worth it.  We have tainted blood samples from Somerset that we need to analyse.  They are experts on blood.  Who do I need to contact?”
Philippa frowned.  “I don’t know.  There was one guy who we used to speak to.  Felix Saint-Germain.  I heard he got himself into a spot of bother and is no longer around though.”
“Is that a euphemism for he’s now a corpse?” I asked.
“Something like that.”  Her eyes were troubled.
“Look, just get me a list of names of vampires who are older and more experienced and who might be willing to test out some of the Somerset blood.  If the lab comes through then we don’t need to worry about contacting them.  But if the science boffins come up with nothing, then we need a plan B.”
She bit her lip and nodded, taking her leave.  Staines was watching me carefully.  “You see, my Lord?  No-one else would think of that.”  He clearly wasn’t finished with his attempts to boost my ego.
“Philippa isn’t particularly taken with the idea.”
His gaze remained steady.  “But I know you.  If it needs to come to it, you’ll pull it off.”
“Thank you,” I said quietly.  “In the meantime, I’m going to get some rest.”
He bowed in a manner that was far deeper and more respectful than was necessary.  Staines could be a contrary beast.  I appreciated the gesture though, even if I knew the reason behind it.  And perhaps he was right about Mack.  Maybe I should leave off visiting Scotland for now.  It wasn’t like I didn’t have other things to worry about.
I wandered up to my room, shrugging off my jacket and loosening my shirt.  I turned to the window, staring out at the night sky while I fiddled with my cufflinks, finally managing to undo them.  I dropped them onto the nightstand then closed the curtains, turning back round just as the air snapped and a dangerous purple shimmer appeared.  A portal.  And it was opening in my own damned bedroom.
I prepared myself to shift.  Whatever manner of foul beast had decided they were brave enough to break through our wards and attack me in my own house was going to rue the day they were born.  I’d mount their blasted head on a pike and display it in the garden.  Nobody came into my territory like this and got away with it.  Any second now the barrier wards we had in place would start screaming out their alarms and shifters would come running from all directions.  Whoever this was, they wouldn't have a chance.  I held my breath and waited.
The emerging figure was smaller than I’d expected.  My usual ability to scent out ethnicity was clearly being hampered by the portal itself.  However, within moments, as the intruder fell forwards and began to make the most astoundingly awful retching sound, the magical gateway vanished.  Satisfaction rippled through me.  Good.  There was only one beastie to deal with.  I took a step forward, noting first the magnificent mane of bright copper red hair, followed an instant later by her scent.  Suddenly I knew exactly who I was dealing with – and I couldn’t believe it.
Mack choked and spluttered.  I’d never seen such an adverse reaction to travelling through a portal.  I guessed I’d finally found something which my little werehamster wasn’t good at.  I folded my arms and waited while she recovered, her head eventually lifting up and her yellow flecked eyes growing more and more horror-filled as they travelled up my body.  Somehow I got the impression this wasn’t a planned visit.  
 “Well,” I said, giving her a tiny smile, “I knew we’d meet again, kitten, I just didn’t expect you to suddenly materialise and hock up the contents of your stomach onto my floor.” 
She pulled herself upright, almost tripping over her own feet.  I waited for her to attack or yell or swear but instead she gaped round my room in obvious panic.  Blind terror seemed to be guiding her actions.  I frowned.  As surprised as I was to see her, I was even more taken aback by her own reaction.  She’d pulled off meek and submissive several times in Cornwall, although I was certain she’d been faking it on virtually every occasion. I’d rarely seen outright, genuine fear from her though. She was scared of me and I didn’t like it.
 I took the bull by the horns.  “You look frightened.  That’s not the Mackenzie I remember.  So why don’t you tell me just how you got here and why you’re so afraid.”  I took a step towards her, attempting to relax my body and appear non-threatening.  She was back in the Brethren fold and, whatever the reasons were for her sudden appearance, I needed her to relax.  Or fight.  Either way, I just wanted her to stop looking so damned terrified.
She threw up her arms as if to ward me off.  “Don’t come any closer!  I … I … er …  might have been exposed to something when I was transported here.  And, in fact, where is here?”  
 “You’re in the bastion of the Brethren.” I licked my lips, then abruptly stopped as I realised what I was doing.  “I don’t think anyone has ever managed to invade our fort before without setting off a very elaborate alarm system. So you’re going to do tell me how and why you’re here.” From somewhere deep within the building there was a siren.  Considering how long it had taken to send out an alert, we should be bloody grateful this wasn’t someone really nasty.  “Finally,” I murmured, keeping my focus on Mack.  “Well, little cat?”
 “I’m not a cat,” she spat, thankfully reacting in typical fashion to my endearment and straightening her body. “My Lord, I’m a hamster.”  Her eyes shifted nervously.  She was still afraid, even if she was doing a better job of disguising it now.
“Of course, you are.”  I couldn’t keep the amusement out of my voice.
“And, as to your question,” she sniffed, tossing back that glorious hair, “I don’t know how I got here.  One minute I was walking down the street, minding my own business and the next thing I know I’m throwing up on your lovely floor.  I apologise.  I will leave and get out of your way.” She flicked a look at my bare chest and I could feel my body responding to her gaze.  “You’re clearly in the middle of something.”
 “You’re not going anywhere, Mackenzie.”  I lunged forward and grabbed her arms.  I wasn’t about to let her disappear again.
The fearful panic that had just about melted away from her eyes was suddenly re-ignited.  She twisted in an explosive effort to yank herself free.  It was all I could do to keep hold of her.  She was as strong as Staines.  When she realised she couldn’t immediately break my grip, she began clawing and punching the air.  I narrowly avoided her fingernails but, when she launched a kick in my direction, I decided enough was enough, pushing her back against the wall.  I could feel her heartbeat hammering against her chest.  Ignoring her continued attempts to free herself, I ducked my head down, admiring her new look.  I much preferred her hair in its natural form, I decided, before scanning her pale features.  Despite Mack’s palpable tension, she looked none the worse for her self-imposed exile.  A few more freckles perhaps and faint bruised shadows under her eyes. I wondered if her sleepless nights had been because she was missing being amongst other shifters.  
I moved my face closer to hers, feeling the exact moment that the tension in her body changed from the desire to bite and scratch me to something else entirely.  She exuded heat.  It was as if my skin was being scorched – although in a very, very good way.  My own body stirred again.  Screw it, I thought, dipping my head down even further.  I wanted to taste those sweet lips.
The bedroom door swung open and Lance yelled in.  “My Lord Alpha!  There’s an intruder somewhere in the building, we need to…”
I turned and snarled in his direction.  His face went pale.  “I’m sorry!  My Lord, I didn’t realise you … I’m sorry!”  He disappeared almost instantaneously.  It didn’t matter though.  I could already feel the change in Mack.  I silently – and rather violently – cursed the interruption.
She cleared her throat.  “My Lord Alpha, I believe I mentioned earlier that I may have been exposed to some kind of, um, disease, on my way here.  I suggest you back away as it could very well be lethal.”
I froze.  I’d thought she’d been in Scotland.  What if she’d been in Somerset too though?  Three shifters had already died.  I tightened my grip on her wrists and stared at her.  Was that why she had shadows under her eyes? “What kind of disease?”  There was an audible snarl in my voice that I seemed unable to prevent.
Mack blinked as if surprised. “A terrible, terrible one.  It makes all your hair and teeth fall out and your skin turn green.” She widened her eyes and increased the melodrama and over-acting as relief began to flood through me. “Then it starts to attack your nervous system making you throw up violently.” She pointed down at the vomit she’d deposited on my floor after her arrival.  “As you see.  So you should stay away from me.  I’m sure it’s incredibly contagious.”
 “I’ll take my chances.” I adjusted my hold on her, moving my hands up to her arms so she was less like my prisoner and more like more equal.  Not that I was planning to let go of her any time soon of course.  “Now tell me where you’ve been, why you ran away and how you got here.  In that order.”
“I’m a rogue, my Lord. I don’t have to answer to you anymore.”
Her sarcastic emphasis on my title reminded me of old times. “Funny. I don’t think you ever answered to me, even when we first met.”  I needed to know the truth though.  Against my better judgment, I used my Voice to compel her. Tell me now.  
She met my eyes.  “No.”  
I felt a rush of sudden anger.  She’d smashed through my Voice once before and I’d put it down to adrenaline and the intensity of the situation.  To avoid my compulsion here and now meant that she really was no longer part of the Pack.  She really wasn’t mine.  I snapped one hand away and curled it round her throat. She was a shifter.  Shifters belonged with me. I wasn’t going to hurt her but I was very aware that every Lord Alpha in the past sometimes threatened violence was necessary to keep people toeing the line.  If I’d been thinking straight, of course, it would never have crossed my mind to try a move like that.  “Mackenzie,” I snarled, “you need to start talking before I rip it out of you.”
Unfortunately, my mastery of the situation wasn’t as complete as I’d thought.  Mack jerked her knee upwards, slamming into my groin so I had no choice but to release her.  She danced away and into the middle of the room while I tried not to show how much she’d hurt me.  Damn her. 
“Who’s the big bad Lord Alpha now?” she taunted.
I couldn’t help the flicker of admiration at her audacity.  It didn’t mean I wasn’t going to pay her back for that move though.  Then, once I was done, I was going to show her who really was the big bad Lord Alpha.  I just had to switch tactics and encourage my kitten to sheathe her claws.  I gazed at her soft mouth.  Perhaps … there was a knock on the door and another damned interruption.
“My Lord Alpha?  Is everything okay?”
 “It’s fine, Tom.  Go away.” I flicked a glance at Mack who was suddenly stock-still, a myriad of emotions over her face.  Of course.  It was Tom.  The vulnerability in her expression at the sound of his voice made something inside me snap.  “Do you remember your little wolf boyfriend, kitten?” I sneered, scanning her eyes for further reaction.  “It must be difficult for someone of your proclivity to keep track of everyone you sleep with.  Would it hurt you to know that he barely remembers you?  He won’t even mention your name and when I ask him – neither will his fiancée – they both just clam up.  You clearly have an interesting effect on those around you.”
Rather than looking annoyed or upset at the news he was engaged, there was a flash of happiness in Mack’s face that gave me pause.  She seemed genuinely pleased for them. “Pass on my sincerest congratulations to them both.”  Without missing a beat, she smoothly continued, “And now, my Lord, I must take my leave. Which floor are we on?”
My groin was still throbbing but I suddenly felt infinitely more relaxed.  She didn’t want Tom after all – and she wasn’t going anywhere.  “It’s the penthouse.” I smiled.  “Fifteenth floor.”
“I don’t suppose you’re well equipped for fire regulations and have a proper outdoor fire escape, do you?” she quipped.
My smile grew.  This was more like it. “Unfortunately not.”
I began to walk towards her.  Enough of the fighting.  Now perhaps we could talk things out properly, like adults.
 “Well,” said a smooth male voice, appearing out of nowhere, “I hate to break up this little party but it’s time that we were going.”  
“You prick,” Mack shouted.  For once her insult wasn’t directed at me. I gaped stupidly at the sudden appearance of the Fae.  “What did you do?” Mack spat at him.  “Get me out of here!”
 “With pleasure, my lady.”  
I lunged forward, galvanized into action.  “Mackenzie!”  
It was too late, however.  By the time I reached where she’d been standing, my fingers were grabbing at nothing more than insubstantial air.  She’d already gone.  I curled my hands into fists and stared at the spot she’d just vacated.  I was supposed to have fast reflexes.  The volatile emotions that I’d only just managed to bring under control bubbled up again.  Not only had Mack disappeared again but I had recognised the damn Fae who’d taken her.  Frustration built up inside me and I let out a low angry howl.



Chapter Six
 
I waited patiently on the graffiti covered park bench. I don’t think there was even an inch of bare wood that wasn’t inscribed with something from some idiotic teenager either in the throes of love or determined to leave their mark – which would of course only last until someone decided to give the thing a good sanding anyway.  The wind was picking up, indicative of the fact that autumn was in full swing.  Rather than admiring the different shades and hues from auburn to deep red, I simply stared sightlessly at the leaves, my mind turning over the bizarre meeting I’d had with Mack.
She clearly hadn’t wanted to be there. In fact, if anything, she’d been more astonished to find herself in my bedroom than I had been to see her there.  She hadn’t even appeared to be fully aware to start with that it was my bedroom.  I couldn’t for the life of me work out why the Fae was meddling.  Sure, they were known for mischief making but during our one previous meeting, Lord Solus had struck me as one of the more responsible members of the Seelie Court.  Annoying to be sure, but definitely deserving of some modicum of respect.  I was tempted to contact the Summer Queen and use my position to demand the truth.  I had the distinct feeling, however, that her faerie minion was acting without her knowledge.  I rubbed my chin.  Hmm.
Mack had certainly been scared.  And yet she still didn’t shift.  Most, if not all, shifters involuntarily transformed when they were afraid.  It was like a defense mechanism.  But she’d still not done it.  The woman was a bloody conundrum.  And the more I thought about her, the more she confused me.  I thought about the conversation I’d half-heard between Julia and Anton at the ball.  What if…?
“Lord Corrigan.”  The voice that interrupted my train of thought was filled with disdain.  Even though I’d been expecting him, I couldn’t help stiffening when he took a seat beside me, wrinkling his nose at being forced to soil his clothing on such a pedestrian object.
I flicked him a glance, keeping my own expression neutral.  “You must be Aubrey.”
The vampire sniffed and began inspecting his fingernails.  Despite being blood red in colour, they were immaculately manicured.  Leaning against the bench as he was, with his red eyes and coiffed hair, he looked like an escapee from the 1980s.  I wondered how on earth he managed to so blatantly wander around amongst humans when he so patently wasn’t.
“They’re stupid,” he interjected.
I blinked.  “Excuse me?”
“Humans.  You were thinking how strange it is that I can walk around like this and they don’t notice what I am.”
A flash of fear rippled through me.  It had never been suggested that vampires could read minds before.  If that were truly the case, then we might all be screwed.
“Relax,” he continued, sounding almost bored.  “I’m not psychic.  Nor do I have the big scary Voice like you do.  It’s just that all you shifters are so predictable. It’s the first thing I always get asked. Your lot are so concerned with worrying about being discovered that you miss what’s staring you in the face.”
“Which is?”  I kept my tone even.  I was really starting to dislike this guy.
He gestured ambivalently towards a couple strolling in our direction.  “Self-absorption.  Every single human on this planet is so caught up in their own little lives that they probably wouldn’t notice if you stripped naked right here and shifted in front of them.”  His eyes gleamed.  “I dare you to try it.”
I ignored the ridiculous proposition.  “It’s interesting,” I said, “that you feel free to comment on the vanity of humans when it’s been my experience that dead souls like you are the worst for that particular sin.”
Aubrey laughed.  There was no humour in it, however.  In fact, the sound sent a chill running down my spine.  “I didn’t say vanity was sinful now, did I?”  
The couple passed by in front of us.  Aubrey licked his lips, eyeing up both of them.  “Enough,” I said sharply.
He raised his eyebrows.  “My, my.  You’re a touchy one.  But I agree. Let’s get this out of the way. Tell me why I’m wasting my time here when I could be engaged in far more enjoyable pursuits.”  His eyes returned to the humans.  It was if he couldn’t help himself.
“Business.”  I reached into my pocket and pulled out a vial of blood.  For the very first time, the vampire glanced in my direction.  It appeared that, if nothing else, I’d managed to pique his interest.
“Shifter blood is an acquired taste.  I prefer human.”
“It’s not for drinking.”  I shook the innocuous looking bottle.  “Not exactly, anyway.”
“Enlighten me.”
My entire plan hinged on how I approached this.  I shrugged and pocketed the vial again.  “You’re out in the cold.  No Otherworlders will deal with you.  The rest of the world is tired of your antics.”
“My antics?  I hadn’t realised I was so famous.”
“You know what I mean.  The vampires’ antics.  You’re universally despised.”  I leaned over to him and lowered my voice.  “I heard Balud the troll won’t accept bloodsucker business anymore.”
Aubrey hissed through his teeth.  “Who needs weapons when you’ve got these?”  He bared his fangs and I caught the distinct reek of rotting flesh from his mouth.
I recoiled away.  “You should think about flossing.  What about the Winter King?  The most feared Fae in all the land and he won’t take your calls.”
“Nobody cares about the faeries.”  He spoke with studied insouciance but I could tell by the faint stiffening in his shoulders that I’d hit a sore point.
I pushed a little further.  “Is it true that even ghouls don’t want to know you?”
“So?”  Aubrey’s lip curled.  “You really think that a boy king like you is going to bring us into the fold?  Don’t think we’ve not heard about what you’re trying to do.  Modernise the Pack?  Pah!”  He spat.  “Give me a break.  The only reason you’re not treated with more disgust than we are is that you’re mercenaries for hire.  You play Otherworlders off against each other and then make a killing from the profits.”  His eyes sparked.  “You make a killing by killing.  Don’t dare come here and pretend you’re better than us.  You’re nothing more than a bunch of feral animals.  The whole lot of you should be spayed and neutered and the world would be a far safer place.”
I’d shaken him out of his apathy, which is all I had really been going for.  It wasn’t easy to manipulate creatures who’d been around for centuries; even Staines had begun to doubt that I could pull it off.  I was starting, however, to feel the glimmer of potential success.  “You’re right,” I said, soothing his ego.  “I’m just a boy king in comparison to you.  What could I possibly know?  And it’s true that, in the past, the Brethren and the Pack’s actions have been less than exemplary.  But I really am trying to change things.  Not for glory for myself but for more power for us all.”
He couldn’t help himself.  The corner of his mouth twitched and I knew I had him.  I made a mental note to invite him round for a game of poker the next time I needed some spare cash. The lubber fiends would love him. “Why would you do such a thing?  Your kind does not mix with ours.”
“No,” I agreed.  “But when I was attacked by three of yours, I did not kill them.  I could have.”
“A sign of weakness,” Aubrey scoffed.
“They were mere pawns.  I am after bigger fish.  Not so I can prove the Pack’s physical superiority but so we can work together to achieve greater success.”
“We would never agree on anything.  This is a pointless venture.”  He stood up, thrust his hands in his pockets and began to walk away.
“The Arch-Mage is already in,” I called after him.  “The Summer Queen is considering it.  If she agrees, then the Winter King will follow.  The bloodsuckers will be the largest group to be uninvited.”
He paused, although he didn’t turn round. “Uninvited to what?”
“A social gathering.  Nothing more for now.  We will meet four times a year.  Once at the Pack, once at the Ministry, once in Tir-na-Nog - should the Summer Queen involve herself - and, if you agree, once in a place of your choosing.  We set the agenda together beforehand.  We ensure that our four groups remain at the top of the pecking order.  And we smooth over any differences between us at the same time.”
“It sounds like a waste of time.”
Another gust of wind sprang up, rustling the autumnal leaves opposite.  “Fair enough.  The others will be pleased.  They didn’t want you to come anyway.  I’m only here because if you do me a small favour then I’ll do what I can to get you included.  But if you’re not interested…”
Aubrey turned on his heel.  “The blood.”
I nodded.  “It’s tainted.  Some sort of disease.  We’re calling it red fever.  And before you get all high-handed, it seems to only affect shifters.”  I pulled out the vial again and threw it in his direction.  “All I want to know is what it is.  There’s no-one better to examine blood than a bloodsucker, after all.  I understand if it’s too difficult for you to…”
“Enough.  I will do this much for you.”
I had to work hard to keep the glee off my face.
“And,” Aubrey continued, “I will take your proposal regarding these … social gatherings back to my people.  I cannot guarantee our attendance.”
I bowed slightly. From the note in his voice, he’d make certain his buddies agreed.  He had too much ego to want to be left out.  “Let me know as soon as you can.  I will need to work on the wizards and the faeries and make sure they acquiesce to your attendance if your answer is yes.”
“I will be in touch.”  He swept away, an imperious tilt to his posture.
Can you see him? I asked Staines.
Yes.  He’s heading away from you and towards a couple sitting under a tree.
My stomach turned.  I should have known he wouldn’t be able to let them simply wander away out of his grasp.  
Make sure he doesn’t kill them.
We have watchers nearby who will intervene if necessary.  Did the ploy work?
I permitted myself a tiny smile.  Better than we could have hoped.  He’s taken the blood.
And this ridiculous party notion?
I think I made it appear to be a desirable enough option.  He enjoyed having his ego stroked too.
Staines snorted in my head.  I bet he did.  You know what this means though.
We need to get the Arch-Mage at the very least to agree to the gathering.  Rather than simply being a carrot to dangle in front of the bloodsuckers’ noses, however, the party idea might turn out to be incredibly helpful.
I suppose optimism can be healthy.    He still sounded remarkably doubtful.  Of course, there’s something else you’ll need to speak to the wizard about too.
Mmm?
The hamster.
I stiffened.  No.
She skipped past every sensor and ward we have and broke into your bedroom.  Your bedroom, Lord Corrigan.  She could have done anything.
If only.  I am not making ourselves look weak by asking for help in tracking one bloody rogue.
You’d ask them if it was anyone else.
I took a deep breath, clenching and unclenching my fists.  I wanted to find Mack on my own.  I wanted to deal with her on my own.  The second someone else got involved…
You know it’s the right thing to do, Staines continued. Forget about how asking the wizards for help weakens us and think about how it looks for her to be gone for this length of time.  There are mutterings from Brady’s old gang that are only going to get louder and more troublesome.  Frankly, my Lord, they’re not wrong.  Think about it!  To be able to break into the stronghold of the entire pack and make us look like fools!  It’s unheard of.
I took a moment to answer.  Fine.  I’ll ask him.
It’s not that I’m trying to tell you how to do your job, my Lord.  It’s that you have a blind spot where she’s concerned.
I said I’ll speak to him.
I broke off the connection, growling under my breath.  The worst thing was that he was right yet again.  If it had been any other shifter who’d gone rogue, I’d have moved hell and high water to drag them to London and answer for their actions.  I couldn’t continue to be seen to let Mack get away with her disappearing act, not after her incursion into my room regardless of whether she’d instigated it or not.  I ran my hands through my hair and sighed.  The success I’d felt at manoeuvring my way around the vampire had vanished.  The park was getting quiet now that night had fallen and I felt like a run.  If nothing else it would help clear my now aching head.



Chapter Seven
 
Two days later, I found myself sitting in a small bar over-looking the Thames.  I had possessed no desire to appear at the Arch-Mage’s door with my cap in hand yet again.  If the damn vampires could arrange to meet on neutral ground then so could the damn mages, hence my now less than salubrious surroundings.  Considering how swiftly we’d dealt with the lubber fiends, I felt it was the least the Arch-Mage could manage in return.  I had to admit to myself that, if I were being honest, all this political shuffling was becoming incredibly tiresome.  It was far more fun to be lower down the hierarchy and see some real action.  Talking things out was dull, even if it was necessary.  
I smiled at the scantily clad nymph who deposited two drinks in front of us.  She simpered, two high points of colour appearing in her cheeks.  As soon as she’d departed back in the direction of the bar, however, my smile was quickly replaced.  “It’s been several days,” I reminded the Arch-Mage.  “I did as you asked and cleared out your outpost.  Or rather huge great bloody castle.  It was considerably larger than you led me to expect.  Quid pro quo.  Tell me what progress you’ve made with the blood.  Have you found the source of the infection yet?”
He leaned back in his chair and raised his eyebrows.  “Using spells is a far finer art than dealing with a minor Otherworld infestation.” 
I had to bite my tongue.  To bring up the fact that I’d engaged in delicate negotiations with the lubber fiends in order to achieve the desired outcome would have simply made it seem as if I were protesting too much.  “That’s as may be,” I told him coolly, “but I need to know what you’ve discovered.”
He clicked his tongue.  “Dear boy, you’re far too impatient.  I was under the impression that you had the disease under control.”
“No-one else has sickened,” I agreed.  “And our talented medical team is bringing down the fevers of those who remain ill.  But that doesn’t mean it’s still not a serious matter.”
“Of course, of course.  One wouldn’t it want it to breach into London, now, would one?”
I stared at him, wondering whether he was being serious by suggesting I should only worry about it when the Brethren was in danger or if he was merely goading me.  “Tell me,”  I insisted.
He sipped at his drink, making a show of savouring the taste.  “Wales.”
I gritted my teeth.  “Where in Wales?”
“As I said, it’s not an easy feat to pull off.  Isolating the individual cells and tracing their origin isn’t like looking for a lost wallet.”
“Spare me the histrionics.  Where?”
“Cadair Idris.  It’s a…”
“Mountain.”  I frowned.  “I know.  Home of Idris the Giant.”
“You know your history.”
Despite the progress we’d made in our relationship, he still seemed to think I was nothing more than an uneducated animal.  I let it slide, however.  “Thank you,” I said stiffly.
“I could have told you all this over the phone, you know.”
“It’s not the only matter I wanted to discuss.”
A spark lit his eyes.  “Oh yes?”
“I met with a representative from the vampires yesterday,” I told him.
The Arch-Mage’s lip curled.  “Disgusting creatures.  Why would you waste your time?”
“They’re not without power.  Knowing what they’re up to, as well as strengthening ties with them, can only help the Brethren.”
“I see.  And how do you plan to do this?”
“We are going to meet four times a year.  It’ll be a fairly relaxed gathering but I’m excited to see what comes of it.  I wanted to let you know so you wouldn’t think we’re plotting against you or anything like that.”
He put down his drink.  The Arch-Mage had a better poker face than Aubrey but I could still sense I had his unrivalled attention.  When he finally did speak, his voice was dangerously low.  It was all I could do to keep from grinning.  “You would meet with those things behind our backs?  Discuss Otherworld matters and not invite us to the table?”
I chuckled.  “We’re hardly going to change the world over a few drinks.  It’s merely an opportunity to perhaps improve both our situations.”
“I will not stand for this.”
“It’s a done deal.  You cannot presume to tell us who we can or cannot meet.”
“If you do this…”
I made a show of backing down, holding up my palms and looking as innocent as I could manage.  “I’m not trying to offend or upset you.  Is there some way I can make you feel less threatened about what we’re doing?”
For a moment, he gazed at me with barely controlled rage.  Then his features smoothed over, returning his demeanour to one of an avuncular, friendly chap.  Neat trick.  “Invite us along.”
I blinked in innocence.  “Really?  But you dislike the vampires.  What was it you called them?  Disgusting creatures?”
“I don’t particularly like you either, Lord Corrigan, but we manage.”
“Well, I said, hedging slightly, “I can talk to them and see what they say…”
“Do more than that,” he snapped.  “I insist that representatives from the Ministry at present when you have these … gatherings.”
“You’re not giving me much choice.”
“I’m not trying to.”
I gestured to indicate I would do my best.  Inwardly, of course, I was exulting.  That had been much easier than I’d expected.  
The Arch-Mage dabbed at the corner of his mouth with a handkerchief.  Realising he was about to stand up and make his excuses to leave, I knitted my hands together and placed them behind my head, sending him an arched look.  My stomach, unfortunately, was tightening.  “There’s one other thing.”
There was a flash of irritation.  “Really?  What now?”
“You mentioned at the ball that you were aware of my rogue situation.  You also told me to let you know if I required any help in … locating her.”
His eyes glinted.  “So I did.  Are you asking for my help now?”
I glanced away.  “I suppose I am.”
“The thing is, Lord Corrigan,” he said, sucking in breath through his teeth, “you already declined my offer.  Upon further reflection, I feel it would be unwise for us to involve ourselves in shifter politics.  Besides, it’s just one little girl.  I’m sure you’ll locate her sooner or later.”
I wondered what Mack would say if she knew she was being described as just a ‘little girl’.  I tried not to let my relief at his refusal show on my face.  I knew he was just flexing his metaphorical muscles after my news about meeting the vampires, but the sad truth was that it suited me.  There was just too much potential for things to go wrong if the mages got involved.  She could kill one of them.  She was certainly strong enough.  And if they took revenge … I repressed a shudder.  I could explain to the high ranking Brethren members that I had asked for help as I’d promised.  They’d disseminate the information that the Ministry had refused to everyone else further down the line.  It would satisfy the dissenters for now.  Then, as soon as this disease business was put to rest, I’d find her myself.  I’d deal with her publicly to suit Brethren expectations, then privately to suit myself later.
 
* * *
 
“There are three routes up the mountain,” Gwyn, a lanky looking werefox told me.  “The fastest one is the Fox’s Path.”
I couldn’t help quirking up an eyebrow at that.  He laughed nervously.  As a member of one of the rural Welsh Packs, he was patently unused to having to deal with the Brethren Lord Alpha.  “Nothing to do with me, I promise,” he said.
“A distant ancestor?”
“My father likes to think so.  It’s a nice idea that it’s named after a group of wily werefoxes.  I think it’s more to do with the humans in the area than us though.  It is pretty steep.  You have to be quite nimble to reach to the top.”  He cleared his throat.  “I mean, my Lord, obviously you are nimble.  But the humans…”
“I understand what you meant,” I said, putting him out of his misery.  “And you say that as far as you’re aware the last time one of us climbed to the summit was eight weeks ago?”
He nodded.  “An older shifter from Somerset.  He was very friendly.”  He chewed on his lip.  “I heard he died.”
My mouth tightened.  “He did.”
“It would be my honour to accompany you, my Lord.”
“No, thank you.”  My tone was firm.  If the disease did originate here, I wasn’t going to let anyone else endanger their health.  It was only because the others seemed to be recovering that Staines hadn’t put up too much of a fight about me coming here.  He’d still grumbled about it but I’d pointed out that I was young and healthy.  Looking after the Pack was my job and if that meant a bit of a fever and few days feeling off-colour, then it was a small price to pay.  At least whatever medicine Doctor Higgins had been experimenting with was working.
I said my farewells to the nervy werefox and began tramping upwards.  The path was well kept and initially fairly easy to traverse.  Despite my enhanced physical skills, I knew it would only get tougher, however, so I’d elected to bring nothing with me other than some empty sample bags.  I had no idea what I’d find.  It was a disease after all, not something I could simply fight.  I might not even find anything to put in the bags.  Knowing how the disease started by investigating its source would help us in the future though.  I had to do what I could.
Thanks to the cold at this time of year, there were few other souls around.  On the lower reaches of the mountain, I spotted one or two small groups.  Fortunately, it was clear they weren’t planning to make their way to the summit.  The poor weather worked in my favour because I knew I’d require time to check every aspect of the path.  It would be important not to miss anything crucial.  Darkness would fall soon enough.  My werepanther eyesight was often more reliable at night than during the day.  Of course, it was even better when I actually shifted - and I couldn’t do that if there was a danger of humans being around.
The mountain slopes were definitely pretty.  There was an absence of any flowers but the different shades of green, along with the crisp fresh air, definitely lightened my spirits.  I started to whistle to myself, almost enjoying the walk.  When the sun began to dip, and the sky became streaked with orange and red and purple before finally dimming into dark, I paused to turn and take it all in.  It reminded me of Cornwall in a way.  The area was rural enough that the stars were bright beacons gleaming their own path across the heavens.  I’d spent most of my life in the city but the more often I came out to the countryside, the more I was learning to appreciate it.  The moment I caught the whiff of rotting flesh, however, my mood changed.  
I estimated I wasn’t far away from the mountain-top.  The smell was faint and leading away from the path itself.  I twisted my head round quickly, double checking there were definitely no humans around, then followed my nose.  From time to time, the smell would dissipate away.  Then a slight breeze would bring it back, causing the hackles on my skin to rise up.  When I rounded a rocky bluff, however, it became considerably stronger.  I knew from the depth and scale of the rot that whatever I was being led towards wasn’t recent.  The first corpse also confirmed it.



Chapter Eight
 
A dead body never brought happy, shiny feelings.  This one was no different.  I’d seen my fair share – and been responsible for my fair share too – but I could still feel oily nausea rising up in my stomach.  It didn’t even particularly help that the corpse was that of a less than friendly Otherworld race.  Let’s face it, the creature in front of me was once known as a ‘hound of hell’.
Idris the giant, the mountain’s namesake, had once shared this land with Gwyn ap Nudd, a warrior of legendary abilities.  Both were long since gone, becoming little more than hazy stories whose truths were lost in the mists of time.  It was difficult to wipe out all traces of them, however.  Gwyn ap Nudd himself may have been long since laid to rest but the descendants of his dog pack, Cwn Annwn, remained.  They were smarter than the average dog and knew enough to stay well out of the path of humans.  In fact, it had been a long time since I’d heard of even any Otherworlder having contact with them.  There had been no doubt that they still existed though.  The evidence was in front of my eyes.
I knelt down, running my hands through the dog’s shaggy coat.  Even dead, it was a monstrous size.  It was difficult to tell, to be honest, how long it had been here.  The weather was cold enough that its body could have been preserved like this for some time.  Its eyeballs were gone, long since pecked by some scavenging bird probably thrilled at such an easy snack.  What was more concerning was the fact that the rest of the body remained untouched.  There was no sign of trauma and it didn’t look particularly old, as far as I could tell.  I gently parted the fur along the beast’s lower haunches and checked its skin.  A telltale red remained there.  I closed my eyes briefly.  I was betting that any samples I took would also indicate liver damage and kidney failure.  
Taking care not to disturb the remains too much, I made the necessary scrapings, pocketing the results.  I wanted to lay the corpse to rest properly but the ground was too hard to dig and any fire would draw too much attention.  I left it for now, venturing further up.
The next body I came to was another Cwn Annwn.  Again, it appeared to have succumbed to the same disease that had afflicted the Somerset Pack.  This body, however, looked somewhat more decomposed than the first.  I was about to examine it when another one caught my eye.  Then another and another.  The whole mountainside was littered with corpses.
With a heavy heart, I continued upwards, keeping going until it appeared that there were no more to be seen.  The very last one was lying at the mouth of a small cave.  Not only was there little left beyond a cluster of bones, I also noticed something else far worse.  Right in front of it were three other little skeletons.  Little because they had been nothing more than puppies.  From what I knew of the Cwn Annwn, they followed the natural cycle of the year, giving birth in late spring.  From the size of the bodies and the state of them, this little family had died first.  With each successive illness, the dogs had moved further and further down the mountain, instinct telling them to get as far away as possible.  Whatever they’d done and wherever they’d gone, it hadn’t been enough.
If any were still alive, they’d be staying well clear of me.  My scent would immediately suggest I was a dangerous predator.  It was imperative I discover whether any of the dogs had survived.  With no phone signal, I had little choice but to use Staines as a go-between.  He wouldn’t be happy.
It’s me.
He answered almost immediately.  Who else would it be?
I didn’t bother responding to his dry sarcasm.  I need you to contact the Arch-Mage.  Get him to scan Cadair Idris for signs of life.  Anything bigger than a sheep.
What aren’t you telling me, my Lord?
Just do it.
The wizard refused our last request, he pointed out.
That was different.  Or so I hoped anyway.  Tell him that he’s going to want to help us out with this.  If he loses us as allies, then he’s stuck between the psychopathic vampires and the nutty faeries.  He needs us as much as we need him.
I could almost feel Staines’ own panic ripple through to my own body.  My Lord, why would he lose us as allies?  You’ve put too much effort into diplomacy to break things off with them now.
How could I explain to him that my discovery of the corpses could indicate that such a loss might not be by choice?  I’m going to stay up here until he completes the scan, I sent back simply.  Perhaps that’ll encourage him to hurry.
 
*
 
I checked in with Staines every ten minutes because, of course, he couldn’t contact me with the Voice, I could only contact him.  It was a shifter failing I often bemoaned.  It had be to bloody annoying for him to have me appearing in his head every ten minutes.  Still, it was a surprisingly short amount of time before I received my answer.  I had to remind myself that the Arch-Mage wasn’t stupid.  He probably grasped more about the situation than Staines actually did.  Because if Staines was thinking what I was, he’d have charged over here and would already be attempting to drag me back down.
The Arch-Mage informed me that this is the last favour he is willing to do us.  He was muttering something about his people being upset again that he was pandering to the furries.  He was whining about some trouble up in Inverness as well.  Seemed to intimate that it was all our fault.  I can’t think why.  There’s no pack in Inverness and I’ve double checked with everyone nearby.  None of ours have been near there for months. Stupid magician. Thinks he’s a bloody god, lording it over the rest of us.  The next time he needs our help he’ll change his tune quickly enough.  
I pinched the bridge of my nose.  I really didn’t need to deal with petty squabbles between us and the Ministry.  Not right now.
Just tell me, Staines.
He sighed dramatically.  One, my Lord.  There’s only one life form larger than a sheep up on that damn hill.  He paused.  Hold on.  Aren’t those hell hounds supposed to live there?
I inhaled deeply, not answering him.  My suspicions were correct.  The disease that had attacked the Somerset Pack had been here first.  And it had wiped out an entire species.  The Cwnn Annwn were extinct.  I broke off the connection with Staines and sought out Doctor Higgins instead.  Time of night be damned.
Doctor, how are things going in Somerset?
He took a moment to respond but, when he did, he didn’t sound as if I’d just woken him up.  He didn’t sound happy either though.  Funny you should ask, my Lord.  The others who were also sick, who I thought were getting better, have taken a turn for the worse.
My stomach sank.  In what way?
Um, well, there are some signs of jaundice.
You mean liver failure.
Not necessarily.  It could be symptomatic of any manner of complication.
I want you to send notification the second there is any change in their condition.  No matter what it is.
Yes, my Lord.  They’re calling for me.  I’d better…
Go, I growled.
I stood frozen, letting the wind whip round me as I surveyed the open graveyard.  The Cwnn Awnn hadn’t had doctors or laboratories on their side.  And no-one new had been infected since just before I’d first learned of the disease.  The contagion might be dying out naturally.  I lifted my eyes to the heavens and prayed I was right.  
It took some time to deal with all the bodies.  The only thing to be thankful for was that the small cave which had once provided a safe home for the dogs, would now provide a safe place for their final rest.  One by one, I brought them up, laying them gently down next to each other.  When every single one was there, I used the loose stones lying around to shore up the entrance and ensure it would be safe from either scavengers or future prying eyes.  Then I stood back, bowed my head and said a small prayer.  The Cwnn Annwn, had they known of my actions, probably wouldn’t have thanked me.  Shifters had never been their friends.  But it still felt like the right thing to do.  Either way, it was very late by the time I started heading back down the slope.  I was trying to keep my spirits up but I couldn’t prevent the swirl of worried despondency every time I thought of the disease and the potential disaster it could create.  It was for that reason that when I heard a faint buzz appear in my head and a familiar voice breathe my name, that I was so surprised I tripped over a clump of grass and went flying.
Corrigan.
What the fuck…?  I knew it was Mack.  By now I’d know her voice anywhere.  I couldn’t believe that she was telepathically communicating with me though.  It was meant to be impossible.  So impossible in fact that I took a moment to glance and make sure she wasn’t actually standing in front of me again.  I knew how she felt about me.  She may have odd flickers of desire and lust but she really didn’t like me very much. If she were able to use the Voice – and I still couldn’t see how she could – she’d only get in touch with me if it were a real emergency.  The only sane thought I had before I responded was that I couldn’t let her hear how shocked I was.
Kitten.  I felt, rather than heard, her yelp - and more dread snaked through me.  What’s the problem?  My heart was hammering in my chest for more reasons than one.
Problem? Her Voice was remarkably composed.  Didn’t she realise how momentous this was?  The Voice hadn’t deserted me; I was still Lord Alpha.  And yet… I have no idea what you’re talking about, my Lord, she continued.  Now fuck off and leave me alone.  
I almost smiled at her language.  At least some things never changed.  I could swear as well that she hadn’t even realised who it was who’d initiated the contact.  Gingerly, I tested out my theory.  Except that this time you called me.  
Stop playing mind games with me, My Lord, she snapped, pulling away and leaving nothing more than a dull ache in my head.
I massaged my temples.  Perhaps I was becoming so bloody obsessed with her that I was starting to imagine things that didn’t exist.  I had no reason to believe she wasn’t still up in the far reaches of Scotland.  Even if she could use the Voice in a way that no other shifter other than Lord Alphas had ever been able to before, then how could she broach such great distances?
Kitten?
There was nothing there.  Not even a glimmer.
Mack?  Mackenzie?
It didn’t matter how hard I tried - the only answer I received was the cold wind whistling down the mountain slope.



Chapter Nine
 
I dropped the bag samples off at the laboratory, doing what I could to impress upon the scientists there that they needed to get a move on with their investigation into the Somerset blood samples.  The longer I remained as Lord Alpha, the more I realised what a fine line it was between demanding people do my will – and risk rushing and screwing things up – and ensuring things were actually completed in a timely fashion.  I also had to tell the shifter techs about what happened to the Cwnn Annwn without creating a panic.  Explaining that a rural pack of shifters had a disease that had wiped out an entire species not too far removed from our own genetics didn’t go down well.  As much as it went against my own grain, I compelled them to silence.  Part of me wanted to ensure everyone knew the truth about the severity of the red fever and part of me was terrified about the results if I did.  For now I was hedging my bets.  As long as no-one else fell sick, I decided I could afford to stay quiet about how potentially bad the situation could be.  Of course that meant I also had to speak to the Arch-Mage yet again and request his cooperation in staying silent.  Unfortunately that was easier said than done.  He was taking his vow to not complete any more Brethren related favours very seriously and refused to take any of my calls.  So much for building a healthy alliance then.
After leaving the lab, I knew by rights that I should get some sleep.  I couldn’t afford to, however.  There was nothing I could do right now as far as the red fever was concerned – I had to wait on other people more skilled than I to find answers.  What that did mean, however, was that I was free to conduct my own research into how on earth Mack had managed to initiate Voice contact.  It was simply too dangerous to delegate it to someone else, even someone like Staines whom I trusted implicitly.
The library at the Brethren headquarters was normally manned by an elderly were-rat who had long since lost the physical attributes necessary to be an active Brethren member.  His past service was too great to ignore though so Brady, in one of his more benign and thoughtful acts, had given him the job in the library.  Despite his eagerness to see me, and his panicked desire to fulfill my every whim, I gave him the day off.  He wasn’t pleased - but I needed peace and quiet and to be able to pore through the relevant books without having to worry about someone looking over my shoulder.
The filing system, unfortunately, was archaic.  It wasn’t only the Way Directives and the shifters’ attitudes that needed to be brought up to date.  Still, I managed to located several hefty tomes that looked likely candidates for providing more information on the Voice.  What I found made my heart sink.
The ability to use the Voice developed naturally as part of the evolutionary process.  It made sense really.  It’s not easy to communicate when you’re an animal.  It might be do-able if every shifter was a werewolf, say.  In that scenario, body language would be easy to suss out.  Not to mention the fact that urine marking could convey a whole host of different meanings which humans could never even begin to fully appreciate.  When there were not only wolves but bears and badgers and foxes and rats and goodness knows what else to deal with, things became much more complicated.  I for one was extraordinarily glad that I didn’t have to live somewhere covered in pee.  
Equally, it did make a kind of sense that only Alphas were able to initiate the Voice.  It occurred to me belatedly as I read that while the Brethren and other Packs might be subjected to being called on by me at a moment’s notice, at least the Alphas only had to worry about my Voice popping into their skull, whereas regular shifters only had to worry about their immediate Alphas and me.  If every shifter in the land could ‘speak’ to me, I’d have no end of petty grievances bouncing around in my head.  The Brethren were bad enough vocally – after all, last week I had been forced to deal with a nervy were-lion complaining that her latest fighting positions were being stolen by a group of were-hyenas.  Like I cared.  When I attempted to point out that we were a pack and that sharing was what made us stronger, I received a pout in return.  An actual, genuine pout.  It still made me roll my eyes in exasperation thinking about it.  Of course, while all this was interesting, it wasn’t what worried me.
It was in the third book, a particularly dusty tome that looked like it hadn’t been opened for decades that I found the information I’d been looking for.
 
In every Pack there is an Alpha.  Every Alpha can use the Voice to both compel and communicate.  Overseeing the Packs is the Brethren, the Lord Alpha of which can use the Voice to control them all.  Only he has that power.  Should another shapeshifter gain this ability simultaneously then there is no doubt that civil war will be the result.  
In the fourteenth century, such a tumultuous event occurred and the results were catastrophic.  
Henry Regis ruled the Brethren.  Although his time was bloody and violent, he had the respect of the land.  It is suggested that even the vampyres bowed at his throne.  However, three years into his rule, another was formed.  Thomas Blenheim too received full control of the Voice.  Unable to reach agreement with Regis, he fled to Scotland, splintering the Packs of the country.  The resulting war infected the country, not just among the shapeshifters but amongst the humans too.  
Such power is not to be shared. It is the recommendation of this author that if two Lord Alphas emerge simultaneously, the second receiver must be immediately executed to avoid tragic bloodshed.
 
That was it.  No matter how many other books I scoured, I could find no other details.  I’d never heard so much as a whisper of this tale before.  I had the suspicion that it had been deliberately swept under the carpet.  It would have been easy to blame the humans for the war at that time and to conveniently forget that we were the instigators.  It had, after all, been the time of the war of independence between Scotland and England.  The book’s author certainly seemed to suggest that it had come about as a result of shifter politics rather than human.  The idea flabbergasted – and terrified – me.  Manipulating history never ends well.
Mack might not ever be another Lord Alpha, but she could very well be the first Lady.  She had the strength.  She’d almost killed a bloody demi-goddess on her own.  If she was still in Scotland, then her Voice was more powerful than mine.  I couldn’t reach those kind of distances.  
I did, at least, find it impossible to believe that she was interested in seizing power.  Not only did she not seem to be aware of what she was capable of, but she possessed an innate disdain for anyone in authority – including, of course, me. She would never be hypocritical enough to usurp my position, that much I knew for sure.  Except it wasn’t the idea that she could take my place that concerned me.  There were often days when I would welcome it.  It was that anyone discovering her abilities might rally behind her and cause another civil war – or kill her to avoid one.
The only way out of this mess that I could see was to pray that Mack chose to remain as far away as possible.  For one horrifying moment, I wondered whether that was why she’d left the Pack and gone rogue in the first place.  It didn’t fit though.  Still, as painful as the thought might be, it might be best for everyone if she stayed away.  My heart tightened.  I couldn’t think of anything worse.  But I couldn’t think of any alternative.
“My Lord?”
I didn’t turn around.  There was a faint tremor to Lucy’s tone that somehow mirrored my own emotions.  I couldn’t let her see my face right now.
“What’s wrong?”
“Um, there’s someone to see you.”
“I’m busy,” I growled.  “Take a message.”
“It’s a vampire.”
My shoulders stiffened.  It was still morning.  The fact that a bloodsucker was taking the risk of moving around in daylight was enough to cause concern.  I knew they had means of travelling in sunlight that kept them safe.  I also knew they tended to avoid those means unless they had good reason.
Still, I already had a pretty good idea about who it would be. “Show him in,” I grunted.  It was surprising that Aubrey had discovered enough information about the blood sample to approach me so quickly.  It was, however, information I desperately needed.  I ran my fingers through my hair and adjusted my collar.  The least I could do was to look vaguely presentable.
I knew from the reek of rotting flesh that Aubrey was behind me long before he spoke. “Lord Corrigan.”  There was a note of cold pleasure in his voice.  “Catching up on some light reading, I see?”
I turned and gestured at a nearby chair.  “Please, sit.”
“I won’t be here for long.  I am merely here to tell you that we have decided upon reflection to decline your offer.”
I gaped at him.  “Pardon?”
“Us vampires have been on our own for long enough.  We don’t need little parties with animals and witches to make us feel important.”
I narrowed my eyes.  Despite his protestations to the contrary when we’d met in the park, I’d sensed that it was already a done deal.  The bloodsuckers were always complaining about being outsiders as far as the Otherworld was concerned.  I’d thought they would jump at the opportunity to be brought into the fold, even if it were only so they could attempt to manipulate the rest of us.  “Can I ask why you have decided this?”
A strange light danced in his eyes.  It almost appeared as if he was enjoying himself.  “You’re not as powerful as you’d like to think.”
I thought of the wasted energy I’d expended on getting the Arch-Mage to agree to come along too and scowled.  This was not my day.  “Very well,” I sniffed, doing what I could to appear stoic and uncaring.  “Tell me about the blood.”
Aubrey’s smile widened.  “You’ll find out soon enough.”  He gave me a wink and swept out.
I stared after him.  Something was up.  I could feel hackles rising across the length of my spine and unease growing in me.  
Staines, something is going on with the vampires.  
He answered immediately.  He was probably hovering outside, having been informed the second Aubrey darkened our door.  Any idea what?
No.  It merits careful consideration, however.  My stomach gurgled and I frowned.  Staying here and mulling over everything, from Mack to Aubrey to the damn disease would only drive me insane.  Get a group together, I instructed.  Let’s go for brunch and talk it out.



Chapter Ten
 
“We need to go somewhere befitting your station, my Lord,” Staines insisted.
I sighed and rubbed my forehead.  “Alcazon is too damn flashy.”
“It is the place to see and be seen.”
“I don’t need to see.  Or be seen.”
“Actually, you do.”  He met my eyes frankly.  “The more visible you are, the more power you have.”
“There’s no logic in that.”
He shrugged.  “It’s true though.”
I gave him a terse nod of agreement.  Frankly, I’d been hoping for the greasy spoon round the corner rather than the swanky destination dining spot.  Still, at least Alcazon was an Otherworld place.  There was no reason to hide what we were there.  Considering there were eight of us altogether it might help remind the rest of the Otherworld species that we were a force to be reckoned with.  
“Mara can join us.”
Staines stiffened.  “She’s not Brethren.  She’s not even a shifter.”
“Careful, Staines.  Your prejudice is showing again.  She’s one of us.  Besides, having a witch with us will only enhance the show of unity you are so determined to present.”
He backed down, grumbling.  I smiled to myself; sometimes I thought that Staines was so used to being grumpy and suspicious that he now felt he had an act to live up to, like the sternest teacher in a school or the kindest nurse in a hospital.
“Is something amusing, my Lord?”
“No.”  I tried to look innocent but he feinted towards me with a mock snarl and I was no longer able to keep a straight face.  Staines and I had enjoyed a lot more fun like this when I hadn’t been bloody Lord Alpha.
We strolled through the ground floor entrance, everyone else keeping a half step back from me as if to prove that I was worthy and important.  The guard at the front murmured into his mouthpiece, “Lord Alpha and entourage.”  I only just managed to avoid rolling my eyes.
I turned to my small assembly of shifters.  “Any weapons?”
Everyone shook their heads.  It wasn’t surprising.  Not only did shifters rarely need weaponry when we had our own natural were-forms to fall back on, but it was widely known that Alcazon didn’t permit entrance to anyone who was carrying anything that could be potentially lethal.  The sensors here were foolproof.
I smiled at the guard.  “Only an idiot would attempt to bring a weapon in here.”
He grunted.  “You would be surprised, Lord Alpha.  In fact, someone arrived here less than an hour ago with silver needles concealed in her hair.”
I raised my eyebrows.  “And this woman expected to get in?”
“She removed them.”
I tsked.  “It was still a silly move.”
“Indeed.”
When we reached the main dining room itself, it was clear we’d chosen a bad time to come.  The place was packed, with almost every table full.  I could hear Philippa and Logan’s breath quicken behind me.  It wasn’t easy being assailed with the combined scent of so many Otherworlders.
“Breathe through your mouth, guys,” I told them.  “It makes it a lot easier.”
“There’s a vampire,” Tom muttered as the maitre’d appeared to lead us to our table.  “A goddamn vampire.”
“What?  Never seen one before, country boy?” Logan jibed.
“Actually, no.  I’ve not.”
“Well, why don’t you…”
I interrupted before this got out of hand.  “Why did the vampire need mouthwash?” Puzzled silence met my question.  “Because he had bat breath,” I finished.
There was yet another moment of awkward hanging silence before everyone exploded into laughter.  It was loud, raucous and entirely over-blown.  I gave them all an exasperated look as we sat down.  The maitre’d bowed and left us although I noted that at least he’d not cracked a smile at my pathetic joke.  “It wasn’t that funny.”
“Yes, it was, my Lord!”
My eyes met Staines’.  He shrugged as if to say ‘well, what do you expect as the big boss?’ then cleared his throat.  “I appreciate the effort you’ve been making to keep things light-hearted, my Lord Corrigan.  Perhaps it’s time for you stop trying to make us all feel better and get to the truth.”
He’d seen through my attempt to keep things light-hearted for as long as possible fairly quickly.  I sighed and mulled over my options.  There hadn’t been any evidence yet to suggest that the red fever was going to get out of hand.  Unless you were a Cwnn Annwn, that was.  But I couldn’t shake off my worry about it – and I still didn’t want to broadcast my fear to anyone else until I was sure.  However, I made a decision to tell the truth about the vampires even though that truth also included the tainted blood.  If the others also thought it was a matter of concern then I would tell them about the Cwnn Annwn.  Otherwise I was simply reading too much into the situation and I would keep quiet.
“As you all know,” I began, “I met with a vampire called Aubrey a couple of days ago.  He’s capricious and nasty, much like any bloodsucker you’ll come across.  He was, however, responsive to holding regular gatherings where we could meet with other important groups and discuss issues that might cause potential problems.” I held up my palms to forestall any immediate questions.  “Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t a done deal or anything like that.  He was going to take it back to his people and give me a final decision later.”
“But your instinct was that he’d agree?” Lucy asked.
I nodded.  “Yes.”
The waiter came over with large menus.  I glanced quickly down.  “Eggs benedict with the apple-smoked bacon and asparagus, please.  And coffee.”
Everyone apart from Staines and Mara ordered the same.  When he asked for blueberry pancakes with maple syrup on the side, and she requested a full English, I could see at least three others glance at them wistfully.  I gritted my teeth together.  I had thought I’d been making inroads into the bow and scrape mentality.  I clearly wasn’t being quite as successful as I’d thought.
I nodded to the waiter and, once he’d moved away to take our order to the kitchen, continued speaking.  
“It’s not particularly the gathering that concerns me.  You see, I…”
Tom abruptly stood up.  Everyone, including myself, stared at him.  “I … er … I don’t feel well,” he stammered.  “I have to go…”
“Go,” I said concerned.  He did look remarkably pale.  I hoped it was merely a dodgy tummy and not anything else.
He rushed off, weaving in between tables.  He missed the turn off for the nearest restroom and it occurred to me that I should have pointed it out.  He’d be heading for the one out by the entrance.  I’d had the feeling the last thing he’d wanted, however, had been company.
“Anyway,” I said, turning back to the others, “he took the blood on our first meeting and said he would look into it.”  I outlined both what Aubrey had said during our second meeting and what his attitude had been while they listened.
“You already told us he was capricious, my Lord.  Perhaps it was just a ruse from the start.  He was having fun wasting your time.”
I shook my head.  “No.  There was definitely something else behind his words.”  My mouth thinned.  “A kind of glee.”
“I’ve never seen a gleeful vampire,” Lucy said.
“I have.” Mara’s voice was grim.  “It generally happens when blood and barbaric death is involved.”
Everyone lapsed into silence, glancing to each other from time to time.  I waited for a few moments then focused on Logan.  He possessed many good attributes but he’d be the first person to agree that logic and emotion-free thinking weren’t usually among them.  One of the things I’d learnt was to listen first to those who were unlikely to be quick-witted or to look for complications that didn’t exist.  If he ended up drawing the same conclusion I had then it had to be true because it was simply the most obvious.  Occam’s Razor.
“What do you think, Logan?”
He raised his eyes to mine and I realised there was a baleful yellow sheen to them.  It wouldn’t necessary follow that he’d shift right here in the restaurant but he wasn’t far from it.  “Something’s wrong with the blood, my Lord.  Something that’s going to be catastrophic for us.  He doesn’t care about the gathering now because he thinks we’re going to be wiped out.”
“That’s what I was thinking too,” Lucy admitted.  “But we’ve got lots of people looking into those blood samples.  No-one’s come up with anything yet to suggest things are going to get worse.  I know five shifters have already died but doesn’t Doctor Higgins have things under control?”
I took a deep breath.  I really had hoped that I’d just been overthinking things.  But the people around me only knew half the story and they were already thinking the same.  “More of them are sick,” I said with a heavy voice.  “In Somerset.  No-one else has died and the last update I had a couple of hours ago from Higgins was that things were getting better again.  Julia, the woman who had been Alpha in Cornwall came up with some herbal medicine that seems to be working.”
To my right, Staines was as still and frozen as a statue.  “What happened to the Cwnn Annwn hellhounds, my Lord?”
I couldn’t prevaricate any longer.  “They’re dead.  All of them.”
“The Eggs Benedict sir?” interrupted the waiter, arriving at the worst possible moment.  
I nodded and he set my plate down, before moving round and doing the same for everyone else.  
We all stared at the beautifully presented, delicious smelling food in front of us.  No-one ate and no-one moved.
“I’m not very hungry,” Philippa whispered.
“Me neither,” Logan agreed.
Tom reappeared, smiling faintly at us all and patting his stomach as if to indicate things were better.  He picked up his knife and fork and began shoveling food into his mouth.  “Mm, this is good,” he said between mouthfuls.  Everyone simply stared at him.  “What?  What’s wrong?”  He jerked his head around the table as if to gauge what the problem was.  It was the sudden movement that was his undoing.  There, floating just above the aroma from the plates and yet clinging to his clothes, was an unmistakably familiar scent.  It seemed to be slightly altered by Tom’s own pheromones but I’d recognise it anywhere.  Nm hjI growled under my breath.  
“There’s a bruise on your neck, Tom.  Where did you get it from?  Did you knock yourself on the door on your way into the restroom?”
His eyes widened in alarm, confirming my suspicions.  Mack was here in London.  In fact she’d apparently just been here in this damn restaurant and rubbing herself all over my werewolf.  I started to stand up, throwing my napkin to the table. 
Staines tugged me back down and leant into my ear.  “Voice, now, my Lord.”
Leave me alone. 
I smell her too, my Lord.  But we’re in a very public place right now.  Wait until we get back home and then question him.  Torture him for all I care.  Just don’t do it in Alcazon.
She could still be here.
She’s not.
I growled again while Tom again began to grow pale, flecks of worry appearing in his eyes.  Everyone else just continued to stare at their plates.



Chapter Eleven
 
I held myself back in the car on the way home.  It was mainly because Tom was in the vehicle behind us rather than right in front of my face but, still, I was impressed by my own forebearance.  Eventually, however, the silence grew too uncomfortable for Staines.
“She’s clearly taunting you, my Lord.”
I hadn’t told him about the fact she’d managed to use the Voice to contact me.  There was now the distinct possibility she’d done it from here in London, rather than from the unfathomable distance of Scotland, but it didn’t change how terrifyingly remarkable it was that she’d achieved such a feat in the first place.  I didn’t think Staines would take to the news particularly well so I didn’t respond, focusing instead on the far larger problem.
“Do you agree with the others?” I asked.  “That the vampires have discovered something potentially lethal about the red fever?”
“It’s already lethal,” he reminded me.
“You know what I mean.  Lethal for the rest of us.”
Staines sighed.  His large hands twitched uncomfortably at the shoulders of his suit.  “Maybe,” he said finally.  “Despite yesterday’s relapse, things seem to be getting better again in Somerset though.”
“Mm.”
“Talk to Higgins again.  See what he says.”
“He’s going to call with a sit. rep. in the next couple of hours.  I promised I wouldn’t interrupt him again.  If he’s in the middle of tending to a patient, it’s not fair for me to use the Voice and cause him to lose focus.”
“What about the lab?  Anything back from them yet?”
I shook my head.  “Nada.  Bloody science.  They want to test every variable and double check every damn thing.  Normally, it’s commendable but this is an emergency.”
He watched me for a moment.  “You feel impotent.”
“I can’t do this, Staines.”  I balled my fists up in frustration.  “I can’t fight a disease.”
“There are smart people working on it.  And the vampires might just be bluffing.”  He didn’t sound like he believed it.  “It’s difficult to believe the Cwnn Annwn have completely gone.”
I nodded in heavy agreement and we lapsed into silence again.
When Mara pulled up outside the Brethren headquarters, and we all piled out, it was apparent that Tom was terrified.  I’d thought he’d been pale before but now he looked as if he was a dead man walking.  I was bitterly angry but I wasn’t about to hurt him.  As much as it rankled that he still thought I was capable of such an action, I decided it might not be a bad thing.  It would be nice to get the truth out of him without having to compel him first.
I jerked my head in his direction, indicating that he should follow me.  The others, including Staines, hung back.  It was probably for the best.  Tom trailed after me, his head hanging.  I strode to my office and slammed open the door then pointed inside.  He walked in before me, then stood in front of my desk, hands clasped and posture submissive.
It took a lot of effort to control myself.  I made a point of sitting down first and shuffling through a few bits of paper.  It was only when I was sure I could keep a rein on my emotions that I spoke.
“What do you think your fiancée would say if she knew you’d been meeting secretly with Mackenzie Smith?”
Confusion flashed in Tom’s eyes.  It made me feel slightly better.  “Betsy likes Red.  I mean Mack.”
“Her scent,” I said, picking up a fountain pen and rolling it slowly through my fingers, “is all over you.”
“We, uh, we hugged.”
“Did you now.”
“I didn’t know she was in London!” he burst out.  “She was sitting in the restaurant when we entered.  No-one else noticed.  I didn’t think it was a big deal.”  That last part was obviously a lie.
“You didn’t think it was a big deal?  Her face has been plastered all over the Othernet for weeks.  We’ve been searching for her high and low.  Don’t you know how dangerous a rogue shifter can be?”  Not to mention one who might possess the potential to cause all out civil war precisely when we could least afford it.
His face turned red.  “I’m sorry, my Lord.”
“Where is she now?”
He met my eyes.  “I don’t know.”
“What is she doing in London?”
He hung his head.  “I don’t know.” 
“Was she alone at Alcazon?”
His chin jerked up.  “No.  She was with a faerie.”  His mouth downturned at the edges to highlight just what he thought of that salient little fact.
“Let me guess.  Blond hair?”  
Tom nodded.  I gritted my teeth.  Bloody Lord Sol yet again.  Just what was his deal?  Was that why Mack hadn’t been bothered by Tom’s engagement?  Was she moving up in the world?  Fae royalty would certainly be considered a coup by many young women.  The pen in my hand snapped.  I carefully laid down the two pieces.
“What is she really?”
Blind panic flashed across Tom’s face so quickly I wondered whether I’d imagined it.  “My Lord?”
“You can’t continue with the fallacy that she’s a werehamster.  She’s far too strong.  And her scent is off.  Tell me what she really is.”  I should have had this conversation long ago.  I’d just wanted both Tom and Betsy to feel relaxed and welcome.  I hadn’t wanted to compel them immediately and make them feel uneasy here in London.  I was trying, after all, to make the Brethren a better place, not somewhere shifters had to slink around feeling terrified of what I might demand next.  When I’d done this to Julia, she’d affirmed that Mack was just a werehamster.  It was bullshit though.  Mack wasn’t ‘just’ anything.  I used the Voice.  Tell me.
Tom swallowed.  She’s a werehamster.  There were lines of taut tension across his jaw and his cheeks were suffused with even more red than they had been previously.  He gave off every impression of a bad liar.  But unless every damn shifter from Cornwall had the ability to break my Voice, then he was telling the truth.
“If she contacts you again, if you see her again, you tell me immediately.  Got that?”
He nodded.  “Yes.  Yes, my Lord.”
“Get out of here.”
He almost tripped in his haste to leave.  If I hadn’t been so filled with frustrated anger, I’d probably have found it amusing.  The only good thing about all this was that now Mack was in London, I could contact her more easily.  I stood up and paced around the room several times as I thought about the best way to approach her.  Then I straightened my shoulders.  I was the bloody Lord Alpha.  Her Lord Alpha, even if she thought she could disavow me by turning rogue.  I’d simply speak to her with the full force of my authority.
Why are you in London?  There.  No ‘how are you’ or ‘hello kitten’.  I’d let her know who was really boss.
She shrieked in my head and I felt a flash of pain.  She’d hurt herself. Shit.
Kitten?  The word was out before I could stop it.  I winced and tried again.  I know you can hear me.  Mack didn’t answer but I knew she was there.  I could still feel her.  Perhaps I could goad her into answering. Don’t be upset at your little wolf friend.  He had a bruise on his neck.  I compelled him to tell me who had given it to him.  The last thing I wanted to tell her was that I knew her strange scent well enough to recognise it on him.  I’m disappointed that you didn’t come over and say hello, I continued.  Or introduce me to your new … friend.
Really, my Lord? She finally answered.
Underlying the spite, was a note of pure hurt though. Are you really going to continue to imply that I spend all my spare time shagging every male I can get my hands on?
I smiled to myself.  Gotcha.  I shrugged to myself and sat down, swiveling round in my chair to gaze out the window.  Screw it.  Hello kitten.
Get lost, Corrigan.
You don’t need to stay out there in the cold, you know.  Tell me where you are and I can help you out.  It’s not too late to still be one of us.  It was a long shot.  But I had to try.
Mack sniffed.  You should stop this stalker-like behaviour.  It’s most unbecoming for the Lord Alpha.  Surely you’ve got better things to do.
Probably.  But… I concern myself with every member of the Pack.
Well, I’m not part of the Pack, my Lord.  Get over it.
It occurred to me that she most definitely wasn’t going to come to me and most definitely wasn’t making any plans to leave London.  I thought about the red fever.  Civil war aside, she’d still be a damn sight safer in Scotland.  Mackenzie, it’s not safe here.  You need to–

Staines opened my door without knocking and stared at me with wide eyes.  “It’s Higgins,” he said.  “He’s on the phone and says he’s got something important to tell you.”



Chapter Twelve
 
“It’s good news, my Lord.”
I sank down in relief.  “Tell me.”
“The relapse I thought they were experiencing has all but gone.  This morning, three of the remaining affected shifters sat up in bed and said they were hungry.  We’re in the clear.”
It felt like a huge burden had been lifted off my shoulders.  “You have no idea how pleased I am to hear it, Dr Higgins.”
“It’s my pleasure.”  
I hung up and glanced over at Staines who was waiting in the doorway.  When I gave him the thumbs up and grinned, he exhaled loudly and fist-pumped the air.  “I’ll go tell the others.  They’re all waiting to hear the news.”
I nodded, unable to keep the smile off my face.  “Please do.  I’m heading out to get some well deserved fresh air.”  I stretched and cricked my neck. It might also help assuage the emptiness I felt at losing contact again with Mack.  “It’s about time I let loose.”
“Go for it, my Lord.”
I quickly changed into a pair of sweats and set out.  The streets of London were only really suitable for running in human form but it didn’t hurt to keep all aspects of my body fit.  I pounded the pavement, enjoying every minute.  It was more because of the anticipation of finally being about to be able to shift in peace than because of the exhaust fumes though.  I ignored the catcalls from a group of young women, clearly heading out for a night on the town, as well as the annoyed glances from a few pedestrians as I swerved by them.  Less than two hours later, I was at the gate to Hampstead Heath.
I skirted down one path towards a copse of trees I knew was rarely disturbed by humans.  When I was sure I was alone, I pulled off my clothes and hung them on a nearby branch.  I stood there for a moment, stark naked, enjoying the sensation of the cool breeze across my skin.  Then I closed my eyes and allowed myself to transform.  It took less than three seconds but, then again, it had been some time since I’d had the freedom to come out here and do this.  I didn’t count my vampire session in the alley.  
Now that I was safely under the cover of darkness, and clothed in my black werepanther fur, I knew it would be easy to enjoy the moment.  It would take very keen eyesight indeed to spot me and I was planning to stay well away from any of the regularly traversed paths.  I stretched out my front paws, then my hindquarters, finishing with a long satisfying arch of my back.  I was ready.
I bounded forward, weaving in and out of the trees.  I could feel my muscles bunching up when I emerged into the open and sped up.  Soon I was flying across the grass.  I leapt over a small stream, ducked through the veil of green of a weeping willow and powered up a small hill.  When I reached the summit, I paused, permitting myself a brief respite.  Then I was off again.  Tingles of delight rippled through my body and all my worries and cares slipped away.  This was how I was meant to be.
The different scents added to the experience.  There were some late-blooming wildflowers only just dying out now with winter’s fast approach which tickled my nose and an errant urban fox who had gotten lost but spooked when he registered my approach.  Catching the faint whiff of bonfire smoke to my right, I veered left, almost colliding with a curious cat.  I pulled up short, making myself freeze.  Come on, kitty.
It was a bold creature, padding right up next to me and sniffing cautiously.  Its coat was as dark as mine, apart from a white patch just under its chin.  Miaowing just once, the cat circled round me.  Then, when it reached my shoulder for the second time, it head-butted me, purring.  Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a small pink tongue darting out for a friendship lick.  I allowed it, then widened my pupils deliberately to engage the cat in some play.  It immediately understood, keeping its claws sheathed but pouncing forward with a swipe.  I was about to carefully attempt the same manouevre back when the cat jerked up its head in sudden alarm.  Then it raced away into the night, a streak of black against black.
“That cat’s got better sense than you do, Lord Corrigan.”  
I growled at sudden – and very annoying appearance – of Lord Solus.  This was a most unwelcome interruption.  Thinking of the fact that he’d been at Alcazon with Mack, my growl deepened to a snarl.
“Now, now,” he said, eyes dancing with typical Fae mischief, “there’s no need for that kind of attitude.”
My body tensed and I shifted back into my human form.  Placing my hands on my hips, I glared.  “What do you want?”
“Nice muscles.  I can see why she likes you.”
I stiffened.  “I’m going to assume you have a very good reason for being here.”
He eyed my chest.  “Would you like some baby oil for that?”
I bared my teeth, still feeling the remnants of the wild animal inside me.  Then I turned and started walking away.  
“Actually, oh wonderful, beauteous, most powerful and dominant Lord Alpha kitty cat, I do need your help.”
I turned slowly, sneering.  “Really?  What with, Lord Solus?”
“Well,” he said, inspecting his fingernails with studied casualness, “it’s not so much with what as rather with who.  And please, call me Solus.”
“Get on with it.”
He stopped playing around, lifting his violet eyes up to meet mine.  “It’s Mack.  She’s in trouble.”
I froze.  “So go and help her out.”
He sucked in a breath through his teeth.  “The thing is that I can’t.”
“I thought you were Fae.  What happened to that superiority complex?”
“It doesn’t tend to do so well when iron and anti-Fae wards are concerned.  You see, she’s at the Ministry of Magic.”
“What the hell is she doing there?”
“It’s a long story.  Suffice it to say that she should have left by now and she’s not.  I rather fear the Arch-Mage has decided to, well, keep her.”
“Keep her?” I roared.  “He has no right!  She’s a goddamned shifter!”
“If you say so,” Solus answered.  “I wonder if you could pretty please go and see if she’s alright?”
I took a step towards him.  “What concern is she of yours?”
He put his palms up.  “Now, now, don’t get all territorial.  My little dragonlette will make up her own mind about who she wants.”
“Dragonlette?”
“A pet name.  Because she’s so … fiery.”  His eyes gleamed.
“Why,” I snarled, “do I get the idea you’re just toying with me?”
The amusement vanished from his face.  “I apologise.  She really is in trouble and I really do need you to go and talk to the Arch-Mage to see if she’s alright.  He won’t take anyone else seriously.  But with the new alliance you two have formed, you’ll have the best chance of getting him to see sense.”
I watched him carefully.  “You really are worried.”
“Me?  Nah.”  He still didn’t smile again though.  “But in the best interests of inter-species communication, it might be good if you went and rescued the damsel in distress.  Just, please don’t tell her I told you about her predicament.  She really wasn’t very happy last time I got the two of you together so…” he scratched his neck.
“I’ll go and get my clothes and call a car.  I’ll be there in an hour or two.”
“Or you could be there sooner.”  He raised his voice towards the end of the sentence as if he were asking a question.  Or trying to play the innocent.
I sighed.  “Go on.”
Solus grinned at me.  “It’s easy!  I’ll transport you right there.  You’ll be in front of the Arch-Mage in a jiffy.”  He snapped his fingers and a shimmering purple portal appeared.  “See?  Wouldn’t you love to have that kind of power at your fingertips?”
I gazed at the Fae in exasperation.  “I still need clothes,” I said, gesturing towards my naked form.  “I realise my toned body and perfect muscles showing my strength might not be a problem for you, but the Arch-Mage I know is a bit of a stickler for propriety.”
“I wouldn’t make too much of a thing about the muscles, Lord Corrie.” He leaned forward, dropping his voice to a mock stage whisper and plumping up his hair.  “And I think Mack prefers blonds.”
I pulled away.  “Apparently, time is of the essence.  So the more you want to stand there and tease,” I snarled, “the longer it will take to get to her.”
Solus lifted up an index finger in my direction.  “Just wait one minute.”  He blinked out of existence – at least as far as this plane was concerned anyway.
I stared in frustration at the spot where he’d been standing. Goddamnit.  I’d known deep down that Mack was in London for more than just a jolly up the bloody London Eye.  Why on earth had she gone to the Ministry?  And who did that fucking wizard think he was?  Assuming the Arch-Mage really was keeping her against her will.  I wouldn’t put it past the glib Fae to be making all this up.  
Solus flashed back, tossing me a pile of furry material.  
“What’s this?”
“It’ll save you time.” He clapped his hands together twice.  “Chop chop.”
I stared down.  “I am not wearing this.”
“They’re all the rage, I can assure you.”
I shook out the material.  “I am not wearing a onesie.”
“But it’ll really suit you!”
“I am definitely not wearing a onesie of a green dragon!”
Solus bit his thumb, glancing at me archly from under his eyelashes.  “Don’t you like dragons?”
“It’s not happening, Fae.”
“Look, Corrie,” he said, slapping his hand on my back, “either you put on the onesie and I transport you lickety-split to the Ministry where you save sweet little Mack and become her one true hero for the rest of time or,” he shrugged, “you let her hang.”
I lifted up my eyes up to the heavens.  I could not believe I was about to do this.  “Fine,” I snapped, pulling the damn thing on.
There was a flicker of relief in Solus’s eyes that concerned me.  I zipped up the suit and looked at him.  “You’d better send me there now then.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
I had to say this much about the Fae - he might enjoy yanking my chain but he was a dab hand at portals.  I emerged smack bang on the grand front porch of the Ministry, much to the frightened bemusement of a nearby mage.  Within seconds, I was surrounded by several more.  I frowned at them all.  They weren’t normally so jumpy.  I could only guess that Mack had done something to put them all on edge.  It would hardly be surprising, given what I knew of her nature.  Or then again it could be the damn onesie I was wearing.
“I wish to see the Arch-Mage at his earliest convenience.”
An older man, clearly hierarchically superior to the others, stepped forward.  “The Arch-Mage is busy, Lord Alpha.”  To his credit, he didn’t so much as glance at my bizarre get-up.  “You are free to make an appointment for a more convenient time, however.”
I took a threatening step forward.  It wasn’t exactly planned but the thought of Mack trapped inside was starting to really get to me.  “Actually, that’s not good enough.  I want to see him now.”
The mage didn’t blink.  “Not possible.”
I growled.  “Then in the interests of our continued alliance, please convey to him that if he doesn’t release my shifter in the next five minutes, all bets are off.”
Again, the mage acting as spokesperson didn’t react.  The others around him were less circumspect, however.  To a man, they sucked in a breath of collective dismay.  My stomach sank as I realised Solus hadn’t been lying.  Mack really was here.  And she really was being kept captive.
“Perhaps you could remind the Arch-Mage as well of the Aberstrong Treaty.  By neither informing me or requesting permission to imprison her, the Ministry is breaking a contract that has stood for over a hundred years.  I’m fairly certain that he’s not looking for the kind of fallout that will ensue from such an action.”
I received a long assessing look in return.  I straightened my shoulders and hardened my eyes.  I wasn’t bluffing and it was important everyone understood that.
Eventually, the mage nodded.  “So be it.  I shall inform the Arch-Mage of your demand.  In the mean time, can I offer you some tea?”
I stared at him as if he were mad.  Then, because I couldn’t think of what else to say, I merely shrugged.  “Sure.  Milk and one sugar please.”
He bowed in my direction then glanced over at one of the other waiting mages.  “Take the Lord Alpha to the His Magnificence’s office.  He may wait outside.”
“But what about the…?”  The mage’s panicked voice trailed away when he received a stern look of rebuke.  
I banked down the wave of seething rage that was building inside me. At this point I wasn’t sure whether it was directed at the mages or at Mack herself.  Either way it would do none of us any good.  I simply did my best to act like the calm, authoritative Brethren Lord Alpha that I should be and trailed after the mage.  I knew perfectly well where the Arch-Mage’s office was – I’d been there enough times, after all.  But I also knew when it was best to play along.  As I walked, I tried to use my Voice to contact her.  Unfortunately it was a wasted effort.  The Ministry were far too stringent about keeping things on their terms while on their territory.  Whatever spells they had in place to stop such communication were bloody effective.
My escort was clearly not about to let me out of his sight.  He gestured towards a chair in the hall right outside the Arch-Mage’s office then stood against the far wall with his arms folded and his eyes on me.  Rather than sit down, however, I focused on the devastation in front of me.  There were several deep scorch marks in what had once been a beautiful unblemished marble floor.  I raised my eyebrows although refrained from commenting.  It was difficult not to gasp, however, when I turned and saw the door leading to the office itself hanging off its hinges.  Through the gap I could see a scene of utter devastation inside.  I cursed Mack internally.  She had better have had a damned good reason for doing this.  
I craned my neck in further to get a better view. I wanted to assess just exactly what had happened.  Any clues I could glean would allow me to better negotiate with the Arch-Mage – and to discern truth from lie when he finally deigned to speak to me.  What I saw gave me pause, however.  Mack couldn’t be responsible for all this.  From the pattern of the burns, it appeared as if there had been two magic wielders fighting each other.  Mack, whatever she had done, was out of the running.  I heaved a silent sigh of relief just as heavy footsteps sounded along what remained of the shiny floor.  I turned to greet him.  Or, rather, to snarl at him.
“Why have you kidnapped one of my shifters?”
The man standing in front of me blinked rapidly several times.  He turned his hands over and over.  I gritted my teeth.  This was what happened when Mack got to me.  I stopped paying attention to my surroundings and started acting like a newborn.  No shifter worth their salt would have mistaken this man’s scent for the Arch-Mage’s.  I cleared my throat and tried to appear as if I’d not made a stupid error.
“Well?  I’m waiting for an answer.  I can only assume that you have been sent in the Arch-Mage’s absence to provide me with one.”
“Uh, uh…” he stammered, his cheeks suffused with pink embarrassment.  
I leaned towards him.  “If I don’t start getting some answers right now, you are personally going to regret it.”
“I’m sorry, Lord Alpha!” he burst out.  “His Magnificence asks that you wait just a little bit longer.  He’ll be here soon.”
“I thought you were a cat,” interrupted the older mage wandering in behind, followed by a younger woman carrying a tray.  “Aren’t cats supposed to be famed for their patience?”
“Actually,” I said, baring my teeth, “I’m a panther.  I’m a bit more … predatory than a cat.  And when one of my shifters is being threatened, patience is not a virtue.”
“You keep saying that,” the mage responded, taking a delicate cup from the tray and passing it to me.
“Saying what?”
“’One of my shifters.  It’s an interesting turn of phrase.”
I stiffened.  “Is it?”
He gave me a perfunctory smile.  “The Arch-Mage will be with you shortly.”  Then he turned and left.
I stared down at the tea cup.  What I really wanted to do was to dash it and its contents against the wall.  Instead, I took a sip and seated myself finally on the chair.
 
*
 
It felt like an age before the Arch-Mage showed up.  Not only I had finished the ridiculously small and far too sweet cup of tea long before, but I was also about ready to start tearing the place apart to find Mack.  Propriety and alliances be damned.  
When he did appear, his face remained as impassive as usual although his robes were in unaccustomed disarray.  Not that I was in any position to comment on fashion.
The Arch-Mage glanced at my outfit and his mouth twitched.  “New look for you?”
I shrugged.  “What can I say?  I’m keeping up with the times.  Now where the fuck is she?”
He winced.  “Your language is as bad as hers.  I hope you can remain more rational and less … angry.”
“That depends, frankly.  Bring her to me now – unharmed, I might add – and I may just be persuaded to stay calm.”
He gestured to my long-suffering escort who bowed so deeply I was afraid he was about to topple over and left.  “I would invite you into my office,” the Arch-Mage said, “but we’re re-modelling.”
“Is that what you call it?  Who did all that?  It looks like two giants with magical wands had simultaneous epileptic fits.”
“Does it matter?” he asked mildly.
I pursed my lips.  “I suppose not.  Bring her.”
“Mackenzie Smith has decided that she does not wish to see you.  She is under the impression that you wouldn’t be very happy with her.”  He looked me over.  “I tend to concur.”
“I don’t care what she wants or what she’s decided,” I hiss, my spine stiffening so much it was painful, “she is a shifter.  She belongs with me.”
The Arch-Mage looked thoughtful and scratched his chin.  “I’m not sure that’s quite true, to be honest.”
My eyes narrowed.  “What do you mean?”
“Well,” he said, “she’s gone rogue of course.  Technically, she’s no longer yours.”  He watched me carefully.
“It makes no difference.”
“Actually, I think it makes every difference.  After all, the Brethren aren’t often known for their forgiveness in such matters.”
I struggled to keep a rein on my temper.  “That was before.  There’s a new order in place.”
“Regardless, I can assure you that in her case, the Aberstrong Treaty doesn’t stand.”
My knowledge of the finer details of archaic law wasn’t strong enough to make a coherent argument.  I shouldn’t have let Solus talk me into coming straight here.  Preparation was always key.  It didn’t mean I was about to walk away though. 
Before I could say anything further, the Arch-Mage spoke again.  “I can offer you a boon.”
“What?” I snapped.
“I will release the nullifying spell that prevents you from contacting her with your Voice for five minutes.”  He smiled.  “That way you can communicate with her yourself and be assured that she is not a prisoner and is, indeed, more than fine.”
I knew what Staines would say.  That Mack had caused us enough problems as it was and that as long as we weren’t losing face as a result of her presence here, then I should wash my hands of her.  It would be the sensible move.  To do otherwise would be to jeopardise any future we might have of getting along with the Ministry.  
I took a deep breath.  “If she is unharmed and under no duress when I communicate with her, then I shall take my leave.”  I ignored the sharp shaft of pain through my chest at my own words.  I needed something to take back to the rest of the Brethren so that I didn’t look like a total idiot when word of this got out.  “However, I will also expect your attendance at the future gatherings we are planning with the vampires.”  The bloodsuckers might have pulled out for now but I reckoned I could bring them back.  Somehow.  It would help when they realised the shifters weren’t on the verge of becoming suddenly extinct.
The Arch-Mage snapped his fingers.  “Done.”  He checked his elaborate fob watch.  “You have five minutes. I will give you some privacy.”
The moment he ducked into his warzone of an office, I opened up the link.  Mackenzie?
Her returning Voice was shaky but she sounded alright.  I’m here.
I quashed down my relief that she was still alive and seemingly unhurt.  I was still Lord Alpha, whether she was rogue or not. Would you mind explaining to me what the fuck is going on?
As I believe I’ve mentioned before, I’m no longer part of the Pack. There was less fire in her answer than normal. This is not your concern.
It’s my damn concern when the Ministry takes a shifter off the street and holds them against their will.  It irritated me that I was one the losing my temper.
I came here of my own free will.  I’m not a prisoner.
So tell me why you are here. 
No, she snapped. It’s got nothing to do with you and nothing to do with the Pack.  It’s time you left me alone.
I
punched the wall and ignored the hole my fist managed to create.  Big deal.  The Arch-Mage was already ‘re-modelling’. I will not allow a rogue shifter to wander around the streets of London making unauthorised deals with the mages!  There are rules, Mackenzie.
Screw your rules, Corrigan, and get with the programme.  I left, so get over it.  Go play with the shifters who want you.
It was her flippancy that made me get personal.  Well, it’s funny you say that, kitten, because I could swear that when you materialised in my bedroom, you wanted me too.
You’ve been Lord Alpha for too long, Corrigan.  Your ego is letting your mind play tricks on you.
I don’t think so, sweetheart.  But why don’t you come and prove that to me in person, I goaded.  We are in the same building, after all.
I’m busy.  
Goddamnit, Mack! I tried – and failed – to keep the desperation out of my Voice. I need to see you to make sure that you’re alright.
It took her a moment to answer, which worried me. And I’ve told you that it’s not your concern. 
I thought about the red fever and prodded her just in case.  You’re not feeling ill in any way?
I assure you that I am perfectly fine and I thank you for the thought.  But it’s not necessary.  Now, with all due respect, fuck off.
And then – yet again – she was gone.



Chapter Fourteen
 
Before I hailed a cab to take me back to the Brethren headquarters, I used my Voice to contact Lucy and Logan, instructing them to get to the Ministry and to keep an eye out for Mack.  She’d stated quite categorically that she wasn’t a prisoner and, if that really was the case, then she’d have to leave some time.  Something was going on and I was determined to find out exactly what.  It meant the pair of them would miss out on the ‘fun’ of seeing me pull up in the ridiculous dragon onesie but I was fairly certain enough hilarity would ensue from everyone else to make up for their absence.  I wasn’t disappointed.  My only saving grace was that at least Staines didn’t see me.  After I’d changed and gone looking for him, I found out the reason why.
“Doctor Higgins is in there,” the gruff werebear said, nodding towards a closed door.
“Is he asleep?”
“No.  He’s quarantined.”
I raised my eyebrows.  “Is that really necessary?”
“Yes, my Lord.  In fact, he insisted on it.”
I was tempted to screw the quarantine and go straight in.  He’d already seemed confident that, despite the sudden lapse of the last few days, Somerset was getting the disease under control.  I wasn’t about to gainsay an esteemed member of the medical profession though.  Besides, Staines had been right before; as Lord Alpha, I couldn’t afford to allow myself to get sick too. 
I knocked on the door and called through.  I could have used the Voice but I felt it was necessary to let him know I was there if he needed me.  “Higgins?  Is everything alright?”
“Quite, my Lord,” came the reply.  “I left the Somerset pack in the care of their own medic.  It really does appear that the worst of the red fever is over.”
“I’m glad to hear it.  How long are you planning to stay in there for?”
“A couple of days should do it.”  At least he sounded cheerful.
The good news made me hungry so before I checked my daily messages, I wandered over in the direction of the kitchen.  Unfortunately, however, I didn’t get very far.  I’d just crossed the main lobby when, right in front of my eyes, a small werehyena called Jeannie collapsed.  I rushed over to help.  That’s when everything started going wrong all at once.
“I’m fine, my Lord,” Jeannie protested.  “I probably just need to eat something.”
I stared down at her pale face.  “How do your eyes feel?” I asked quietly.
“Itchy and sore.” She blinked at me.  “You don’t think it’s conjunctivitis, do you?”
Looking at her red eyeballs, somehow I didn’t think so.  I picked her up as gently as I could manage and carried her back to where I’d just left Higgins, laying her down on a bed in a nearby room.  Before I could speak to the doctor, however, a breathless Philippa appeared. 
“One of the lab techs is here.  In person.  They said they have to talk to you immediately.”
The sick feeling in my stomach intensified.  “Keep this door closed,” I told her.  ‘And don’t go in.”
She nodded, a troubled expression on her face.  I opened up a Voice communication to every Brethren member.
Go to your rooms and stay there.  The keep is under quarantine until further notice.  And no-one is to come near me.
There was an immediate ripple of scared uneasiness.  I broke off the communication so I could avoid answering any difficult questions that I didn’t yet have answers for and began striding out towards the front.
“Lord Corrigan!” Staines shouted, running towards me.  “What’s happened?”
“Stay away,” I growled.
He didn’t stop.  Cursing under my breath, I used the Voice to compel him.  I said stay away.
He halted in his tracks but the strain of the action, along with his unhappiness, were palpable.
“I might be infected,” I told him flatly.
He gaped.  “But Higgins said…”
“I know.  Don’t move.  Someone from the lab is here.  Maybe they’ve finally managed to get their arses in gear and come up with some answers.”
I left him where he was, continuing on until I spotted the technician.  “Don’t move,” I told him, “and don’t come any closer.”
His eyes widened.  “You think you have it?  Do you feel unwell?”
“No.  I feel fine.  But I’ve just been in contact with one of our shifters…”
“Who?” he snapped.
“Jeannie.  She’s…”
The technician nodded, relief all over his face.  “That’s alright then.  You don’t have it.”  He looked away and dropped his voice.  “Yet.”
I eyed the slump of his shoulders and the shadow across his eyes.  “Talk to me.”
“It’s mutating.  The red fever, I mean.  Jeannie can’t infect you because she’s a hyena and they’re dogs.  You’re from the cat family.”
I was puzzled.  “You mean cats are immune?”
“No.  Only cats can infect other cats now.  And dogs other dogs.  It’s the same for every species.”
“Higgins is a damn rat.  He’s the only person who’s been near Somerset who’s in London right now.  How else could she have caught it?”
“From a dog.”
“But…”
“No, my Lord,” he interrupted, his previous terror of speaking up in my presence now all forgotten, “a real dog.  They’re carriers but they don’t get sick.”
“The Cwnn Annwn…”
“Are Otherworlders with genetics close to our own.”
“They were getting better in Somerset!” I almost shouted.  “They had a lapse and now they’re on the mend!”
The technician wouldn’t meet my eyes.  “The lapse was the fever mutating.  Now that ordinary animals can carry it…”
Jesus.  Every shifter in the land was at risk.  “What can we do?  How do we stop it?”
He shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I really don’t know. It’s airborne though and the particles are so small,” he swallowed, “well, unless you have thousands of hermetically sealed chambers, no kind of quarantine is going to help.  We can’t escape this.”
I put my hand over my eyes and reached out for Andrew in Somerset.  How are things?
My Lord! He gasped.  The lubber fiends you sent here are growing crazy.  They’ve said we’re all dirty and they need to leave.  I’ve never seen anything like it!
I took away my hand and gazed at the technician.  “The end is nigh,” he whispered.
 
*
 
“The herbal woman from Cornwall is on her way,” Staines said.
“Julia.”
“That’s the one.  And I’ve made sure everyone knows that the quarantine isn’t compulsory.  I did suggest they still kept themselves closed away but it appears that no-one is doing it.”  There was a faintly irritated edge to Staines’s voice but I felt kind of proud.  We were in this together, one way or another.
“What do we do, Staines?  How do we beat this?”
“I don’t know.  But we will. The lab is still looking for some kind of antidote.  Any maybe the disease will mutate again.”
“Maybe.”  I flicked him a look.  “Still, as a werebear, you have a good chance of staying infection free for a long time.  Surely the only real bears in the city are at London zoo.”
“Yes,” he agreed.  “The more exotic shifters might do well.”  He massaged his shoulders.  “When was the last time you saw a real cat?”
I thought of the friendly black one I’d come across barely hours before and decided it was best not to mention it.  “I’m not sure,” I lied.
Staines gazed at me suspiciously but didn’t comment.  For that, at least, I was glad.
“There might not be an antidote,” I said, “but the lab has at least come up with a blood test.  It’ll let us know how many of us are already affected.”
“I’ll get right on it,” he replied.  “Everyone is essentially here.  We can probably get them all checked before the day is out.”
I nodded distractedly.  “One thing to be thankful for,” I interjected, aiming for an air of optimism, “is that we’re an island.  The disease doesn’t seem to be affecting any other countries just now.  I’ve spoken to all the British Alphas. They’ve agreed to compel their Packs to stay where they are.  We should be able to contain it and keep the disease within these shores.”  I sighed.  “We’ve already had reports of symptoms appearing up and down the country.  How does it spread so quickly?”
“Humans and their pets,” Staines said.  “They take them bloody everywhere.”
“I don’t suppose there’s much we can do about that,” I said, half to myself.
Staines shifted his weight awkwardly.  
“What is it?”
He coughed.  “The Packs aren’t the only shifters in Britain, my Lord.”
“You mean rogues?  I got word out to that trio in Northumberland.  They’ve said they’ll cooperate and the Pack there will keep an eye on them to be sure.”
“Those three aren’t the only ones, my Lord.”
I sighed and rubbed my forehead.  “Mack.”
“You need to force the mage to give her up.  Whatever it takes.  Our alliance with the Ministry means nothing now.  What’s important is making sure she stays put.  The woman is a law unto herself and if she decides to up sticks and go abroad, we might not be able to stop her.”
“I’m sure she wouldn’t…”
“And she’s friends with the sodding faeries,” he spat.  “Watching the borders isn’t going to help us.  One flick of their fingers and she’ll be in goddamn Timbuktu.”
“My Lord?”
Both Staines and I jumped.  It was Tom, standing in the doorway and looking incredibly unhappy.
“What’s wrong?”
“Lucy just checked in.” He licked his lips and glanced down at his feet.
“Well?” Staines demanded.
“Mack’s left the Ministry,” he answered in a small voice.  “She’s at Hampstead Heath.”
I met Staines’ eyes.  “Speak of the devil.  Let’s go and get her.”  Unfortunately I couldn’t find even the slightest part of me that was happy about it.



Chapter Fifteen
 
“Your orders, my Lord?”
I ran a hand through my hair.  This was a delicate situation in more ways than one. It was imperative we brought Mack in – not just because Staines was worried she might skip off to the continent.  Real hamsters weren’t exactly known for travelling long distances.  It was possible Mack could stay isolated for long enough until either the damned disease died out or someone found a cure.  I could only keep my fingers crossed that being essentially a rodent wouldn’t make matters worse.  There were plenty of rats around.  If that was the case, then she’d be better off with us anyway.  No-one else was going to stumble across an antidote.  She’d made it very clear, however, what her feelings were regarding both myself and the Brethren.  There was no way she was going to be brought in without a fight.  In fact, I didn’t see how it could be avoided.  
I sighed.  “You have my permission to attack.  But,” I said, in warning, “only if she makes a move first.”  It would be nice to think she’d calmly give herself up.  Somehow it didn’t seem likely.  “She’s stronger than she looks but don’t hurt her,” I cautioned.  “And don’t let her hurt you either.  If she’s outnumbered, this will go easier.”  I hoped so anyway.
“Don’t worry.  She’s a werehamster.  We’ll bring her in without a scratch.”
“Yes, she’s a werehamster. A werehamster who was brought up in the basement of a nuclear power plant and who eats steroids for breakfast.  Reason with her first.  We can’t afford any broken bones right now.  The doctors are busy enough as it is.”
“Yes, my Lord.”  There was just the faintest hint of a sneer in the werewolf’s voice.  
A deep sense of foreboding filled me.  He was probably going to regret being so flippant.  
“You can shift if you need to,” I said.
He started.  “But it’s daylight.”
“From what I hear, she’s already in an isolated area.” Besides, I added glumly to myself, it was very possible that it wouldn’t matter in the slightest if a human did see a shifter transform.  Even without the mages doing their mojo to encourage forgetfulness, we could all be gone by the end of the year anyway.  And then nothing would matter at all.  
He bowed and darted off to join the others.  The ridiculous floor length black coat he was wearing billowed out behind him.  I watched him go then turned to Lucy.
She cocked her head.  “Are you sure this is a good idea, my Lord?  In a fight, she’s quite, um, …”
Magnificent?  Awe-inspiring?  “Rabid?” I asked.
“I was going to suggest scary,” she answered, “but rabid works.  She likes you.  Maybe it would be better if you went to her yourself.”
I let out a bark of sudden laughter.  It was short-lived.  “She doesn’t like me at all, Lucy.” I was pretty sure she might have the hots for me sometimes.  Especially when I thought of the way her eyes had darkened when I’d almost kissed her in my bedroom.  ‘Like’ was something else entirely though.  “The sight of me is more likely to whip her into a frenzy than anything else,” I continued.  “It makes more sense if I keep back.”
She shook her head vehemently.  “I disagree.  She knows you.  And I think she does like you.  Although perhaps it is best if you don’t get involved in the fight.  It wouldn’t look good if she beat you up.”
I raised my eyebrows slightly but didn’t comment.
“You should be there, my Lord,” Lucy insisted.  “Your presence might help keep her calm.”  Then she added in an undertone, “and keep the others alive.”
I met her eyes.  I’d promised Staines I wouldn’t get my hands dirty.  He didn’t trust me as far as Mack was concerned.  It wouldn’t hurt to act as witness though.  At least I might finally get to see Mack herself in her werehamster form.  The thought added a slight silver tinge to what was a very heavy cloud.
Suddenly grinning, I took off, yelling behind me to Lucy to tell her to keep the van’s engine running in case we needed to leave in a hurry.  I wouldn’t enflame matters by approaching the fight head on.  I could easily skirt round and come up from the back.  That way, if I were needed, it would be easier to jump in and help Mack.  I shook my head slightly.  I meant help catch Mack, of course.
I’d almost reached the site when I heard an anguished howl.  I couldn’t help wincing.  It appeared that Mack was already living up to my expectations.  I sped up, finally emerging through the trees to see the overly confident wolf doubled up on the ground and clutching two broken wrists.  Mack had her back to me while two other Brethren shifters faced her.  I wasn’t sure they’d be enough.  It was quite possible I’d have no other choice than to jump into the fray myself even though she still hadn’t bloody well changed into her werehamster form.  She’d be far stronger if she did.  I was starting to think it was nothing more than bloody-minded pride.  If she could best three members of the Brethren while they were in their animal bodies and she remained on two legs, then her legend would grow even further.
Mack’s weight moved to her left side and, sensing she was about to turn round, I leaned against the nearest tree to put on a show of nonchalance.  There was no need to let her see how nervous I was.  I was vaguely aware of the Brethren weretiger freezing but it wasn’t until a slight breeze gusted in in my direction that I realised what the reason was.  I snapped my mouth shut, the clever comment I’d been about to make dying on my lips.  Then I inhaled more deeply.  No.  Way.
Mack smelled human.  Almost human anyway.  Or at least more fucking human than shifter.  I stared at her in disbelief.  That was where the strangeness I’d caught from Tom had come from.  It didn’t make any kind of sense.  How could she use the Voice?  How could she be that strong?  And why hadn’t I scented that part of her before?  The sheer blind panic in her eyes and the way she stumbled away from me made it clear that my nose wasn’t betraying me though.  It was Mack who’d done all the betrayal.  Her and every damn shifter in Cornwall.  I thought of the way she’d always avoided shifting and the snide comments I’d had from Anton that were essentially alluding to this.  I’d been so stupid.
I took a halting step forward.  There wasn’t any real coherent thought in my head – simply that I had to grab her and tie her up and find exactly what she was and what had really been going on.  Before I could get any closer, however, there was an odd crackle and a sudden flare of strange green light.  I was forced to lift my arm and shield my face from the heat.  Horrifyingly, Mack seemed to be on fire.  
“Mackenzie!” I yelled.
Green flames licked at her skin and her hair.  The dry grass around her lit up like a beacon.  She started screaming – an agonised, anguished sound that tore right through my core.  I tried again to rush forward.  Maybe the mages had placed some kind of strange spell on her.  That was why her scent was different now.  They’d wanted her to act as some of kind of bomb, detonating at the worst possible time for the most possible impact.
I ducked my head down, my clothes ripping from me as I shifted.  Without paying another attention to the other two – or to the flames – I bounded forward just as Mack collapsed to the ground.  I ignored the searing heat and leapt onto her body, hooking my paws round her back and rolling with her clasped to my belly in a bid to extinguish the flames.  Her strange smell had gone. Now the air was filled only with my singed fur.  Mack hadn’t been burnt at all.
“My Lord!” someone yelled.
Realising that the flames were now doused, I came to a halt, keeping Mack underneath me.  I pulled up onto my front paws and glanced over.  Logan and another shifter were running towards us.  Both were still fully clothed and still in human form.  It occurred to me that they’d been there all along but that I’d been so focused on Mack, I’d not even noticed.  I moved my head and looked down at her again, nudging her cheek with my muzzle.  She was definitely unconscious.  Her hair had fallen across her face and I could smell blood and humanity and something else.  There still wasn’t any shifter scent though.  And it wasn’t a spell as I’d so rashly hoped.  Furthermore, while I might be covered in raw burns, she really was entirely unharmed.  Several unpleasant thoughts hit me all at once.
“She’s a … a mage?” Logan asked aghast.
I stood up, starting at her head and travelling the length of her prone body.  Every damned inch of her smelled the same. Confused hurt exploded through me.  Simply put, I didn’t get it.  Either way, the Brethren had been lied to.  I’d been lied to.
I shifted back to my human form.  I could no longer even bear to look at her.  “Bring me a set of magic restraints.  And Tom and Betsy,” I growled.  “Now.”
 
*
 
The very second the next contingent arrived, I snapped the cuffs round Mack’s limp wrists and picked her up myself.  As soon as I’d bundled her into the back of a waiting van, I turned to the pale, drawn features of Betsy and Tom.  Neither of them could look me in the eye.
“Leave us,” I snarled to the others.  “Take her back and lock her up.”
“Uh, where, my Lord?”
“What do you mean where?”
“The rooms Brady used to use aren’t…”
“I don’t give a damn.  Just make sure she’s secure and away from everyone else.”
He bowed and, along with the remaining shifters, swiftly departed.
I stilled my body and dropped my voice.  “Explain.”
“I … I … don’t know what you mean.”
“Yes, you do.  And you know why I’m questioning you here and not back at the mansion.”
Tom swallowed.  “She’s a werehamster,” he began.
I took a step forward but Betsy, surprising me, held up a hand.  “It’s gone, Tom,” she said quietly.  “Can’t you feel it?”
For a moment he looked blank.  Then his face dropped.  “The geas,” he whispered.  “Oh shit.”
“Geas?  That’s why whenever I compelled one of you, I still got the same lies?  I assume Mackenzie put it in place.  I just don’t understand why.”
The pair of them looked alarmed.  “No!” Betsy burst out.  “She didn’t do it.  She came to us when she was a child!  And she’s not a mage.  She’s just human.  She can’t do magic.”
“She just set herself alight doing magic.  She’s no fucking human.”
“Yes, she is!”
I looked at Tom.  He still wouldn’t quite meet my eyes.  It would be an easy thing to compel him here and now.  With this geas that they were speaking of apparently gone, he’d sing like a canary.  Somehow I wanted to hear the whole truth from Mack’s lips though.  
“My Lord,” Betsy pleaded, “she’s a good person.  She really is.  None of this is her fault.  Her mum dumped her in Cornwall and John took her in.  She’s always been loyal to the pack…”
“Except for the lying part,” I interrupted.  “And the running away part.”
“She didn’t have a choice,” Tom said quietly, finally speaking up.  “Julia will tell you the same.  She’s already here in London.  Even Anton who hates Mack will tell you the same.”
Even now, she was inspiring loyalty.  There was definitely a lot more to this story.  But it was just possible that, at least as far as Mack was concerned, I was finally getting some answers.  I thought of the red fever.  It was also possible I was getting them far too late.
“If you lie to me again, I cannot be responsible for the consequences.”
“We would never betray you, my Lord.”
“Except I think you already have.”
The answering expression on both their faces told me everything I needed to know.  I sighed.  “You should get home,” I said.  “This isn’t the time to be wandering around in public.”
“Are you alright, my Lord?  Your burns…”
“Will heal.  You’d better drive though,” I said, tossing Tom the car keys.  “It wouldn’t do to be pulled over by the police for driving naked.”
I didn’t think I’d ever seen someone look so relieved.  “My Lord, you won’t hurt her, will you?”
Betsy was aghast at the question.  “Tom!”
I smiled faintly.  From what I’d heard so far, I was starting to wonder whether the only victim around here was Mack.  “No, I won’t.”
Checking that we still weren’t being observed, I looked around, freezing as there was a faint buzz in my head.
Hello? It was, naturally, Mack.  No-one else could contact me like that.  She sounded scared – and vulnerable.
You’re awake.  We have a lot to discuss, kitten.  I wanted to say a lot more but I wasn’t sure, at this juncture,
if I could trust myself.  I gently broke off the contact.  I’d be seeing her face to face again soon enough.



Chapter Sixteen
 
It irked me when I finally got back to the Brethren headquarters and realised that Staines had already started with Mack’s interrogation.  I knew he didn’t trust me around her – and that his mistrust was not entirely misplaced because I never acted completely rationally when she was involved – but I’d wanted to speak to her myself first.  I vaulted down the stairs to where she was being kept, thinking with a slight lurch of my stomach that it was exactly the same room where Brady had met his end.  There was an unpleasant symmetry about it.
I could hear Mack yelling long before I reached the room itself. “I don’t know why that happens! This weird Scottish lady put this on me and then all of a sudden the green fire happened.  It doesn’t mean I’m a mage!”
I padded down the last few steps but, before I could make my presence known, a brief wave of dizziness overtook me.  I put my hand out to brace myself against the wall while my vision swam.  That wasn’t good.
Staines was unimpressed at Mack’s assertions.  “You can transport yourself at will into highly guarded buildings.”
“That was a – friend of mine who was messing around!”  
I gritted my teeth at Mack’s mention of Solus and stood up, pressing the base of my palms against my temples to regain my equilibrium.
“You can go into a fight against Otherworlders, including at one point, I might add, the future Alpha of a local Pack, and win.”
“I work out!” she protested.  “I’ve trained for years!  That doesn’t make me a fucking mage!”
I took a deep breath and walked into the doorway, interrupting the tit-for-tat. “So, kitten, if you’re not a mage, then what are you?”
Her eyes went as wide as saucers and she gazed at me with palpable fear.  Now that I had the chance to look her over, it was clear that she wasn’t at her best.  She was covered in dirt.  From underneath the veil of her bright red hair, I could make out a few streaks of blood, although it was difficult to tell whether the actual blood belonged to her or someone else.
 “I’m nothing, my Lord,” she answered, shakily.  “Just … nothing,” 
Staines drew himself up, every hackle bristling with indignation. “He’s not your Lord.  You don’t have the privilege to call him that.”
“Oh no,” Mack muttered, her voice dripping with sarcasm.  I had to admire her for not cowering away despite her terror.  Every odd was against her but she was still fighting.  That was my kitten.
That’s unnecessary, I chided Staines privately.  
It’s true, my Lord.  Everything about this woman is a lie and it’s about time you saw her for what she really is.  She’s not one of us.
Before I could respond further, Mack’s weight shifted.  Her entire body was angled towards Staines in a state of rigid tension.  I realised she was about to launch herself at him.  That wouldn’t go particularly well for either of them.  It was time to put a stop to this.
 “You can go now, Staines.”  I didn’t raise my voice but the command was clear.  
He backed down, immediately dropping his shoulders and walking out to the door.  I had to admit I was relieved.  It was one thing for Staines to disagree with me; it was quite another for him to directly disobey an order.  
Thank you.
He bowed his head.  I’m your servant, my Lord.  He threw Mack a parting look of sheer hatred.  You can trust me.  You can’t trust her.  He closed the door behind him.  I could hear him moving far enough away to give us privacy – but near enough to burst back in again if he was needed.  It was hard not to smile at his concern.
Mack, for her part, was staring out after him with her mouth hanging open.  Probably because self-control wasn’t one of her stronger points and she was baffled to see it in someone else.
“That’s what loyalty is, Mack,” I sniped.  “Something that seems to be in short supply as far as you’re concerned.”  I hadn’t meant to make that second comment but it still stung that she’d kept her true nature hidden from me.  Whatever her true nature actually was.  She was still obviously very frightened so, in a foolish bid to reassure her, I took a step in her direction.  She immediately stiffened and took a step back.  
I scowled, annoyed. “You do realise that I almost caused an inter-agency war on your behalf?”
“Er … I’m not quite sure what you mean.”  There was confusion in her eyes, adding weight to her words.
“The mages,” I explained, “I thought they’d captured you.  I was coming to rescue you.”  The ridiculousness of the sentiment suddenly struck me and I lashed out.  “But of course I didn’t know that you actually were one of them.”
 “Corrigan, I’m not fucking one of them!” she pleaded.  “They’ve done something to a friend of mine and I’m trying to make it right.”
I folded my arms.  She certainly seemed genuine.  I couldn’t let her see I was softening though. “So explain to me, Mackenzie, how you suddenly happen to have magical powers.”
“I don’t have magical powers!  How many times do I need to say that I’m not a fucking mage?  As I said to your bitch-slapped minion there, some witch up in Scotland put this necklace on me.  Now I have freaky green flames that shoot from my fingertips.  Up until last week, the most magic I could perform was pissing off everyone I came into contact with.”
Amusement flickered through me.  I quashed it down and tried to remain stoic. “Well, I’ll give you the part about pissing people off, sweetheart.  And yet,” I paused, thinking of how an entire pack, not to mention two Brethren members were keeping her secrets, “you also appear to inspire the most bizarre acts of loyalty.”
“I thought you said that loyalty was in short supply as far as I was concerned.”
She had me there.  “Oh, on your part certainly.”  I cocked my head, wondering whether her story would match up to Tom and Betsy’s.  It was make or break time.  “But tell me, if you are not a mage, then why do your little Cornish friends refuse to open their mouths to state one single truth about you, even when I compel them to do so?”
Mack inhaled deeply and met my eyes. “It’s a geas, Corrigan.  My mother dumped me with the Cornish pack when I was a kid and some kind of geas was placed on everyone to prevent them from revealing that I was human.  It’s not their fault.  It’s not the fault of anyone in Cornwall – they had no choice.  You can’t invoke Brethren law against them when they couldn’t have done anything about my being there even if they’d wanted to.”
Despite my relief, I couldn’t believe that she was still lying about some things.  “You expect me to believe that you’re human?  You can take down Otherworld creatures that send the best of my shifters running for the hills, and you’re human?”
She did her best to look innocent.  I tried not to throttle her, circling around the room then halting right in front of her.  “I suppose on one level it makes sense.  You never did smell quite right.  You refused to shift for so long as well.  And the Alpha – Anton?
That’s one of the reasons why he hates you so much.”
 “Yes!” She jumped on it.  “He wanted me gone for years.  We know it’s forbidden for humans to have knowing contact with the pack.  He wanted to protect them.  So, you see, Corrigan, it’s not their fault, you can’t hurt them.”
I was taken aback.  “Why would I hurt them?”
“Because they harboured a human.”
Several pieces suddenly clicked together.  Her fear – and her lies – were starting to make a kind of warped sense. “Ah, yes, I see.  And you think it’s against the law for shifters to consort with humans.”  An interesting thought struck me.  “There’s an easy way to solve that, you know.  I’ll just transform you.  I don’t know why no-one did that before.”  Except I did.  Only humans could be turned.  And Mack wasn’t human.  I continued to goad her into telling me the truth. “Did your previous Alpha not consider it?”
Mack squeaked, her eyes widening again. I had the feeling I was onto a winner.  “I’m quite sure that you’ll end up being something slightly different to the werehamster you were passing yourself off as.  Problem solved.”  I leaned towards her as if I was about to bite her right now, right here.  She drew back.
“What’s the matter, kitten?” I purred.  “Do you have something against shifters?”
“Fuck off, Corrigan.  No, I don’t have anything against shifters.  I consider my family to be shifters.”
“Nobody else has dared to tell me to fuck off for years,” I said quietly.  I thought about Lucy’s suggestion that Mack actually liked me in reality and moved closer to her, bracing both my hands on the wall on either side of her body so she couldn’t escape my gaze.  She flinched slightly, revealing the wound on her cheek.  It was worse than I’d thought. “You’re hurt.”  I gently reached out and touched it to assess the damage.
Mack jerked away. “Well, that’s what happens when you get shoved into a cage and tortured by a crazed mage with nothing but blood vengeance on his mind.”  Her tone was flippant but I knew from the light in her eyes that she was telling the truth.  I couldn’t believe the fucking Arch-Mage had allowed her to be hurt.  Questioning was one thing but I’d see him burn for this sort of torture.
 “The Arch-Mage assured me that you were alright,” I spat.
“And I am.”  
“I will have words with him.”  In fact, it would be more than words.  How dare he?
“Jesus, Corrigan, I’m not a shifter.”  She sounded more exasperated than anything else.  “You don’t need to get all worked up on my behalf.  I’m just a human.  Now, please, tell me that you will leave my friends alone.”
She stared up at me and I could feel myself getting drawn deeper in towards her.  I tried not to lose all control, forcing the conversation back to where I wanted it. “As I said, kitten, I will transform you and then there will be no debt to be satisfied.  You will become a shifter and stay here in London.” I licked my lips.  “At my beck and call.”
 “You can’t do that, Corrigan.”  
“I’m the Lord Alpha,” I said simply.  “I can do whatever I want.  Besides, your transgressions mean that you owe me.  You owe the Pack.”
“Yes, but…” 
I decided I was tired of toying with her.  It was time for the truth. “But I can’t transform you.  Not because you don’t want to be a shifter, but because you physically can’t be transformed. And the only reason that’s the case would be because you’re already not entirely human. Your scent alone tells me that.  And I assume that this is your real scent assailing the air, not some faked aroma that you have cooked up.”  She started and I knew I’d hit my mark.  “Not only that, but you can hear and initiate the Voice.  No human could do that.”  I lowered my voice further.  “Do you think I’m a total idiot?  You might have played me for a fool thus far but the buck stops here.  With me. So, Mack, if you are not a mage, and you are not a shifter, then what the fuck are you?”
Mack’s eyes darted from side to side as if searching desperately for an escape.  “I said it before, Corrigan.  I’m nothing, no-one.  I’m not trying to cause you or the pack problems.  In fact, I’ve been doing my best to keep the hell away from the lot of you.  Now, please, tell me you are going to leave Cornwall alone.”
After all this, she still wasn’t prepared to give me the truth.  She wasn’t the only one who could twist words though. “Tell me what you are and then I will leave them alone.”
Fear flashed again across her face.  My stomach tightened. She still genuinely thought I’d actually hurt other people to get to the bottom of all this.  “You don’t trust me.”  
“I hardly know you.”
I shrugged to myself.  “You’ll have plenty of opportunity to get to know me, kitten.”
 “What do you mean?”
I laughed slightly.  “You cause trouble wherever you go.  It seems far more prudent to keep you here where I can keep an eye on you.”  Shifter or not.
“You can’t do that!”  
“Why not?  You tell me what you really are.  I don’t hurt your little country friends.  You stay here.”
 “Oh no no no no no, my Lord. I need to go back to the mages.”
I froze.  “And why is that?”
“My friend, Corrigan.” She wrung her hands.  “The one I told you they’d done something to.  They’ll only release my friend if I go back to them.”
“Go back to them and do what?”
“Some weird mage training programme.” 
I stiffened, my eyes raking over her face.    
“Not that I’m a mage, as I keep telling you,” she quickly added, “but they seem to think that it means I won’t misuse my potential for power, such as it is.  All I can really do is the green fire stuff and that clearly runs out of juice before I manage to do much. And they won’t help my friend unless I keep my promise.”
If she wasn’t a mage, then she didn’t have to go with them.  I shrugged. “It’s of no matter.  I’ll talk to them.”
 “Fucking hell, Corrigan!”  I could feel heat emanating from her skin.  “It is of matter.  I promised them I’d go back.  And I am not going to let my friend down.”
My eyes narrowed.  First that human, then Tom, then Solus.  Who the fuck was she with now? “Is this a special friend?”
“Of course she’s a fucking special friend, you prat!” 
Oh.  A woman.  I relaxed.  “Well, you have a choice to make then, kitten.  Either you save your Cornish friends and stay here, or you save your special friend and go to the mages.” I stepped back and grinned at her as she paled.  “Your choice.”
“What is it with you and your megalomania?” Mack spat.  “Why do you need me to stay here?  After all, Corrigan, all I seem to do is piss you off.  Just do the right thing for once and let the Cornish pack off and let me go.”
“Well, no, I don’t think I’ll do that, kitten.  If the Ministry and the Arch-Mage think that you’re so bloody important that they’re going to send you to their academy and train you, even though you insist that you are not a witch, then you must be something special.” I forced myself not to lick my lips again.  “And that means that I want you too.”
She didn’t seem to have an answer for that.  I watched while she wrinkled her nose, clearly scheming to find an escape route.  It was rather entertaining.  I wondered what she’d try first.
 “I need a break,” she finally said.
I raised an eyebrow.  Plumping for time?  This was a new Mack – one who thought before acting.  Interesting.
 “In the last twenty-four hours,” she continued, “I have stormed the Ministry, been interrogated, been attacked and been kept against my will.  I am tired.  I need a break to think over what you have said.  Pretty please?”
I was tempted to tell her to piss off and give me an answer now.  But there were other things to worry about as well as Mack – not to mention that it was good to see her looking before leaping.  I nodded at her and turned to go.
 “Uh, Corrigan?”
 “What?”  I craned my neck back.  It was a stupid move as I could feel the strange dizziness returning.
She jerked her head down at her restraints. “Can you–?”
I almost laughed.  She may be neither mage nor shifter but she was nuts if she thought I’d let her run loose around the Brethren.  I didn’t need that kind of carnage to deal with.  “No.  Don’t push your luck, Mackenzie.  I’ll send someone to tend to your wounds.” I opened the door and walked out.  My legs were shaky and it was all I could to remain upright.
“I don’t need anyone to look after me,” she yelled out after me.
I shut the door and reached forward for the banister, gripping onto it.  I was starting to feel hot and feverish.  If it hadn’t been for Staines lunging forward to grab me, my legs would have given way completely.  Oh shit.  



Chapter Seventeen
 
“You’re fluttering around like an old woman,” I complained.
“You almost fainted, my Lord.”  Staines’ tone was calm and pragmatic.  I pretended not to notice the tic in his eye indicating his tension.
“I’m fine,” I told him, sitting up from the bed.  “I just needed to eat something, that’s all.  Plus, I’ve not had much sleep lately.”
He looked at me levelly.  “We should look at the results of your blood test.”
I sighed and ran a hand through my hair.  “We can’t.  Right now, everyone needs to believe that I have everything under control.  Finding out that I’ve got red fever too isn’t going to help a single bloody soul.”
“Do you?  Have the red fever, I mean?”  There was only the slightest quaver to his voice.  
I lifted my eyes upwards and breathed deeply in through my nose.  “I don’t know.”
“It’s her fault.”
There was no point in asking him who he was referring to.  “No, it’s not.”
“She’s a damn mage!  She shouldn’t be here.”
“She’s not a mage,” I said tiredly.
“Well, she’s certainly not a shifter, is she?”
“No,” I said flatly, “she’s not.  But she hardly caused this disease.”
Staines remained stubborn.  “She might have.  She has access to the Pack.  To the Brethren.  She could have…”
“She didn’t.”  My tone brooked no further argument.  The one good thing about all this was that at least Mack would be immune.  The rest of us might not make it but she would.  I changed the subject.  “Has the lab gotten anywhere with an antidote?”
Staines snorted.  “Fat chance.  The herb woman might have more luck.”
I eyed him.  “You know her name.”
“I also know that she was in full possession of the knowledge that your Mackenzie isn’t a shifter.”
“Leave off Mackenzie, will you?” I asked tiredly.  “There are more important things to worry about.”
Unfortunately, at that precise moment, those other things made themselves known.  “My Lord?” Logan said, nervously from the door.  “Uh…”
“What is it?”
He looked down at his feet.  My stomach sank.  I had a horrible feeling I knew exactly what he was about to say.  “Jeannie, my Lord.”
I closed my eyes.  “When?”
“Just a few moments ago.  We thought…” 
“Yes?”
He cleared his throat.  “We thought we should go ahead with the cremation straight away.  I know the fever’s no longer contagious between shifters but…”
“It’s the best idea.  I’ll be right there.”
Logan quietly departed while Staines and I simply stared at each other.  “What do we do now?” I asked him.  “How do we fight this?”
“I don’t know, my Lord.”
“You know,” I said with a humourless laugh, “that’s got to be the first time you haven’t had an answer for me.”
He simply looked at me with haunted eyes.  There really wasn’t anything else to say.
 
*
 
Everyone gathered in the hall.  It was a common ritual whenever a member of the Brethren passed away.  I got to my feet and surveyed them all.  There were a lot of worried faces.  I even spotted several of the wererats clutching thermometers.  The trouble was that knowing whether you were sickening or not wasn’t going to help in any way, shape or form.
“Jeannie was a vital member of the Brethren,” I said.  “Her loss will be felt keenly by all.  She followed the Way and was a true sister.”  I coughed slightly and received several alarmed glances.  “I know a lot of you are scared about what’s going to happen next.  We’re fighting an invisible enemy and we don’t have any weapons or any strategy and we’re already starting to lose.  It is imperative, however, that you don’t give up.  This might not be a giant or a vampire or a monster we can beat with ease.  But if you give up, then all is lost.  We are the Brethren.  We do not quit.”
I noted several chins rising up with pride and I wanted to say more.  I was starting to feel unwell again, however.  The last thing anyone needed was to see me collapse.  Instead, I nodded somberly and picked up Jeannie’s urn before heading outside to the garden of remembrance.  
I placed her remains on the small table inside the gazebo and tilted up my face so I could appreciate the cool breeze against my skin.  It didn’t really do much; I still felt hot and feverish.  Every little helped, however.  I bowed towards the urn.
“Your sacrifice will not be forgotten,” I intoned formally.  “Your remains will join those of your Brethren forebears and your name will be etched into the wall of those we already remember and mourn.”
A hard knot grew in my chest.  It occurred to me that those were words I’d never say for Mack.  She wasn’t Brethren.  And she wasn’t a shifter.  There would be no formal Way ritual to mark her passing.  Then fury overtook me.  I should be focused on Jeannie.  I should be thinking about the others who were already getting sick too and what on earth could be done to help them.  Instead my mind kept drifting to the red-haired Amazon locked up downstairs.  Staines was right; keeping her here was pointless.  It was less than pointless, in fact – it was distracting me from my real duties.
“I’m sorry, Jeannie,” I whispered, reaching out and brushing my fingers against the cool porcelain lid.  “I should have done more.”  A single hot tear escaped and trailed down my cheek.  “I’m sorry,” I whispered again.
 
*
 
My intention was to march straight down and tell Mack to leave.  I’d barely gotten back inside, however, when a flush of heat overtook me.  My skin prickled all over and my throat was tight.  It was as if my airways were closing up and I couldn’t breathe.  
I didn’t even notice Lucy was by my side until her cool hand rested against my forehead.  
“You’re not well, my Lord.”
“I’m fine,” I growled.
She yelled out to someone to fetch Julia.  
“Leave her be,” I said.
She stood back, her hands on her hips.  “You seem to be of the opinion, my Lord, that you’ll look weak if you ask for help.”
I couldn’t help raising my eyebrows in surprise.  
“I’m sorry,” she muttered, “but someone has to speak up.”
“It’s got nothing to do with looking weak.”
Realisation flickered in her eyes.  “You don’t want people to see that you’re sick.  You’ll afraid it’ll panic them even more.”  She leaned in towards my ear.  “You know what’ll really panic them, my Lord?  You refusing medical treatment.  When they get sick, they’ll think they have to do the same.”
“If,” I said.  “If they get sick.  Not when.”  I gave her a faint smile.  “I always liked you, Lucy.”
“I like you too, my Lord.  Now accept the damn help.”
She moved away to allow Julia’s wheelchair access.  The older woman frowned up at me and tutted.  “Bend down so I can get a better look, Lord Corrigan.”
I did as I was bade.  “Anything for a quiet life.”
She threw me a droll glance and pressed her fingers lightly to my forehead.  Then she peered into my eyes and checked my temperature.  When she finally drew back, her expression was sad.  “I’m sorry, my Lord.  The blood test will confirm it.”
I nodded perfunctorily.  I wasn’t surprised.  “How many others now, Julia?  How many other shifters are sick?”
She looked away.  “There are nine Brethren so far.”
“And from the outlying packs?”
“More.  Gloucestershire is doing badly.”
I sucked in a breath.  “Thank you.”  I stood up.
“You should rest, my Lord!”
“I have things to do,” I muttered, walking off again.
 
*
 
The door to Mack’s ‘cell’ was open.  Both Tom and Betsy were there, talking to her.
“This is why we need to make sure that you are kept out of the way of the rest of the Pack,” Tom was saying.  “This disease, whatever it is, only seems to affect shifters.  Now that everyone knows that you’re not a shifter after all, they’re a bit pissed off that they’ve expended all this energy trying to get hold of you when their own are at death’s door.”
Betsy chimed in.  “And a bit jealous that you’re going to be immune.”
I smiled faintly from behind them, although it was clear Mack had a different reaction. 
“Really?” she said incredulously.  “Really?  How is it my fault that I’m not a shifter?  That’s like being fucked off at the sun for rising. And if I was a shifter, they were effectively bringing me into the danger zone by capturing me in the first place!  If this disease is only here and in Somerset so far, then–”
I interrupted her. “So far’ being the operative words, Mackenzie.” I walked into to join the three of them, concentrating hard on not looking too shaky. “The disease is spreading.  There are already reports from Gloucester.”  I couldn’t help putting in a dig to make it clear to her why we’d gone to so much trouble to bring her here in the first place.  “Rogue shifters are of particular concern because they’re nomadic.  If one happens to catch this disease and then decides to wander around the country, then the results could be catastrophic,” I lied.  It wasn’t the few rogue shifters in the country who already actually knew about the disease who were the concern, of course.
“So why in the hell don’t you just warn them?” she asked.  “Put something out on the Othernet, and tell everyone.”
“First of all, we’ll create a panic.  Second of all, do you really think they’d believe us?  The entire shifter world – and that includes the local packs – seem to think that we’re the bogeymen.  Some of them,” I said pointedly, “even seem to think that we’d go so far as to destroy entire localities because a single human knows of their existence.”
“Oh.  So you definitely aren’t going to–”
She still believed I was capable of that.  It was definitely better that she was leaving.  “No, you feckless harpy, I definitely won’t.”
“Why are you telling me this?  You could have kept me stringing along so that I’d stay here without you forcing me.”
I didn’t want to blurt out that I couldn’t concentrate with her around so I took the coward’s way out and glanced at Tom and Betsy.  “I rather thought that someone would have told you the truth already by now.”
“My Lord Alpha, I…” Tom began nervously.
I held up a hand to make him fall silent.  That hadn’t been fair.  They’d all been bound by a geas. I could trust them.
 “Actually, Tom suggested it but wouldn’t go so far as to tell me everything,” Mack butted in, apparently feeling the need to step in and help out her old friend.  “It appears that loyalty around here is in abundance.” 
I wasn’t prepared to get into another discussion with her on the subject of loyalty so I completely ignored her words and blithely continued.  “Besides which, kitten, I don’t think anyone could really hold you against your will.”  
I walked over to her, pulling her up to her feet and turning her around so I could undo her restraints.  I inhaled deeply.  There was something so very alluring about her real, natural scent.  I wished I’d had more of a chance to get to appreciate it.  Despite everything else, desire stirred in my loins.  This exactly was why she had to leave.
 “You’re letting me go?” she asked disbelievingly.
I finished releasing her and stepped away as quickly as I could manage.  “We have enough here to deal with without some non-human, non-shifter trouble-maker hanging around.  I’ve decided it’s better for everyone if we just let you leave.”
Something flashed in her eyes. “After all that trouble? What happened to ‘if the mages want you then I want you too’?”
I still wanted her.  Of course I bloody did.  It didn’t matter though.  I tried not to think about what the future would hold for her now. “I believe that you are a lady of your word,” I said stiffly.  “Promise me that you won’t do anything to hurt any shifter and I will let you go.”
“I can’t promise that, Corrigan.  What if a shifter comes after me?  I have to be able to protect myself.”
She just couldn’t learn when to stay quiet.  I growled. “I will make sure that you are left in peace.”
“You can’t assure me of that!  You can’t expect everyone in the whole wide world to jump to your bidding.”
 “Actually, kitten, I’m the Lord Alpha.  Yes, I can.”  Not to mention the fact that we were all about to drop down dead so what happened to her was hardly going to be a priority for anyone outside of this room.
“Yes, but–” she stammered, stubborn anger lighting up her face.
I sighed.  I needed to finish this up and get the hell away from her.  Whatever it took.  “Fine.  Do you promise not to intentionally hurt without provocation any shifter?”
Mack blinked.  “Uh, okay, I promise,” 
 “Then you are free to go.”  I motioned toward the door before stalking out myself and gesturing to both Tom and Betsy to follow.
 They did as they were told but I still heard Betsy’s hissed undertone to her.  “Kitten?  What on earth, Mack?”
I smiled sadly to myself.  Goodbye, kitten.



Chapter Eighteen
 
I deliberately stayed away from the main hall.  I didn’t trust myself to watch Mack leave.  The temptation to call her back and demand she stay was niggling at me and I was afraid I’d do something rash if I had to watch her walk out of the Brethren doors for good.  Instead, I holed up in my study, rifling through the various reports on my desk.  The red fever had reached as far as Birmingham.  We really were doomed.  
Despite my self-imposed isolation, I was still very aware of the pall hanging over everyone.  I didn’t need to consciously reach out with my Voice to sense it.  It was there in the slumped shoulders of every shifter who walked past.  It clung to every corner and every mind.  I could compel everyone to brighten up or send out waves of reassurance but it seemed unfair.  There was no point denying the inevitable.  I merely put out orders to go into shutdown.  Maybe by forcing everyone to stay inside, some could hold out against the ravages of the disease for long enough.  It had mutated once.  It could do the same again.
I stared down at the minutes from the last meeting of the Way Directives Editing group.  They’d been making progress in cutting down the unwieldy list of rules.  Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be known across the Otherworld as the Lord Alpha who brought modernity and common sense to the shapeshifters.  I’d simply become the cautionary tale.  The last leader of an extinct race.  I put them to one side and flipped open the folder containing the blood test results.  There was no denying the situation any longer.
Corrigan?  Are you there?
I scowled.  Now that I was giving Mack the independence and freedom that she so apparently craved, she didn’t appear to want to let go.  I was tempted to refrain from answering.  Unfortunately I couldn’t help myself. What is it, Mackenzie?
Staines told me.  That you’ve got it.  
I gritted my teeth.  I guessed every damn shifter in the country knew by now.  And?  Are you going to gloat now?
I’m sorry, Corrigan. She sounded genuinely upset. There must be something you can do.  Julia knows a lot of stuff about a lot of herbs.
I sighed.  She hasn’t been able to do anything more so far than ease the pain of those suffering.
Do you know where it came from?
I was about to explain what I’d discovered of the Cwnn Annwn before I decided it would be unfair.  Mack’s surrogate family were all shifters.  She would be better off disappearing and living her own life, whether it was with the mages or otherwise.  If she knew there was the very distinct likelihood that every shifter in Britain was going to sicken and die then she’d hang around to watch it happen.  I knew enough about her to know it would destroy her.  I took a deep breath and skirted my way round the truth.  Only that it originated in Somerset as far as we can tell.  The first victim was an older shifter.  Nobody realised how serious it was until the others around him also started to get ill.
What’s going to happen to thePack?  Her Voice was small and troubled.
I was finding it difficult to continue to muster up energy.  Why do you care? I responded flatly.  You left, remember?  
Are you sure it just affects shifters?  
What – are you worried about yourself now? I snapped, wishing she would take the hint and leave me alone.  Besides, I thought you were in a rush to go off and play student with the mages.
It might be dangerous letting me out on the street, Corrigan, I could be a carrier.  Maybe I should stay with you.  Uh, I mean, with the Brethren.
I ignored the leap of sudden delight that flashed through me and stuck to the script.  We know that humans aren’t affected.  In fact, no species other than some animal ones and shifters are affected by the red fever.  We’re not entirely stupid, kitten, we did check.
She was silent for a moment.  I hoped she was about to give up and cut off the discussion but of course I was never lucky where Mack was concerned. What did you call it? she asked, with a strange note in her Voice.
Mackenzie, I’ve got things to do, I said tiredly.  There are plans that need to be put into place in case the disease spreads further.
Corrigan, this is important.  What did you call it?
I gave in.  Anything to get her to finally go away. The red fever. The symptoms start off with just a temperature and headache.  A bit like the flu, I suppose.  But a day or two in, the afflicted shifter’s skin starts to flush red.  If they shift, then their eyeballs turn red also.  It’s really all down-hill from there. One of our doctors has come up with some kind of blood test that detects whether someone has it or not.  We were all tested this morning, before you were brought in.  Nine of us are already infected. It’s expected that the first symptoms will start appearing in the next few hours.  I refrained from mentioning that those symptoms were already raging through my system. When Mack didn’t immediately respond, I prodded her. Mackenzie?
Uh, Corrigan, I’ve got to go.
Thank goodness.  I’d expect nothing less.  Look after yourself, kitten.  I tried to inject an air of flippancy into my words but I failed miserably.  Fortunately, she had taken the hint at least.  Without another comment – or even another curse – she was gone.
I stood up and walked to the window, gazing out at the garden beyond.  A tiny movement caught the corner of my eye and I glanced over to see a bluebird pecking at something on the ground.  As if sensing my gaze, it paused, cocking its head in my direction and blinking at me with dark, intelligent eyes.  I smiled slightly.  Then, out of nowhere, a bird of prey swooped down.  The bluebird didn’t have a chance.  Before I could so much as slam my fist against the window to try to scare the predator off, there was nothing left to see other than a few forlorn feathers floating through the air.  The pain in my chest increased.  With a heavy heart and no other course of action left to me, I returned to my desk.  It was time to pen some necessary letters to the Summer Queen and the Arch-Mage while I still had the strength to hold a pen.
 
*
 
It was a few hours later when Tom helped me to my room.  His eyes were heavy and anxious although whether it was over his guilt regarding the secrets he’d been keeping or his worry about the red fever, I wasn’t entirely sure.  I laid a hand on his arm and squeezed it for reassurance.  The effect was somewhat ruined when my knees buckled and I collapsed.
“My Lord!”  He rushed to help me up but I pushed him away.
“I’m fine,” I grunted, using the bedpost to help pull myself back to my feet.  My vision swam.
“I should go and get Julia,” Tom began.
“No.”  My tone was adamant.  “Tell no-one of this.”  I wasn’t going to let every damn soul in the Brethren focus their efforts on me when they should be worrying about themselves.  “Leave me.”
It was obvious that he didn’t want to go.  Leave me, I repeated, using the Voice to force him.  I knew without him having to say it, however, that my compulsion was weak.  It wouldn’t take much for him to break through it.  From the faint flicker in his eyes, he was very much aware of it too.
“If you do it,” I said aloud, “you’ll be Lord Alpha.”
His face paled.  “I’m not strong enough.”
I lifted up my arms but the effort was too much so I dropped them back by my sides.  “None of us are, Tom,” I said.  “Not any more.”
“I will do as you have compelled,” he said in a clear voice, turning round to go.
“Tom?” I croaked.
“My Lord?”
“You may not have been with us for long but, for what it’s worth, you’ve done the Brethren proud.”
He swallowed and left.  I sank down onto the bed.  Tingles of pain were shooting through my arteries.  I could get Julia to give me a tisane laced with enough painkillers to make my passing smooth.  I had the feeling she was going to need her supplies for others very soon however.
Just as my eyelids were starting to droop, I heard a commotion from downstairs.  My stomach twisted.  Were more people sick?  I strained my ears.  It actually sounded like a fight.  My first thought was that the vampires had grown impatient and were keen to hasten our demise.  I wasn’t going to stand for that – regardless of how weak I was feeling.  I heaved myself back up to my feet.  It might be my last act as Lord Alpha but I would see off this challenge, regardless of who it came from.  Anger that someone was taking advantage of our situation surged through me, providing all the adrenaline I needed to propel myself out the door and down towards the hall.
The scene that met my eyes took a few moments to process.  Several shifters had transformed, which was damned stupid considering it only hastened the progression of the red fever.  Staines himself had done the same and appeared to be holding someone on the floor.  Both Lucy and Logan, however, were naked, indicating that they had shifted back into human form.  They’d only do that if the threat had been extinguished or if they wanted to talk.  When Staines moved slightly to his left and I saw who their adversary was, my heart sank.
“Goddamnit, Mack,” I muttered under my breath.  “Why can’t you just leave us alone?”
Logan growled and snapped, spitting words in Mack’s direction that I had trouble deciphering.  Fortunately, Lucy was apparently being more diplomatic.
“Logan,” she said heavily, “just leave it for now.  She helped us, alright?  In Cornwall.  I would have died if it wasn’t for her.”
“From what the evidence suggests,” he said venomously, “you wouldn’t have been in danger in the first place if it wasn’t for her.”
 Mack spoke up, although her voice was somewhat muffled by Staines’s large body.  “Look, I’m sorry, okay.  Just take the plants.”
I frowned and craned my neck to the side.  She did indeed appear to be holding what looked like a bunch of weeds in her hand.
  “If you decide not to use them,” Mack continued, “then that’s up to you.  But I’m telling you they’ll help you.  They’ll help Corrigan.”
She spoke so fervently that I had no choice but to speak up. Plus it would help me not to fixate on the slight catch in her voice when she had said my name.  “Well then,” I said, as loudly as I could, “I suppose I’ll have to try them, won’t I?”  
Registering my appearance, Staines moved, allowing Mack to stand up.  She stared up at me, a myriad of emotions flickering across her face.  Most disconcertingly, she actually seemed relieved to see me.
She waved the weeds in the air.  “It’s called blisterwort.  Someone once told me that it was good for something called blushing disease or red fever.  It sounds like what you’ve got.  I really do think that this will help.”  
I couldn’t detect any hint of a lie.  Without wondering too much about what Mack’s reasons were for doing this, I turned to Philippa. “Fetch the Cornish woman,” I told her.  Then, before someone else did something stupid and tried to rush Mack, I gestured to the others to back down and move away to the next room.
Staines grunted.  I focused on him.  I’m sure you have something to say.
My Lord, we already know we can’t trust a damn thing that woman says or does!  She’s come here to gloat over what’s happening.  She’s using those bloody plants to give us hope and then she’s going to snatch it away again when they don’t work.  It’ll destroy us.
Except without a cure, Staines, we’re already destroyed anyway.  I met his eyes and communicated simply, I trust her.
He rose up on his hind legs as if about to disagree further.  Then the fight went out of him and he fell back down, moving away to join the others who were now out of sight and earshot.  I turned my attention back to Mack.  Even now, less than a stone’s throw away from dozens of shapeshifters who would rip out her throat at my slightest command, she appeared more strong, more confident and more powerful than the rest of us put together.
 “Uh, thanks,” she said, awkwardly, somewhat spoiling her commanding stance.
 Willing myself not to collapse, I raised my eyebrows at her. “I spend months searching for you and then once I find you and let you go, you don’t seem to want to leave, kitten.”
 “I’ll leave, my Lord,” she said nervously, “but, please, first take this.” She gestured at the weeds again.  “I really do think it’ll work.”
Curiosity got the better of me.  “Why?”
“Why?” Mack blinked.  “Because Mrs Alcoon, the woman that I need to go back to the mages for, told me about it.  Honestly, it sounds like it cures exactly what you’ve got.”  
“No,” I shook my head as I watched her and tried to understand.  Tom, Betsy, Julia and the others down in Cornwall were one thing.  The Brethren were something else entirely, and Mack had never hidden her feelings regarding us.  She said the plant would help me but she hated everything I stood for. “Why did you come back with that?  Why are you helping us?”
She seemed startled by the question. “The Pack is my family.  Of course I’d do whatever I could.”
I looked into her eyes.  “I’m not your family,” I said softly.
“No, you’re not.  But, I…” She paused, looking oddly embarrassed.  “I don’t want you to be hurt.  I think you’re alright, Corrigan.”
Out of all the answers, I’d expected her to give, that was about the last thing I’d thought she would say.  I might have just been damned by faint praise but I couldn’t prevent warmth from spreading through me.  I laughed aloud and, wobbling slightly, began to make my way down towards her.  Mack seemed alarmed that I was about to topple over and she rushed up, putting an arm round my shoulders to help me.  Rather than be affronted that I needed her help, I was ridiculously pleased by her gesture.  It was great to breathe in her scent again.  
 “My Lord, I think you should sit down.”  
“I prefer it when you call me Corrigan,” I told her.  “And before I sit down, I want you to explain to me what you mean by saying that I’m ‘alright’.”
I turned and looked at her, daring her to expand on her words.  Unfortunately, before she could answer, Julia interrupted from the foot of the stairs.
 “Mackenzie, dear, you’ve come back!  What’s this about a herb?”
“Good timing, Julia,” Mack muttered.
I was irritated that she wouldn’t tell me more about what she’d really meant but this wasn’t the time or the place to continue demanding answers
 “Pardon, dear?” Julia asked, puzzled.
“Nothing.”  She carefully moved away from me, touchingly checking that I was still able to stand, then rushed down to her old Alpha. “Here.  I think this will cure the red fever.  It’s–”
“Blisterwort, yes, goodness.”  Julia looked surprised.  I watched her expression carefully.  Surprised in a good way or a bad way?  “I haven’t seen it in years.  What makes you think it’ll provide a cure?”
“A little bird told me,” Mack said earnestly.  “I’m sure it’ll do the trick, Julia.  And if it doesn’t…” 
“Yes, yes! This might work.  If I brewed it up with some lemon to make it palatable.  Mackenzie, you may just have saved us all.”
The second I realised that if the other shifters in the next room could hear this, they would be clutching each other in excited delight, my own sudden rush of optimism faded.  Staines was right – false hope wouldn’t be fair. “Aren’t you being just a little premature?”  
“Perhaps not, my Lord.” Julia beamed, her expression reflecting not even a shadow of a doubt.  “Blisterwort is an ancient remedy and something that I simply hadn’t thought of. I suddenly feel really quite optimistic.” She patted Mack’s hand.  “I’ll go and try it out now.”
She wheeled round and sped off at an impressive rate. Rather than watching her go, however, I was looking at Mack who already appeared to be preparing to leave.
Where do you think you’re going? I growled.
I’ve done what I came here to do.  The blisterwort will work, I’m sure of it.
She might think I hadn’t noticed her little half sentence about if it didn’t do the job, but I wasn’t quite comatose just yet.  You seemed to have another suggestion if it didn’t.
It will work.  Her tone was confident.
“You should stay in case it doesn’t, Mack,” I said, switching to my normal voice.
 “Thank you,” she said quietly, turning back to face me.
 “For what?”
“Calling me by my name.”
I almost laughed.  “What?  You don’t like kitten?”  I grinned at her fierce scowl. “You know, Mack, I’m feeling a bit shaky up here.  Perhaps you should come up and steady me again.”
She snorted. “A few hours ago you couldn’t wait to push me out of the door.”
“That was before you told me that I was alright.”  I looked into her eyes.  “So, I’ll ask you again, what did you mean by that?”
It seemed to take an age for her to answer.  The nervous energy I could feel from the shifters crowded into the nearby room below and my fears about what would happen to us all faded into significance when she took a deep breath and finally responded.  “I suppose I meant that I like you.”  
I cocked my head.  “You are the most infuriatingly unfathomable woman I think I’ve ever come across.”
 “What the hell do you mean by that?”
“Just that, kitten.”  I wanted her back next to me and I knew exactly how to manage it.  “One minute you are purring and begging to be stroked and the next you’re hissing and spitting at me.  Is it that you’re just high maintenance?”
“High maintenance?” She was clearly becoming rather enraged.  “How dare you!”  She marched back up the stairs, a furious expression on her face.  Her fists were tight and I wondered if she was planning to punch me.  It wouldn’t exactly be a fair fight if she did.  Rather than encourage violence, I reached out and grabbed both her hands.
“Got you.”  It was unfortunate that at the very moment I felt overwhelming satisfaction at having her back with me again, I also realised I was about to faint.  Mack seemed to recognise it too.
“Julia!” she yelled.  “Julia!  It’s Corrigan – you need to come quickly!”
“You need an old woman in a wheelchair to come and rescue you from the big, bad Lord Alpha?”  I tried to make light of the situation but little pinpricks of light were dancing in front of my eyes and nausea was overtaking me.
“For fuck’s sake, Corrigan.”  She grabbed hold of me and helped me down the stairs.  I had no choice but to lean against her slight frame.  “Staines!”  Mack shrieked.
He appeared almost instantly.  I could only just make out his large body rushing up to help take my other arm before I collapsed.
“We need to get Julia.  The blisterwort will help him.” Mack’s panicked voice rose in my ear.  I wanted to tell her everything would be alright but somehow I couldn’t form the words.  “Staines, please.  She can help.  You might not be able to trust me but you know you can trust her.”
Words swam around me.  I could hear a strange pounding in my ears.  My skin felt as it was on fire.  I wanted to thank Mack for trying to help but when I opened my mouth I still couldn’t speak.  I breathed in to inhale her scent for one last time but, instead of her essence, all I could smell was some kind of foul smelling concoction.  My soul despaired at the fact that all my senses were deserting me.  
Someone shoved something hot against my mouth.  I wanted to protest and push it away but the hand was insistent.  Whatever it was, it sank down my throat.  I tried not to gag as more and more was poured down.
The voices continued.  Gradually, Staines’ mistrusting tone began to coalesce into understandable sentences. “You do realise that if this doesn’t work, and it hurts him instead, I will rip you limb from limb, Way Directives be damned.”
I wanted to tell him to leave her alone.
“I need a knife,” said Mack.
She was going to fight him.  That was even worse.
“A knife?” he spat. “Do you really think that we would give you a weapon?”
 “Then cut me.”
“What?”
“Make me bleed, Staines.”  
Nothing was making any sense.  What I did know was that I couldn’t take much more of their bickering.  It was giving me a bloody migraine.
“You’re fucking crazy.”
“Staines–”
Will you two shut up? I interrupted in exasperation.
They both immediately fell silent.
 Someone – Julia, I realised – felt my pulse.  “Still a bit fast,” she said calmly, “but the blisterwort already seems to be doing its job.  It works unbelievably fast.”
I blinked and flexed my fingers.  I no longer felt so hot.  I could see both Mack and Staines staring down at me with exactly the same mixed expression of hope and fear on their faces.
“Get it to the others, Julia,” I managed to say.
“Yes, my Lord.”  She turned to Mack and gave her a strange look then quickly left.
I licked my lips, trying to right myself.  I wondered if I would be able to stand up.
Staines turned to Mack.  “Thank you.” 
 “What was that?  Can you speak up a bit?  I didn’t quite catch it the first time.”  She waggled a finger in ear while I tried not to roll my eyes.
“Fuck off.” He looked back at me.  “My Lord, we should get you to bed.”
“No.” I could feel some semblance of strength returning to my limbs.  “I need to check on the others.” I stood up, testing out my balance and blinking to clear my vision properly.  I fixed my gaze on Mack.  “I suppose I owe you a thank you.”
 “I am here but to serve you, oh Lord and Master.”
I snorted aloud at her melodramatic obsequiousness.  Unfortunately, it was my undoing because it meant I stopped concentrating on staying upright and fell heavily against her.  She still caught me though.
Staines grabbed me too. “You are going to bed to rest, my Lord Alpha.”
“Staines,” I growled, “I said I would check on the others and that is what I am damn well going to do.”
“And what good is it going to do them if you keel over on top of them?” he scolded.
Who was Lord Alpha around here?  “It is my duty.”
“Shut up, my Lord. A few hours’ rest and you will be raring to go and fighting fit.”
“As right as rain,” Mack interjected.  The humour in her tone was so obvious that both Staines and I turned and stared at her.
Staines bowed in her direction.  I almost applauded.  He was prepared to admit when he’d been wrong. “As the Lord Alpha stated, again, thank you.”
Mack, sadly, was less than gracious.  She grinned cheekily back at him and winked.  I realised that regardless of how distracting her presence was, I couldn’t bear for her to leave.
 “Mack.  Will you stay?”
She met my gaze, regret mirrored in her eyes. “I have to go, my Lord. I have a prior appointment that I must keep.  I’m sorry.”  
My stomach twisted.  “Don’t call me that.”
“Err…what?”
“My Lord.  Don’t call me my Lord.  You aren’t one of us.” I wasn’t explaining myself very well and I could see her body stiffening with hurt.
 “Of course,” she said tightly.
I sighed.  “The two of us seem to live in a world of constant misunderstanding.  What I mean, Mack, is that you aren’t one of my subjects.  In fact, after having saved my life and potentially the entire Pack’s lives too, you are most definitely my equal.”  Staines’ reaction was one of horror.  I ignored him, however, and focused on her, taking her soft hand in mine. “Whatever manner of creature or mage you might be, I don’t just owe you a thank you.  We all owe you a true debt of gratitude.  I would like you to keep in touch, Mack.  And, know this, if you ever need help in any shape or form, then the Pack will be at your side.  Do you need intervention with the mages?”
“I … No.  Thank you.  I gave them my word that I would return to them.  They won’t hurt me, they just want to help me.” 
It wasn’t unexpected but I felt disappointment all the same.  Then she reached out, almost touching my cheek before she seemed to think better of it and pulled away.
Staines coughed.  “I can have someone drop you back at the Ministry.”
“Okay.  Thanks.”  Mack bit her lip.  “Can you say goodbye to the others for me?  Julia and Betsy and Tom?”
“You don’t want to say goodbye to them yourself?”
“I, uh, no.  It’s best this way.  I’m going to be gone for a long time.”
I wanted more than anything to stop her.  I could dig out those restraints again and force her to stay with me.  The others would accept her now the strange weed she’d brought actually was an antidote after all.  But keeping her here would be like trying to cage the wind.  Besides, she might be leaving to be with the mages but at least this time I’d know where she was.  Things could still work out.  I leaned over, wanting a taste of her before she vanished yet again.  I brushed my lips against hers then, as much as it pained me to do so, I drew myself up “Then I’ll be seeing you, kitten.” 
I think I’ll go to my room now after all, Staines.  Don’t let me do anything stupid like fall to my knees and beg her to stay.
He took my arm and began helping me stagger off.  You’re still sick, my Lord.  That’s the red fever talking.
I resisted the urge to look back round at Mack.  If you say so.  Then I heard the front door opening and I looked back anyway.  Her red hair was the last thing I saw.



Epilogue
 
I put down the phone on the Arch-Mage.  Staines gazed at me expressionlessly.  “I’m not sure, my Lord, that threatening the entire Ministry is the best course of action.”
I shrugged.  “Mackenzie Smith saved our sorry hides, Staines.  The least we can do is make sure that the mages treat her properly.”
“She’s still going to cause us trouble, you know.”
I grinned.  “I certainly hope so.”  I nodded towards the door. “Is he here yet?”
“He’s been waiting for over an hour.  Don’t crow too much.”
I raised my eyebrows at him and smiled.  “Show him in.”
When the vampire finally walked in, I didn’t bother getting up out of my chair.  “Good afternoon, Aubrey.  How are things with you and your little bloodsucking friends?”
He inspected his fingernails, attempting to remain nonchalant.  I could tell he was still feeling rather tense though.  “Things are fabulous, Lord Alpha.  We cannot wait to attend the first of the Otherworld social gatherings.”  His tone, naturally, conveyed the complete opposite.  “We are glad the Brethren and the Pack have come out relatively unscathed from your recent health scare.”
I smiled even more broadly.  “I bet you are.”
His eyes sparked with sudden malevolence.  Then he swallowed it down.  It occurred to me that he hated me because he feared me.  I kind of liked it.  He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a photograph.  “We thought, as a token of our … regard for you, we would give you this.”
Somewhat warily I took it from him.  I really hoped it wasn’t going to be a picture of the vampires’ casual indifference to violence.  When I turned it over and looked at it, however, I was somewhat taken aback.
“I’m told,” Aubrey sniffed, “that some people think they’re cute.”
I stared at the photo of two Cwnn Annwn puppies frolicking in a meadow.  It was date-stamped three days previously.  “Some people might say that,” I said.  “But they also have to be careful that they don’t get their hands bitten off if they try to approach them.”
His gaze met mine.  “Indeed, Lord Alpha.  Indeed.”
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Night Shade – Chapter One
You have to have a dream so you can get up in the morning.
Billy Wilder
 
 
There’s a famous Chinese curse that states, ‘May you live in interesting times.’ 
I didn’t understand it when I was younger; back then, I was all about living for the moment, attacking each second as if it were my last and sucking the marrow out of life, as Robin Williams’ character in Dead Poets Society would say. But then, as I experienced more of life, more of other people, more of the world, more of simply ‘being’, that is when I truly understood.
The Holocaust was ‘interesting times’. I also have no doubt that those brave soldiers, going over the edge and into the horror of no man’s land in World War One, didn’t pause to think that they were lucky because their lives were not dulled by the tedium of slippers, cigars and armchairs filled with lazy, fat, purring cats. I’d also be surprised if there were any Americans who thought on September 11th 2001, ‘Well, if only my life was more exciting.’
My true epiphany, when I really worked out how utterly cool boredom can be, was when I was around fifteen years old and had the opportunity to watch paint dry. People pay vast amounts of money to achieve that kind of meditative experience in India, Nepal and Thailand. I achieved this feat without even leaving my bedroom.
My parents had allowed me to choose my own paint. Instead of the baby pink that I’d grown up with, I was finally being given the freedom to design my room the way I wanted. And I wanted black. Black to match my heart, my adolescent angst and my need to be different. Of course, it didn’t occur to me at the time that I was playing into the biggest teenage cliché in the book but, hey, I was happy so it didn’t matter. 
It took me the better part of the morning to cover every section of the room carefully and leave no streaks. Black, as it turns out, is a particularly tricky colour to get right.
Anyway, once I was done with the final difficult-to-reach, corner, I sat cross-legged on the floor and began to watch. The first hour was the hardest. It was incredibly tempting to reach forward and touch the paint to see how dry it was. I managed to resist the urge; I also didn’t want to start shifting around uncomfortably – I was on a mission that didn’t involve what my legs felt like or how quickly I could achieve pins and needles. I wanted to watch paint dry.
When you pause and take in the world around you (and I mean really take it in) it’s amazing what you notice. I had always assumed that the walls of my little space were perfectly flat but they had a personality of their own. There was a slight groove in the corner where the door occasionally banged and scraped whenever I was in a bad mood, and there was a veritable atlas of bumps, notches and scrapes that even the thick black paint couldn’t hide. There was a particularly fascinating dark area that was shaped like my English teacher’s head. You’d imagine that you couldn’t spot a dark spot on black paint but it just goes to show that nothing can ever be truly covered up. There’s a lesson in that somewhere. Anyway, I focused on that splodge for at least forty minutes. For weeks afterwards, I felt like I was being watched. As a result, my English homework was extraordinarily well done for a long time afterwards.
At some point, my mother called up the stairs that lunch was ready. I ignored her. If I went off to eat, something might happen whilst I was gone. The patch that was lying in a gleam of sunlight might dry whilst I was away – and that simply would not do.
In that one day, despite the hungry belly, the pins and needles and the ever-watchful gaze of Mrs Humphreys’ splodge, I learned that boredom can be fun. That you can always find beauty in the details, no matter how small. And that sometimes we need to take a break and appreciate the world. 
Excitement is a matter of opinion.
* * *
I start every day the same. I have my routine off pat and if Mrs Humphreys could see me now, she’d be impressed – well, she would be with the routine part. When I finally realised what was happening and what I had to do to avoid sliding into a spiral of never-ending despair, I decided to be strict with myself. It was the only way I could avoid staying up till goodness knows when watching dodgy late-night television and reading pointless articles on the internet before collapsing into a coma. Then I’d stay in bed until after three – if I managed to extricate myself from my duvet at all. That way lies madness; I know what I’m like if I don’t keep a handle on my life. 
              My alarm goes off at 6.24am. I allow myself to hit the snooze button once so when it rings for a second time, it’s bang on half past six. The Chairman doesn’t enjoy my extra doze, even though he should be used to it by now. The moment the first alarm peals into the dark silence of my bedroom, he hops up next to my pillow and stares down at me, occasionally pawing at my face. I’m often tempted to forego the clock and see what he does next but habit is something I must maintain. 
              I brush my teeth, shower, get dressed and put on make-up. I know that it’s ridiculous to spend time and money on mascara and foundation when almost no one sees me but they help me to feel normal. Normal is important. 
              I feed the Chairman, who by this time is biting my toes to get me to move faster, then I eat my own breakfast. It’s usually fruit, or maybe a bowl of muesli if I’m feeling unusually hungry. I watch my diet. Junk food is something else I’ve trained myself to avoid; that was easier than I expected. I drink chamomile tea (no, it doesn’t make me any calmer, but I have to try) and check the news and my email. By eight o’clock I’ve started work. 
              I enjoy the mundanity of my existence. There are no surprises. I can take the time to appreciate subtleties, such as how one day my boss, Jerry, will sign off his email with Warm Regards which gives me an odd fuzzy feeling, despite its formality. The next day he might simply use Regards, and then I wonder if the new baby kept him up the previous night and he’s feeling grouchy. When he’s in a particularly genial mood, he uses Cheers.  And today, because he’s asking for more than my contract generally allows, he’s used High Five From Down Low. I wrinkle my nose. I generally don’t enjoy cheese. Still, the task is vaguely interesting – sorting out bugs on a website a different contractor created – so I get down to it. By mid-morning, when the doorbell rings and the familiar terror attacks me, I’ve made considerable inroads. 
              When I say familiar terror, it really is that. Anyone who’s ever felt frightened will recognise the symptoms: the hairs on my arms stand up and my heart starts to quicken. I push back from the desk, gripping the arms of my ergonomically designed (and vastly overpriced) chair. My breaths are already fast and shallow so I peel one hand away from the armrest and place it above my belly button, reminding myself to exhale. 
              When I hear the voice calling from outside, my shoulders sag in relief. It’s only my mother.
              ‘Cooooeeee!’
              I’m tempted, as always, not to answer but I can’t pretend that I’m out. She’d just get worried and do something stupid like call the police. She did that once before, in the early days when I refused to get out of bed. I spent the next five hours in my wardrobe and was only coaxed out when they threatened to section me. You’d think that would make her less likely to involve the police again but logic’s not my mother’s strong point. Not that I have it in spades either.
              I sigh and stand up. I have special coping mechanisms for the times I need to open the front door. I ignore the rising nausea and lightly pinch the tip of each finger, alternating hands.  Then I slowly walk out. I brace my palms on the walls of my narrow hallway to remind myself of their solidity. Fortunately, I already know who’s on the other side so I don’t get light-headed. It’s a small victory but one I still celebrate internally. Baby steps.
              My front door takes a long time to open. It’s steel reinforced and has five separate locks. Frankly, if the inheritance I received from my grandfather had allowed, I would have gone the whole hog and ordered a retinal scanner too. Just because I live in a quiet cul-de-sac in a small Scottish town doesn’t mean I shouldn’t take security seriously.
              When I finally open the door, I keep the chain on. There’s a spyhole but it doesn’t provide a clear path of vision because of the large oak tree in the front garden. I double-check there’s no one other than my exasperated-looking mother waiting on the doorstep before I fasten the chain. I can see the Chairman rolling around in a bolt of sunshine behind her. He has a special collar that allows him – and only him – through the cat flap. He blinks at me lazily and I smile.
              ‘Zoe, for heaven’s sake, is all this really necessary?’
              My smile vanishes and I roll my eyes. The door was installed sixteen months ago; my mother visits at least once a week and she still goes on about it. At least she’s stopped asking for a key. It’s not that I don’t trust her but as I have carefully explained many times, if her bag was lost or stolen, anyone could get into my house.               ‘I wasn’t expecting you today,’ I tell her sternly.
              ‘Well,’ she answers, pushing past me, ‘I agreed to join Madge and her cronies for bridge tomorrow so I can’t come as I promised.’
              ‘Is bridge really a good idea after the last time?’ I start to lock the door again.
              ‘I’d had too much gin then,’ she dismisses. 
              Reaching up for the highest lock, I’m glad she can’t see the expression on my face. ‘And this time you’re going to stay off the booze?’
              ‘Don’t be ridiculous, darling. But gin makes me silly. I’ll have Pimm’s instead.’
              I turn round. She’s observing me with a mixture of fondness and despair. I can’t blame her really.
              ‘What happens if there’s a fire?’ she asks.
              ‘Mum…’
              ‘I’m being serious. You’ll never get out in a hurry.’
              ‘I’m very careful. As you well know.’
              She snorts. ‘You’re twenty-five years old. You’re not supposed to be careful. You’re supposed to have fun.’
              ‘I am having fun.’ I don’t look at her as I say this. I don’t have to.
              ‘We could try the doctor again.’
              ‘I’ve seen enough doctors.’ I remain stubborn. ‘Besides, few of them make house calls these days.’
              ‘Madge’s son has a friend from university who’s a psychiatrist.’
              I grit my teeth. My condition is not a secret but I still get wound up when it’s obvious she’s been discussing me. She spoke to Madge, Madge spoke to her son, her son spoke to his mates. I know I’m a weirdo; I don’t need the rest of the world to know it too. Okay, my mother means well but I’ve been down this road before – and not just once. I’ve accepted my life with what I believe is impressive equilibrium. I wish everyone else would do the same.
              ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ I manage.
              ‘I’m not staying. I have an appointment at the hairdresser’s.’ She eyes my home-hacked mop but thankfully doesn’t comment. ‘I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Do you need anything?’
              I soften. She goes out of her way to look after me and it can’t be easy having a hermit for a daughter. ‘No. I had a delivery yesterday.’
              She waggles her eyebrows. It’s a feat I’ve tried to replicate many times in the mirror but I can’t manage the same moue of distaste that she conveys. ‘You are lucky you were born at the right time for the internet. You never need to leave the house.’
              I offer a small smile. ‘No, I don’t. And that’s why you should stop worrying about me.’
              ‘What else would I do?’ She reaches over and pecks me on the cheek. Her breath smells of peppermint and she’s wearing a different perfume. 
              ‘Mother…’
              ‘What?’ She blinks innocently.
              ‘Are you meeting Mr McIntyre later?’
              ‘What if I am?’
              I put my hands on my hips. ‘He’s married.’
              ‘Henry is a good friend.’
              ‘Is that what you call it these days?’ 
              ‘You would like him if you met him. I can bring him round, you know.’ Her eyes gleam. ‘Then you’ll be sure there’s no hanky-panky taking place.’
              ‘Don’t you dare.’ I hate having strangers in the house. 
              She gazes at me thoughtfully and taps the corner of her mouth. ‘Tell you what. I won’t bring him round if you leave the door unlocked after I leave. Not for long,’ she adds hastily, forestalling my protest, ‘say, just an hour or two?’
              ‘You’re being ridiculous.’
              ‘Am I?’ Her expression is steely. I can’t help wondering whether this was her motive in popping round. The trouble is, I know her well enough to be aware that she’ll make good on her threat if I don’t do as she asks. I can’t lie to her either – ever since the time I ate all the chocolate-chip cookies and blamed it on the dog, she’s been able to wheedle out any untruths.
              ‘That’s not fair,’ I say quietly. ‘You know how hard it is for me.’
              ‘I know. Just an hour, darling.’ She twists her hands together and I realise how much she needs this. It will put me on high alert and induce backbreaking tension but my mother needs to feel I’m making progress. 
              Blood starts pounding in my ears. I do my best to ignore it. ‘Okay. One hour.’
              She’s relieved. ‘Thank you. You’ll see, Zoe. Nothing bad will happen. You’re not going outside, you’re not going to be in any danger. You’re just not locking the door, that’s all.’ She gives me a tight, warm hug. My arms feel leaden but I reciprocate. ‘Are you going to let me escape from Alcatraz?’ she asks lightly.
              I nod, moving my body to block the sight of my shaking hands. She’s trying to protect me from me and I’m trying to protect her from me too. It’s farcical.
              When she’s gone, and I’ve closed the door after her, I touch each lock lightly. The desire to slam each one closed is overwhelming but I batten down the urge and back away. Instead of returning to my little study and my work, however, I sit on the stairs and watch the door. 
              I’m worried I’ll hyperventilate – it’s happened before – but if I put my head down between my knees to calm myself then I won’t be looking at the door. Someone might come in. Someone might hurt me. I know it’s illogical – I’m hardly in the crime capital of the world. I keep a close eye on the outside world and the last publicised local crime that wasn’t white collar involved a hit-and-run near the town square. That’s hardly about to happen to me. 
              None of this is to do with logic though. Fear is rarely so pragmatic.
              Some people probably imagine my agoraphobia is a result of a trauma: a brutal rape or maybe a mugging that landed me in hospital. Perhaps it didn’t happen to me and I simply witnessed it. The sad truth is that nothing happened. I wasn’t hurt and I haven’t been traumatised by any particular event. Other than a few minor schoolyard skirmishes, I’ve never been attacked. My life has never been in danger. I simply went to bed as a happy twenty-three year old with a nice boyfriend, a wedding on the horizon, a good job and lots of friends – and woke up on my twenty-fourth birthday unable to step outside my front door. I knew that if I did, I’d die. I have no idea where the thought came from but it was – and still is – a deep certainty that is rooted in my core. 
              Adam, my boyfriend, tried to understand but things got worse. My condition was exacerbated by three well-meaning friends who, in some amateur attempt at aversion therapy, tried to push me out of the door. That was when I retreated to my bedroom and refused to leave my bed. Adam eventually gave up, not that I blame him. Who wants a girlfriend who is afraid to go outside? In the end it was a blessing when he stopped coming around.
              I still have a few friends who visit occasionally but I can tell they don’t really want to. It’s not that they don’t like me – they just don’t know what to say. They start telling me about work or a party or a new shop and then falter when they realise I can’t experience those things. They’re so awkward around me that I no longer encourage the friendships. It’s just not fair on them. 
              So it’s probably a good thing that I enjoy the silence and detailed beauty of boredom.
* * *
I’m not sure how long I sit on the uncomfortable step. It feels like an eternity but I’ve experienced enough within these four walls to know that what feels like hours may only be a few minutes. As anyone who’s been in an accident will tell you, terror slows time down, or maybe it’s just the adrenaline. 
              I don’t wear a watch because I don’t mark minutes, so when my phone starts ringing in the study, I don’t know how much time has passed. I stare at the front door, then the study, then back again. By the fifth ring I manage to stand up.
              I catch the phone just in time, answering it as I return to the hall and my vigil.               ‘Hello?’ 
              ‘Zoe, how are you?’ Jerry’s voice is warm.
              ‘Uh, good.’ He doesn’t really want to know. With Jerry, as with many other people, ‘How are you?’ is nothing more than a formality. It’s funny how I never noticed that until I became housebound. ‘The website? Have you gotten anywhere yet?’
              I feel guilty. I should be working. ‘I’m getting there,’ I say quickly. ‘But I’ll need more time.’
              ‘This client is rather anxious. Do you think you’ll manage it by tomorrow?’
              I make a few quick calculations. It should be possible. I can’t risk letting Jerry down so I no longer have to worry about stopping my mother’s little test, even if it’s not yet been a full hour. I have bills to pay, after all. ‘I can do that.’
              He exhales loudly. ‘Super! I knew we could count on you.’
              ‘It’s what I’m here for.’
              ‘You’re a trooper.’
              ‘A super trooper?’
              He doesn’t register my little sarky comment, merely responds with warm agreement. ‘Absolutely.’ 
              I say goodbye and hang up. ‘Lowest form of wit, Zoe,’ I mutter. Jerry is a good guy; he doesn’t deserve my snide remarks. I’ve learned to be content with my existence, but I sometimes wonder if my enforced isolation has made me lose my good manners. At least he wasn’t offended.
              I gaze at the door again, my eyes travelling over its familiar veneer. There are a few scratches on the bottom panel where the Chairman sharpened his claws once or twice. I run my fingers over them, before pressing my ear against the wood. Other than the chirping of a few mating birds, I can’t hear anything. Maybe it wouldn’t do any harm to leave it unlocked for another fifteen minutes while I return to bytes and coding. 
              I curl my fingers into my palms until they hurt. My stomach is fluttery but I know my body well enough and I still have some way to go before a full-blown panic attack sets in. 
              I think of the expression on my mother’s face when I tell her I managed to sit out of view of the door. Fifteen minutes is only 900 seconds, that’s not long. It would take far less than that for someone to come inside and attack me though. I glance at the wall, imagining its pristine white splattered with my blood and I shiver. I can’t do it.
              I am tugging at the first lock to slide it shut when there’s a knock. Actually, ‘knock’ is the wrong word; it’s a frantic staccato, rising in intensity. I fall backwards, my veins twisting into ice. My breathing abruptly changes and my chest rises and falls alarmingly. 
              ‘Help me.’ It’s a male voice and, despite the muffled quality thanks to the closed door, it’s obviously full of panic. 
              I shake my head rapidly. I’m imagining things; I have to be imagining things. But the door rattles and the knocking continues. I’m frozen to the spot. My eyes are fixed on the door handle. I will myself to lurch forward and lock it but my brain won’t send the right signals to my legs. My throat feels tight and pins and needles tingle up and down my arms, I can feel the sweat on my skin and my vision starts to swim. No. Not now.
              The door handle jerks downwards. I can’t do anything except stare in horror as the door crashes open and a figure appears. His face is red and his eyes are bulging. He lunges towards me and I scramble back. He’s going to grab my ankle though, he must have a weapon, it’s only a matter of moments and he’ll…
              I blink several times. He’s not reaching out towards me at all; he’s face down and twitching. His hair is snow white and very thin and his hands, clawing the carpet, are wrinkled and old. 
              Move, I tell myself. My heart thuds but my breathing is slowing. The man’s feet hang lifelessly out of my porch. He’s wearing tartan slippers and I focus on them. Move, Zoe. Move.
              I make it to his side and turn him over. He gulps for air; his skin is no longer merely red – it’s purple. One hand flails towards his chest and I realise what is happening. My panic fades, to be replaced by an even more alarming sensation that I can’t yet name.
              ‘You’re having a heart attack.’ My voice is weak and shaky and I have no idea whether the man heard me. ‘Recovery position,’ I mutter. ‘I’m going to put you in the recovery position. Stay calm.’ I don’t know whether I’m telling him or myself. He chokes and I can see red threads lining the whites of his eyes. 
              I adjust his right leg and manoeuvre his heavy body. His arms thrash, making it difficult for me to move them. He grunts something. ‘Don’t talk,’ I say. I try again to move him into the correct position but he has more strength than I’d have thought possible and he fights me. 
              I remember the phone. It was in my hand when he started knocking and I must have dropped it. I search frantically, finally locating it under his back. 
              I did say logic isn’t my strong suit. The sensible thing would have been to call the police immediately I saw the man. Instead, I let the panic destroy any semblance of common sense and now, if I don’t get help in the next few minutes, this man is going to die.
              I jab in the number and wait for someone to answer. ‘999, what’s your emergency?’
              ‘I’m at 17 Christie Crescent. There’s a man. I think he’s having a heart attack.’
              ‘What’s your name?’
              ‘Zoe. Zoe Lydon.’ 
              ‘Zoe, I need you to stay calm. I’m dispatching an ambulance right now.’
              ‘Please, tell them to hurry.’
              ‘They will.’ The voice is soothing and calm but it’s not helping.
              ‘What do I do?’ I shriek. ‘What do I do?’
              ‘Is he still breathing?’
              ‘Yes.’
              ‘You need to keep his airway clear. Put him in the recovery position. That’s…’
              I drop the phone. The woman’s voice continues, disembodied, but I refocus my efforts on moving the man into place. He’s losing strength; his arms are easier to manoeuvre now. He doesn’t have much time. He grunts again. ‘The Department.’
              ‘Shhh,’ I say. ‘Help is on its way. Don’t talk. They’ll be here soon.’ I can already hear the distant sirens.
              He twists onto his back and his right hand clutches at my blouse, pulling me down. ‘Don’t trust them.’
              ‘Sir,’ I begin as his left hand reaches up. He presses it hard against my chest and I feel a funny jolt like an electric shock or something, sending prickles down through my body.
              Then his arms collapse onto the floor and his eyes roll back into his head. The sirens get louder and louder while I begin CPR.
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