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Chapter One
 
I raised my head and sniffed. The dark night air was clean and fresh and I could smell little other than pine needles which littered the forest floor. I was on a damned wild goose chase and it was all the fault of that idiot Charles. Normally, I would enjoy the opportunity to be outside and in my werepanther form. Goodness knows I had little enough opportunity as it was to stretch my feline self. I was so irritated by Charles, however, that I couldn’t even begin to relax. My misgivings about his position as Alpha of the Gloucester Pack had been growing ever since he’d been part of the group re-designing the Way Directives. Until I had proof that he was abusing his position, however, I couldn’t do anything about it. 
The afternoon I’d just spent with him hadn’t exactly been encouraging. His Pack had slunk around as if terrified. It wasn’t me they were afraid of either. The atmosphere reminded me of my predecessor, Xander Brady – and not in a good way. I couldn’t help wondering whether Charles’ report of a gang of rogue shifters, which had made me venture over here in the first place, was some kind of test designed to make me look bad. I wouldn’t put it past him - he was looking for an excuse to challenge my leadership. There were many who disapproved of the changes I was attempting to implement to make both the Brethren and the Packs less, well, medieval. I was also aware that there were those amongst us who still thought that I had mishandled the situation with Mack. And they weren’t even aware of what she really was. If it got out that she was a Draco Wyr – a shapeshifting dragon – then it was likely that all hell would break loose.
Distracted by my own thoughts, I weaved my way in and out of the trees. An owl hooted overhead, no doubt sighting a mouse or some other unfortunate prey. Other than that, I was completely alone. What a waste of time.
There’s nothing here, I projected to Staines. Either Charles is making things up or he’s jumping at shadows.
My right hand werebear responded instantly. I can send out a team to take your place.
Tempting.
But unfair. No. I promised to take care of this personally. I’ll do one more sweep and call it a night.
As you wish, my Lord. He withdrew.
I padded ahead. My night had hardly been filled with exertion but my mouth was still dry. From the faint trickle of water prickling my ears, there was a stream up ahead. I’d grab a drink and do another circle then go and get some rest. There was a mountain of paperwork back in London that required my attention and I needed to be alert to work through it all. Last week I’d signed off on a ridiculous request to investigate the effects of dairy products on werebadgers, simply because my mind had drifted and I hadn’t bothered to pay attention to the projected costs listed at the bottom. 
A sound to my left froze my steps. Was that a twig snapping? I swung my head over, my eyes piercing through the darkness. As a werepanther I enjoyed excellent night vision, especially. The dense trees obscured my line of sight, however. It didn’t particularly help that I was standing in natural dip in the landscape. I narrowed my gaze at one suspicious shadow. It was just possible that there was something there after all. I couldn’t smell anything but there was enough a breeze that a smart potential foe could stay downwind and remain concealed, even from me. I tensed my muscles, ready to pad upwards. Before I could make a move to investigate the dark shape further, however, something fast and powerful barreled out from behind me and slammed into my right flank. 
I sprang upwards, spinning in the air to meet the threat. The only thing that confronted my eyes was more darkness. Snapping my teeth, I prepared for attack. Whatever that had been, it was both strong and fast. I wasn’t as alone as I’d previously thought.
There was another rush of air. This time I was more prepared, jerking left. I caught a fleeting, blurred glimpse of fur, followed by sharp teeth aiming straight for my jugular. Wasting no time, I whipped out one paw, claws extended, but the creature bounded away before I could connect. I whirled round again. A heartbeat later something else rushed me. I only just had time to take a breath before it too whizzed past. My body stiffened. Whatever was out there, there was more than one of them. I could call Staines again for back up. Or I could man up and deal with this myself. 
If they were nameless rogue shifters then it stood to reason that they’d be disorganised. Outnumbered I might be, but shifters who strayed outside of the Packs did so for a reason. They didn’t play well with others. All I had to do was use that to my advantage.
I pawed at the ground and hunkered down. When the next attack came, heading straight for me, I was ready. I leapt upwards and raked out, connecting satisfyingly with another hard body. There was a howl and two yellow eyes spat venom at me. Wolf. I lashed out again but he turned tail and sped back off again into the darkness just as I caught another shape out of my periphery vision. I spun round and snarled. A pair of flashing jaws lunged in my direction as what could only be some kind of predator sprang past, teeth raking against my flesh. The wound was minor, but still annoying.
I quickly surveyed my options. Due to my position, I was effectively a sitting duck. My attackers had the higher ground so they already had the advantage. I had to focus and find their weak point to level the playing field. My muscles tingled. I needed a good fight. This would be fun.
This time, when the next shifter appeared, flying towards my face, I ducked down and allowed them to sail over my head. Using all my senses, I focused on what I knew. There were at least three of them and they’d launched themselves from different points above me. The north side, however, appeared to be free. I grinned to myself. There might be more of them than there was of me but they’d left themselves open. Rookie mistake.
Relishing the shiver that danced down my spine, I flung myself upwards towards the gap. The trees were planted close together in that section which would make it harder for them to come at me all at once. I aimed for the centre of one tightly knit copse. These rogues could parry all they wanted. Now I was going to show them who was really boss. 
I landed on all fours, realising my mistake as soon as I felt the rope underneath my paws. I’d completely underestimated my foe. Less than a second later, the noose tightened round me and I was yanked high up into the air. I struggled, then immediately saw that any frantic movements would only worsen my situation. I twisted to my right and gazed downwards. They’d deliberately drawn me up to that section, counting on the fact that I’d recognise it as a potential weak point. I’d fallen into the trap – both literally and metaphorically. Now I was strung up at least twenty feet in the air and unable to do a damn thing about it. Staines would have a field day over this.
‘A bit screwed now, ain’t you?’ a voice drawled.
I craned my neck round to see who was speaking. From behind another tree a man appeared. He was fully dressed, suggesting he was the one in charge of this group. One of his shirt buttons was missing though, as if he’d dressed in an incredible hurry. I inhaled deeply. He was definitely a shifter and, like me, definitely feline. I twisted my limbs round a little more to prevent myself from getting tangled up even further and allowed my fur to recede and my own body to merge back into that of a human.
‘Werelion,’ I guessed aloud.
An easy smile lit his face. ‘Close. I’m a jaguar.’ Even from up here, I could see his eyes glitter in self-satisfaction. He examined his fingernails. ‘We don’t always receive the credit we’re due. Jaguars have far stronger bites than lions. And we’re smarter than panthers.’
I ignored the obvious gibe. Especially because right now it appeared to be true. ‘What do you want?’
‘I should be asking that question of you. You’re the one who’s strayed into our territory.’
‘You’re rogues,’ I said flatly. ‘You don’t have any territory.’
He threw back his head and laughed. ‘I beg to differ. You Pack animals are all the same. No imagination.’ His head jerked and he gazed off into the distance for a moment before nodding to himself. ‘I see,’ he said softly. ‘You’re more than just one of the herd. Well, well, well.’
I glanced round, aiming for nonchalance. The trap I’d been caught in was simple enough. Really, it was nothing more than a typical rope snare. The trouble was that the less complicated the snare, the harder it would be to wriggle out of. I needed to find the weak link to extricate myself before my captor realised what I was doing.
‘Congratulations,’ I purred, as my gaze fell on a slight frayed edge. ‘You’ve bagged yourself someone important. Is it ransom you’re after though? Or something more bloody?’
He snorted. ‘I’d heard stories of the new Lord Alpha. That he was different and shaking things up. It turns out you’re all just the same.’ His mouth curved into a smile. ‘Imagine how all your little minions will react when they find out that you’ve been captured by a couple of dirty rogues.’
‘You’ve been causing problems for the local Alpha here,’ I said calmly. ‘I want to know why. Regardless of what you may think, I really am different. This doesn’t have to be about violence. I’m sure we can come to a suitable agreement.’
He laughed again. ‘Somehow I don’t think you’re in any position to negotiate.’ His eyes flicked off into the distance once more. ‘Use your big scary Voice,’ he said. ‘Bring your servants rushing to your side to rescue you like a damsel in distress.’
‘I don’t need to be rescued,’ I growled. ‘And why don’t you stop yakking and let me talk to the person who’s really in charge?’
For the first time, surprise lit across his face. ‘So you’re not just a pretty face then. You’re still not smart enough to avoid us beating you though.’
‘Why are you harassing the Pack here?’ I persisted. ‘Why’s your boss hiding in the shadows?’
‘Questions, questions,’ he said lightly. ‘And not a single one that I feel compelled to answer.’ 
His choice of words wasn’t an accident. He was referring to the fact that as Lord Alpha I could place any shifter under compulsion in order to bend them to my will. Any shifter in the Pack that was. Rogues were beyond my control. I shot another quick look at the frayed rope. If I could partly shift and use my claws, I might be able to break through it.
‘You must want something,’ I called down.
He tapped his mouth thoughtfully. ‘I tell you what. Slit the throat of that King Charles spaniel who thinks he’s in charge and then we might talk.’
‘I’m not in the business of murder.’ It was a nice thought though. Apparently these rogues found Charles as much of an annoyance as I did.
‘Then you’ll be the first Lord Alpha in history to be like that. No wonder we caught you so easily. You’re nothing more than a weakling.’
I snarled. I’d had enough of this. Concentrating on my right hand, I used up all the remaining energy I had to transform it alone. Black fur sprung across my skin as I slashed across the rope with my claws, first one way then another. Then I was falling through the air, spinning round to land on my feet. I wasn’t going to shift completely. Curiosity had overtaken me too much to still want to fight and I needed this group to know that. By the time I straightened up, however, the man had vanished. I searched around, scenting the air and listening hard. Whoever he was – and whoever his leader was – they’d already melted away into the night. I gritted my teeth in irritation. Not only had they outsmarted me but they’d also gotten away before I could do a damn thing about it. These were no ordinary rogues.



Chapter Two
 
‘It doesn’t make any sense.’ Staines paced up and down, his expression filled with frustration. ‘Why haven’t we heard of this group before? We know of the three up north and they’ve never tried anything like this. Where have these ones come from?’
I rubbed my chin. ‘Frankly, I have no idea. Their accents were English so they’ve not crossed the water from the continent. I can only presume that they’ve been keeping themselves hidden.’
‘So why reveal their existence now?’
‘There must be a reason.’ I turned and stared out of window. ‘They could have killed me if they’d wanted to. I was certainly vulnerable enough.’
He scoffed. ‘Ha! I’d have liked to have seen them try.  You managed to escape all your own.’
There was a tiny nagging part of me that wondered whether the mysterious leader who’d chosen not to show himself had allowed me to get away. I felt sure there was more to this than met the eye. ‘Stay here in Gloucester,’ I instructed Staines. ‘Their biggest issue seems to be with Charles. Find out whether he’s up to anything we should know about. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if he is.’
He bowed. ‘Of course, my Lord. What are you going to do?’
‘I’ll head back to London and see if I can get the others to do some research. There has to be something somewhere about this group. They can’t just have appeared from nowhere.’
‘It’s the middle of the night. Wouldn’t it be better to wait until morning?’
I shook my head. ‘If I leave now, I’ll be back before dawn. I can get an hour or two’s sleep in my own bed and then get started.’
There was a look in Staines’s eyes, suggesting he didn’t quite believe me. He didn’t waste time arguing though. ‘Very well.’
I drove like a demon possessed, taking advantage of the quiet roads to get back to the city as quickly as possible. Mara, the hedge witch who was normally my chauffeur, would have been appalled at the way I was treating the car. It was probably a good thing she was up in Wales visiting family. My rope burns and flesh wounds from the ambush were healing quickly – a nice side-effect of my shapeshifter nature – but they still chafed. I was also irritated at how my own over-confidence had almost landed me in near disaster. No-one was infallible, I reminded myself.
Rather than head straight for the Brethren’s keep – and my bed – I took a detour first. The same detour that had probably caused Staines to be suspicious. I’d already been away for two days and that was two days too long. I parked outside Mack’s new flat and stared at the darkened building. Everything seemed okay. The street outside was quiet and she was probably fast asleep. I liked knowing that she was on the other side of the wall, tucked up and purring. My eyes tracked a sleepy looking postman who wandered past. I was pleased to note that he didn’t stop at her letterbox. The day after she’d moved in, she’d received an inordinate amount of junk mail, all addressed to the flat’s previous residents. The baffled weremonkey whom I’d told to sort it out must have come through. At least something was going right. The more happy and comfortable she was here, the less likely she’d be to do another runner. I smiled to myself. Rogue shifters be damned. Mack was still here and that was what counted. 
A second later a terrified scream reverberated around my skull. It was my name and it was Mack calling it. Oh God.
I shot straight up, heart thudding. Almost tripping over in my haste, I flung open the car door and sprinted out. A chink of light appeared from through the curtains but there were no further signs of distress. Tempted for a moment to smash through the kitchen window, I took a deep breath. She hadn’t actually screamed aloud. Instinct told me she’d been having a nightmare. Her scream had been muffled, as if coming from a distance, even though she was only twenty feet away. It didn’t quite put a halt to my fear for her but it did allow me to think somewhat more rationally. It was only when I saw her familiar shape appear through the net curtains, however, that I really remembered to breathe again. Thank goodness. I uncurled my fingers and forced myself to calm down. I smoothed my features over and marched in through the main entrance to her door, knocking loudly as soon as I reached it.
She didn’t answer. I massaged my neck, attempting to lose some of the raw tension that was knotted there, and tried again. I knew she was inside. I’d just seen her through the damn window after all. Whether it had been a nightmare that had caused her to shriek or something more serious, I had to see her face. I had to double check that nothing was really amiss.
Come on, kitten, open up. I know you’re in there and you’re awake. I could hear her moving around. She knew I was here and she was choosing to ignore me. I knocked more loudly. Mackenzie…
There was a thump of irritation from upstairs. If I was annoying her neighbours, then I had to be annoying her. She had to answer me sooner or later. I continued to bang on the door. I’d break the damn thing down if she didn’t answer it within the next three seconds.
Fuck off, Corrigan. I am trying to sleep.
A wash of relief rippled through me. No, you’re not. I re-doubled my efforts. She sounded tired and strained. I needed to see her. Growing impatient, I stepped back. Then with all the force I could muster, I launched out a kick. The door splintered in its frame, falling open to reveal a mightily shocked – and pissed off Mack. She wasn’t happy. But she wasn’t hurt either.

‘You kicked open my fucking door?’
I grinned at her. I was aware there was an edge of mania to my expression but it had been a bloody long night. Her hair, re-grown to a more sensible length, was adorably mussed up. I resisted the urge to reach out and smooth it down. ‘I had to make sure you were alright, kitten. You were screaming in my head.’ I met her eyes, attempting to convey how worried I’d been. ’It was … disturbing.’
She blinked, taken aback. She’d obviously not realised what she’d been doing. Despite my worry, I felt a sense of deep-seated satisfaction. She might have been dreaming but she’d still called out for me. That had to mean something. Maybe I was getting somewhere with my bid to bring her round to my side. When a tiny furrow formed in her brow, however, I felt some of my tension return.
 ‘Hold on a minute,’ she said suspiciously. ’I only woke up five minutes ago and you live on the other side of the city. You might be fast, my Lord, but you’re not Superman. What were you doing hanging around this part of town?’
Shit. I had no answer for that. If I told her the truth, she’d think I was stalking her. Okay. I was stalking her. But it’s just as well I had been. She had needed me, even if it was only subconsciously. 
There was the sound of a door opening upstairs. A moment later, footsteps could be heard approaching us. An older man with flabby jowls appeared. I knew from my own inquiries that he was an accountant in the city. Despite his human frailty, I was warmed to see that he was clutching a baseball bat and was ready to spring to Mack’s defence if need be. Of course it was a pointless effort. I wasn’t sure there was anyone this side of Hadrian’s Wall who was stronger than Mack. If she couldn’t bring a would-be attacker to their knees then this guy would have no shot. Still, I appreciated the effort.
‘What the hell is going on here?’ he demanded, waving the bat around in a bid to look threatening.
The last thing I wanted was to cause issues with Mack’s neighbours. I quickly held up my hands in a gesture of obvious submission.
‘Nothing to worry about, sir. I’m sorry if I woke you up.’
 His gaze swung over me, taking in the destroyed door. ‘Doesn’t look like nothing to me. You upsetting this lady?’
 ‘Everything’s fine,’ Mack reassured him. ’I know this guy. He just, er,…’ 
I felt a rush of warmth that she wasn’t screaming blue murder and yelling at him to call the police. Helping her out, I stepped in. ‘My friend here has diabetes.’ I placed special emphasis on the word ‘friend’. I didn’t want him thinking she was fair game just because she was his neighbour. I broadened my smile in what I hoped was an open and honest manner. ’When she didn’t answer her phone or the door I grew worried that she’d fallen into insulin shock. You can’t be too careful, you know.’
The accountant looked at Mack for confirmation. She nodded slightly. ‘Honestly, everything’s fine. I’m so sorry that we woke you up.’ She threw me a quick hard glance. ‘It won’t happen again. I appreciate you checking though.’
 ‘Any time, Miss,’ he said relaxing. ’I’m just upstairs if you need anything. Flat 3D.’ He turned and trudged back up, no doubt glad to get back to his bed.
The second I heard his door close, Mack spun back in my direction. ‘Four fucking days!’ she spat. ‘And already the neighbours think I’m some kind of nocturnal weirdo with crazy friends. Speaking of friends, what the hell was it that you were trying to suggest anyway?’
Ah. She’d caught that then. I shrugged. ‘Well, we have been on a date already, kitten. You know it’s only a matter of time.’ Or so I hoped anyway.
 ‘Piss off.’ The yellow flecks in her eyes became alluringly heightened. ’I told you that I don’t need you and that I want to do this alone.’
‘At least for now,’ I reminded her.
‘Huh?’
‘That’s what you said,’ I replied. ‘You need to do this alone, whatever ‘this’ is, at least for now.’
Mack blinked while I smiled benignly. I wanted her to know I wasn’t going anywhere. ‘I am a patient man, kitten. I can wait until you’ve come to terms with what you are.’
She rubbed her eyes as if exhausted. ‘I am at terms with what I am.’
‘Sure you are. That’s why you’re having nightmares.’ My eyes dropped to her door. Actually, now that it was hanging off its hinges, this was the perfect opportunity to make my first move. ‘Come back to the keep with me. You can’t stay here now that anyone can waltz in without so much as a by-your-leave.’
‘Yeah? And whose fucking fault is that?’
I’d pushed too far too soon. I opened my mouth to backtrack but I was rudely interrupted by a lilting voice from the main entrance.
 ‘The keep is a long way off. Don’t worry, I will keep watch and make sure that you’re not interrupted again.’ 
 ‘Who the hell are you?’ Mack snapped, her reaction not dissimilar to mine.
A tall Fae man stepped out from the shadows. ‘You can call me Beltran, although really my name is unimportant. Her Majesty has asked me to ensure that you are undisturbed.’ His manner towards Mack was respectful but his gaze hardened when he looked at me. ‘You are disturbing her. There’s a witch waiting outside. I can always exhort her to cast a ward so that nothing may pass over the threshold.’
What the hell? A Fae and now a mage? They had no business coming here and hanging around Mack. I took a threatening step towards Beltran. ‘Miss Mackenzie does not require your assistance.  Do you even know who I am?’
He was clearly in no mood to step down. What was it today with people trying to challenge my authority? ‘Am I supposed to be scared of a little pussy cat?’
I stiffened. My inner animal growled and hissed. I was tired and irritated and I wanted this damn faerie out of here. Before I could say anything else, however, Mack spoke up.
 ‘Okay, boys,’ she said. ‘It’s the middle of the night. You’ve already woken up my neighbours once. Let’s call it quits so that I can go back to bed.’
I glared at the Fae. I was the Lord Alpha. There was no way some jumped up minion of the Summer Queen’s was going to tell me what I could or could not do. Especially when it came to my kitten.
Mack hardened her voice. ‘I mean it. You two need to fuck off now because I’m getting annoyed. And you won’t like me when I’m angry.’
‘I always like you,’ I muttered. ‘No matter what you do. That’s the trouble.’
She ignored me. ‘Leave. Now.’
 Beltran considered her demand then nodded his head. ‘As you wish.’ He stepped back, vanishing out of the front door. I watched him go with considerable satisfaction.
 ‘You too.’ She scowled at me. ‘It’s a dangerous day when I’m the calm one, Corrigan. I want to get some uninterrupted sleep and that Fae will be back in a heartbeat if you don’t leave too.’ She glanced at the door I’d ruined. ’And I think I can take care of myself, don’t you?’
I had to concede that much. ‘Of that I have no doubt, kitten.’
‘Then please go,’ she said.
I sighed. She was always pushing me away. I’d come on too strong though. I only had myself to blame. Unable to help myself, I reached out and brushed away a curl from her cheek. ‘As you wish,’ I said repeating the Fae’s words before adding a few of my own, ’but call me if you need anything.’ I meant it. A nightmare might not place her in any actual danger but that I didn’t mean I wanted her to be upset.
‘Of course.’ 
She was lying through her teeth. She had no intention of contacting me if she could help it. But she’d still shouted for me in her sleep. That had to count for something. I bowed and withdrew. I had no choice.
Sweet dreams.
Mack scowled again and stomped off, stepping over the destroyed door. I tightened my shoulders. I should be worrying about a group of rogue shifters. It was too damned difficult to concentrate on other matters when I knew she was around. Then again, it was even harder when she wasn’t.
 
 



Chapter Three
 
Brushing off my exhaustion as best as I could, I set every shifter not already occupied to researching any incidences involving rogues in the Gloucestershire area. I was tempted to send another group back to the forest where I’d encountered the werejaguar but I didn’t want to have to deal with anyone else getting captured. It was embarrassing enough that I’d fallen into their trap. Instead, with images of sleep-tousled Mack still dancing around my head, I took a freezing cold shower. It didn’t particularly help.
It still bugged me far more than it should have that the mages and the faeries were taking enough of an interest in her to watch her movements. For all of the Arch-Mage’s exhortations that he’d ensure everyone who’d seen her transform into a goddamn dragon would be made to forget, he’d no doubt left a few people off the list. She’d been granted relative peace up till this point – and I should know because I’d been keeping my own close eye on her for reasons entirely separate to the others’ desires. The fact that both groups were now openly involving themselves meant they were stepping up their bids to get her on side. It was hard enough to get her to talk to me as it was. Now I had competition. 
Toweling off, I considered what I would do if this were someone other than Mack. I’d broken down her door so the least I could do would be to fix it. Flowers would probably be a good idea also. Once I appeased her, I’d be in a better position to focus my attentions on Charles and Gloucester. It was a pain in the arse to traipse all the way back to her place after only just leaving it, but it would be worth it. I had the sneaking suspicion that I’d traipse to Timbuktu if it meant I had a chance with her.
I’d made enough of a mess that it seemed prudent to actually get an entirely new door. It was an easy choice – a brick red lacquered front with a steel lining. That would help prevent any unwelcome incursions and the colour was almost a perfect match for Mack’s hair. I whistled nonchalantly and ignored the narrowed eyes of Beltran and the mage as I strolled past Clava Books and down the street, then into her building. If they wanted to make something of me wandering in with a door in one hand and a bunch of flowers in the other then let them, although admittedly it was somewhat of a shame that I wasn’t quite as handy with DIY as I’d hoped and it took a couple of hours to fix into place.
Before I locked it behind me, I carefully arranged the flowers on her kitchen table. I felt slightly guilty for sneaking into her flat when she wasn’t there. I made a point of respecting her privacy and not looking around but I did take a moment to inhale deeply. Her strange – but oh so very alluring – scent clung to everything. There wasn’t any part of me that didn’t want her. Any time I thought of her getting hurt, I broke into a cold sweat. The last thing Mack needed, of course, was my protection. But whenever I thought of her, everything else faded into insignificance. For someone in my position that was incredibly dangerous.
The familiar figure of Tom in the street outside startled me. He straightened up, almost snapping to attention when he caught sight of me exiting the building.
‘My Lord! Staines thought I might find you here.’
Was nothing sacred? ‘Is there a problem?’ I growled. Staines could have phoned rather than sending Mack’s eager young wolf friend along.
‘No,’ he answered cheerfully. ‘But I was heading in this direction anyway so he asked me to tell you to get in touch when you have the chance. He thinks he might have a lead on the rogues.’
I brightened. That was good news. It didn’t answer all my questions though. ‘Why were you heading here, Tom?’ He might be engaged to Betsy, another shifter from Cornwall, but that didn’t stop the fires of illogical jealousy sparking up inside me. I knew now that it had been a lie but Tom had initially been introduced as Mack’s boyfriend. 
He waved an embossed envelope in my direction. Instantly recognising it as one of the invitations to his wedding, I relaxed. ‘That’s for Mack?’
He beamed and nodded. ‘I know we’ve not seen much of her since we all left Cornwall but she’s really important to Betsy and me. It would mean a lot to both of us if she came to our wedding.’
A smile played around my lips. It would mean a lot to me as well. I needed every opportunity I could to win her round. I tossed the new set of keys over. ‘Excellent. You can give her those at the same time.’
Tom’s brow furrowed. ‘Huh?’
‘She’ll understand.’ My smile widened. It would have been nice to stick around to see the look on her face but I couldn’t ignore my Lord Alpha duties any longer. ‘In fact, stay around here and watch her. Hourly updates on her whereabouts will do.’
His face paled. ‘My Lord, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’
‘Why not?’
He shifted his weight awkwardly from one foot to another. ‘We’re friends. Really good friends. Of course, I’ll do as you order but if I hang around on her doorstep then…’ his voice trailed off.
‘Then she might get a bit annoyed,’ I finished for him, although ‘a bit annoyed’ was probably putting it mildly. Fair point. ‘Thank you for your honesty.’ 
‘I’ll give her the keys though, my Lord,’ he hastily interjected.
I reassured him. ‘That’s fine.’
It was satisfying that Tom had finally felt he could speak truthfully in my presence. Admittedly, between the potential ire of Mack and displeasing his Lord Alpha, he was between a rock and a hard place. I decided to take it as a sign that all the shifters were becoming more able to voice their opinions though. Besides, it didn’t have to be Tom who kept an eye on her. I could delegate that task to Lucy instead. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about her. Mack couldn’t be pissed off about having a shifter on permanent guard; after all, it was only prudent with the damn mages and faeries doing the same thing. In fact, it was perfect.
 
*
 
Staines was less than impressed. I knew that’s where you’d be, he grumbled. Your obsession with her is unhealthy.
I’m not the only one who was there, I pointed out. And I’m not obsessed.
You could have fooled me. You’re in a position to be the most influential and most powerful Lord Alpha we’ve ever known. And instead you’re letting one little girl emasculate you.
My Voice dropped dangerously low. Careful, Staines, I warned. Your counsel is always welcome but Mack is off limits.
She’ll break your heart.
No, I growled. She won’t. You might not like her and she might have a few anger management issues…
He spluttered. A few!
But, I continued, my tone vibrating with warning, she possesses integrity. She has never led me on. 
She lied to you about everything she was! 
She had her reasons for that as you well know. She wouldn’t lie now. I knew it for a fact. Mack’s feeling towards me might not be as clear-cut as mine were for her but she would never betray me or deliberately hurt me. She just wasn’t that kind of person. I’m not getting into this with you. What happens between myself and Mack is our business alone.
She’s taking up all your time.
I sighed, unwilling to acknowledge that truth. She’s important.
She’s not a shifter! Shifters are the ones who are important!
Think again, I bit out. She’s a dragon.
There was a moment of silence. Then … What?
Shit. Me and my big mouth. I winced. Unfortunately, it was too late to backtrack now. You can’t tell anyone. Mack is a Draco Wyr. That’s…
I know what that is. They are supposed to be extinct.
Well, they’re not.
I could almost feel his thoughts swirling. Unbelievable, he finally projected. Although I should have guessed.
It explains a lot
I sighed, hoping Mack wouldn’t go crazy when she found out I’d told him her secret. She had to know I trusted Staines with my life though. I suppose so. Anyway, she’s taken care of for now. What have you unearthed in Gloucester?
It’s better if you see for yourself. But it’s a damned good example of what happens when you focus on matters that have nothing to do with the Pack. His rancour was clearly showing little sign of abating.
Enough! I snapped. Gloucester has my full attention. You are forgetting yourself.
My Lord, he said stiffly.
I cursed under my breath. I hadn’t meant to lose my temper. Even knowing her true nature, Staines just didn’t see what I saw in Mack and it frustrated the hell out of me. His intentions were good, if misplaced. I’ll be back there as soon as I can, I responded softening slightly. I supposed that all that paperwork would just have to wait after all. Every cloud had a silver lining.



Chapter Four
 
I had to admit that when I returned to the Gloucester Pack, less than twelve hours after I’d left it, I was surprised at who Staines had lined up for me to speak to.
I raised my eyebrows at him, keeping my tone businesslike to focus on the matter in hand rather than any further discussion of Mack’s involvement in my life. ‘Lubber fiends? Really?’
‘You sent them here, my Lord.’ His manner remained stiff.
‘I thought they’d run off when the red fever took hold.’
‘They returned,’ he shrugged. ‘I guess they still needed somewhere to go.’
The tiny lubber fiend in front of me tapped his foot impatiently. I did recognise him, although last time we’d met he’d engaged all his buddies to knock myself, Tom and Lucy out. The less said about that, the better. 
‘I didn’t know you spoke fiend,’ I commented to Staines.
His lip curled. ‘I don’t. And for what it’s worth, I still think they’re miserable vermin.’
The fiend glared. He might not have been able to understand English but he recognised Staines’s tone of voice. I threw him an irritated glance. The werebear rolled his eyes and gestured at him. ‘Go on then.’
Hissing to himself, the fiend clicked his tongue. Within moments dozens of other tiny creatures appeared, flocking behind him. None of them looked happy.
‘I don’t understand,’ I said.
‘Watch.’
The head fiend turned round as if to address the others. He snapped his fingers and they all bowed. It was quite a sight to behold – a hundred tiny figures all simultaneously dipping forward. I still didn’t see what it had to do with a bunch of rogue shapeshifters though.
He clicked again and all his followers prostrated themselves on the floor. Then he began strutting up and down. I slid an uneasy glance towards Staines. I knew that walk.
‘It gets worse,’ Staines said grimly.
The head fiend stalked round the entire group. He had almost completed an entire circuit when he fixated on one fiend in particular, grabbing him out of the crowd and dragging him up to the front. I shifted uncomfortably. What the fiends did was their business but I wasn’t enjoying this spectacle of brute power.
The poor fiend in question tossed his head and sauntered up and down with a very feminine hip sway. 
‘He’s pretending to be female,’ Staines muttered in my ear.
‘I got that,’ I said drily.
The head fiend snarled and pointed. The fake female shook his head. There was another snarl. Again he shook his head. Then the head fiend’s scowl rose to gargantuan proportions. He raised his arms and whined. In immediate response, the other fiend fell to his knees and crawled over to literally kiss the head’s feet.
I recoiled in distaste. When the fiend rolled onto his back and spread his legs, permitting the head fiend to simulate sex on top of him, I’d had enough. ‘Okay, okay!’
They both stood up. There was another incomprehensible series of clicks and chatters. The head fiend gesticulated pointedly and jumped up and down. He stuck his tongue out in an expression of utter disgust. It was directed at both myself and Staines.
‘He’s talking about Charles, isn’t he?’ I said with a heavy heart.
Staines nodded. ‘I can only surmise that is the case.’
‘He’s been using compulsion to…’ I couldn’t even finish my sentence. ‘Jesus. How could we let this happen? How could I have let this happen?’ I turned away and slammed my fist into the wall. All the fiends, even the leader, leapt up in the air and scattered. ‘I knew there was something not quite right about him. Have you spoken to any other members of the Pack?’
‘They’re all singing the same tune. Alpha Charles is a wonderful man. They’re so lucky to have him.’
‘Fucking hell. He’s compelled every single one of them, hasn’t he?’
Staines looked away. ‘It would appear so.’
‘Where is he now?’
‘Upstairs.’
I immediately spun away. I was going to wring his damn neck. When Staines made no further response, I realised that he felt exactly the same.
‘Thank the fiends for me,’ I growled out over my shoulder. 
Charles was overseeing the removal of some furniture. Ignoring the cowering wererat and werewolf nearby, I went straight for him, grabbing him by his collar and slamming him against the nearby wall.
‘Lord Alpha,’ he gasped. ‘What’s the problem?’
‘You,’ I snarled. ‘You are my problem. You’ve been compelling your Pack for sexual favours.’
A mixture of emotions crossed his face. I could actually see him considering whether to lie or not. If he did, I’d destroy him. I almost hoped he would. Eventually, however, he shrugged. ‘And? There have to be some benefits to being Alpha, right? Don’t tell me you’ve never done it.’
It took me less than a second to break his nose. The crunch as my fist connected with cartilage was incredibly satisfying. ‘You’re a pathetic excuse for a shapeshifter.’ 
He spat out a globule of blood. Despite his obvious pain, he still bared his teeth. ‘I’m the Alpha here, Corrigan,’ he sneered. ‘You want to get rid of me, you’ll have to kill me.’
I smirked. ‘You’ve not done your research. It’s within my powers to strip you of the Voice.’
For a moment he looked nonplussed. Then he blinked and shrugged. ‘And give it to who? There’s no-one else here capable of holding the position. Ask your goon,’ he said, jerking his head to Staines who’d appeared silently behind me. ‘He’ll agree.’
I didn’t turn and look but I did send him out a private question. Staines?
He’s not far off the mark. This lot is in even worse shape than Cornwall were. At least there they had Anton and Tom. There’s no-one here with the strength to be Alpha.
I considered it coldly. We can bring someone in from outside. 
His response was muted. That can only happen when an Alpha dies, my Lord.
That rule’s nothing more than tradition. And I’ve already made it clear I have no problem with breaking tradition. In fact, doing so was even more satisfying than breaking noses.
Perhaps, Staines demurred. But there’s good reason behind that tradition. Take someone from another Pack and you might weaken that Pack. You’ll also inevitably create a competitive edge amongst shifters up and down the country. Everyone will be vying to be become Alpha somewhere. It could be a bloodbath.
My insides tightened. Whether Staines was right or not, making such a bold change on top of everything else I’d already done required careful consideration, not knee-jerk reaction. I slowly released Charles.
He stepped to the side, wiping away the blood from his face. ‘You see?’ he said with a wink. ‘You can’t just depose me.’
‘Oh, yes I can.’ I reached inside him, using my own Voice and own compulsion to remove him of his. Agonising pain ripped through me, causing my face to contort and my knees to buckle. It was nothing compared to the effect on Charles, however. He howled, a shivering sound that echoed throughout the large house. It seemed to go on forever. His eyes bulged and writhed within their sockets and he clawed at his scalp. Then he collapsed unconscious.
‘He can’t stay in charge,’ I told Staines unequivocally. ‘If we can’t find someone from another Pack then we need to find another way.’
There was a squeak behind me. I turned round, my gaze landing on the wererat. He’d backed himself into a corner, his eyes shifting from his fallen ex-Alpha to me and back again.
‘What is it?’ I asked, as gently as I was able to manage.
‘Laura.’
‘Who?’
He glanced nervously at his companion who bobbed her head in agreement. ‘Laura is strong enough. She could be Alpha.’
‘Bring her to me immediately,’ I instructed. I’d never heard of her but if this terrified shifter found the quaking words to mention her, then she had to be worth chatting to.
He wouldn’t meet my eyes. ‘She’s not here.’
‘Well, where is she then?’
The werewolf coughed and whispered something. I didn’t catch it. ‘Pardon?’ I asked.
‘Rogue,’ she repeated. ‘Laura turned rogue rather than,’ she coughed again, ‘be with Charles.’
‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘She took a werejaguar along with her.’
I received identical nods of agreement. ‘And a wolf.’
I flicked a look at Staines. ‘Well, at least now we know where the rogues came from, if nothing else.’
He grunted and nudged Charles with his toe. He emitted a low groan. ‘Better than nothing,’ Staines grunted.
I mulled it over. ‘We have to find a way of contacting this Laura woman. We need a proper discussion with her. Not a fight.’
Staines nodded. ‘She obviously had good reason to leave the Pack but she could have dealt with it in a far more appropriate manner.’
‘Such as?’
‘Contacting us for one.’
‘Maybe she thought that as the Brethren we’d be more of the same,’ I pointed out. Mack had taught me a lot about how others viewed us. It was never nice having a mirror brought up to yourself. It was, however, necessary.
‘Maybe,’ Staines conceded. ‘Regardless of her intentions though, she has broken one of the fundamental Directives. We didn’t erase the importance of the Packs when we erased all those other Way laws.’
‘Charles was in the group that changed the Directives,’ I said, shaking my head at his crumpled form in disgust. ‘He knew what we were trying to do and why and yet he still acted like some kind of feudal lord with droit du seigneur. He took every new initiative and spat on it.’
‘Removing him from position as Alpha is one thing,’ Staines commented, ‘but what are you going to do with him now?’
I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. ‘I don’t know,’ I muttered. 
Corrigan? Are you available right now?

I stiffened as Mack popped into my head. I tilted my chin up in Staines’ direction. ‘Find out everything you can about this woman. Who she was friends with, what her strengths are, everything.’
He gave me a suspicious look but nodded and bowed before departing. I sucked in a breath. Only Mack could change my mood from dark blackness to trippy light so quickly.

Kitten, for you I’m always available. If only she knew how much.
I need you to back off.
I frowned. Whatever do you mean?
I appreciate that you fixed my door.
Did you like the colour? I thought it would suit you. I was very aware there was an edge to her Voice but I tried to keep my own tone light. I wanted her to know that I’d been thinking of her when I chose that door.
It’s great, she sent back, sounding as if it was anything but. But enough. You can’t just let the Pack wander into my flat whenever they want to. It’s my flat. And you can’t give me flowers. And you can’t follow me around any more.
I hadn’t let the Pack wander around her flat. All I’d done was place the flowers on her kitchen table and leave. I’d respected her. If she was here in Gloucester right now then she might realise just how damn much I respected her. I thought of Charles and his insinuation that I might have compelled women to be with me. Bitter anger fired across my veins. 
I switched connections. Lucy, are you watching Mack right now?
Yes, she answered instantly. She’s at home. 
Have you been into her flat?
No. She sounded hurt that I’d even asked. I didn’t blame her. That Fae, the good-looking blond one, just showed up and went in though.
I balled up my fists. Bloody Solus, no doubt. Again.
Corrigan? Are you still there?
You didn’t like the flowers? I asked. Had Solus brought her some too?
It’s not that I didn’t like them, she sighed. It’s that you forced the mages and the faeries into thinking that they had to give me gifts too. I’m not about to prostitute myself out to the highest bidder.
Just what the hell was going on over there? I sat down heavily on a nearby chair. The wererat and werewolf nearby took one look at my expression and hastily turned their backs, picking up Charles by the arms and dragging him off. I barely acknowledged them. I don’t care what they do. I only care what you do.
Well, she returned, what I do is enjoy going about my daily life without constantly being interrupted.
Like you’ve just been interrupted by that faerie? I bit out, unable to stop myself.
This is exactly what I’m talking about. She sounded more exasperated than angry. You can’t track my every single movement. I need some privacy, Corrigan. And, for your information, he’s here so that I can tell him exactly the same thing that I’m telling you.
My eyes narrowed. To not give you flowers?
Mack sighed. To give me some peace and stop following me around or giving me expensive presents.
Not flowers then. Something else. I gritted my teeth. Solus had given me the impression that he’d been going to back off from Mack. So much for that then. What did he give you?
Again with the privacy invasion, she shot out. I’m not saying I’m going to ignore you, Corrigan, I just need some space. Not just from you but from everyone.
I counted to ten in my head. And what if, I responded evenly, something attacks you because they know that you’re a dragon and they have decided that your head would look good on their wall?
Technically, my Lord Alpha, I’m not a dragon – I’m a Draco Wyr. Plus, I think I’ve proven that I can look after myself.
I knew she could look after herself. That wasn’t the point. I wanted to help her while she did it. This time, for once, I wasn’t going to be gainsayed. Fine, kitten. I will do as you wish if you grant me but one boon.
Name it, she said.
I grinned. At last. Dinner. Saturday night. I will come and pick you up.  Before she could splutter any sort of vehement refusal, I broke the connection. All I had to do now between this and Saturday was persuade a rogue to return to the fold and the rest of the shapeshifter world to accept her as Alpha and I’d be free to concentrate on whatever the hell it was Mack did want. Obviously it wasn’t bloody flowers.



Chapter Five
 
We scoured the woods near the Gloucestershire Pack’s home for hours. Wherever Laura and her two buddy rogues were hanging out, it wasn’t anywhere obvious. Having abandoned the Pack as they had, I didn’t possess the ability to contact them with my Voice. They’d also covered their tracks well. I couldn’t scent a damned thing. I had to admire her for that. When it came to being out in the wild, she certainly knew what she was doing.
After three passes, I met Staines on the outskirts.
‘Anything?’
I shook my head. ‘Not a damn thing. It’s like the three of them have vanished completely.’
‘Maybe they’ve moved on,’ he suggested.
I pursed my lips. I didn’t see it. I might not have had the pleasure of meeting Laura in person but I had an inkling that she’d been lurking in the woods near her old Pack for a reason. She wanted Charles brought down. She wouldn’t be aware that I’d accomplished that very task for her so she was probably still in the vicinity.
‘What have you found out about her?’
Staines sucked a breath in through his teeth. ‘She’s popular,’ he conceded. ‘Even though she turned tail and ran, everyone still speaks well of her. All the signs point to someone who’s intelligent, well spoken and who thinks before she acts. I don’t get the impression that she turned rogue on a whim.’
I scratched my chin. ‘Well, she’s brave, I’ll give her that. What doesn’t make sense, however, is why Charles asked us for help in routing her and her merry band out. Surely he’d be aware that we’d discover what he’d been up to in the process.’
Staines shrugged. ‘Perhaps he thought you’d attack first and ask questions later.’
‘She must have run off before he could compel her,’ I mused.
He nodded agreement. ‘There is one other thing,’ he began. ‘It might be of interest.’
I cast him a curious look. ‘What?’
Two high points of colour lit up his cheeks. That was remarkably unusual for the werebear. With my interest sharpened, I focused on him more intently. He sighed and raised his eyes up to the heavens. ‘It’s her shift,’ he said finally.
‘What of it?’
‘She’s a werehamster.’
My mouth dropped open. Of all the things I’d been expecting, that wasn’t it. Mack had used the guise of being a werehamster to hide her supposed humanity. She was also strong and fiercely independent, much like it appeared Laura was as well. ‘You don’t think…’
‘No. She’s not like her. Not from what the others have said. I think she genuinely is a werehamster.’
I absorbed the information. Well, well, well. That was a turn up for the books. I clapped Staines on the back. ‘These hamsters get around.’
He merely grunted. We turned to head back for the main house. We’d barely gone five metres, however, when there was a high-pitched shriek from somewhere behind us. We both immediately froze. 
‘Is anyone still out there?’ he asked in a low, urgent voice.
I shook my head. ‘They’ve all returned already.’
Another inhuman scream sounded. I raised my eyebrows. ‘No rest for the wicked.’ A split second later, my clothes exploded and my paws pounded the ground as I flew back into the dense forest.
There might have been nothing to see or hear twenty minutes ago but this time things were very different. Shouts rebounded across the trees, not to mention the continued piercing screeches. With Staines not far behind, it took next to no time to locate my targets. The werejaguar from the previous night was there, pacing around a tree with tension visible across every line of his body. The wolf was also there, although he was keeping further back. I craned my neck upwards to see what the problem was. 
‘It’s a wyrm,’ said a soft voice from behind.
I turned, spotting a diminutive young woman with liquid black eyes and cropped brown hair. This had to be Laura.
‘We’d have caught it already if it hadn’t been for you tripping our trap last night. It’s been harassing the local flocks. It almost made off with a drunk teenager last week.’
The wyrm, wings flapping violently as it struggled to gain some height and escape, screeched once more. It wasn’t entirely dissimilar to Mack when she’d transformed into a dragon. Except instead of iridescent red scales and a graceful long body, this was a dark squat thing. Malevolence rippled through it. However it had gotten here, it really wasn’t happy. It wasn’t too much of a big deal though. I could deal with a wyrm.
Turning away from Laura, I sprang up to a low-lying branch. My claws were made for this sort of climbing. The trees grew so closely together that it would be an easy feat to bound up to the same level as the wyrm. It was still making a hell of a noise, beating furiously against the tree trunks. The canopy obviously had it confused. It wanted to stretch up and fly away but the overhanging leaves and branches were creating a sort of natural net to hold it in place. All I had to do to was bring it back down to earth.
Staines bellowed a roar. He too had shifted. Stay there. I instructed him. Be ready to grab the thing when I bring it down.
Yes, my Lord. All trace of recent disagreements had melted away. Business took precedence over all of that – and this kind of creature was definitely our business.
Digging my claws into the trunk, I pushed myself further up, ignoring the twigs that scratched at my fur. When the bark grew too smooth, I leapt to another nearby tree that had more branches. I could hear the werejaguar snarling from below but I completely ignored it. This wyrm was mine. Within a minute, I was level with the creature. It gazed at me balefully. I bared my teeth in a cat-like semblance of a smile and pounced.
There was a shout from down below. I narrowly avoided the wyrm’s tail as it whipped in my direction, first one way then another. I leapt out and, landing on its back, I sank my jaws into its neck then clung on to the tough hide with my claws. The wyrm screamed. I’d take a banshee any day over this thing. I could swear my eardrums were being pushed to the point of bursting. 
The wyrm swung its long neck round and snapped at me, doing whatever it could to get me off. When I dodged that attack, it chose to abandon its position on the tree in favour of dive bombing down to the ground. Air rushed past, ruffling my fur while sharp twigs scraped into my flesh. I was determined not to let go, however. I nudged its left flank, encouraging the beast to veer into the direction I wanted. If I could get close enough, Staines would be able to leap up and help me bring it down. The wolf and the jaguar had, confusingly, chosen to take several steps back. As both the wyrm and I flew down, I caught angry glances from the pair of them. What was their problem? I was helping them out.
I raised my head once more and angled for another bite. This time I hit the right spot and the wyrm careened right, making a beeline for Staines. A half second before we reached him, however, Laura threw herself at him. Out of instinct more than anything else, Staines threw a paw in her direction, knocking her off her feet. At the same time, the wyrm crashed into a tree, and the pair of us fell dazed to the ground. I only just time had to roll away when she lassoed a rope around the wyrm’s neck and secured it.
Staines had already shifted back to human. He turned on her, angry light sparking in his eyes. ‘What’s the deal here? I had it in my sights. I could have brought it down.’ He leaned towards her, his huge body making her appear even more petite. ‘Are you some kind of glory hound who’s desperate to be the hero?’
Laura didn’t back down. Neither did she appear to be in the slightest bit intimidated. ‘You would have hurt it,’ she said calmly. ‘Instead it’s now safe and sound.’
‘It’s a wyrm! Who cares whether it’s hurt or not?’
Her eyes narrowed. ‘I care.’
I shook myself, fur melting back into skin. Stepping over to the both of them and ignoring the warning growl from the wolf, I eyed her. ‘Explain.’
She pulled her shoulders back. ‘Lord Alpha, I presume.’
‘And you’re Laura.’ I smiled coldly. ‘There. We’ve been formally introduced. Explain to me why you care about the wyrm. You already said it’s been attacking farmers’ herds and almost killed a human. So why try to avoid hurting it?’
She stared at me assessingly, her hands on her hips. I had the distinct impression she was trying to decide whether I was worthy of an answer or not. It was unsettling. Other than Mack, no-one looked at me in quite that manner – not even the mages and the faeries. 
‘Charles,’ she said finally, deciding that I passed muster.
‘Laura, don’t.’
I glanced at the jaguar. While she’d been staring me down, he’d shifted back and I’d not even noticed. She flicked her fingers in dismissal. ‘It’s fine, Mark.’
Wrestling back control of the situation, I narrowed my gaze. ‘What about Charles?’
‘He brought the wyrm here to bring me down.’
Staines hissed. ‘That’s ridiculous. The man’s a prick but he certainly doesn’t have magical powers.’
‘No,’ she answered levelly. ‘But the Ministry do.’
‘They wouldn’t involved themselves in a matter like this.’
‘But they did,’ she said. ‘And apparently you knew nothing about it.’
I exchanged a glance with Staines. She didn’t seem to be lying. Until I had words with the Arch-Mage, however, I couldn’t be sure. There was still something else she wasn’t saying though.
‘Why was he so worried about you, Laura?’
Her dark eyes gleamed. ‘Because I’m stronger than he is. I broke his Voice.’ Her lips curved into a smile. ‘I could break yours too if I wanted to.’
Alarm stiffened Staines’s posture. Rather attempt to prove her words, however, her smile simply deepened. ‘I’ll settle instead for some help in getting this poor creature back to the demesne where he belongs.’
‘Done,’ I told her. ‘In return, I’d like you to come back to your Pack and hear me out. I have something I’d like to discuss with you.’
Her eyebrows shot up. ‘The Lord Alpha wants to talk to little old me? I’m flattered. But I’m no longer part of the Pack.’
‘I think I know the reason why. Charles has been removed from his position.’
If she was surprised, she didn’t show it. ‘What you do with your little Brethren politics doesn’t affect me.’
‘You never know. I might have something important to say.’
Laura shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But I’m also busy. If you can wait till, say, Tuesday, then I’ll come and meet you then.’
‘Make it Monday and you’re on.’
‘Very well.’ She swept out a mocking bow.
Staines was still bristling. Relax, I told him silently. We’ve got what we wanted.
She’s toying with you. She’s trying to assert authority over you and you’re the Lord Alpha! She has no right!
Let her have this moment. There’s more to her than meets the eye.
That’s as may be but to suggest that she has more power than you? That she could break your Voice? She’s delusional.
Laura cocked her head, amusement flickering in her expression as she watched the byplay between us. 
I’m actually not so sure, Staines, I replied.

There was a ripple of strength emanating from her that had all my senses firing. She might only be a werehamster and without the physical attributes of either of her two friends, but they still followed her for a reason. It had been a long time since I’d allowed myself to underestimate someone. I could permit her a couple of days to make her feel important. I had the feeling this was someone who I definitely wanted with me rather than against me.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
‘So what’s going to happen with Charles now?’ Leah asked as we strolled along in the direction of Alcazon.
‘I don’t know,’ I replied honestly. ‘In the past he would simply have been executed. He’d be too dangerous to keep around.’
‘Why not do that now?’
I considered my answer. ‘It just seems … medieval,’ I said finally. ‘Why shouldn’t Alphas be allowed to step down? Why does it have to be a position for life?’
‘He didn’t exactly step down,’ she pointed out. ‘You forced him out. And if he remains where he is, he’ll cause no end of problems for the incoming Alpha, whoever that may be. I can’t believe that no-one’s received the Voice yet. Even if this rogue is as strong as you think she is and you can use the ceremony to give the Voice and the leadership to her, she’ll have her hands full with him.’
‘That’s assuming she wants the job,’ I grunted. It was difficult to tell how Laura would react.
‘Did the Arch-Mage say anything about the wyrm?’
I sighed and rubbed my forehead. ‘He used a portal leading from one of the smaller demesnes to bring it here. Charles paid him handsomely and he said the Ministry assumed it was with my blessing.’
She snorted. ‘That’s a crock of shit.’
‘I’m not so sure.’ The Arch-Mage had made it very clear that he didn’t deal with every single request that was made of the Ministry. There simply weren’t enough hours in the day. Such matters were delegated downwards. He’d been remarkably unimpressed when I’d bawled him out across the phone. I thought of the ever-growing pile of paperwork sitting on my desk. I didn’t have time to oversee everything either. Part of my bid to modernise the shapeshifter world included giving the Packs and their members greater independence. Micro-managing wouldn’t help anyone. 
Leah turned her head, glancing down the street. She pursed her lips.
‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.
‘Nothing. It just felt like I was being watched, that’s all. There’s no-one there though.’
‘If you spent more time with me, you’d realise that it’s an occupational hazard,’ I said, more sourly than I’d intended. ‘All I get is people staring at me.’
She flicked me a thoughtful look. ‘Are you okay?’
I shook myself. ‘I’m fine. It’s just been a long week, that’s all.’ 
I pushed open the door, gesturing to Leah to go ahead of me. The man at the front desk bowed slightly, scanning us for weapons at the same time. Alcazon might be a showy and over-priced restaurant with tiny portions that were never enough to satisfy a shapeshifter’s appetite but I had to admire the way their stringent rules managed to keep the doors open to every Otherworlder, regardless of their individual proclivities. Any kind of fighting was strictly prohibited. That didn’t prevent a whole lot of showy posturing, however. As we were led to our table, I spotted several goblins making a big deal out of crunching down on bones and tossing them flippantly in the direction of a table of water nymphs. Considering the nymphs had little more than leafy salads in front of them, they were probably vegetarian. The goblins were being deliberately provocative.
I stalked over. Most of them clocked my approach long before I reached them. One of them – the ugliest and chubbiest out of the lot – was oblivious. He snatched up a glistening roast quail from a platter in the centre of the table and threw it into his mouth, chewing noisily. He then turned his head to the side and spat. The carcass hit my chest, slimy saliva and all, before falling to the floor. He let out a cackle while his friends stared wide-eyed. I crossed my arms and glared.
One of them kicked him under the table. He hissed and kicked back. ‘What’s your problem, Arturo?’
Arturo’s eyes slid to mine and back again. ‘Lord Alpha.’ He licked his lips nervously. ‘Brethren.’
‘What about him?’ the goblin sneered, still unaware of my presence. ‘I’m not afraid of that jumped up pussy cat. In fact, I don’t think he’s that strong at all. If he walked in here right now, I’d tell him exactly what’s what. He doesn’t scare me. All I need is a laser pen to distract him.’ He cackled again. 
‘He’s standing right there,’ one of the others whispered.
‘Yeah, right,’ he scoffed. He turned his head, finally spotting me. My frown deepened while the goblin went slack-jawed. ‘Oh shit,’ he muttered. He leapt to his feet. ‘Lord Brethren! I mean, Lord Alpha! I didn’t mean…’ his gaze dropped to the discarded quail at my feet. ‘Er…’
I leaned over, taking his pristine white napkin and dabbing at my shirt. ‘What was that about a laser pen?’ Leah let out a smothered giggle.
‘Shit. Fuck.’ He clasped a hand over his mouth. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to swear.’ He threw himself to the ground. ‘I made a mistake. Sorry.’
‘It’s not me you need to apologise to,’ I said levelly. 
Apparently confused, he lifted his head and squinted. ‘Huh?’
I nodded in the direction of the nymphs. All of them were blushing. The attention was doing more harm than good. Every diner in the restaurant was now turned in our direction. Damn it.
‘I told you we shouldn’t have left the river,’ one of them whispered. 
‘They’re just nymphs,’ the goblin said. ‘Who cares?’
‘I care,’ I growled. ‘Show them some respect.’
He dragged himself up from the floor. ‘Sorry.’
I cocked my head. ‘Pardon? I didn’t quite catch that.’
‘I’m sorry,’ he said more loudly.
‘That’s better.’ I turned away. ‘Ladies,’ I murmured.
I received a few tight smiles but it was clear the nymphs were really just wishing I’d go away. I acceded to their unspoken desires and left them to it. The goblin waited until I was on the other side of the room before he returned to his chair. He sent several scowls in my direction when he thought I wasn’t looking. At least he was making an effort to be more obviously polite to everyone else now though. He wasn’t an idiot. Not entirely anyway.
‘Jeez,’ Leah said, rolling her eyes. ‘You’d think the nymphs would be more grateful. They’re always so jumpy.’
‘Actually,’ I commented, ‘they’re being pretty brave venturing this far from the Thames. It’s not easy for them to leave their natural habitat.’
‘We’re only ten minutes away. If they’re going to come out in the first place, they should learn to stand up for themselves.’
‘Courage doesn’t have to roar. It can be the quiet, still voice that won’t back down.’
Leah blew air out her mouth, causing her fringe to flap. ‘They weren’t speaking though. They weren’t doing anything.’
I glanced back at the nymphs. They were still there, nibbling on their lettuce. ‘They’ve not left. Judging by the empty plates on the goblins’ table, and the collection of bones on the floor, they’ve been harassing the nymphs for some time. They didn’t get up from their table and confront the goblins, but they didn’t leave either. That took courage.’
Leah stared at me for a long moment. ‘When did you become so wise?’
A waiter appeared next to us. ‘Thank you, Lord Alpha,’ he bowed. ‘We couldn’t take action ourselves unless there was a physical altercation. You have solved our problem for us.’ He handed us both a menu. ‘May we offer you a free bottle of wine in return?’
I quirked an eyebrow in Leah’s direction. She grinned. ‘Don’t you have work to do?’
I shrugged. ‘One glass won’t hurt.’
 
*
 
Several hours later, when both the table of nymphs and the goblins were long gone, I was eyeing my empty glass through a pleasant alcoholic haze. ‘I’m going to regret this tomorrow.’
‘Sheesh! When was the last time you had some real fun, big bro? You’re allowed an afternoon off.’
‘It’s irresponsible. And the afternoon ended quite some time ago. It’s already dark outside. In fact,’ I said, checking my watch and wincing, ‘it’s been dark for hours.’
‘Dark shmark. This is normal.’ Leah picked her glass up by the stem and waved in my direction. ‘You need to let your hair down sometimes. One for the road?’
I couldn’t deny I was tempted. The last thing I needed was a hangover though. I was already drunk enough as it was. ‘Staines will be seriously pissed off. I need to get home.’
‘Ha! Staines is always pissed off. He takes life too seriously.’
I gave her a frown. ‘He’s a good man.’
‘I know that. But Corrigan, you’re wound tighter than a Swiss cuckoo clock and he’s no better. I know you’re not getting any sex. Good wine isn’t much of a substitute but at least you’re finally relaxed.’
My eyes narrowed. ‘What would you know about my sex life?’
She threw her hands up. ‘Everyone knows. You’ve been stomping around getting more and more frustrated for weeks. I wish your Mack bloody well knew what effect she was having on the entire Brethren.’
‘She’s not my Mack.’ I suddenly grinned. ‘But she will be.’
‘I hope so,’ Leah muttered.
I stood up, wavering slightly. ‘I don’t see you with a man by your side.’
A pained expression crossed her face. ‘The man I want isn’t here. At least Mackenzie is in London.’
I frowned at her. ‘What do you mean?’
She sighed. ‘It’s…’
Corrigan!
Leah blinked. ‘… what’s up? You look like you just saw a ghost.’
Kitten?
There wasn’t any answer. My chest was tight. I tried again, shouting her name with my Voice until I almost deafened even myself. Dead silence rebounded back. ‘That was Mack,’ I whispered.
Leah’s worried eyes scanned my face. ‘Having another nightmare?’
I shook my head, panic starting to constrict even my thoughts. ‘No. This was different.’ There had been genuine pain and fear. I gazed at my sister, terror for Mack shaking me almost instantly sober. ‘Something is seriously wrong.’
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
I howled internally. This was not happening. At Mack’s own insistent request, I’d removed the tail I’d placed on her. It had seemed worth it to get her to come out with me. That move might prove to have been her undoing. And mine. Spinning round, I ignored the shatter of glass as the empty bottle that I inadvertently knocked fell to the floor, and scanned the restaurant in growing desperation. We’d been here for so long that several sittings had been and gone. A fair crowd still remained, however. The second I saw the group in the far corner, huddled together in deep discussion, I knew I had at least some vestiges of luck left. Their clothing left no doubt as to who they really were – who else other than a group of mages would be wearing a Star Trek t-shirt, a floaty black Goth number and a Stetson and spurs? I marched straight over, snapping out a quick request for Leah to pay the bill.
‘Mages,’ I growled. ‘I need Divination and I need it now.’
They all looked startled. I didn’t think they’d even realised I’d been in the restaurant. To their credit, they still stood up and bowed formally. Not that I had any kind of time for that sort of ridiculous time-wasting palaver.
‘Lord Alpha, we cannot help you.’
I clenched my fists. The cowboy mage’s eyes drifted down my body, widening in alarm. I didn’t need to follow his gaze to know what was wrong: adrenaline and fear were ripping through my system and I was losing control of myself. Much longer and I’d be in full shift. Out of my periphery vision, I caught sight of three Alcazon members of staff lining up quietly at the side. They wouldn’t make a move unless I fully transformed – but they were ready for me if I did.
It took considerable effort to bring myself back under control. It was only the faint rational thought in the back of my mind that shifting now wouldn’t aid Mack in any way which allowed me to concentrate enough to remain in my human guise. I exhaled deeply then addressed the mages again. ‘You know who I am. I will pay whatever is necessary to the Ministry. I need your help now though.’
The cowboy looked nervous. Whether it was because of the desperate expression on my face or the way I was only barely in control, I didn’t know and I didn’t care. ‘We’ve had an order from the Arch-Mage himself,’ he said. ‘We’re not to provide any aid to anyone from the Pack without his explicit consent first.’
Deep frustration lit up inside me. This was my own damned fault for making such a big deal out of Charles paying the Ministry to summon that wyrm. The Arch-Mage was taking my anger seriously – which was something – but it wasn’t going to help me now. ‘Then get me the Arch-Mage,’ I snapped.
With shaking fingers, the cowboy pulled out a phone and jabbed in a number, muttering into the receiver. He swallowed. ‘It’ll just be a moment.’
I stared at the mages while they stared at me. Both the cowboy and the Goth grew very uncomfortable, eventually shifting their gaze from me to the floor. The Trekkie was less concerned. He lifted up his chin and regarded me with curiosity. I focused on the deep scar running from his cheekbone downwards. It looked more like a burn than anything gouged out by a weapon. In a bid to keep myself calm, I speculated internally on how he’d received it. As he continued to challenge me silently, I started to hope it had been damned painful. By the time Leah arrived back at my side, placing a hand on my arm in reassurance, I could feel cold sweat breaking out down my spine. Mack could already be dead and I was stuck here while the fucking Arch-Mage couldn’t be bothered to pick up the phone.
The cowboy coughed awkwardly and listened then nodded to himself and passed the receiver over. I snatched it from him.
‘Divination,’ I snapped. ‘I need it now.’
‘My dear boy! Are you having a bad evening? The least you could do is to say hello first. We are civilised people after all.’
‘It’s Mack,’ I said shortly. ‘Something’s wrong. I need to locate her now. Your people have been following her. Where the hell is she?’
There was a moment of brief silence. ‘We don’t know,’ he said finally. ‘She made it very clear that if we didn’t stop watching her, then the consequences would be serious. We did not wish to … antagonise her.’
‘Which is why I need some fucking Divination now. She’s in trouble. She might be…’ I couldn’t say the word. Hell, I couldn’t even think the word.
For once, the Arch-Mage didn’t argue. ‘Put Lance back on.’
I thrust the phone back in the direction of the cowboy. He swallowed and took it, his expression growing even graver as the Arch-Mage gave him instructions. When he hung up, he murmured something to his companions. The Goth’s eyes widened but the tiny part of me that wasn’t screaming in fear and agitation noted that the Trekkie looked sour.  I didn’t care. 
Lance, the cowboy, began to murmur. Within seconds a blue ball of light sprang forth from his fingertips. I heard a rising whisper from the remaining Alcazon diners behind me. Even the wait staff appeared to lean forward. We all watched as the blue light snaked upwards, flicking first one way then another. A few heartbeats later it took off. I ran. 
Unwilling to wait for the lift to show up to this floor, I slammed open the emergency exit and took the stairs, leaping down each flight before wheeling down to the next. I heard the thunder of footsteps from behind me as others followed but my sole focus was to keep up with the Divination spell and get to Mack as quickly as possible. It shot out the main entrance and I sprinted out after it, while the guard at the front gazed open-mouthed. At least the night sky meant that the trail of blue would be easy to follow.
I took off down the street in its wake. Every sinew in me wanted to shift. I’d run a hell of a lot faster if I did. I was beyond caring now if anyone saw me. Every time I threw out my Voice, trying to connect with Mack, I received that dull silence back. She wasn’t listening. Probably because she wasn’t capable of it.
‘Corrigan!’ Leah yelled behind me. ‘This is stupid! Wait!’ 
Didn’t she realise how serious this was? I pushed on, going even faster. 
‘She might be on the other side of the city! Damn you! Just wait!’
The line of blue zipped away as I slowed. Fuck. She was right. I might have a lot of stamina and speed but even I had my limits. What if Mack wasn’t even in the city? I came to a halt and doubled over, only just managing to avoid retching. A few moments later, Leah, then the three mages, caught up. 
‘They can open a portal,’ she said gasping. ‘Once we know where she is. I know you want to get to her as quickly as possible but this is the smartest move.’
I nodded, catching my own breath, and turned to the mages. Lance had closed his eyes.
‘Make it go faster,’ I said through gritted teeth. 
‘I’m trying.’
‘Try harder.’
Leah caught my sleeve. ‘Look,’ she said softly. She pointed up to the sky.
I followed her finger. Several other tracks of blue were stretching out. Thank God the Arch-Mage was taking this seriously. He didn’t want to lose Mack any more than I did – even if his motives were at the opposite spectrum to mine.
Unable to do anything more than watch, I tensed up. If something happened to her…
The mage’s phone rang again. This time the sour-faced Trekkie answered it. He listened for a moment before looking at me. ‘Hampstead Heath,’ he said.
What the hell was she doing there? ‘Portal,’ I ground out. ‘Now.’
He hesitated for a brief second and I almost strangled him. Then he gave a minute nod and snapped his fingers. The air crackled and the familiar purple shimmer appeared. I didn’t waste another moment; I leapt inside and prayed.
Falling out onto a bank of dew-laden grass, I cast around desperately for any sign of Mack. The park was huge but I had to assume that, with the mages’ help, I was at least close to her. I tilted up my head and sniffed. Heart pounding, I caught just the barest scent carried by the wind. I knew instantly it was Mack. I also knew that her scent was tainted by blood – and lots of it. A second later I shifted.
I flew past the trees, all my senses focused on finding her. When her scent grew stronger, and I saw the flicker of lights up ahead, I knew she was close. She was smart. She’d have gone to where there were people. She’d have gone to where she could ask for help. At that thought, my fear abruptly intensified. Goddamnit. Mack never asked for help.
She was lying face down at the entrance to the tiny hamlet of the Vale of Heath. Her arms were outstretched as if she were attempting to crawl away. I could hear the rush of blood in my ears as I pounded towards her, only returning to human form when I came to a skidding halt by her side.
As gently as I could, I turned her over. Her skin was pale and clammy and blood trickled from her mouth and her neck. She was, however, still breathing. As several snakes of blue Divination light converged over my head, my hands searched Mack’s body for other wounds. I had to know exactly what was wrong.
I heard, rather than saw, the crackle of another portal opening beside me. ‘Blood,’ I spat. ‘There’s a lot of blood.’
‘Let me see.’ The Arch-Mage knelt down beside me, his hands hovering over her limp body. I kept my fingers on her wrist. As long as there was still a pulse, there was still hope. 
He stood up, his face grim. ‘Vampires,’ he bit out.
No. I stared at Mack in horror. Was this revenge for what had happened with the Palladium and Tryyl, the wraith? I’d raze them to the ground.
‘She needs a blood transfusion immediately.’ He threw me a look. ‘As much as I hate to say it, shapeshifter blood will probably help her the most.’
I immediately unbuttoned my cuff, pulling up my sleeve.
‘Not here, dear boy,’ he said irritably, jerking his head over to the row of houses. I glanced up and saw a light on in one of them. The pale face of a young boy stared down at us. I supposed it wasn’t every day that a naked man appeared, along with a grandfather in a dress and a woman bleeding to death. ‘I’ll deal with the people.’ He snapped his fingers, creating another portal. ‘Get her back to the Brethren.’
I nodded, scooping her up in my arms and cradling her against me as gently as I could. Mack moaned faintly and pain shot through me. I stepped over to the portal, spotting a fallen dagger glinting against the weak moonlight. I didn’t need to get close to it to know it was silver – and that there was another one somewhere on Mack’s body. Great. Silver was wholly poisonous to my kind. I pointed in its direction. 
‘Can you…?’
The Arch-Mage glanced at it. There was definitely a superior smirk on his face as he realised what I meant.
‘Of course.’
‘You’ll need to come with me. She has another one.’ I jerked my head down at her waist.
‘I’ll be right behind you. Oh, and Lord Corrigan,’ he said.
‘Yes?’
‘Don’t let her die. For all we know, she’s the only Draco Wyr in existence.’
I didn’t give a flying fuck that she was a Draco Wyr. All I did, however, was grunt agreement and walk through the portal.



Chapter Eight
 
Asleep, Mack looked almost serene. Pillows propped up her head, while soft red curls framed her face. She almost looked angelic. Almost. I smoothed a hand over her brow. Her skin was still hot but not unnaturally so. Not for Mack, anyway.
‘She’s out of the woods,’ the Arch-Mage stated with a hint of satisfaction in his voice. ‘I have to admit, I’m surprised at how many of your shifters were keen to help her out.’
Reluctantly, I stood up. ‘You forget that she saved every shapeshifter in the country when she found a cure for the red fever.’
‘Just so.’ He watched me carefully. ‘You’re in love with her.’
I met his eyes. ‘Yes. I am.’
‘You don’t have a claim on her, Lord Corrigan. She’s potentially the most powerful being on the planet.’ Something in his gaze flickered. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the last thing he wanted was for Mack to care for me as much as I cared for her. He had other plans for her. For now, at least, our interests combined. Neither of us wanted to see her hurt.
‘She’s not an object to be fought over,’ I said evenly.
‘No. But she will be.’ He gave a humourless laugh. ‘The Summer Queen has been calling.’
‘Why can’t you all just leave her alone?’
He didn’t deign to give me an answer. I sighed and ran a hand through my hair then stalked out to the door.
‘Where are you going?’ he called out after me.
‘To make sure this never happens again,’ I ground out.
‘The vampires.’
‘Got it in one.’ I flung open my bedroom door. Leah, who had been fast asleep on a chair outside, jerked awake and jumped to her feet. ‘What do you need?’ she asked, instantly alert.
‘Get everyone together,’ I ordered.
‘No.’
I slowly turned. ‘You can’t tell me what to do.’
The Arch-Mage stepped over to me. ‘Actually, dear boy, in this instance, I can. Yes, she was attacked by vampires. It had to have been several of them to bring her down. But we don’t know which vampires and we don’t know why. If you go to them seeking vengeance now, without any explanation from her, then you’re going to incite war.’
‘Good.’
He regarded me implacably. ‘You’ll kill a lot of them. But they’ll kill a lot of you too.’ He tapped his temple. ‘Think before you act. Wait to hear what Miss Smith has to say first.’
Leah licked her lips. ‘We’ll do whatever you want us to, Corrigan.’ I raised my head, aware now that a large group of Brethren shifters were assembled at the far end of the corridor. I registered Tom and Betsy’s pale faces, as well as numerous others. Even Staines was there. He lifted a single eyebrow but didn’t otherwise comment. 
I cursed. Damn it. I was betraying the same kind of hotheaded impulsiveness that I often berated Mack for having. ‘Fine,’ I snapped. ‘We’ll wait until she wakes up.’
Staines cleared his throat. ‘She’s going to be fine, my Lord.’
I met his eyes. For all his open dislike of Mack, concern for her – and me – hovered there too. I took a deep breath. ‘She will.’
‘The werehamster in Gloucester is waiting for you,’ he said quietly. ‘The rogue.’
My shoulders tightened. It was Monday already. I’d completely forgotten about her. As loath as I was to abandon Mack, she was healing so quickly that she’d be conscious again in a few hours. She’d hate it if I stayed here mollycoddling her. Not to mention that I couldn’t afford to lose the opportunity to speak with Laura.
‘Very well. I want a guard here at all times,’ I instructed. I glanced at Betsy. ‘Stay by her side,’ I said, softening my voice slightly. ‘Make sure she’s alright.’
Tom’s fiancée nodded. ‘She’s my friend too. I’ll be here.’
‘I can leave some mages also,’ the Arch-Mage began.
‘No.’ My tone was flat. ‘I appreciate the gesture but we can look after her.’
For a moment, I thought he was going to argue. Eventually, however, he simply nodded. ‘Very well. I’ll want to talk to her when she recovers though. We need to find out what happened. She should have changed into her dragon form.’ His brow knitted together. ‘It’s important that we find out why she didn’t. Relying on those silver daggers obviously wasn’t enough. She’ll have to talk to us.’ 
I cast a glance back towards Mack’s unconscious body. ‘That’ll be up to her,’ I simply said.
 
*
 
The atmosphere in Gloucester was a strange mix of subdued relief and barely tempered excitement. With Charles locked in a room upstairs and Laura, his apparent nemesis, sitting calmly in the main conference room, it wasn’t really surprising. Her two rogue buddies stood at her back, frowning at me as if I were about to attack her. I couldn’t help wondering what had inspired such loyalty.
‘You look tired,’ she commented.
‘There have been some … issues in London,’ I said stiffly.
Laura laughed. ‘I imagine there are always ‘issues’.’
That was certainly true. ‘Thank you for coming,’ I told her. ‘I appreciate it.’
She cocked her head. ‘I’m not here for you.’ Her cool blue gaze reflected the truth. She held the Gloucester Pack close to her heart. It affirmed my suspicions as to why she’d not simply left the area when she’d turned rogue.
‘Charles is upstairs, you know,’ I said.
She raised her eyebrows. ‘Still here?’
‘We’re trying to decide what to do with him.’
‘Your predecessor would have snapped his neck and be done with it. Why haven’t you?’ Her expression was curious rather than censorious.
I exhaled. ‘I’m not denying that his actions were very wrong. I’m just not prepared to execute him for them though.’
‘Maybe times are changing after all.’ She took a sip of the water in front of her. 
‘What would you do with him?’
She considered the question. ‘Why did he call you in?’ she asked finally.
I frowned at her. ‘Because you were harassing him. He needed help.’
‘I imagine,’ she said drily, ‘that he didn’t give you any information as to our identities.’
‘No.’
She leaned forward. ‘But think about the possible outcomes. The mighty Brethren arrives to deal with a rogue problem. The Lord Alpha is known for doing things differently. He’s already permitted at least one previous rogue to go free.’
I knew she was referring to Mack. That situation had been different to hers though. ‘So?’
‘The only way you wouldn’t discover what he’d been up to would be for you to kill us all without asking one single question first. How likely would that have been?’
‘Charles arranged for the wyrm,’ I pointed out.
Laura shrugged. ‘Probably to speed things along.’
‘I’m not sure what you’re getting at.’
‘He was out of his depth and he knew it.’ She crossed her arms.
‘He was compelling women to have sex with him,’ I snarled.
‘That was wrong. But he also tried to compel me and he knew I was too strong to allow that happen.’
I shook my head. ‘No. He received the Voice. That wouldn’t have happened if he wasn’t the most powerful shifter in this Pack.’
Laura smiled. ‘Only in terms of physical strength. Don’t you know who’s got the Voice for the Gloucestershire Pack now?’
‘As far as I was aware, no-one had.’ Because other than the three in front of me, no-one possessed the strength to command a Pack. I narrowed my eyes. ‘Are you telling me you have it?’ It didn’t seem likely.
She gave me a tiny smile. ‘No.’ She flicked a hand up towards the werejaguar.
I gave a start. I hadn’t expected that. ‘But he’s rogue.’
‘I guess we didn’t go far enough away for the Voice to realise that,’ she said, obviously amused.
‘He takes orders from you.’
‘Mark is smarter than you think.’ She knitted her fingers underneath her chin. ‘Why does the Voice exist?’
‘So we can communicate in animal form. So the hierarchy is maintained.’
‘And who receives it?’
I still wasn’t sure what she was getting at. ‘The strongest shifter.’
‘By strong you mean the shifter who is the most capable fighter.’
I raised a shoulder. ‘Not always. But often, yes.’
‘Physicality is not the only strength. It’s just the one that we’ve needed the most. Shapeshifters have been the enforcers of the Otherworld for so long that we’ve forgotten that there’s more to power than brawny muscles. Even you, Lord Corrigan, with your new-fangled ways. You’ve forgotten that.’
‘It’s not just about that,’ I argued. ‘There was a woman in another rural Pack who received the Voice not too long ago and she didn’t possess the most muscles.’
‘I know who you’re referring to. She lost the power when she was crippled though, didn’t she? Except her mind wasn’t ruined along with her legs.’
‘Her Pack needed someone physically capable of leading.’
‘Because sometimes we have to fight.’
I nodded. ‘Exactly.’
She gazed at me patiently. ‘And you need the Voice when you fight.’
‘Yes.’
‘You don’t need it at any other time. You don’t need it to balance budgets or to give orders. We live in a world of instant technology. If you wanted to contact someone and tell them what to do, you could use a phone. The only time you need the Voice is when you’ve shifted. Why is the best person in a fight automatically the best person to lead in peace time?’
‘You’re saying that…’
‘That Charles was out of his depth and he knew it. He wanted his crimes to be found out.’
I thought of his words when he’d been in the new Way Directive steering group last year. I’d taken his comments about compulsion to ensure compliance, and his obvious need to be the centre of attention, at face value. What if he’d been trying to say something else at the same time? That he wasn’t suited for the job of Alpha?
‘He’s the best we have in a fight,’ Laura continued. ‘He’s better than Mark at that kind of strategising.’ I glanced the jaguar. He didn’t appear to have taken the slightest offence. ‘He’s better than me,’ she added.
‘And that’s why Charles received the Voice,’ I said, finally understanding what she was getting at. ‘Because our natures mean that we need that manner of communicating when we’ve shifted. And we shift when we need to fight.’
‘Mother Nature knows what she’s doing,’ Laura agreed.
I rocked back. Had we got it that wrong for generations? Should the shapeshifter with the Voice in any Pack be the general rather than the leader? The formal ceremonies we conducted when a new Alpha was initiated meant that the Lord Alpha could decide that the wrong person had received the Voice. He could then give it to someone else instead. It rarely happened that way. We tended to trust in what nature told us and considered the ceremony to be little more than a formality.
‘You’re a werehamster,’ I said.
Laura inclined her head.
‘You’re not physically strong.’
‘I’m not a weakling.’
‘You know what I mean.’ I looked at Mark. ‘You’re stronger than her but you follow her orders.’
‘She’s smarter than I am,’ he rumbled.
I addressed Laura again. ‘You broke Charles’s Voice.’
‘Because he never should have tried to compel me.’
‘He could have compelled the entire Pack to kill you. You’d be dead.’
She smiled. ‘I guess we’ll never know if that could have been the case.’
I mulled everything over. ‘It’s certainly an interesting theory,’ I said, rubbing my chin. ‘Why don’t we test it out? Mark has the Voice. You be the Alpha.’
‘Of Gloucestershire? I’m not sure they’re ready for that kind of change just yet.’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘I’m not sure anyone is.’
‘What would you suggest then?’
She shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t presume to dictate to the Brethren Lord Alpha. We know that change takes time.’ She laughed. ‘And maybe I’m just blowing smoke up your arse with this whole theory.’
When I’d received the Voice initially, I hadn’t wanted it. I still didn’t really want it. I’d have preferred a democratic vote. Laura might not be wrong. I sighed to myself. ‘It’s been hard to get everyone to agree to the new laws. A change of the magnitude that you’re suggesting might indeed be a step too far for other Packs.’ I paused. ‘For now anyway. But you could try it. Be a test case,’ I urged her.
She glanced at Mark and he grinned. ‘It might work.’
I could feel excitement growing in the pit of my belly. ‘Treat it like a compromise instead of a coup. Share the leadership. He does the fighting and you do the admin.’
Laura nodded slowly. ‘A coalition.’
I pointed at the werewolf. ‘What are you good at?’ I asked.
He seemed startled at being addressed. ‘Er, money. Finance. That kind of thing.’
‘A triumvirate,’ I said. ‘Mayoress, military might and…’
Laura smiled. ‘The Chancellor of the Exchequer.’
‘Three people is an odd number. It means that if there are large decisions to be taken that affect everyone…’
‘Then all we need is for two out of three to agree. Checks and balances.’
We exchanged glances. ‘You can’t tell anyone outside of this Pack,’ I said. ‘The traditionalists would go nuts. There’s no telling what some of the other Packs might do.’ 
‘It needs to be presented as a successful fait accompli for others to adopt it also,’ Laura agreed. ‘But if we’re going to stay silent on the matter – for now – then you do too. You can’t tell anyone else. Not even anyone in the Brethren.’
She was right. The others would require plausible deniability in case all this went tits up. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I promise that until this experiment either works – or doesn’t - I won’t discuss it with anyone else.’
Laura threw me a wry glance. ‘You know it’ll never work in any Pack until each separate Alpha steps down. Or dies. Even if the incumbent Alpha could accept working alongside two other rulers, the other shifters will find it too difficult. It can only be when there’s a change in leadership about to happen anyway.’
I thought of my own situation and realised she was right. Someone like Staines suddenly reporting to two other rulers as well? At best he would consider it an affront. At worst, a coup. It might work, however, if it was three brand new leaders at once. And while I might be able to strip others of the Voice, no-one could strip it from me. That was a problem for the future, however.
‘Can you keep Charles here?’ I asked, meeting her eyes. ‘I understand it’s not ideal…’
‘We can,’ Laura replied quickly, obviously keen to show me that she was still willing to follow her Lord Alpha, despite our new arrangement.
‘I’ll keep him in place,’ Mark agreed. ‘How he reacts to all this will be a good benchmark.’
‘It’s not going to be a perfect system,’ I said. It certainly wasn’t how I’d been expecting this meeting to finish.
The werewolf, whose name I still didn’t know, smirked. ‘Nothing ever is.’
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
Despite my palpable anxieties from the last twenty-four hours, I felt myself reinvigorated. Sure, I’d changed the Way Directives and I was gradually bringing the old guard round to my side, encouraging them to think of ourselves as less a dictatorship and more an organisation that had the ability to change, but that was small potatoes compared to what Laura had proposed. Excitement tingled through me. It would be some time before we’d know whether such a massive transformation was really going to work but there was definitely hope. A whole lot of hope. Part of me desperately wanted to tell Mack about it. I knew she hated the way the Brethren lorded it over everyone else. This would be a way to begin to change all that. She wasn’t part of the Pack though – and that was even without mentioning my vow to Laura to stay quiet. It wouldn’t go down well with the traditionalists if they discovered that Mack knew of this move before they did. Besides, if things didn’t work out the way I wanted, it would give her another reason to be dismissive of everything I stood for. That was alright though. The wheels of change trundled slowly and I could keep a secret. For now at least.
In any case, I was sure she’d be awake by now. I wanted to find out exactly what had happened with the vampires. I was also entertaining happy visions of nursing her back to health. She’d probably be a terrible patient but it would be the perfect opportunity for the pair of us to get to know each other even better. I grinned. Half a day ago my life felt as if it were falling apart. Now there was considerable promise to buoy up my optimism.
I strolled into the Brethren keep with a spring in my step. When I caught sight of Tom and Betsy near the foot of the staircase – and Betsy wringing her hands – my stomach immediately dropped and my good mood vanished. Had Mack had a relapse? And if she had, why the fuck hadn’t anyone informed me?
‘What’s going on?’ I barked out.
They both jumped, identical looks of horror crossing their faces. Dread touched my heart. Without waiting to hear their answer, I took the stairs, leaping up four at a time. If something had happened to her…
I sprinted into my bedroom, taking in the abandoned bed. I could still smell Mack’s scent but she definitely wasn’t here. I stared at the spot where she’d been lying. She’d been healing. It didn’t make any sense. She’d been checked over for internal injuries and the doctor had sworn there weren’t anyway.
‘My Lord, I’m sorry…’
I whirled round. Betsy was there, looking unbelievably guilty. ‘What happened?’ I whispered. 
Her eyes slid to the open window. I froze. Wait a minute. ‘She’s not dead?’
Alarm lit her eyes. ‘Dead? No. She…’ her voice faltered as I stalked over and stared down. This was the fifteenth floor, damn it. There’s no way she got out this way. She had obviously sneaked out the bloody front door. How had anyone in the Brethren allowed that to happen?
Where the fuck are you? 
Hi honey, Mack bounced back.
The relief I felt at hearing her Voice was almost overwhelming. It didn’t diminish my anger at finding her gone though. Mack, I swear to God, if you don’t tell me where you are so I can come and get you, then I will hunt you down and kill you myself.
Corrigan, I am eternally grateful that you came and helped me out. I really am. But I’ve got things to do – I couldn’t just hang around the keep.
She couldn’t hang around? Was she kidding me? She’d almost died. She needed to recuperate. I snarled. And what if the vampires try and attack you again?
They won’t, she answered calmly.
How do you know that, Mack?
I just do.
No, you don’t. Rage and worry boiled through me. I’m sending two shifters round to you now. They will be with you round the clock to ensure that nothing like this happens again. What the hell were you doing in Hampstead Heath in the middle of the night anyway?
Her level tone abruptly changed. It’s none of your fucking business what I was doing. And you can send round the whole of the sodding Brethren if you want. I’m not there. I told you, I’ve got things to do. Now stop treating me like a child and piss off back to your little shifter girlfriend so I can get some peace.
Shifter girlfriend? What on earth was she on about? My puzzlement was replaced with a sudden, joyous realisation. You’re jealous.
No, I’m not. 
My shoulders relaxed. She was lying. I don’t have any shifter girlfriends, kitten. I don’t have any girlfriends. I took a deep breath. The reason being that I’m waiting around for you to come to your senses. I waited with bated breath for her response. It wasn’t quite what I’d been hoping for though. 
Come to my senses? She spat. Because the only sensible thing to do is to date you? I cannot believe your arrogance. Leave me the fuck alone.
I nodded to myself. I was getting under her skin. Her spiky anger was a defense mechanism. You really do have the most atrocious language, I sent out far more calmly this time. I wonder what it would take to get you stop swearing so much. 
Corrigan, Mack began.
I didn’t wait to hear what she was going to say. I wanted her to understand how she made me feel. If I pushed you up against the wall, I purred, let’s say the wall of my bedroom that you’re now becoming intimately familiar with, and then started at your neck, kissing that smooth skin from the edge of your collarbone then up, all the way up to your lips, and had one hand in your hair while the other unbuttoned your shirt, would you stay quiet then?
She didn’t answer. I could feel her stunned emotions ripple through my mind though.
What? I asked, a smile playing around my lips. Cat got your tongue?
I don’t have any shirts, I only wear t-shirts. She paused. This is a completely inappropriate conversation, my Lord.
I’ve told you not to call me that, I replied softly, imagining stripping her of one of those t-shirts, very, very slowly. But I tell you what, act as if I really am your Lord and do what I say. Go back home so I can make sure that you are properly protected. Please.
She immediately reverted back to type. Damn it. I have told you, I don’t need your protection. 
I sighed. You have got a posse of vampires after your blood, Mack. You need to put your ego aside and stop acting like a suicidal maniac.
It’s not a posse, Corrigan, it’s just one, okay? One fucking vampire.
I blinked. One? No way. You let one vampire get the better of you? She had to be lying. One vampire wasn’t strong enough to almost kill her.
Let’s just say that I wasn’t feeling very well, alright? She sounded embarrassed. And he won’t be a problem any more.
He’d better fucking not be. Is he dead?
Not exactly.
I roared. Didn’t she have any concern for her own safety? Then for fuck’s sake stop thinking that you’re invincible.
I don’t think that, she said earnestly. He really is not going to bother me again. She paused once more. I have to go now, Corrigan.
Mackenzie…
Her Voice took on an advisory tone. You should get someone to check out the exterior of the keep. If I can climb down the outside, someone else can sure as hell climb up. It’s a weak point in your defences.
What? She really did leap out the window? You fucking climbed down the keep? From the fifteenth floor? I gazed down at the pavement. She might have broken her bloody neck. She wasn’t freaking Spiderman.
Bye Corrigan. She broke away, leaving me standing there with my fists curled.
Betsy coughed. ‘My Lord? Are you okay?’
‘Get the Arch-Mage on the phone,’ I snapped. I’d need another damn Divination spell to find out where she was. If Mack thought I was going to keep to our previous agreement to leave her in peace, then she could think again. It was for her own good. If one vampire could get the better of her, then almost anything might happen. I had to know that she was safe. ‘Tell Lucy to get here as well.’ I’d set her onto it again. At least Mack liked her. I had the feeling that if I turned up and started hovering over her, it wouldn’t go down well at all. 
I sighed. So much for playing doctor. And I still had all that bloody paperwork to do too.
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
‘So,’ Staines said, as he dropped a very welcome cup of coffee in front of me, ‘what’s going to happen in Gloucester?’
I raised my eyes from the never-ending list of accounts and contracts. If there was anyone who deserved to know what was taking place, it was him. I didn’t always agree with him and he certainly didn’t always agree with me. I liked and respected him though. One thing I’d learnt since becoming Lord Alpha was that I had to respect others’ opinions and give them the due consideration they deserved. There was no point in blindly following my own dogma. Besides, along with Leah, I considered Staines to be family. His counsel had steered me from many an erroneous path. I wasn’t sure about this situation though. And if everything went tits up, it might be a good idea to allow him deniability. I needed someone around in high command who everyone could trust – especially if that someone wasn’t going to be me.
‘We’re going to hold off on the formal ceremony for now. I feel like caution is required after the mess that Charles created.’
He gave me a long look. ‘Why do I get the feeling that there’s more to this than meets the eye?’
I didn’t answer.
Staines sighed. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing.’
‘So do I,’ I commented wryly.
‘I hear Ms Smith has recovered from her attack.’ I gazed at him. His dislike of Mack was hardly a secret. He gave me a frown. ‘I don’t wish ill on the woman, my Lord. I know I’m a grouchy old bastard but I’d like to think I’m not arbitrarily mean. I just think that you’re paying her too much attention.’
‘I’m not the only one. The Fae and the mages are following her around like lovesick puppies.’
‘But, Lord Corrigan, they’re not actually lovesick.’
I actually felt myself flushing red. It had been a very long time since that had happened to me. I should have told him about Mack’s true nature but if I was going to demand that the Arch-Mage and the Summer Queen kept their mouths shut then I probably ought to do the same.
‘It’s good that you’re concentrating on your other duties,’ Staines added, choosing to ignore my palpable embarrassment in favour of gesturing towards the paperwork.
‘Believe me,’ I grunted, ‘if I could pass this along to someone else, I would.’
‘Then I’ll leave you to it,’ he said withdrawing. ‘You’ll finish it all the more quickly if you have peace.’
I gazed at the piles on my desk. I didn’t think speed was ever going to apply to these tasks. I took a sip of the coffee and picked up my pen again. Maybe if I kept my head down, I’d get this all completed by Christmas. It was only five months away after all.
I’d barely scanned the first paragraph when there was an irritating buzz by my ear. I jerked my hand up, slapping at the air but the buzz only seemed to get louder. Muttering a curse under my breath, I pushed back my chair and opened the window, hoping I could encourage the insect to make its escape. Then I turned back round to return to my desk. Unfortunately, a gusty breeze appeared seemingly from nowhere, catching the first sheet of paper. It rustled and lifted up in the air. I lunged forward to snatch it but it danced away, buffeted by some invisible force and flew out of the open window.
I gazed at the offending sheet with narrowed eyes as it sank innocuously down to the ground. Folding my arms, I watched it like a hawk. The far corner rose up and lowered again as if taunting to me. I felt a ripple of unease.
Staines, I sent out. Have any of the alarms been tripped?
His response was instant. No, my Lord. Is there a problem?
The paper didn’t move. No. It’s fine.
Are you sure? I can double check with security…
Don’t worry about it. I closed the window with more force than I intended, causing the panes of glass to tremble in their frames. I was probably being paranoid. 
Sitting back down again, I leaned across to take the next document – a dull report of an altercation up by Hadrian’s Wall involving several werehyenas and a group of nomadic boggles. Neither side had come to blows but the guidelines still had to be adhered to – which generally meant detailed descriptions of what the boggles had said and how they’d acted. By the time I was halfway through I had a clear impression of every wrinkle, dimple and damn curl. I sighed to myself and reached over for my coffee. The mug wasn’t where I’d left it though.
I frowned, staring at the spot where it had been, before glancing round. Behind me, perched precariously on the window sill, was the cup. I scratched my chin with my thumb. Then I stretched over and grabbed it. Okay then.
I made a show of taking a sip although I was bloody careful to sniff before I let it pass my lips. The beverage itself was untouched. I shrugged expressively, lowering the cup. Then, without warning, I swung it round, causing coffee to splatter across the room and reveal the invisible intruder. Lunging for whatever it was, I snarled. 
‘Corrie baby!’ Solus drawled, shaking himself as his body grew less transparent. ‘Long time no see!’
I felt a flood of irritation. Great. ‘What do you want?’
The Fae hopped onto the corner of my desk and crossed his legs, flicking back his blond hair. ‘Is that any way to greet an old friend?’
‘We’re not friends,’ I growled. ‘How did you get in here without setting off the perimeter alarms?’
He let out a peal of laughter. ‘Please. This isn’t the Ministry, you know. Your quaint little security system is easier to bypass than getting into a dragon’s lair.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘Or a dragon’s knickers.’
‘Get out,’ I said flatly.
Solus blinked, the very picture of faerie innocence. ‘But then who’s going to clean up all this mess?’ He cast an airy arm around my study. The window, the bookshelves and the floor were all covered in dark coffee stains. My day was just getting better and better.
I raised my eyebrows, unwilling to let him see how much his presence was annoying me. ‘I didn’t realise cleaning was your thing. I’m sure I can find a French maid’s outfit somewhere for you though.’
His tongue darted out and he licked his lips. ‘Mmm, role play. How delicious.’
I sighed. ‘I’ve got work to do. Either tell me what you want or get the fuck out.’
‘Work? That’s so last century. Delegate it to one of your little furry friends and focus on what’s really important.’
I was not going to deign to ask him what he meant. ‘Piss off, Solus.’
‘But I only just got here!’ He smirked. ‘A dragon and a yeti walk into a bar. The barman says…’
‘Get lost.’
He pouted. ‘You don’t want to hear the rest?’
‘No. I don’t.’
‘Because balancing your cheque book is more interesting?’ He shook his head. ‘What does she see in you?’
I didn’t bother asking him who he meant. ‘How many different ways do I need to say I’m busy?’
Solus tutted. ‘All work and no play makes Corrigan a very dull werepanther.’ He leaned towards me and dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Did Mack like your flowers? They’re a bit passé and unimaginative as a gift to woo a woman but…’
I roared, leaping up and grabbing him by his collar. ‘Get out!’
There was a knock at the door and a nervous looking werewolf peered in. ‘My Lord? Is everything alright?’
‘Get this faerie out of my keep!’
He glanced over, his face dropping when he saw Solus. ‘How did you get in here?’
Melting out of my grasp, the Fae doffed an imaginary cap and bowed. Then he vanished. The werewolf swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, my Lord. I didn’t know he was here.’
‘Never mind,’ I snapped. ‘Get someone onto the Ministry to see what we can do about improving our security. The Fae should not be able to just wander in whenever they damn well feel like it. Especially that one.’
He dipped into a series of little bows and departed, shuffling out backwards. I cursed under my breath and grabbed a tissue to begin cleaning up the mess of coffee. I wiped down a shelf and turned to chuck the sodden tissue in the bin. As soon as I did, however, something smacked me in the face and there was loud, uproarious laughter.
I bent down to pick up the paper aeroplane, smoothing it out. I waved it in the air. ‘This is an important document, you stupid faerie!’
Solus winked back into view. ‘Corrie! You’re so boring. Mack needs an exciting dynamic man. Not a desk slave.’
‘Is that what all this is about? I thought you’d decided to let us be. That you wouldn’t stand in the way of true love.’ Even I was aware of the bitterness in my tone.
He sighed dramatically. ‘Why do you think I’m here? She’s been calling me all morning. She should be calling you.’
‘I’ve got people with her,’ I said stiffly.
‘She doesn’t want people. She wants you.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Daft dragonlette. I can’t think why.’
He smoothed his features and regarded me seriously. ‘She jumped out of a window to get away from you, Corrie. I’m disappointed. You need to be doing better.’ He cocked his head as if listening and frowned. ‘She’s still calling me. Something’s wrong. I’m going to go and check up on her.’ He threw me a pointed look. ‘You should too.’ He snapped his fingers and abruptly disappeared again, the air crackling around the space he’d just vacated.
There was another knock on the door. Staines put his head round. ‘I’m sorry to bother you again, my Lord, but Lucy’s been in touch. Miss Smith is in a small forest near Shrewsbury and appears there are … a few problems.’ His eyes fell to the papers on my desk. ‘I can go and see what’s wrong so you can concentrate on all this.’
I ran a distracted hand through my hair. ‘No. Get the Arch-Mage to set up a damn portal and tell him I’ll pay him whatever he requires. I’ll go and see what’s happening.’ The stupid faerie was right. I’d never be able to concentrate and now I had the gnawing worry that Mack had landed herself in deep trouble again. The last place I wanted to be was here anyway.
‘Actually,’ Staines coughed. ‘There’s already a mage here with a portal ready. The Arch-Mage seemed to think we should send more shifters over there.’
My eyes flew to his and I felt a deep sense of foreboding. For the Ministry to volunteer help then things were already mired in serious trouble. Just how bad were they about to get?



Chapter Eleven
 
Having a decent excuse to escape the paperwork didn’t alter the line of tension I felt down my spine. The moment I stepped through the portal, and took in the scene in front of me, that tension only increased. There were two mages standing side by side with taut expressions on their faces. Some distance away I could see Lucy bending over Solus, who was inexplicably sprawled on the ground. Between us there was a large clearing. My mouth went dry. Not only was Mack there, looking paler than I thought I’d ever seen her before, but there was also a horrifying tableau that was out of my worst nightmares. The corpse of a dryad was strung up by her wrists against a huge dead tree. The violence of it was virtually apocalyptic. She’d obviously been there for some time, judging by her sunken cheeks and the grey pallor to her skin. The tree she was hanging from was equally dead, its branches twisted and gnarled. It had been a long time since it had seen the fresh greenness of spring. The ground around them both was as black as night. I could only guess that some sort of evil wizardry had burnt it. Mack walked heavily back from the tree, lifting up her head and allowing some of her strange green fire to appear from her fingertips. She sent out a jet of flame towards the tree, obviously attempting to free the dryad and give her some dignity. Who the hell was responsible for this? And why the fuck wasn’t anyone at Mack’s side and helping her out?
Without thinking, I strode forward. The mages took a moment to respond, calling out when it was already too late and I’d smacked into the force field surrounding the clearing.
‘It’s warded,’ one of them stated unhelpfully.
I shook off the sharp pain that had rippled through me at the contact. ‘Explain to me what the hell is going on here.’ I didn’t shout. I didn’t even raise my voice. My fury, however, was palpable.
‘There’s a Batibat in the tree,’ he began, just as an enormous face with straggling hair the colour of urine and at least eight double chins appeared from the higher branches and said something to Mack. She was so startled that she half-stumbled. I sucked in an alarmed breath.
‘Break the ward and get in there!’
He shook his head. ‘We can’t. The Fae helped Mackenzie get in and look at what happened to him.’
I glanced back over at Lucy. Solus was now half-sitting, propped against her. His eyelids flickered, indicating he was beginning to come around. His ashen demeanour, which was so very different to the cheeky smartarse who’d just been taunting me in London, suggested how hard it had been for him to get Mack into the clearing. 
‘Did the Batibat do that? To the dryad?’ It seemed incredibly unlikely. Although I’d never met a Batibat in person, and I was fully aware that they were unpleasant creatures with disturbing penchants for sucking out the life essence of young men, they were tree spirits just like the dryads. I couldn’t imagine what motivation she’d have had.
‘We don’t think so.’
I balled up my fists. ‘So who then? Who would do such a despicable thing?’
‘That’s what Mackenzie’s trying to find out. It’s linked somehow to a development project though. Apparently this area is going to be levelled and all the woods destroyed. We’re working on bringing some tree huggers to stop it.’ 
I struggled to make sense of it all. Few Otherworlders enjoyed the humans’ desire to rip the natural elements from the land. Whoever was behind all this was clearly different. At least Mack might be able to get some answers. We all watched as she threw out another stream of magic. As frustrated and impotent as I felt to be trapped here, unable to do anything other than watch, I couldn’t help the shiver of satisfaction as she aimed her magic perfectly, almost – but not quite – striking the Batibat. Instead of withdrawing, pure hatred lit the creature’s face. Mack simply turned back to the dryad, using her fiery magic to again try and free her corpse. This time she partly succeeded. The mages gasped as the dryad’s right wrist fell from the snaking tendrils of the dead tree, causing her whole body to drop heavily to one side. Her head collapsed forward and her foot scraped the ground. The eeriest thing about it all was the absence of sound. It was like watching a silent movie. A silent movie of sickening proportions.
Mack! I called out, using my Voice to try and reach her. I knew without looking at her face that she couldn’t hear me though. Instead, she appeared to engage the Batibat in conversation. I shifted from my position to get a better view, in the vain hope that I could read their lips. The Batibat lumbered down from the tree. Her size was extraordinary, with folds of fat circling round her naked body. It was a miracle she could even move. I narrowed my eyes and followed her, desperately worried that she would attack Mack and I’d be able to do nothing more than watch. All the pair of them did, however, was talk, their mouths moving in what would be a comic fashion under almost any other circumstances.
Lucy, is Solus going to be okay? 
As far as I can tell, she replied. 
The Fae lifted his hand and gave me a wink before struggling up to his feet with her aid. He kissed her hand ostentatiously but I could tell that his focus, like mine, remained on Mack and the Batibat. He was as worried as I was. Mack, for her part, vibrated hot rage. Frankly, it was a miracle that the Batibat was still alive to speak. Until now, the tree spirit had appeared sullen but she flicked a glance in my direction, a smile spreading across her obese features when our eyes met. A shudder ran through me and I stepped backwards involuntarily, damning myself for the action.
There was a rustle from behind one of the trees, not too far away from where the mages were standing. I stiffened, ready to pounce if need be. A brown haired human was hiding there, his eyes trained on Mack too. Shit. That was all we needed. I twisted round to grab him but the mage nearest me raised one hand in warning, as if to say don’t bother. I frowned but acceded. He’d been here longer than I had – and I was as confused about what was going on as I was horrified.
I crossed my arms and returned my attention to the clearing, just as Mack turned her head and looked right at me. For a brief moment she appeared stunned that I was here. That annoyed me. She should have called me before to ask for help and she shouldn’t have been surprised that I’d come. When she gave me a tiny grin and a wave, I glared at her, willing her to get the hell out of the warded area so we could talk. Then an awful thought struck me – what if she couldn’t get out?
I glanced over at Solus. He began ambling in my direction although his eyes did keep darting into the clearing.
‘Is she going to be able to get out of there?’ I yelled. ‘Why did you let her go in?’
He stopped next to me, punching me lightly in the arm and then turning to Mack and blowing her a huge kiss. ‘Follow her lead,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘We don’t want the Batibat to feel threatened.’ He formed a heart shape with his fingers and held it out, flirting in an entirely unsuitable manner.
I dropped my arms. ‘There’s a dead dryad there,’ I said through gritted teeth, ‘and you’re acting like we’re at a school disco.’
He kept the smile on his face but his tone of voice belied his tension. ‘Mack is trapped inside a ward with a creature who has the potential to do her some serious damage. We don’t know who killed the dryad but if we act like we’re about to storm the place or launch an attack, it’s probably not going to go well for Mack. She’s not transformed since that day at the Academy, you know. She’s already lost a lot of blood this week and probably isn’t at her best.’
‘This isn’t the time for petty games,’ I snapped. 
‘Believe me, Corrigan,’ Solus said soberly, ‘I know.’
Mack and the Batibat continued to talk. I exhaled loudly. She flung herself from one life-threatening situation to another and never ever thought to ask me for help until it was almost too late. If she treated everyone else the same that would be one thing but she’d sought out Solus. Not me. ‘She went to you,’ I said. ‘She could have used the Voice to call me but instead she called you.’
‘Don’t get all worked up and jealous, Corrie. She called me because I could get her through the ward.’ He grimaced. ‘Just.’
‘Who the hell is the guy lurking behind the trees over there anyway?’ I muttered. ‘We don’t need humans to deal with along with everything else.’
Solus let out a short, humourless laugh. ‘I’ll let Mack tell you that one. And there are going to be a hell of a lot more humans on the way.’
So the mage was right. ‘Who?’ I demanded.
‘Tree huggers. The best kind of humans. Mack has a plan.’
My eyes narrowed while, beyond the ward, Mack’s entire body stiffened and she turned back to the tree and the dryad, flicking out more fire. Whatever she did this time worked. The binds around the dryad’s second wrist burned away and her body began to fall. Mack ran forward, catching her before she hit the ground. Her knees buckled slightly when she initially caught her but it was clear that the dryad really weighed next to nothing. The shock that I’d first felt at seeing what had been done to her was giving way to a cold, hard fury.
‘Whoever did this is going to pay,’ I said.
‘You’ll have to get in line,’ Solus murmured, his lips a thin tight line of anguish.
Mack gently laid the dryad down towards the edge of the ward. I tried to catch her eye and check that she was doing okay but she didn’t glance at me. Instead she slowly faced the tree again. The Batibat was looking distraught, her mouth opening and closing as she apparently shouted something. Mack, however, simply straightened her shoulders and threw out vast rivers of fire. Even knowing as much as I did about her abilities, I was taken aback by the force of the flames. Within seconds, the dead tree was alight from roots to branches. Mack didn’t stop. More and more flames sprang from her hands to the tree. The heat had to be tremendous but she didn’t react until the entire despicable thing was destroyed. Despite the vicious strength and obvious ire behind her eyes, her actions were still controlled – and for that I was thankful.
Lucy joined us. ‘Good riddance,’ she spat. ‘Whatever did that…’ her voice trailed off, promising murder. I could only agree.
The Batibat had collapsed into herself. Mack shouted something over to her then walked to the dryad’s body, picking her up and cradling her carefully against her body with one arm. She held up her free hand at the very edge of the ward, a streak of blood painfully visible against her pale skin. Then she pressed her palm against the barrier. I forgot to breathe as the ward glowed. There was a loud snap as it broke and she stepped through. The rank air and the burnt odour of the destroyed tree hit my nostrils while we all gaped.

‘I thought you didn’t want to break it in case it set off some kind of alarm?’ Lucy said, worry lighting her voice. ’Is it not going to trigger something off?’
Every single one of us stared at Mack. ‘Oh, it’ll have triggered something off,’ she answered grimly. ’In fact, I hope it’ll have triggered a screaming alert to the fucker that did this so that he comes running. Because I’m going to fucking destroy him.’
I couldn’t smile in response, not with the tortured body of the dryad right in front of my face, but every molecule of my body agreed with Mack’s words. And I’d be right by her side when she did it.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
For a long moment, no-one said anything at all. I was struck by the odd mixture of vulnerability, pain and simmering rage mixed in Mack’s eyes. The effect heightened her flecks of yellow, giving her an even more ethereal appearance than she normally possessed. With the helpless corpse of the dryad between us, I was finding it difficult to bite down my own anger. Desperate to do anything to help, I stepped forward and gestured that I’d take that gruesome burden from her. Before I could get close, however, she moved away, shaking her head in quick denial. The fact that she still wasn’t prepared to accept my help only pained me further. It wasn’t because I thought she couldn’t carry the dryad. I just wanted to aid her in any way I could.
Mack obviously registered my emotion because she quickly explained. ‘I need to take her to her kin. I doubt they’ll show up if you do it.’
I didn’t feel particularly appeased. ‘What exactly is going on here?’ My tone was far harsher than I’d intended. Walking into a scene of such sadist slaughter will do that to you.
 ‘Walk up with me,’ she said, ‘and I’ll explain. I assume you couldn’t hear anything that went on inside the ward?’
I didn’t take my eyes off her and, unwilling to trust my voice again, I didn’t speak. I managed to shake my head though. Go me.
‘Great!’ Solus cheerfully interjected. He moved to Mack’s side and gave her a slobbery kiss on the cheek. His sobriety hadn’t lasted long then. Mack remained frozen. The Fae might be on my side but he wasn’t about to deny his nature and stop acting the fool. However, it galled me that she wouldn’t let me come near her and yet tacitly granted him permission. 
Both of the mages glowered. ‘You can’t just wander off with those two,’ one of them said. ’If you’re telling the shifters and the faeries what happened, then you have to tell us what happened also.’
Mack sighed audibly. I didn’t blame her. Between me, Solus and the mages, she was clearly feeling hemmed in. Considering her famous short temper, she was doing well to only sigh. 
A whiny voice sounded from behind the trees. ‘Don’t forget about me! Where did that woman go? She’s after me, you know. She almost killed me! You can’t leave me here because she’ll come back and hurt me.’ 
The strange human. I frowned at Mack. ‘Who is that?’
‘I’ll explain later,’ she said, frustrating me again. She glanced round at us all. ‘The Batibat didn’t kill the dryad. It was some guy who is theoretically masterful and strong, and too self-important to even deign to give himself a name. He wants to cut down all the trees because they give him some kind of natural power boost. We need to stop him.’ 
‘Why does he want the power?’ asked Lucy.
Mack shrugged. ‘Fuck knows. Because he’s a vicious bastard who wants to screw the world as far as I can tell.’ She addressed Solus. ‘You need to find out what’s going on with Beltran. He needs to get those environmentalists here double quick to help stop the tree felling.’
 ‘But, darling, I’m not sure I want to leave your side. I find it so very hard when we are separated, and I know you do too.’ He winked at me. 
I gave him an irritated look in return. If he thought this kind of display was helping Mack and me, then he was sorely mistaken.
 ‘Solus…’ Mack said, with an eye roll, which matched mine.
His smile spread and he bowed dramatically. ‘But, as always, your wish is my command.’ The Fae vanished. Thank God for small mercies.
She turned to the mages. ‘You two need to do something about that,’ she instructed, indicating the smoking tree and the blackened earth surrounding it. ‘It needs to be completely concealed before anyone else less … Otherworldly … shows up.’
The two mages nodded. I was impressed that they were doing her bidding. Mages rarely took instruction from anyone who wasn’t crossing their palms with silver. All the same, I nudged Lucy. ‘Stay with them,’ I growled. I needed to make sure I got some alone time with Mack.
‘Hey, we don’t need babysitting by a bloody shifter!’
Mack gazed at him, ice dripping from eyes. I was used to seeing fire from her but this was something new. I was actually glad it wasn’t turned in my direction. He subsided into a series of mutters while I looked on, amused. Laura was right; you didn’t need the Voice to show leadership and authority.
 The human shouted again. ‘Well, you can’t order me around!’ 
Mack was remarkably unperturbed by both his presence and his continued interruptions. ‘Stay there,’ she snapped, then began walking up the hill, leaving me to follow her. 
‘Mack!’ the man yelled. ’Don’t leave me!’
My curiosity grew. Whoever he was, he certainly had an attachment to her. I could only assume she had a plan for him. Humans were rarely permitted to have anything to do with the Otherworld – a fact that Mack was well aware of.
Feeling left out of the loop, angry at what had happened to the dryad and a whole lot of mixed emotion for Mack, I caught up with her as she walked upwards.
 ‘So, I get that you’re a bit pissed off,’ she said, with the first hint of hesitation that I’d heard from her in a long time.
I raised my eyebrows. ‘A bit pissed off?’
‘Okay,’ she said, looking at the ground, ‘a lot pissed off. I’m sorry I ran off from the Brethren’s headquarters like that.’
All the frustration I felt came out at once. ‘You climbed out the window and scaled down the wall, Mackenzie. You could have broken your neck! You were not a prisoner. Do you really think I wouldn’t have let you leave?’
 ‘Have you seen what my life is like lately?’ she said, throwing a hand out behind her. ’I can’t move without being followed around by a representative from virtually every major Otherworld group! The whole lot of you seem to think that I belong to you. If I’d tried to leave by conventional means, it would have taken me hours to persuade everyone to let me go.’
She couldn’t seem to understand how worried I’d been about her – or how much I cared. ‘Because you were just bloody well attacked!’ I burst out. ’What would have happened if that vampire decided to try again? There is not a single scrap of self-preservation anywhere inside you. How do you know that bloodsucker isn’t somewhere near here now just waiting for the opportunity to pounce? And don’t you dare tell me that you can look after yourself, because if that was true then you wouldn’t have needed me to come and find you on the Heath! Do you have any idea how long it took to locate you?’
‘I’m sorry, Corrigan, okay?’ she shouted back. ‘But some things are more important than my safety! The dryads asked me for help and I had to give it to them. You can see from what just happened down there how bad things are. This guy might be targeting the tree nymphs now, but it doesn’t mean he’s not going to move on to someone else later. And, besides, I told you the vampire wasn’t going to be a problem any more.’
I balled my fists up. ‘You don’t know that!’
‘Yes,’ she yelled, ‘I fucking well do! That bloke, the one hiding behind the tree? That’s Aubrey. He’s the one who attacked me. And, believe me, he is not in any position to start draining me of my blood again.’
Momentarily nonplussed, I stared at her. What was she on about? He was human. ‘That’s not Aubrey. I know what he smells like.’
‘You know what he smells like when he’s a vamp, you mean.’
‘Huh?’ I was hardly flooded with verbal dexterity myself right now but Mack wasn’t making any sense.
‘When he drank from me my blood did something to him. Healed him.’
I blinked. ‘Healed him? You mean he’s cured of being a vampire?’
‘That’s exactly what I mean.’ She shrugged as if to say that she didn’t understand it any more than I did.
I pivoted round and began marching down the hill again. Vampire or no vampire, Aubrey was going to pay. No-one attacked Mack and got away with it. I wouldn’t stand for it.
 ‘Hey! Where are you going?’ she called, bemused.
‘I’m going to rip his fucking head off.’
‘Stop!’ 
I ignored her and continued striding down. First I’d open his veins and let him feel what it was like to be drained of his own damned blood, I decided. Then I’d rip his head off. I heard Mack curse and put the dryad’s body down then she jogged after me, swerving round to block my path. ‘You can’t kill him!’
 ‘Why the hell not, Mack?’ I asked, meeting her eyes. ’He almost killed you.’
‘But he didn’t!’ she spluttered. ’I’m here and I’m fine. And he’s human, you can’t just go hurting him now. It wouldn’t be fair!’
‘Fair?’ I grabbed her shoulders and leaned down towards her, searching her face. ‘Was what he did to you fair?’
‘You need to calm down,’ she said.
Me? I was perfectly calm. A suspicion began to form deep in my stomach. ‘Is there something going on between you and him? Is that why you’re protecting him?’
 ‘No!’ She looked disgusted that I’d even said it. ’I just feel sorry for him that’s all. He’s not doing any harm, he’s just a bit annoyingly pathetic. There’s no reason to hurt him. Believe me, Corrigan, what my blood did to him is punishment enough.’
I thought about Solus and the way she’d permitted him to kiss her cheek. ‘And the faerie?’ I ground out.
‘You can’t kill him either.’
 ‘You know that’s not what I mean.’ I needed the truth from her once and for all, whether I came across like a jealous idiot or not.
 ‘No, there’s nothing going on between Solus and me. He’s just trying to irritate you.’
‘He’s doing a good job,’ I growled. He pretended to be my friend one minute and then he was rubbing his relationship with Mack in my face the next.
‘Only because you let him. You need to relax, my Lord.’
‘Somehow the last thing I can do where you’re concerned is relax.’ I gazed at her and dropped my voice. ‘I don’t like it when you call me that.’
‘Okay,’ she soothed. ‘I won’t call you that. Only if you stop calling me kitten though.’
Shame. It was one of the few methods I had of finding cracks in her steely outer defences. I could live with that though. I nodded and released her.
 ‘Why did you come here anyway?’ she asked. ’I thought you were busy somewhere else.’
She meant the issues up in Gloucester. I still wanted to tell her what was really happening there. I valued her opinion more than she would ever know. Once I had something concrete so that I could prove to her that I really was changing things, and my promise to Laura to keep the ‘experiment’ secret could be broken, then I’d see what she thought. ‘It’s being taken care of,’ I eventually said, aware that it was a vague answer.
‘Can I help?’ 
I almost laughed aloud. She wouldn’t let me help her but she was offering aid to me. ‘It’s just a group of rogue shifters that have been flexing their power a bit too much lately,’ I said. ’I think we’re bringing them into the fold, however.’
‘The mighty Brethren strikes again.’ There was an edge of scorn.
If only she knew. It wasn’t the time or the place though. I controlled myself and focused on Mack the woman, instead of Mack the warrior. There was a tiny curl sneaking out in front of her ear. I reached out, longing to wrap it round my finger. Instead I smoothed the rest of her hair down, untangling a few burnt twigs from the back. ‘I hope you’ll wear it down like that for our date tonight.’
‘That’s tonight?’ She was startled. That was good. Not only was I getting her to focus on our relationship but I was also taking her mind away from the dryad and whatever the hell had gone on here. ‘Corrigan, I have to deal with this stuff first. I can’t just go off gallivanting with you for dinner.’
I softened my voice. ‘You promised.’ Then I leaned my head down until my eyes were inches from hers. Her lips parted and I could hear her breath quicken.
‘I know,’ she answered huskily. ’But this guy, the one the Batibat told me about, sounds like he’s dangerous. I can’t just leave.’
I can’t leave. Not we can’t leave. She still thought of herself as being alone. What was it going to take for her to realise that I’d be with her? Not just in this but in everything? I drew back and shrugged. ‘Fine.’ I spun round. There was more than one way to skin a cat. Or a kitten.
‘Where are you going?’ Mack shouted after me. ’You promised you wouldn’t hurt Aubrey.’
‘I didn’t technically promise,’ I threw out over my shoulder. ’Besides, you promised me a date tonight and I believe you’ve reneged.’ She wouldn’t like that. Mack prided herself on being honest and sticking to her word.
‘Corrigan!’ 
Relax, kitten. My word is good, even if yours isn’t. I won’t harm a hair on his head.
Fine, my Lord, she snapped back. 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Mack didn’t trust me. That much was obvious. Bloody hell, it had always been obvious. I didn’t think it was a conscious effort to feel that way though. In fact, I reckoned that if she examined her feelings closely enough she’d realise that I’d done nothing except provide her with help and support when she’d needed it. Let’s face it, it was one of the reasons why Staines was so frustrated by my behaviour around her. But if he could see that I was bending over backwards to accommodate her and her needs, then sooner or later she would too. I just had to be smarter about it. I’d failed with the flowers but that was because the mages and the Fae had sent gifts too. I had to do something more personal. Something more obvious. I had to get her to confront what she really felt and thought. Damned flirt that Solus was, I did think he was being genuine when he’d come to the Tower of London and said she was in love with me. I didn’t want to be overly optimistic, of course. He hadn’t been lying – the Fae couldn’t lie outright, even if they wanted to. Still, unless I could come up with the right plan to get her to recognise her own feelings, then I was never going to win. I knew deep in my bones that getting Mack to trust me would open up a whole world of possibilities.
By the time I reached the clearing again, the two mages were standing on the edge of the blackened ground and chanting. Lucy was only a few feet away, eyeing them with typical shifter suspicion.
‘How’s it going?’ I asked.
She shrugged. ‘They seem to think they can use some kind of allusion spell to cover it up temporarily.’
‘Illusion,’ I corrected, realising just how insular we were sometimes. If we cooperated better with the Ministry then problems like Charles using them to summon a wyrm wouldn’t occur and shifters like Lucy would have a better understanding of their capabilities. The trouble was that I had no idea how to go about achieving that level of understanding. Being able to conduct a civil conversation with the Arch-Mage was one thing. Actually maintaining good relations with all the mages was something else. We needed to see each other as individuals rather than members of separate amorphous groups. 
‘What are their names?’
Lucy looked surprised at my question. ‘Uh, he’s Max.’ She pointed. ‘And the other one is Larkin.’
‘They seem nice.’
Her brow furrowed slightly. ‘I guess. They keep getting in my way.’
‘Work with them,’ I told her. ‘Not against them.’
There was a mutter from behind. I turned round, my eyes narrowing as human Aubrey darted back behind his tree.
‘He was that vampire,’ Lucy muttered. ‘But he’s definitely human now.’ 
‘So I hear.’
She shook her head. ‘I don’t understand it.’
I forced myself to remain where I was. The temptation to go and shake the living daylights out of Aubrey was just far too tempting. ‘Believe me, Lucy,’ I sighed, ‘when it comes to anything or anyone who’s been touched by Mack, understanding is never easy.’ I raised my head and sniffed. Other than the lingering smell of death and our own scents, we appeared to be alone. Whoever this psychotic woodcutter was, he wasn’t here yet. ‘I’m going to take off for a bit,’ I told her. ‘I have a few things to take care of. Call me immediately if there’s any sign of trouble.’
Lucy nodded. ‘Of course, my Lord.’
 
*
 
After checking in with both Staines and Laura to satisfy myself that all was well with the rest of the Pack, followed by picking up the supplies I required to put my plan to get Mack on my side into action, I returned back to the clearing. Staines and I had agreed that the local Pack in Wales was strong enough to provide reinforcements against our mysterious adversary. They’d be here within the hour. The more back-up, the better.
I strolled up, spotting everyone else on the edge of the now invisible crime scene. Aubrey was inexplicably snacking on a pizza while Mack spoke to Max, Larkin, Solus and Lucy. The dryad’s body was nowhere in sight so I could only presume that she’d already returned it to the grieving family.

‘I’m here because the dryads asked me to come,’ Mack was saying, ‘and the dryads believe that the environmentalists will be able to stop the demolition that’s due to take place on Monday. Therefore, they want them here. They’ve got the most experience at this kind of thing. Besides, I doubt any of us want to hang around for weeks until the planning permission manages to get blocked.’ She spoke with calm authority. I remained concerned about the person behind all this trouble though. Not to mention that bringing in humans could open us up to all manner of issues.
 ‘And what happens when the architect of the ward shows up to find out what’s happened?’ I asked, joining the small group. Mack gazed at me, heat lighting up across the yellow flecks of her eyes as she looked me up and down.
‘Then we kill him,’ she said with a shrug.
I lifted up an eyebrow. ‘In front of the humans? Don’t you think they might have something to say about that?’
Something flickered in her expression. She’d obviously not thought of that aspect. As least I was being of some use then. ‘Well, we make sure none of them are around,’ she said curtly.
 I snorted. ‘Because that will be easy to manage in a small wooded area.’
Larkin – or was it Max? – spoke up. ‘The Lord Alpha is right. We don’t want them involved.  We can alter their memories if need be but what if one of them ends up getting hurt? Or killed? What the hell do we do then?’
Mack considered his questions. ‘That’s why we need to be prepared and ready to effectively manage the situation,’ she said. She nibbled at her bottom lip as if nervous. ’Look, we know that whoever created the ward is going to head here to find out why it’s no longer working. We just need to make sure that the humans stay away from here. This whole area is effectively one big circuit. There are criss-crossing paths, but it’s really just a circle. If we can direct them to camp on the other side, then we’ll be fine. Can you maybe set up a couple of light wards to keep them away from here?’ The other mage nodded. ‘Lucy, if you find a suitable campsite area, somewhere with running water nearby, then we can direct them to that place and keep them there.’
Lucy threw me a look to check whether I approved. Although she did it out of instinct, it still bugged me. Mack’s plan was a good one and it was obvious that she was in charge here. I didn’t need to sign off on every detail. Hell, Mack wasn’t going to let me gainsay any detail.
 ‘It stands to reason that when they are actually protesting, they’re going to be away down at the entrance where the car-park is because that’s where the equipment and the builders will be,’ she continued. ’Solus and Larkin can stay down there and keep an eye on things. That way, if anything happens, Solus can transport himself to tell us what’s going on, while Larkin can use his magic to contain things.’
‘Beltran will be here too,’ Solus said. I could only assume he was another Fae. I hoped he wasn’t going to be as bent on making mischief as Solus was.
‘Even better,’ Mack replied. ’He already knows the humans so he can stay with Max and Lucy to keep an eye on them. Corrigan, uh, the Lord Alpha, and I are the ones most geared up for a fight. We’ll stay here and make sure this bastard doesn’t hurt anyone else ever again.’ 
Finally she was acknowledging the fact that I might be able to help out. I liked that she called me Corrigan too. I gave her a nod of agreement and saw her relax. Good.
Max cleared his throat. ’Uh, one thing?’
 ‘Yes?’
‘We aren’t here to stop some trees from being cut down. We are here to make sure that you are safe.’
 ‘I’ll be safe if you can keep the humans away from the big bad guy so that I don’t have to worry about them getting in the way or getting hurt,’ Mack said with a steely edge. ’Besides, you might think this is none of your concern, but you saw what happened to that dryad. This isn’t some two-bit Otherworlder making a nuisance of himself. We need to work together to stop him.’ 
 ‘And who is the big bad guy?’ interjected Lucy. ’Do we know what he looks like?’ 
Damn good question.
‘Erm, no,’ Mack admitted. ‘I’m sure he’ll make himself known pretty fucking quickly though.’
‘If he looks human then how will we be able to tell the difference between him and the tree-huggers?’
That would be pretty easy. ‘He’ll be the one trying to kill you,’ I said, folding my arms and keeping my attention on Mack.
Larkin swallowed. ’So shouldn’t we, um, get some reinforcements in? It’d take no time at all to get more mages here. The Arch-Mage will be happy to help.’
Mack’s mouth tightened with a stubborn expression I knew all too well. ‘That’ll just complicate matters and put more people in harm’s way, and give the humans more reason to become suspicious.’ 
‘The Welsh pack is sending some help,’ I said, waiting for the inevitable explosion that I’d dared to get her more back up.
I wasn’t disappointed. ‘Well, fucking tell them to go back home again then,’ she spat. ’The environmentalists are a tight group and will be wary of even more strangers hanging around. You and I can deal with this guy ourselves. Unless you really want someone else to do your dirty work for you that is, my Lord.’
Now she was simply being provocative. I threw her an irritated glance. 
Solus cleared his throat. ‘Our dragonlette here is a woman of strength as well as unquestionable beauty.’ There was no mistaking the warning expression in his eyes. He didn’t want me to piss her off. I was started to get annoyed with his constant need to insert himself between us, regardless of his intentions.
‘Aren’t we forgetting something?’ Lucy asked, in the nick of time, before I said something to Solus that I might regret. ‘There’s that Batibat thing as well. She’s still got to be hanging around here somewhere. How do we deal with her too?’
Aubrey coughed. He stood up, apparently unaware that his face was covered in pizza sauce like a toddler’s. ‘I’ll keep an eye out for her and sort her out if she gets involved.
 ‘Er, what?’
‘I said, I’ll worry about her. I used to be a master vampire, you know.’
‘Yeah, but…’
‘She likes men. I can get her to focus on me so you can focus on her boss.’ He snapped his fingers. ’Easy as pie.’
I stared at the ex-vampire. The Aubrey I knew would never have volunteered to place himself in harm’s way. There had to be more to this sudden altruism - some manipulation or trickery. All he did, however, was blink innocently.
 ‘Excellent,’ Mack said briskly. ’So everyone knows what to do and where to go. Let’s get cracking.’



Chapter Fourteen
 
After Mack’s stirring call to action, nothing happened. I patrolled the area, wandering round in increasing circles and ensuring we were all still safe but there was no sign of the dryad’s killer, no sign of any Otherworld activity and, in fact, no sign of anything. It was irritating. I wanted to find this bastard and help Mack to bring him down but we had no clue who he was or even if he was ever going to turn up. Between us, I had no worries that we could manage him. I was strong and, even without transforming into a dragon, she matched that strength. Actually, if I was going to be honest, she probably exceeded it.
 I sighed. If he didn’t show, then it would be good to get to the next business of the day – making her realise that she might want me too. Despite her focus on strategy and preparations for a fight, I’d not missed the flare of desire in her eyes when she’d looked at me earlier. I could allow myself to believe she wanted me, no matter how much she tried to deny it to herself. I tried to keep my attention on the matter in hand but it was damned difficult. I was reluctantly coming to the belief that our target wasn’t going to appear at all. If that was the case, then I could put my other plan into action instead.
I was on my third sweep and determined to find Mack so I could do just that when I heard a shout from behind. Stiffening, I turned to see what it was.
 ‘My Lord Alpha!’ 
It was Lucy. Her features were relaxed. Whatever she wanted, it wasn’t a cause for concern. ‘What is it?’ I asked mildly. ’Aren’t you supposed to be with the mage sorting out the area for the tents?’
 ‘I just wanted to let you know that we’ve found the perfect spot,’ she told me eagerly. ‘It’s a bit secluded and difficult to find, but it’s well away from here. There’s a stream nearby and there’s plenty of flat ground to pitch tents on so we shouldn’t have any trouble persuading the humans to set up there.’
I grunted. ‘Good.’
‘Are the Welsh pack coming?’
I ran a hand through my hair. I was letting Mack take the lead with this – up to a point. ‘They’re going to wait in Shrewsbury so they can get here quickly if we need them,’ I said. They wouldn’t get in Mack’s way or bring the undue attention that she was worried about. They’d already travelled this far, however, and it paid to be scrupulous.
 ‘And Mack?’ she asked. ’Where is she?’
I shrugged. ‘Off somewhere checking the area. I’m looking for her now. She shouldn’t be hard to spot with that red hair of hers.’
Lucy bobbed her head in agreement. Then she shot me a nervous, sidelong look. ‘Uh, my Lord?’
‘Yes?’
‘I don’t want to speak out of turn…’
‘But?’
‘But, well, I wondered why you bother about her so much.’ Her cheeks coloured slightly as if she was embarrassed for bringing it up. I recognised her concern though. Other shifters had to be worried about the same things as Staines – was I going to jeopardise the Brethren and the Packs because of my desire for a pesky dragon? Not that any of those people, other than the Cornish shifters and Staines, were aware she turned scaly.
I laughed to put Lucy at ease. She was being nosy, but it was understandable. ‘You mean why am I so determined to follow her around the countryside even though she seems to hate me?’
Lucy nodded. ’I know it’s got nothing to do with the mages and the faeries. Why do we care what they do?’
‘She’s got a lot of strength, Lucy. We don’t want her to side with them against us.’ That part was true. Mack might find the sudden interest in her every move annoying but she could sway the balance of power across the entire Otherworld. She just didn’t realise it yet.
 ‘Yeah, but we don’t really care about them, do we?’ Lucy persisted. ’I like Mack, I do, but she’s so … aggressive sometimes. And when she gets angry she’s bloody scary. She’s also not very nice to you.’
In my quieter moments, I liked to entertain the idea that Mack wasn’t nice to me because she couldn’t cope with her real feelings towards me. Rather than say that aloud, however, I kept my tone and words light. ‘I didn’t realise quite how inquisitive honey badgers were.’
 ‘I’m sorry, my Lord, I don’t mean to step out of line.’ She looked shamefaced.
I touched her lightly on the arm, ‘That’s okay. You’re potentially risking your life to be here, Lucy, you have the right to ask.’
 ‘My Lord, I’m here because whoever did that to the dryad deserves to be brought down. I know you wouldn’t put me in danger needlessly.’
 I smiled at her. I was so proud to be able to have shifters like her to work with. ‘But you’re here in the first place because I asked you to watch Mack and you want to know why,’ I said, facing up to her honesty. ‘You should talk to Staines. He and I had a very similar conversation recently as well, because he seems to think that I should leave her well alone. It’s just that Mack has a habit of getting herself into dangerous situations and I needed to know that she wasn’t going to do anything stupid like get killed. I couldn’t be here at the time because … Leah needed me.’ I bit the inside of my cheek and hoped my sister wouldn’t mind me invoking her name rather than Laura’s. I still had to keep that little project secret, even from intensely loyal shifters like Lucy. I sighed and stared off into the distance, remembering that dark night on the beach in Cornwall. ‘The first time I saw her – Mack, I mean – she was on the beach with Tom, teaching him how to improve his fighting skills. I’d never seen anything like it before. She’s got a grace and poise that’s extraordinary. I couldn’t understand afterwards when I got to know her why she was so prickly. But I do now.’
‘Because she was pretending to be a shifter when she’s actually not?’
‘That’s part of it,’ I answered. I searched around for the right words, wanting Lucy to understand. ’She was with them, but she wasn’t really a part of them.  She was still on the outside. That Alpha that’s in place now?’
‘Anton?’
‘That’s the one. He really hates her. Not only that, but she was a kid when her mother dumped her with that Pack in the first place. She’s been abandoned by people her entire life. It’s no wonder that she pushes them away now. It’s a self-preservation thing.’ As soon as I said the words, I realised they were true. I wanted Mack to trust me and let me help her – and be with her – but her natural instinct was to keep herself to herself. She probably felt safer that way. I felt a sudden glow. She accepted Solus more readily than me because I challenged her inner self more than he did. 
‘I’d not thought about it like that before,’ Lucy said softly.
 ‘She’s got a lot of strength,’ I said, warming up to my topic. ’Not just physically. You saw how she managed to bring everyone in line out there. She’s got shifters, faeries, mages, and even a vampire, all working in harmony towards the same goal. I couldn’t do that. People gravitate towards her. All sorts of people. Then she gets under their skin until all they can do is think about her virtually every moment of the day.’ Even when they should be worried about psychotic dryad killers or mountains of paperwork or werehamsters in Gloucester changing a thousand years of tradition. I licked my lips and continued. ‘Where they can’t sleep because she’s in their dreams, where they can’t concentrate because she might do something stupid like snap at the wrong person and end up getting hurt. Where even though she might growl and hiss and bite like an angry kitten, the only time they feel any peace is when they’re near her.’ I laughed humourlessly. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have told you all that.’
‘No, I, er, no, it’s fine,’ stuttered Lucy. ‘I won’t tell anyone else.’
‘I know you won’t.’ I didn’t need to compel Lucy to ensure her loyalty.
‘Just…?’ her voice faltered.
‘Yes?’
‘Why don’t you tell her all that?’
I sighed again. ‘Because she’s not ready to hear it. She’s still fighting for her independence and for her own identity. Sooner or later, however, Mack will come around.’ I had to believe that. If I thought otherwise, it would destroy me. She was all I wanted. ‘You think like Staines,’ I realised out loud, when Lucy didn’t answer. ‘You don’t think she’ll ever come around.’
She threw me a look that was less shifter to leader than friend to friend – filled with sympathy. Perhaps even pity. It struck me hard. It was only the distant chatter from the other side of the woods that kept me in check. ‘The humans are here. You should get back, Lucy.’
‘Yes, my Lord.’ She reached out for me, her fingers brushing against my skin in a bid to ease my pain, then darted off.
I watched her go then dropped my head. I’d been clinging on to the idea that, sooner or later, I could get Mack to trust me. If Lucy was right, however, and that didn’t happen, I wasn’t sure what I’d do.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
Rather than continue to seek for Mack, I made my way down to a small clearing. The arrival of the humans could change things somewhat. Max and Larkin had done a sterling job of concealing the murder scene but it seemed prudent to stay in the general area just in case any humans stumbled across it and caused problems. They wouldn’t be able to see it but they’d get bloody confused if they walked into it. It would be far easier to direct them away if necessary.
Even with the sun slowly disappearing, the air was warm and summery. I took off my jacket and laid it down, rolling up my sleeves. Maybe this was the time to bring out my supplies and begin Operation Get Mack To Trust Me. The murder scene might not be far away from here but at least it was well out of sight.
A moment later, and thankfully before I’d yet made a move, Mack herself appeared at the top of the hill. ‘Speak of the devil,’ I muttered to myself. I’d only just strolled down from there. Where exactly had she been hiding herself?
She picked her way carefully down the slope. There was an odd set to her shoulders and, as she drew closer, an even odder light in her eyes. I was reminded that she’d already almost died this week. She was bound to be feeling just a little off colour. There were two high points of colour on her cheeks indicating her health, however. Not to mention something else unfathomable flickering across her face. She kept her eyes fixed determinedly on me. I swallowed. Something strange was going on. She walked right up to me, indecision all over her expression. Halting only when she was scant inches away, she leaned in. For some reason, I was convinced she was going to throw herself at me. I could feel my body responding almost instantly. That was embarrassing. It was surely wishful thinking on my part anyway. In any case, a heartbeat later, someone else appeared right behind me causing Mack to stiffen with obvious frustration. Another Fae. Brilliant.
‘There you are,’ he said, addressing her. ’All the humans are down at the campsite area.’ He glanced at me with an implied respect I’d never seen from a Fae. I stared at him as he swept out a dramatic bow. Was he taking the piss? When he straightened up, however, his expression was clear. Well, well, well. Not all Fae were as annoying as Solus or as imperious as the Summer Queen then. ‘Lord Alpha, I am Beltran of the Seelie Fae.’
I bowed in return. It was a nice change to meet a powerful Otherworlder who wasn’t attempting a show of bravado.
 ‘Lord Sol Apollinarius told me that you have some photos of potential suspects,’ he said to Mack, once the initial pleasantries were over.
I frowned at her scowling face. ‘You didn’t tell me that.’
 She twisted her mouth, amusedly attempting to appear calm and friendly. ‘They’re just customers who’ve been visiting a weapons shop in London. It’s run by a Batibat called Wold and we think the two might be linked somehow.’
‘We?’ How many other people knew about this other Batibat? Goddamnit. She was still keeping things from me.
Mack shrugged. ‘Okay, me, I guess.’
‘If you give me the photos,’ Beltran said, ‘then I can check them against the humans who are here. Just in case.’
Mack nodded before pausing and biting her lip. ‘Actually the photos are on Aubrey’s phone.’
Well, that was easily solved. ‘So find Aubrey and get it from him.’ I looked over at the tree he’d been hiding behind before. He wasn’t there now but, for some reason, I doubted he’d gone far.
‘I can’t,’ Mack prevaricated with a slight stutter. ‘He’s, er, he’s…not here.’
Beltran shrugged. ’That’s okay. You saw the photos and I assume you can remember what they looked like.’
‘Mmm.’
 ‘Then come with me and you can check through all the humans yourself.’
I concentrated on damping down my visible ardour, praying inwardly that Mack’s eyes didn’t stray downwards. I thought of the paperwork still waiting in my office, of Staines glowering at me, of just about anything to cool me down and and take my focus away from her.
 ‘But…’ she began helplessly, throwing a look in my direction.
‘What?’ 
‘Well, Solus saw them too. Can’t he go instead?’
‘You told him to stay by the entrance,’ I reminded her, hoping I didn’t sound too hoarse. ‘Given that’s where your big bad dryad killer will arrive.’
 ‘But if he’s already here, then he’ll come to check out his ward, and if Corrigan’s on his own, then…’
Mack thinking that I needed her protection was enough to allow me to regain some control of myself. ‘I think, kitten, I can look after myself.’ If she could throw that argument at me all the time, then I could throw it back at her. I needed a few moments alone.
‘Alright then,’ she sighed to Beltran, ‘lead the way.’ She seemed oddly reluctant to wander off. Considering how long we’d already been hanging around and waiting for something to happen, her sudden indecision didn’t make sense.
 ‘Are you okay?’ I inquired.
‘I’m fine,’ she snapped with abrupt harshness that made me wonder if she’d noticed my body’s reaction to her after all. She flung me a look. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’
‘I’ll be waiting here with bated breath,’ I told her. Unfortunately for me, it was probably true.
Once both Mack and the Fae were out of sight, I took a deep breath and ran a hand through my hair. I was a like a damned schoolboy. This was getting ridiculous. After a few moments, once I was sure I had myself back under full control, I got hold of Lucy.
What’s going on with the humans? Are they all safely away from the clearing?
Yes, my Lord. They’ve all made a beeline straight for the campsite. I’m going to stay here to make sure none of them wander off. For now they seem more interested in getting a fire going and smoking some joints than anything else.
Are they going to be of any use to us?
She sounded both amused and exasperated. Who knows?
I’m going to stay at the clearing, I told her, making a decision. Don’t disturb me unless it’s important. By which I meant murderous psycho showing up.
Certainly, my Lord.
I raised my head up to the sky. Complete darkness wasn’t too far off. I rubbed my forehead then walked over to the small dip behind a copse of fir trees where I’d hidden my supplies. It was going to be far from the ideal date but I was still determined to make it the best I could. The picnic basket had been easy enough to sort out – my pièce de resistance less so. I could only hope that it would help encourage Mack to trust me more. If it didn’t work, I would be out of options. At least having Solus and Larkin down by the main carpark and entrance would mean we’d still have plenty of advance warning if our dryad killer did decide to show up. I hoped he did. It would provide an appropriate end to our evening and satisfy at leastsome of my needs – not to mention Mack’s.

Setting everything up, I reflected that the location meant Mack was hardly likely to think of this as romantic. Perhaps that was a good thing. She’d be more relaxed in my presence - even if she was worried about the potential advent of our enemy and the humans not too far away. All the same, I fidgeted with the blanket, wanting it to be perfect. The cool box had thankfully done its job and the champagne was still chilled. I sat down, stretching my legs out, and eyed it nervously. Was she going to think I was being completely inappropriate given the circumstances? A dead dryad was hardly cause for a party. I cursed under my breath and reached over. Maybe I should hide it again. Unfortunately for me, Mack appeared from the edge of the trees before I could manage it. I sprang up to my feet. There was no choice now but to go with the original plan.
She stopped in her tracks, her soft mouth falling open.
‘Hello, kitten.’ Shit. I’d promised not to call her that. Mack continued to just stare at me. I sighed. ‘Look,’ I said, trying not to sound too desperate. ‘I know this isn’t ideal. I’m not trying to make light of the terrible things that happened here and this isn’t a celebration. But, in view of the fact that we have to stay for now, and that you promised me dinner, I thought that maybe we could at least manage some food.’ I glanced down and almost did a double take when I saw what she was holding.
A tiny smile flickered on her face. ‘You beat me to it,’ she murmured.
I couldn’t prevent myself from grinning widely back. Pizza. She’d brought pizza. She didn’t think I was a monster for having a picnic here. And she wanted to be here too or she wouldn’t have brought food herself. My heart sang. ‘Where did you get pizza from?’
‘I had a little help from Aubrey,’ she admitted, throwing me an arch look. ‘Where did you get the posh picnic?’
‘I arranged it earlier when you went off to talk to the dryads.’
We both looked at each other, grinning like idiots. She bit her lip and I couldn’t help myself from dropping my eyes to her mouth. Realisation hit me. I hadn’t been imagining things before. If Beltran hadn’t showed up when he did, then she would have kissed me. Oh God.
Mack bent down and carefully placed the pizza box on the ground. She didn’t open it though. She simply stood back up and met my eyes again, promise dancing across her face. I sucked in a breath. For the first time ever, we understood each other perfectly. I struggled to keep my arms by my sides. It was now or never.
 ‘Last chance to back out, kitten.’ 
Mack licked her lips. ‘I told you not to call me that, my Lord.’
The heat of anticipation spread through me. She was going to be mine after all.



Chapter Sixteen
 
My smile stretched into something more possessive. I hoped she realised what this meant for me. The feelings I had for Mack went far deeper than mere lust but the fact she was here right now with such hot promise reflected in her eyes made me giddy. To be doing this, she was admitting to both of us that she felt something too. Rather than question what had caused such a dramatic change of heart, I could only do what she was silently asking me. And when I sprang towards her, she came to me too.
Mack’s slight body pressed against mine. Even through the fabric of our clothes, I could feel the rising heat of her skin. Both her strength and her softness were apparent and, when she reached up to kiss me, a shivering thrill ran down my spine. Her lips were insistent and her need obviously matched mine. I curved one hand round her back to bring her as close as I possibly could and tangled my other hand in her brilliant red hair, her luxuriant waves spilling across my fingers. When she wrapped her own arms around me, I was almost undone.
Groaning, I trailed one hand down to her bottom, enjoying the perfect curves of her body. All coherent thoughts fled my mind as I planted a series of hot kisses down her throat, nipping gently on her skin. Her heady scent swirled round me. It was all I could do not to throw her to the ground but when she moaned in obvious desire, I lost my footing and fell backwards. Unwilling to let Mack go, even for a second, she fell with me. I dimly heard the sound of breaking glass as she kicked one of the champagne flutes and it shattered. Blood roared in my ears as Mack laughed and sat up, her legs on either side of my waist. Two adorable points of colour lit her cheeks and her hair was rumpled. God. She was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.
Attempting to wrestle control from me, she leaned down, her hands on my shoulders. I relaxed back as her faintly bruised lips curved into a smile. ‘Looks like you’ve found yourself in a rather compromising position, my Lord.’
I smirked and reached for her waist, spinning her round in one lithe movement until she was the one with her back on the ground. Her eyes gleamed as I leaned down to her ear, her hair tickling my cheek. ‘Not for long, kitten.’ And then, before she could respond with another sassy remark, I kissed her again while pulling up the corner of her t-shirt so I could feel more of her skin and the damp sheen of sweat already collecting there.
With a sudden, forceful movement, Mack pushed me back. Before I could form the thought that she had changed her mind, she wiggled against me to get a bit more space and pulled her t-shirt over her head, tossing it carelessly to one side. Unable to speak aloud - and rising to the smoky challenge in her eyes - I grinned and pointed to myself. Mack didn’t miss a beat. Her fingers reached up and undid the first button on my shirt, then the second. Every time her fingertips grazed against my skin, another shiver lit through me. When Mack fumbled, she swore under her breath and simply ripped the rest of my shirt open, sending the remaining buttons flying in all directions. She threw me a slightly guilty look. I could hardly condemn her for the same sense of urgency that was beating through my own body. I met her eyes in a moment of mutual amusement then pulled my shirt off completely, throwing it out of the way.
Mack stared up at me, the yellow flecks in her irises heightened in a way I’d never seen before. Her gaze dropped to my chest and I swallowed. When she reached up and ran her hands over my skin, I could barely breathe. Her fingers brushed across my stomach and up towards my nipples and chest. I groaned aloud, unable to take such delectable torture and still maintain any kind of control. I pressed down, kissing her again and mimicking her own ministrations by cupping one of her breasts through the satin of her bra. Her nipples were taut and erect so, delaying as much as I possibly could before more of her body was exposed, I covered her other nipple with my mouth and sucked it through the fabric. I was desperate to draw things out and give her the same pleasure she was giving me but when she whispered my name with frustrated urgency, I understood that she didn’t want to wait any longer.
I lifted her up and reached round her back, releasing the clasp of her bra and freeing her breasts. Then my mouth found her skin again. Mack writhed and moaned as I nibbled and sucked. Her breathing was fast and uneven, growing even more unsteady when I reached up without looking and caressed the scar on her shoulder.
Mack’s hands squeezed down between us. She fumbled with the button on my trousers, attempting to undo it while I continued to pay homage to her breasts, drinking in her perfect body at the same time and inhaling every inch of her curves. When she finally managed to unfasten the button and I could feel her tugging at the zipper, I had to pull away. I needed a breather. I stood up, allowing the warm breeze to come between us although I was already feeling bereft at the loss of her skin against mine. She licked her lips in a move that was far more unconscious than deliberate and propped herself up on her elbows. Then her eyes drifted down my body, lingering on my obvious and increasingly uncomfortable erection. My mouth went dry.
I forced myself to speak, focusing on her face. I had to know.
Did she really truly want this? I wasn’t sure I could bear it if she felt regret afterwards. I wanted her soul more than her body. ‘Are you sure about this?’
She started to grin in immediate agreement but something in my own expression must have given her pause, because her face suddenly grew more serious and thoughtful. She didn’t say a single word. She didn’t even nod. What she did do was sit up and undo her own jeans. There was no striptease about the movement. She pulled the denim off as quickly as possible and flung them away with deliberate carelessness. I was used to nudity. I was a shifter, after all; it came with the territory. But having Mack almost entirely naked in front of me, her long legs exposed and invitation in her eyes, made my heart beat almost impossibly faster.
 ‘Mack, you’ve got no idea what it is you do to me,’ I groaned. I stripped off completely to return the favour.
Her gaze drifted up and down my body, lingering on my scars. For a brief moment I worried that she’d be repelled by the signs of old fights and battles, but her expression merely heated up further. She reached up for me and tugged me down towards her. I smiled triumphantly and yanked down the last of her clothing until she was as naked as I was. I needed her so much. I needed her right now. I shifted my weight and thrust inside her, letting out an uncontrollable growl as I did. Mack cried out and I froze, watching her face carefully but when her expression contorted in obvious ecstasy and she raised her body up to meet mine, I knew this was perfect. And when she twisted her hips in a bid to change positions, I helped her. She could possess me any day of the week. I was wholly hers. 
With both our bodies slick with sweat we matched each other thrust for thrust. She was so hot and tight. I trembled underneath her weight as I sought to hang on. I didn’t have long though.
‘Mack…’
She looked me in the eyes, panting and desperate. ‘Now,’ she pleaded. And that was all I needed. I slammed upwards one final time, permitting myself at last the release I’d been craving for so long. Mack screamed aloud as her own body shuddered. I’d never felt so good. When she collapsed against me, her heart hammering against my chest and her breaths jerky and uneven, I knew she felt the same.



Chapter Seventeen
 
A purr sounded deep in my throat. Lying here on the hard ground, with Mack on top of me and the sounds of birds twittering their way to sleep over our heads, I didn’t think I’d ever felt more satiated and content. I tangled my fingers through the soft luxuriance of her hair. Now we were together, we’d be unbreakable.
‘I have to admit, our date has somewhat exceeded my expectations,’ I said.
 ‘I’m sorry,’ Mack whispered.
I immediately stiffened. Oh no. Not now. I was almost afraid to ask.  ’For what?’
‘For being so pig-headed, Corrigan,’ she admitted as I breathed out again once more. ’I shouldn’t have pushed you away before. I was an idiot.’ 
I relaxed again. ’Yes, you were.’ I smiled fondly to myself. She was my idiot though. ‘Why the sudden change of heart?’
Mack took a deep breath. ’Well…’
I jerked. Faint footsteps could be heard from further down the hill. ‘Someone’s coming,’ I whispered.
Obviously alarmed, Mack sprang up, lunging for her clothes. Was she embarrassed that someone might see us together? That wouldn’t be like her though. Mack put her whole heart into everything she did, whether it was hissing and spitting like an enraged kitten or deep-seated loyalty. Or me. She probably just didn’t want to appear in a vulnerable state. While she wriggled quickly into her jeans, I dressed also. It would have been nice to forget why we were here in these woods for just for a little while longer. Next time I’d have to ensure we weren’t going to be disturbed. Ever.
From down the slope, I could hear Aubrey begin to babble, an incoherent stream of words. ‘You can’t go up there! I made a promise!’
I raised my eyebrows at Mack. She shrugged. ‘I told him to make sure we weren’t disturbed.’
It was difficult not to grin broadly. ‘So you had this all planned then, did you?’
She pulled on her t-shirt, then shook out her hair. A wave of her heady scent reached my nostrils and I inhaled deeply. ‘Not exactly,’ she mumbled.
I chuckled. ‘Clearly, I had no chance.’
‘Hey, you weren’t exactly complaining.’ Mack gave me a tiny adorable scowl.
I licked my lips in an obvious manner and was rewarded as her eyes darkened with desire once more. Before I could reach for her again, however, both Solus and Aubrey appeared. Damn it. The Fae was striding up as if nothing were amiss but the ex-vampire was hanging onto his legs and being dragged along the ground. 
‘They’re eating pizza!’ he yelled. ‘You can’t go up!’
Solus stopped in his tracks as soon as he saw us. He raised his eyebrows at me, taking in the fact that I remained shirtless. ‘Well, well, well.’
I balled up my fists. Considering my shirt now looked like it had been mauled by a tiger, it had seemed to make more sense not to put it on. I was starting to regret that now. The Fae’s amusement seemed to grow further when he took in Mack’s dishevelled appearance too. Without thinking about it, I stepped in front of her. We might be post coitus but it was only by a matter of minutes. I didn’t appreciate the intrusion. Not one bit. ‘You’re interrupting,’ I snapped. ‘We’re busy.’ 
‘I can see that,’ Solus murmured, still enjoying himself. Idiot. This was what he’d wanted all along. There was no need to be so obvious about it though.
‘What do you want?’ Mack said, moving away from me.
‘Dragonlette,’ he purred, with a wink in my direction, ‘you don’t have to worry. I’m not the jealous type. I don’t demand monogamy in my partners.’
He just couldn’t help himself. I drew myself up. I had no qualms about slamming my fist into the Fae’s pretty face, even if I knew he was only attempting to get a rise out of me.
Mack coughed loudly. ‘Solus, what is it?’
He glanced over at her, pausing for a moment. ‘Someone’s approaching,’ he finally admitted. ’The mages set up a small ward down by the main road after the humans arrived. It was intended to deter anyone else from deciding they wanted a quiet evening walk, but wouldn’t really stop anyone with any power.’
‘And?’
‘And it was broken about fifteen minutes ago.’ His eyes drifted back to me. ‘Not the only thing that was broken through apparently.’
I snarled. No matter how involved the damn faerie thought he was in both of our lives, he was treading too close to the line. Mack placed a hand on my arm but I could tell she was bristling too. Good.
‘So he’s finally coming then,’ she said with an audible measure of satisfaction.
He raised up a shoulder. ‘Whoever he is.’
 ‘Okay,’ Mack said decisively. ’Solus, you need to get back down to Larkin and make sure the two of you get out of sight. It’s up to you to make sure he doesn’t get hurt. Let Mereia’s killer get up here so that the two of us,’ she gestured towards me, ‘can deal with it.’
He held a hand to his heart and took on a wounded expression. ’Aw, dragonlette. So what you’re really saying is that you don’t want me to get hurt, but you don’t mind if the furry one here ends up as collateral damage?’
‘Solus…’ 
He grinned. ’Yes, yes, okay. I will do as you ask. I’m sure I’d be more use to you in a fight than protecting a wizard though.’
 ‘Just do it, please,’ she said quietly.
He bowed, following her bidding by snapping his fingers and disappearing. I gritted my teeth. Everything with him was a showy display of power. It annoyed me even more that I liked the bloody Fae. I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. This was Mack’s show, after all, not mine.
 ‘I couldn’t stop him!’ Aubrey began howling. He was still lying down on the ground, kicking out his arms and legs like a toddler in the throes of a tantrum. ‘I tried, Mack! It’s not my fault!’
‘I know,’ she called out with a soothing tone. ’It’s okay, Aubrey. I need you to go and join the humans with Max and Beltran now. Stay there until we come and find you.’
I flung her a look. ‘You’re protecting that bastard now too?’ Had she already forgotten that he almost killed her less than a week ago?
Mack simply shrugged again. ‘We can deal with this guy on our own.’ Her confidence was unwavering.
While I didn’t doubt her, I felt that a touch of caution might be prudent. ‘He killed a dryad,’ I said softly.
‘You don’t need to remind me of that.’ She frowned. ‘But they’re easy prey. You’re the Lord Alpha of the fucking Brethren, and I’m a dragon. Let’s see how scary he is when he’s got us to deal with.’
My mouth twitched. Stupid faeries and ex-vampires aside, I really enjoyed watching her when she was like this. And she was probably right – between the pair of us, he had no chance. ‘Well, then,’ I said lightly, ‘let’s rock and roll, kitten.’
Sure thing, my Lord, she hissed in my head.
I laughed. Now that we were truly together, her angry sarcasm was more fun. I pulled her to me, giving her a quick, hard kiss. ‘Before I forget,’ I murmured.
Mack blinked, her eyes unfocused with new desire that I could certainly relate to. ‘Mmm?’ 
Fight first, I told myself. Then we can sprint back home and to bed. I shivered in happiness and bent over to open up the picnic box again. I could feel Mack watching me. I really hoped she was enjoying the view.
The box was buried right at the bottom. It hadn’t been easy to get hold of but I was really glad I had. As nice as champagne was, I had the distinct impression Mack would prefer this gift.
 ‘Sorry, I can’t open it myself.’ I grinned. ‘Silver and I don’t really mix.’
Her mouth dropped open. I rocked back on my heels, enjoying her astonishment. I’d have to aim for that every day. I wanted to please her like this as often as possible. She took the box from me and flipped the lid open, staring at the contents.
 ‘You brought my daggers? Both of them?’ She was delighted, her cheeks pinking up in pleasure. ‘But I only left one at the keep.’
I tried not to look too self-satisfied. ‘We found the other one not far from where you were lying unconscious on Hampstead Heath. The mages helped us pick it up and keep it safely covered.’
Mack took them out, holding each one with careful reverence. ‘Thank you, Corrigan.’
The look on her face was well worth the extra trouble to get them here. ‘Just make sure you don’t mistake me for him,’ I smiled. ’Whoever he is.’
‘We’re about to find out,’ Mack said, setting her shoulders back and suddenly becoming business-like.
We turned towards the path, walking further down until we were right beside the now concealed spot where the dryad had been so brutally murdered. Her destroyed body flickered into my mind and I felt of rush of pain followed by cold amusement. This bastard had no idea what he was about to get himself into. He’d rue the day he even thought about coming here. Mack would rip him to pieces and he’d damn well deserve it. 
 ‘Bring it on,’ she whispered.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
The next twenty minutes were somewhat anti-climatic. The path remained empty with neither sight nor sound of a single soul. It didn’t particularly bother me – my impatience only tended to rear its ugly head where Mack and Mack alone was concerned. I could wait all day for the psycho to show up; the anticipation would serve to make it sweeter when we finally showed him the error of his ways. I reflected briefly on the fact that I was so sure our killer was male. There was something about the naked violence of the dryad’s murder that pointed that way. I shrugged to myself. We’d find out soon enough.
Mack was bristling by my side. Banking down the temptation to take her hand, I turned to her.
‘Cool it.’
 ‘I can’t,’ she snapped, unimpressed at my suggestion. 
‘Of course you can,’ I responded serenely. ‘Weren’t you just trying to calm me down a few moments ago?’
‘That was different,’ Mack huffed.
‘Right.’
‘Corrigan, I am a Draco Wyr,’ she said through gritted teeth. ’That means that sometimes, usually when I’m entirely justified to do so, I get angry. Well, it’s not so much anger as full-blown red-hot rage. It’s in my nature and I can’t help it.’ 
I only had one response to that. ‘Bullshit.’
Mack jerked in surprise. I placed one hand on her shoulder and squeezed. She’d just spent the entire day – or at least the part that hadn’t involved our mutual desire anyway – dealing with all manner of Otherworlders. She’d calmly managed to get them all working together. I didn’t think there was another person in the world who could have achieved that. She simply couldn’t see the woods for the trees. ‘Think, Mack,’ I said softly. ’When was the last time you were angry? You know, blood boiling out of control angry?’
She paused, taking my question seriously. A moment later, her eyes widened and she inexplicably blushed. ‘A while ago,’ she muttered under her breath, no longer meeting my eyes.
I was confused. ‘It was when you shifted into a dragon, right?’ It had to be.
‘Um…’
‘That was months ago,’ I pointed out, saving her further embarrassment from whichever memory she was thinking of. ’You know you’re in control of yourself now. Bloody hell, that vampire over there almost killed you and he’s walking around as happy as a lark now.’
‘He’s not a vampire anymore and I wouldn’t say he’s particularly happy either.’
A smile tugged at my mouth. ‘That’s a moot point and you know it. You’re not that out of control person any more.’ She’d changed far more than she realised. And I admired her for that more than she’d ever know. It wasn’t easy to alter the fabric of your soul.
She bit her lip, suddenly looking nervous. ‘You know why?’ She took a deep breath. ‘Because when that happened before, when I turned into a dragon, I stopped being me. I would have killed anything that got in my way. There wasn’t a single rational thought in my head. Do you have any idea how terrifying that is?’
The stunning realisation that she’d just opened up to me with her darkest fears and worries hit me. It meant more to me than our afternoon together. She was starting to trust me after all. Now all I had to do was to prove worthy of that trust. ‘You lived with a pack of shifters for most of your natural life,’ I reminded her gently. ’You know that’s what it’s like at the start, especially when you shift for the first time.’
She blinked. ‘How would I know? I didn’t shift, remember?’
‘Nobody talked to you about what it was like?’ I asked, frowning.
Mack hissed through her teeth in irritation. ‘Look, it’s all very well saying that it’s normal to feel that way when you shift at first. But I’m not a fucking were-hamster! I’m a dragon.’ Her voice dropped and her worried expression returned. ’If I shift there’s no telling what I could end up doing.’
‘Have you not once transformed since that day?’ I shouldn’t really have been surprised. I’d kept close enough tabs on her and I was certain that someone would have noticed if a red scaled dragon breathing fire suddenly appeared in the centre of London. I supposed I had imagined that she’d found somewhere quiet and private on her own to do it. After all, who wouldn’t want to be a dragon?
‘No.’ She folded my arms and her eyes took on a stubborn glint. ’And I’m not going to.’
‘You’re more in control than you think, Mack,’ I said. If she didn’t want to transform, then that was up to her but it shouldn’t be because she was afraid of herself. She was better than that. ’You just need to believe that you’re in control.’ I looked at her steadily, trying to convey the truth of my words. A second later, however, I caught a dark scent carried in on the wind. It was tainted with death and I knew we were out of time. I cocked my head and listened. Heavy footsteps confirmed it. ’He’s here.’
Mack’s eyes flared with a mixture of anger and delight. She pulled her shoulders back and a grim smile played around her mouth. Not wanting to let her have all the fun, I quickly took off my trousers once more. I had to have some clothes to wear once this was all over. I exploded into my werepanther form, allowing the thrill of adrenaline to ripple through me. Pawing at the ground, I stretched out my muscles and whipped my tail from side to side. I was ready. Mack and I shared a glance of mutual understanding then turned to face the path.
The man who appeared – and it was indeed a man – was small of stature. He was the kind of person who you’d walk by on the street and not spare a second glance. That was if you didn’t have the acute sense of smell that I did. Enhanced as it was now I was an animal, the reek of death coming from him was even stronger. It was all I could not to recoil away. My muscles twitched. Something about this felt very wrong.
He pushed up his steel-rimmed glasses and peered at us before waving hello. He didn’t look surprised to see us but there was an uncomfortable flicker of pleasure in the way he straightened his spine. I growled.
 ‘A little Otherworld welcoming committee,’ the man called out. ‘How perfectly charming.’ He spoke like an upper class twit at a summer garden party. Appearances, however, could be very, very deceptive.
‘Who the fuck are you?’ Mack spat, bringing the tone of the conversation down to a more appropriate level.
‘Well, Ms Smith, that is a complicated question.’
My entire body stiffened. How in the hell does he know your name? I instantly asked Mack.
She shrugged back at me, her own tension clear. ‘Why don’t you try to answer it?’ she said aloud, addressing the man once more.
He wrinkled his nose. ‘I think not. You and your Lord Corrigan will just have to suffer without that knowledge. I am pleased, however, that you are here. I could feel your power in London and I was curious to find out more. Now I will get my own answers, it seems.’ 
The hackles across my spine rose. He wandered towards us as if he didn’t have a care in the world and then glanced casually over in the direction of the spot where we’d discovered the dryad’s body. With nothing more than a flick of his wrist, he broke the mages’ concealment spell and revealed the disturbing kill zone once more. His features contorted into a spasm of hatred, then he smoothed them back over in a manner that, for some reason, absolutely terrified me.
 ‘I really wish you hadn’t done that,’ he intoned solemnly.
‘Yeah?’ Mack taunted. ‘Well, then you’re going to fucking hate this.’ Without any further warning, she raised up her left hand and flung one of her daggers in his direction. Combining her attack with one of my own, I sprang forward, ready to rake my claws into his flesh and grab him by the throat. The man didn’t flinch. He simply raised up one hand and Mack’s dagger clattered uselessly to the ground long before it got anywhere near him. Before I could react to that display of power, he did the same to me. I’d been two heartbeats away from crashing into his body – instead I was slammed painfully into some kind of invisible barrier and spun down to the ground with a thump. That had been careless of me. 
Corrigan! Mack screamed.
I’m fine, just fucking kill him, I immediately returned as I lurched back up to my paws, emboldened by her concern. 
Mack veered right, drawing his attention away from me to give me enough time to recover. My vision was blurry and I realised I’d hit the ground harder than I’d thought. My head swam and I growled while Mack threw out jets of green flame. They bounced right off our apparently mage murderer. Whoever he was, he was damned skilled at creating wards.
 ‘Interesting,’ he commented to Mack. ‘You are not a mage, and yet you have magical power. Tell me what you are.’
I’d had the same thought about him. 
‘You first,’ Mack muttered, switching tactics and changing her direction while I shook my head to clear my vision and rid myself of my dizziness. Rather than continue down the pointless road of attempting to break his ward, she was throwing out a wall of fire to block him off. I smiled to myself. Smart. With his attention wholly focused on her, I angled myself round to seek out weaknesses in his defence. I was pretty sure I knew exactly what Mack was planning and I wanted to be ready when she did it. When I smelled the salty tang of blood in the air, I bared my teeth. I’d been right. If Mack’s blood could break a faerie ring and this prick’s previous ward, then it would smash through whatever he’d conjured up now. With one flick, she arced out a thin spray of droplets. The ensuing hiss and puff of red smoke, combined with the brief flicker of alarm on the killer’s face, told me all I needed to know.
Mack went first, springing through her own wall of flames to reach him. Unfortunately, I couldn’t afford to be so bold but I had positioned myself well enough to avoid the worst of them. Springing over from higher ground, I sailed over, barrelling into his body and sending him to the ground with a satisfyingly louder thump than he’d managed with me. His body jerked in obvious pain then he hissed out one word which I vaguely recognised as some archaic magical language. There was a crack of what could have been thunder and my heart sank. He’d conjured something. Mack kicked him hard in response and he stopped writhing. She needed to do more than that though. With his magic abilities, he had to be taken out for good. I didn’t have to tell her that though; she twisted her wrist and stabbed downwards, sliding her one remaining dagger into his chest. She didn’t even remove the blade – instead she simply left him pinned ignominiously in place while we both pivoted round to face whatever new threat he’d brought to us.
Whatever it was, it smelled even worse than the magician had. It was, however, a damn sight larger than he had been. It had to be eight foot tall and broader than any shapeshifter I’d ever seen. Its skull was grotesquely misshapen, bulging with some horrific deformity. Before I could muster up any sympathy, however, its red eyes flashed with malevolent promise. This wasn’t going to be an Otherworld monster I could negotiate with.
As silent as the grave, it lunged forward with a speed that took me aback. Mack only just managed to jump out of the way. Rather than risk another attack on her, I sprang for its leg, latching my jaws into its flesh. Rank blood filled my mouth but I clung on, doing whatever was necessary to distract it. While the creature tried to shake me off, Mack grabbed its arm and twisted it round its back, pulling the hairy monstrosity backwards. It wasn’t long before there was the sickening crack of breaking bones – the first sound of any kind that the creature had made. Too late I saw its other arm swing round and cuff Mack hard on the side of her head. She went flying backwards.
Opening my jaws to release my grip on its leg, I pulled back for a single heartbeat and then sprang for the monster’s chest, digging my claws into its body and refusing to let go, even when it too fell to the ground. I was dimly aware that Mack had thankfully gotten back up to her feet but, engaged with the rank beast as I was, I couldn’t do anything other than remain with it. We rolled together. Every time it tried to shake me off, I clung on even tighter, snapping down to take chunks out of its bare flesh with my teeth. Its arms flailed, swinging for me and attempting to yank at my fur. I responded by raking up into the softer folds of its flabby face. Its mouth hung open, almost knocking me out with the wave of foul breath that clouded out towards me.
This thing smells worse than Staines’ laundry basket.
Mack chuckled in my head. Well, let’s hope it doesn’t rub off on you.
With one broken arm, it was obvious where the monster’s weak spot was. Using up one huge burst of energy, I forced it to roll to its side in order to use its injury against it. I managed to pin it down completely but I knew it wouldn’t be long before it managed to break free again once more.
Are you just going to stand there and watch? I inquired.
Mack was amused. Do you mean that you need some help defeating the smelly nastie, my Lord?
I growled in warning to let her know that while I enjoyed her sass, I was going to need some help. She got the message and stalked over, pursing her lips. Then she knelt down and yanked the creature’s head backwards, exposing its neck.
Will that do you? she asked.
I snorted in response and opened my mouth once more. It’ll have to. Then I snapped forward and severed its jugular. More foul blood sprayed out, covering an impressive area – not to mention both Mack and me. I leapt backwards to avoid ending up completely drenched while the monster drew its last breath.
I craned my neck up at Mack. She wiped off a thick globule of blood from her cheek and flicked it away in disgust. Then she gazed down at me with a trace of admiration that made me shudder in delight. I bared my fangs at her as if grinning back. She merely rolled her eyes.
 ‘Job done,’ she said aloud. She tilted up her head and glanced behind me. Then her face drained of colour and her eyes went wide and aghast. With dread, I turned to follow her gaze. The dagger she’d implanted in the psycho’s body remained embedded in the ground. The nasty scent he’d brought with him was entirely covered by that of the monster he’d summoned but there was still a dark pool of blood. Of his body, however, there was nothing. He’d completely vanished.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
Mack shook herself and leaned forward, touching the still upright dagger as if to check it really was there. Remaining in my werepanther form to make full use of my feline senses, I padded up and sniffed the area. Nothing. I turned and glanced up at Mack, whose face was incredibly pale
Can you smell anything? she asked.
I shook my head, snorting in disgust. I can’t get the stench of that thing out of my nostrils. It’s blocking virtually everything else.
With a sudden twist, Mack spun round and sent out a jet of green fire towards the monster’s corpse. It lit up, eerie against the night sky. Unfortunately, however, it didn’t improve the situation. The foul stench of the thing’s flesh was now merely masked by the bitter reek of burning. I still couldn’t make out anything of the mage murderer.
What in the hell happened, Corrigan? He couldn’t have just gotten up and walked away. I fucking killed him! The bloody dagger is still there!
I sat back and considered. He wasn’t a ghost, I told her finally. He wasn’t even undead. I could smell death around him, but it wasn’t of him per se. It was more like … a perfume. The foulest perfume ever conceived of though.
Mack wrinkled her nose in disgust. I could almost see the wheels in her brain turning. I had no damn idea what had happened and I failed to see how someone who had been less with one foot in the grave and more standing in it up to his eyebrows could have strolled away. If Mack could work it out, however…
She froze, her mouth tightening while the confusion in her eyes was replaced with stark dread. ‘The dryads,’ she whispered. For one moment, we stared at each other in horrorstruck comprehension. Then Mack sprang down, yanked out the dagger, and we both turned and ran.
Mack was fast, even without transforming, but remaining human as she was meant I soon sped away from her. Whoever this was, we were dealing with someone who had powers beyond death. I wanted to get to him first. She couldn’t get hurt and neither could her dryad friends. I wouldn’t let it happen.
I was halfway up the hill when I caught a whiff of him once more. I bounded up, using every iota of energy I could muster. It was only when I came to the edge of a small clearing and was confronted with not only the psycho killer but two dryads whom he was clearly torturing, that I halted. He was surrounded by a strange aura that lit up his entire body. The two dryads were suspended in the air, writhing in both silent terror and pain. I growled and snarled, assessing the situation as best I could. The death defying prick completely ignored me.
 ‘Let them go,’ Mack spat, arriving by my shoulder.
He might not have been willing to address me but he was certainly interested in speaking to Mack. ‘Dear me,’ he said, blinking in an almost languid fashion, ‘why on earth why would I do that? You have to understand, Ms Smith, that I require their energy. The thing is, I was only going to start with the trees today. I had plans, you know. You and your little furry Lord Alpha have rather disrupted them.’ His disdain for me was obvious. I took advantage of his pointed ignorance to look for a chink in his armour. There had to be a way to free the helpless dryads without hurting them further. 
‘But I can adapt,’ he continued. ’I had intended to be more merciful, and to permit the remaining dryads to continue with their rather dull and pitiful existence.’ He smiled unpleasantly. ’Well, most of them, anyway. Unfortunately for their species, your interference has changed all that. By bringing the humans here and interrupting my schedule, I have no choice but to fast forward my plans. You shall have to live with the results.’
 ‘I do believe your over-confidence is going to be your undoing,’ Mack said with a cold laugh, although I could feel her rage simmering underneath. ’I am going to fucking pulverise you.’
‘Goodness, such language.’ He smirked. ’Someone really ought to wash your mouth out with soap. I will admit that I hadn’t expected you to display the power that you did. Believe me, it hasn’t gone unnoticed. I don’t suppose you are willing to tell me now what you are?’
‘Fuck you.’
 All of a sudden a sharp cry of pain came from one to the tree nymphs. The killer’s eyes narrowed but I could swear I saw a gleam of sickening enjoyment in their depths. ‘I would watch what you say. Your words and your actions have consequences.’
I wasn’t putting up with this any longer – and neither apparently was Mack. I lunged forward while she flicked out more fire. Before I could get near the sorcerer, however, both dryads screamed. Blood appeared in their chests, a dark gush that told of their sudden torment. I only just managed to prevent myself from raking my claws into their torturer by rising up higher and leaping over both him and the suspended dryads. He’d made his point abundantly clear – try and attack him in any way and he’d destroy the dryads while causing them as much pain as he could possibly manage. While Mack withdrew her fire before it could do any worse than a slight singe to the psycho’s suit, I spun round, now at the other side of the clearing, and facing the back of his body. At least that gave us some measure of strategical advantage, even if it was entirely unclear right now how we might use it. The dryads’ screams had lapsed into quiet, heart-wrenching sobs. I was gallingly aware that both their bodies were dripping with blood – and lots of it. One way or another, this was going to be over soon. 
 ‘I did warn you.’ He sounded amused.
Mack’s face contorted in fury. ‘You’re not going to get away with this.’
‘Oh, how terribly comic book of you,’ he sniggered. ’I think you’ll find, Ms Smith, that I will get away with it. With this and with, oh, so much more.’
The light in Mack’s eyes grew more enhanced, as if her yellow flecks were beginning to glow. Her skin suffused with a dark red. She’d sworn less than an hour ago that she wouldn’t transform again. I was no longer so sure she’d stick to that.
 ‘You are turning a most peculiar shade of red,’ the psycho commented with a cock of his head. ’Interesting.’
We need a plan, Corrigan, she said urgently with her Voice.
I know. Are you going to shift?
I felt her suck in a breath. I might not have a choice.
The sorceror’s eyes glinted. ‘The pair of you are communicating telepathically.’ He gestured at me with a dismissive flip of his hand. ’So that would make you some kind of shifter then. Except I’ve never seen a shifter who can use magic as well. Ms Smith, you are a charming conundrum.’
Mack ignored him, focusing on what was really important. If you attacked from behind, knocking him over, and I used the dagger on him again, we might be able to get the dryads released before he hurts them anymore. I don’t think he’s put a ward in place.
It’ll need to be fast, I warned. With what he’s shown us so far, it won’t take him more than a second to kill the pair of them. Then he’d turn on us. 
‘I tell you what,’ psycho man murmured. ’You wanted to know my name. I’ll give you it if you tell me what you really are.’
If I transform, it’ll distract him. Her Voice was emotionless and cold. Despite the obvious peril of our situation, yet again I had to admire what she was turning into. Her rational planning didn’t absolve me of my concern, however.
It might also give him enough time to slaughter both of them too.
 ‘Sure,’ Mack said aloud, ’you first.’
‘Somehow I don’t think I trust you, Ms Smith.’ He sighed. ’I am also starting to rather tire of these antics.’
‘So stop then.’
‘Do you know why I chose the dryads over the Batibats? Certainly I imagine that you would be less inclined to be getting in my way right now if I had opted for that direction. And both are linked to the earth, granting me the power that I need to draw.’
‘Enlighten me,’ she grunted. 
I took advantage of his sudden desire to chat to use that new information. Months ago, Mack and I had taken down a terrametus beast that used contact with the earth to create quakes. I wondered if there was a way to use that knowledge alongside Mack’s plan. If we could keep him away from the ground – and theoretically his power source – then we might have a chance. I wasn’t sure if we could save the dryads at the same time though. The tension across my entire body increased. There had to be a way.
He snapped his fingers together. I could just make out the flicker of a dark portal appearing in front of his body. It wasn’t like anything the Ministry had ever conjured up – of that I was sure. 
We can’t let him escape, I growled.
I know.
‘You see,’ he continued with studied nonchalance that chilled me, ‘every dryad is connected.’
I stiffened. A cold finger of dread ran across my spine, settling deep in my stomach. Where is he going with this?
No clue, Mack responded instantly, but keep him talking.
I tried to sound disinterested. It was bloody hard. ‘To their trees? So what?’
He still didn’t look at me. He simply flicked a dismissive hand in the air, causing one of the dryads to moan again in pain. The fucking bastard. ‘Yes, yes, to the trees,’ he said, vaguely irritated at my question. ’More than that, however, they are connected to each other. An invisible web, if you like. It’s entirely unique to their species.’
Corrigan, I think I have it, Mack said urgently in my head. I know how I can take the dryads out of the equation. His only leverage will be gone and you will be free to attack him. You just need to keep him away from that portal.
She sounded confident. My tail whipped from side to side despite my best efforts to still it. But you can’t get both dryads at the same time, Mack. They’re stuck fast and he’s in control. He’s using magic to keep them in place. How are you going to snap his spell?
Keeping him from getting suspicious, she addressed him once more. ‘I’m afraid I still don’t quite see your point.’ Do you see where both their feet are pointing? 
I turned my attention to the dryads. Their bodies were straight although they both continued to vibrate with pain. I glanced at their feet and frowned. Their toes are focused on… Understanding suddenly lit through me. I see it. The dryads’ toes were pointing directly down to the ground. They were inadvertently taking magical energy from the earth – and in turn the psycho was taking it from them. In fact, if I angled my head slightly, I could just make an unnatural shadow underneath them. It had to be the source itself. If Mack could break the dryads’ connection to the ground right there, then she’d also diminish the sorceror’s ability to use it against them. 
‘You are thinking narrow-mindedly, Ms Smith,’ he said, unaware of our discovery. ‘The thing is, if I slant things just right, if everything aligns in the way that I want it to, then what I take from one, I can take from all.’
 ‘Why not do that before now then?’ Mack asked as I carefully positioned myself. ’You already slaughtered one of them. Why not take everything you needed then?’
‘As I said,’ he answered with a shrug, ‘I wanted to be merciful. But things change. Besides, power is a funny thing. Overload everything all at once and you risk creating a shortage.’
‘And you’re not worried about that now?’ Are we good to go?
I blinked in agreement while he continued to talk.
‘Since my first visit here, I have been building and growing my capacity. I wasn’t in a position to take everything before. I am confident now, however, that I can manage to draw it all in. You can be content in the knowledge that your actions are responsible for the extinction of the dryad race. So whatever you and the kitty cat are planning in those little heads of yours, you can abandon it now.’ He took a breath. ’I will grant you one boon, however.’
‘Oh yes?’ Mack said, with a toss of her head. On a count of three. Three…
I tensed once more. The difference between success or failure would be a fraction of a second.
‘My name.’
Two.
I leaned back on my haunches, bunching up my muscles.
‘So you can spend the rest of your pathetic life with something tangible to curse.’
One.
I held my breath.
‘It’s Endor.’
Now!
The psycho flung out his arms towards the dryads. They shrieked while I leapt over their heads again, my claws outstretched. I had to stop him from using that damn portal. Mack sprang towards the dark shadow underneath the dryads, using her fire to destroy it. Although it was now behind me, I could hear the angry hiss as the magical connection was broken. I lashed out, millimetres from his body. All I had to do was sink my claws into him and I’d have him. His eyes glinted and he took one step forward. I found nothing but air … and he found the fucking portal.
In an instant, the clearing went dark as we no longer had the light surrounding Endor’s body to illuminate the area. I slammed into the ground, while both of the dryads behind me did the same. Snarling in pain and frustration, I sprang back up to my feet while Mack threw herself at the portal to try and follow him to whichever dark hellhole of a demesne he’d come from. Thwarted in her efforts, an anguished sound came from her and she turned to the fallen dryads instead.
One of them was muttering, a strange singsong chant that ate at my soul.
 ‘What’s happening?’ Mack shouted. ’What can I do?’
The dryad moaned. ‘He’s taking it all.’
In an instant, I shifted back to human and crouched down beside her, running my hands over her body. I could feel the life seeping away from her very essence. ‘She’s fading, Mack,’ I said desperately. ‘I don’t know what to do.’
Mack pulled herself away with one swift violent movement. She attacked the portal once more, the familiar scent of her blood rising up into the air and mingling with that of the dryads’. I kept my attention on the weaker of the two. She wasn’t bleeding that much – not any longer – but she was fading fast. I staunched the wound at her chest and searched for other more serious injuries. I heard Mack curse and hiss. 
 ‘Mack,’ said the dryad weakly.
 ‘Come on, come on,’ she muttered to herself. I finally understood what she was trying to do. She was attempting to use her own magical blood to seal the portal and break Endor’s link to the dryads. He might not be here any longer but he was still sucking out their life.
‘Mack,’ she said again. ’You need to do it now.’
‘I’m trying!’ she yelled.
‘No, you don’t understand,’ the dryad whispered. ’You need to end it now. Kill us.’ I glanced up. Mack stared at her and then at me. My earlier unease when Endor had been so casually mentioning that all the dryads were connected began to solidify into icy horror. ‘He was right,’ she gasped, as I bit hard into the inside of my cheek to fight for control. ‘I can feel it.’
‘Feel what?’ Mack shook her head in desperation. ’I don’t understand.’
The dryad’s limpid eyes dimmed. ‘Through us he’s linked to everyone. He…’ She swallowed down a wave of obvious agony. ‘He’s using us to get to them all. He was right that we’re all inter-connected. By taking our life-force he’s taking it from every single dryad in the country. He’s used the power he already took from Mereia to somehow force us all together as one and tap into the system that binds us. If you don’t end it for us, then they will all die. Kill us now, Mack. You have to.  You can’t let him destroy all of us. And you can’t let him take that much power.’
 ‘I can feel them all fading away,’ the second dryad whispered. ’Do it now. You must.’
 ‘No,’ Mack whispered. ’There must be another way.’ I already knew there wasn’t. The dryads were right. We had no choice.
 ‘There’s not.’ Calm acceptance lit her expression. There was no fear. ’Do it, Mack, do it before it’s too late.’
‘No!’ she yelled. ‘My blood. If you take my blood then it will heal you.’
The dryad was adamant. ‘You can’t. I can’t. It will heal us, but it won’t break the link. The others will still die, Mack. All the others. You need to kill us to save them.’ Her eyes pleaded with me.
Mack looked at me again, tears filling her eyes. She was looking to me to provide an alternative but I knew there wasn’t one. I gave her a grim nod. We had to do this. Anguish filled her face as my own heart wrenched. 
‘It’s the right thing,’ the dryad whispered.
I couldn’t trust my voice to speak. I simply moved across to the other fallen dryad and gently lifted her head into my lap, stroking the tendrils of damp green hair and smoothing away her tears. She gave me a shaky smile and a barely perceptible nod. I tried to fill my lungs with air but it hurt too much. They weren’t shifters. They weren’t even fighters. They lived a peaceful life communing with nature and yet they had more bravery and heroism inside them than I could ever hope for.
Mack knelt down beside the other dryad. ‘I’m so so sorry.’
 ‘Do it.’ Her voice didn’t waver. ’We will have our revenge through you in another life.’
I tried to be strong. If these two dryads could be, then they deserved nothing less. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done though. I briefly gripped her hand and she nodded at me again. Then I broke her neck, putting her out of misery. An instant later, it was followed by Mack doing the same for the other one. Two innocent dryads who deserved so much more. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
The silence in the little clearing became almost too much to bear. After gently lying the dryad down, I stood up and stalked over to the edge of the tree line, bitter anger and genuine grief overtaking me. Mack curled up into a ball on the ground, no longer making a sound. Her chest heaved with unvoiced sobs and I longed to simply wrap my arms round her and tell her everything was going to be alright. But I couldn’t promise it would be and when I tried to go near her, she flinched away. I understood that; she needed to work through what she’d just done – what we’d both just done – on her own. It didn’t mean it didn’t hurt though.
I stared out into the dark forest. We’d failed. Endor was still on the loose. The power he had at his blood-encrusted fingertips was staggering. I’d hunt him down, I vowed. No matter what it took.
The night air was cold now. I realised that all the others were still in their positions, wondering what on earth was going on. The last thing Mack needed right now was everyone bustling in and asking her if she was alright. We couldn’t stay here like this forever though.
Lucy.
My Lord. Is everything okay? Do you need some help in disposing of that prick’s corpse?
I tightened my jaw, unable to immediately answer. Then I took in a long breath. I was supposed to be the Lord Alpha. It was my job to act in a crisis and I had to step up to the fucking plate.
I’m at the top of the hill in a small clearing. I left my clothes further down and I need you to bring them to me. Tell everyone else to stay away for now but that the immediate danger is over.
Yes, my Lord. 

I doubted very much that Endor would come back here again. It was the dryads he’d been after and they were gone now. I needed to be sure though. At least the Welsh pack were ready and waiting less than five miles away. I could put them to some very good use. After speaking to their Alpha and making the necessary arrangements, I broke off the connection and spoke to Staines. How are things in London?
Lord Corrigan. His Voice was sleepy and I belatedly realised what time it was. What’s the problem?
Two dryads have been killed. I couldn’t quite bring myself to say how. What should I do with their bodies? Bury them? Is there someone to contact?
There was a moment’s silence. The head dryad is in London. Some woman called Atlanteia or something. I don’t think you need to contact her though. Apparently all the dryads are…
I sighed. Interconnected. Yes, I know.
Leave their bodies where they are, my Lord. He had obviously registered my distress, regardless of how calm I was striving to keep my tone. His concern was markedly audible. They’ll be taken care of by their own people. Is there any further imminent danger?
I looked round, realising that with their death, the dark portal had finally closed. I don’t believe so. This isn’t over though.
Miss Smith?
I glanced over at her again. She was a forlorn, broken thing. I clenched my fists. She’ll be okay. I took a deep breath. Are there any problems with you?
Nothing urgent. Although there are some strange reports coming out of Gloucester.
I rubbed the back of my neck. Strange how? As in bad?
No. In fact quite the opposite.
A ghost of a smile crossed my lips. From further away I heard a twig snap. I stiffened in alarm, relaxing only when I realised it was Lucy. I have to go. I’ll talk later.
I’m always here, Corrigan. He spoke like a friend who understood I was in pain, even without knowing any of the details. 
I swallowed down the hard knot in my throat and nodded. Thank you.
Lucy appeared, her familiar shape tentatively stepping forward. The smile on her face died when she took in the scene. She licked her lips, her face pale. ‘I brought your clothes, my Lord.’ 
‘Thank you.’
She couldn’t stop staring at the dead dryads. ‘What happened?’
‘It’s a very long story,’ I said, running a hand through my hair. ’Gather the others together down by the carpark. What happened here is now over.’
She gave me a tiny nod and turned away, sprinting off. It was probably less as a result of her desire to jump to my bidding and more to get as far away as possible from this godawful place. I looked back at Mack. I needed to get her away from here too. 
 I walked carefully over to her. She didn’t move.
Laying a hand on her shoulder, I attempted to engage her. ‘Mack.’ Nothing. Closing my eyes briefly, I tightened my grip. ‘Mack, you should get up.’
For a moment I wasn’t sure if she’d ever acknowledge me. Eventually, however, she raised up her head, gazing at me with haunted eyes. ‘What did we just do?’
Relieved that she was at least talking now, I crouched down beside her. I gently rubbed away the last of her tears, while she silently implored me to help her make sense of it all. I sighed. ‘What we had to.’
‘We fucking killed them, Corrigan!’ Her eyes began to well up again. ’They’d done nothing and we just did away with them as if they were nothing!’
‘He hadn’t given us a choice. You know that.’ I met her eyes, doing what I could to let her know that she wasn’t alone in this. I was here and I wasn’t going anywhere. Mack, however, looked away as a single tear escaped, rolling down her cheek. I knew exactly what she was thinking. I grabbed her shoulders.’Don’t you dare do that! This is not your fault, do you hear me?’
She slumped. ‘If I’d shifted then maybe I could have stopped him.’
‘How? What could you have done differently?’ Being a dragon wouldn’t have changed a damn thing. She would have been more powerful but he’d still have had that same control. He’d still have been that fast. ’He gave us no choice, Mack.’
‘There’s always a choice.’ She pulled away, her face slack. ‘What do we do now?’
I needed fire and brimstone Mack. Not defeated Mack. ‘We go back home and find out everything we can about this bastard so we can put him down once and for all,’ I said, conveying my anger to encourage hers. ’At least we now know his name.’
‘Know his name? Know his fucking name? Big freaking deal! And what if he comes back here again, Corrigan? How do we stop him? What if he goes after other dryads in other places?’ Desperation leaked out of her.
‘Which is exactly why we need to get back to London and get a proper plan of action in place in order to make sure that doesn’t happen,’ I said decisively. ’I’ve called in the Welsh pack. They’ll be here in fifteen minutes and will make sure he doesn’t show up again.’
 ‘As if they could stop him if he did.’
I’d never seen her like this before. She was scared. Hell, so was I. I needed to get her to focus though. ‘Mack,’ I said, grabbing her hands, ‘he’s done here. You know he is. He has what he wanted, which is more of the dryads’ power. He’s gone off to goodness knows where. He’s certainly not on this plane anyway. We need to get back and work out what we are going to do next. Staying here is not going to stop anything. Not anymore.’
It didn’t take long. She’d never know how relieved I felt when I saw her familiar anger flickering in her eyes. My kitten was coming back and that was all I needed to know for now. She met my eyes, swallowing down her rage, and nodded. ‘Okay. Just give me a minute, alright? I’ll meet you back down at the car-park soon.’
The last thing I wanted was to leave her here with the corpses of the dryads and the very visible evidence of our failure. ‘I’m not sure…’ I began.
She leaned over and pressed a finger against my lips. ‘Please.’ Her expression was clear. ’I won’t be long.’
I wanted to forbid her to stay. She’d only torture herself more. I gazed at her but she appeared adamant. And I could never forbid her from anything – she wouldn’t let me. Even after all we’d been through though, she couldn’t trust me to stay by her side. She would still prefer to be alone. There wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it. With no other choice, I accepted defeat and I nodded. Then I turned away, giving her the space and solitude she craved. 



Chapter Twenty One
 
I regretted not taking the mages up on their offer of a portal for our transportation back to London. I’d been under the mistaken impression that a long journey would give us time to come together as a team and begin the healing process to get over what had just happened. Instead, it was a tense and painful time. Mack sat in the back of the car, her knees drawn up around her, and refusing to speak to anyone. Lucy made some effort at conversation but it was clear that even her normally bubbly heart wasn’t in it. I spoke to Floride on the phone not long after he’d finished with Mack, and Solus joined us for the trip but they couldn’t dispel the harsh atmosphere either. At least the surfer mage did manage to offer up some useful information, however – Endor was a necromancer. It was no wonder that he had displayed such power over death – the very nature of his dark magic came from that place. The shudder of knowledge that we were up against a foe like that didn’t improve matters. The only glimmer of hope was that apparently he already had what he needed from the dryads and would be leaving them alone. The question of who he’d go after next still remained, of course.
Without conferring with the others, I drove to Mack’s little flat first. Regardless of my own feelings for her, she was the person who was suffering the most. I had killed a dryad just as she had – but at least my time with the Brethren offered me some kind of training in those kind of matters. My plan was to help her inside and gently talk her through things but it became quickly apparent that she still didn’t want me along. She simply marched inside without a single backward glance, her spine stiff and her eyes dejected. I let out a muffled curse under my breath.
Solus clapped me on the shoulder. ‘Don’t take it personally.’ For once, his tone was neither teasing nor inflammatory.
‘She shouldn’t be alone.’
‘It’s what she needs,’ he said simply. ‘We can re-group tomorrow.’
I ran a hand through my hair and nodded. There was nothing else I could do. ‘I’ve instructed members of our Welsh Pack to remain in place at the woods in case he returns,’ I told him. ‘Those humans protesting against the development are there too.’
‘They won’t be there for long. We all know Endor is done with that place. The woods will be safe and they’ll all drift away.’ The Fae’s voice was grim. ‘He’s already got what he needed.’
‘Earth,’ I said dully. Floride had gleaned enough from a Batibat here in London to work out what the psycho’s end game was. ‘He’s taken the power of Earth through the dryads.’
He held up three fingers. ‘But he still needs Fire, Water and Air to attain full mastery. Those won’t be easy to obtain.’
I gave a short laugh. ‘I don’t think he appreciates taking the easy route.’
‘No,’ Solus agreed with a tinge of sadness. ‘I think you’re right.’
From behind, Aubrey came waltzing up, pushing past me to follow Mack. I lunged for him, grabbing his arm. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ I snarled.
He blinked, obviously surprised. ‘Mack. She lives there, right?’
‘Leave her alone.’
His mouth downturned. ‘But why? She’s hurting. And she’s all I’ve got now. I can’t go back to the vampires.’
‘She wants to be alone.’ I gave him a shove. ‘Get out of here. We don’t want you around.’
He pouted and turned on his heel, walking a few feet away.
‘Is that wise?’ Solus asked. ‘He might be dangerous.’
‘Only because he might whine us all to death,’ I said. ‘Besides, I doubt we’ve seen the last of him. He’s like a bad penny.’
Aubrey stuck out his tongue at us and then, without warning, sprinted forward, past the pair of us and into Mack’s building. I snapped forward to grab him once more but Solus pulled me back. ‘Let Mack deal with him,’ he said. ‘She needs that kind of distraction.’
I glared but did as he suggested. He was right. Anything that might take her mind off what we’d done in the woods would probably be a good thing. While I really didn’t like the thought of Aubrey cooped with her inside that tiny flat, Mack apparently felt the same. A few minutes later, they both reappeared. She didn’t even look at Solus or me – she simply marched the ex-vampire down the street in the direction of Clava Books. 
‘See?’ Solus said softly. ‘She needs to be reminded that she has control.’ He sighed. ‘At least over some things. Anyway, I need to get back and make my report. The Summer Queen will need to know what has transpired. It could affect us all.’ His eyes drifted towards Mack’s building. ‘We need to make sure she’s safe.’
I nodded, my jaw tensing. ‘We will.’
 
*
 
The pile of paperwork on my desk when I got back to the keep was even larger than before. I flicked it a disparaging glance and sat down heavily in my chair. Staines handed me over a glass of whisky, remarking only that he thought I might need it and then left me in peace. I drained the glass in one, savouring the burn as it sank down my throat, before placing the glass away to one side. Bringing Endor down was going to take all of my attention for some time. I needed to know that there weren’t going to be other distractions.
Laura, I said, opening up a Voice link to the Gloucestershire werehamster, how are things?
Fabulous! She responded cheerfully. Charles is behaving impeccably. We’re undergoing serious conflict resolution with him. You know, he sits down across from the women he essentially raped and is forced to confront what he’s done.
I growled. That’s not much of a punishment. He has to suffer for what he did. He can’t get away with hurting people like that. 
There was a moment of silence before she answered again. Forgive me, my Lord, if I’m speaking out of turn here but is everything alright? You weren’t this venomous before. I can assure you that he will receive a very appropriate punishment. And, believe me, he’s seen the error of his ways. Our women are making sure of it. I thought you were going to trust us to handle things.
I sighed. I do trust you. It’s just … I’ve had a long couple of days.
Do you want to talk about it?
I wasn’t intending to. Before I could stop myself, however, everything came flooding out. Laura listened silently but I could feel her shock and worry.
You do realise it’s not all bad, she said, once I’d finally finished.
I blew air out of my cheeks. Really? How do you figure that?
Your Mack got everyone working together. Even you said that. The Ministry, the Fae and the Pack, all focused on this one shit of a man. When was the last time that happened?
It’s only because of Mack that things worked out like that, I pointed out. Even if she could pull it off again, I’m not sure she’d want to. We failed. Even with all of us working together, we fucking failed.
Laura scoffed. Bloody hell! You didn’t fail - you saved the dryads from extinction! You’ll get the necromancer next time. You need to do what’s necessary to help Mack organise everyone again. If he’s as powerful as you say he is, then you’ve got no choice. Man up. This is made for you, Lord Corrigan. You’ve been working on getting better relations with the other main Otherworld groups since you took over. These circumstances aren’t exactly happy but you should be using them to your advantage. Sort this out. The rest of the damn world needs you to.
I had to admit that I was somewhat taken aback. I wasn’t expecting to be told off by someone who’s technically not even an Alpha, I told her drily.
I’m sorry, she said, although she obviously wasn’t. But you’re in a position to sort this out. And, I am technically an Alpha. I don’t have the Voice but things here are going very well. No-one has a problem with three of us taking charge. In fact, everyone seems to think things have never been better.
I thought of Staines’ little comment. You know that word is starting to leak out about it already. I thought we’d have been able to keep things quiet for longer.
So did I, she admitted. But maybe we need to think about it as a boon rather than a disadvantage. Ever cloud has a silver lining and the shittiness of dealing with Endor will too. Help your Mack out and bring everyone back together. There will be a solution to all this.
I rubbed my chin. Maybe you should come up here and take my job. Do you like paperwork?
Laura laughed. Actually, I love it. But I’m happy here. Not to mention that I’m also pretty sure that you’ll be Lord Alpha for life. Isn’t that how it works?
Unless someone breaks my Voice, I commented.
That’s not going to happen.
Probably not. But sometimes I wished it would.



Chapter Twenty-two
 
After making all the arrangements for every important Otherworlder to meet, I gave Mack twelve hours. It wasn’t a long time but it had to be enough. She’d agreed instantly that a meeting was the best course of action. There were things we needed to do and there wasn’t going to be the opportunity for any of us to pull the sheets over our heads and cower in bed. Not that Mack would ever do that, of course. Not under normal circumstances anyway. I took a deep breath and knocked hard on her door, hoping she answered. I shouldn’t have worried.
It didn’t take long. Relief washed through me when I heard her pad to the door and open it, although I was shocked by her appearance. She seemed even more wan and drawn than she had yesterday. I pulled her towards me and wrapped my arms round her. She leaned in and closed her eyes. The fact that she seemed grateful I was here – and she was allowing me to hug her like this – made my heart sing for joy. She needed me after all.
When I eventually released her, and drew back, I gazed into her face. ‘How are you doing?’ 
She gave a tiny shake of her head and her bottom lip quivered. Then she reached out for me again and once more clung to me. All the hurt I’d felt yesterday at being pushed away completely evaporated.
‘I’m sorry I didn’t invite you in last night,’ she mumbled into my chest. ‘I just needed the time to sort myself out. To get some sleep and get things straight in my head.’
 ‘I understand, kitten. You know I do.’ I hadn’t liked it, but I’d understood. I continued. ’And you should also know that things haven’t changed since yesterday, not with us and not with the reasons behind everything that happened and everything we did. There wasn’t a choice to make. Endor forced our hand and we had to react.’
 ‘I know,’ Mack sighed. ’But that doesn’t make it any better.’ She looked up at me. ‘What’s going to happen at this meeting? Is everyone going to be able to work together against him?’

‘There’s no other way this can go.’ I said it calmly and confidently. ’If we can’t find a way to work as one to bring him down then we really will have failed.’
Mack nodded and I exhaled in silent relief. Despite her visible fragility, her resolve seemed to be returning. She’d be unstoppable. ‘Shall we?’ I asked.
She blinked in assent. ’I need to pick up Aubrey first though.’ My body stiffened. It had been too much to hope that she’d gotten rid of him completely. ‘He’s on our side,’ she explained. ‘And he might be able to help. If anyone can provide some insight into what an evil fucker who deals with death might do, then it’s got to be a vamp. Ex-vamp.’
I hated the idea that he was coming along. If he thought I’d ever forget what he’d done to her, then he was sadly mistaken. But I couldn’t gainsay Mack, especially when she believed he might be useful. I gave her a grim nod.
Once outside, Mack flicked a dismissive look at the car, suggesting she’d rather walk down to Clava Books. I gestured to Mara waiting inside to follow us and glanced up and down the road. Everything seemed clear. Just to be sure, however, I carefully positioned myself between Mack and the road as we began to stroll down.
It was a hot day so I shrugged off my jacket to carry instead of wear. I didn’t miss the glance that Mack gave me, or the quick flash of desire in her eyes. My stomach flipped. As long as she still wanted me, we could work around everything else. No matter what others thought, I knew we were meant to be together. It was destiny. I’d make sure of it.
Unwilling to encroach on her space, I waited outside the small book store while Mack went in to find Aubrey. I couldn’t begin to imagine what her old Scottish friend made of him. I hovered around on the pavement, looking occasionally through the window to make sure everything was okay. Mack appeared deep in conversation with Mrs. Alcoon and the ex-vampire. I checked my watch. I didn’t want this to go on for long. It wouldn’t be good to show up late.
When the pair eventually emerged, I opened the passenger door for Mack, waiting for a glib remark from her at my apparent chivalry. She kept quiet, however. I was damned if I was going to hold the door open for Aubrey though so I climbed in right after her, ignoring the temptation to slam the door shut in his face. As it was, he managed to injure himself anyway, hitting his head as he tried to get in. The thud and his obvious wince were rather satisfying but I simply rolled my eyes and pulled him in so we could get going.

‘So where is this meeting?’ Mack asked as Mara began to drive off.
I turned to her and smiled. The little walk outside had done her the world of good and colour was beginning to return to her cheeks. ‘It’s at a neutral location. Somewhere I believe you’ve been before?’ I gently teased.
‘Alcazon?’
I nodded. Her face dropped and a series of emotions flitted across her face. I longed to ask her what she was thinking but with Aubrey sitting opposite us and gazing from me to her and back again, I couldn’t say a damn thing. I wanted her to know that there wasn’t anything to be afraid of, however, so when she turned her head to look out of the window, I dropped my hand, allowing it to graze ever so slightly against her leg. When the corners of her mouth upturned in a tiny smile, I grinned. Aubrey cocked his head and gave me a curious glance. I snarled silently in his direction and he shrank back. Good.
Even though Mara’s deftness at the wheel meant we made up time, everyone else was already present by the time we arrived. I’d booked a private room at the famous Otherworld restaurant. We needed to be able to discuss matters without interruption. The Fae were represented by the Summer Queen, Beltran, Solus and two others, while the Ministry had elected to send Max, Larkin, Floride and a couple more, not to mention the Arch-Mage. I’d instructed Staines, Lucy and Tom to join us. Lucy deserved to be there after taking part in the first action against Endor, Tom’s presence would relax Mack, and I needed Staines’ gruff counsel. Balud, the troll, sat slightly to one side. He might not have the weight of a powerful group behind him but no-one knew weaponry like he did. We sorely required his expertise.

‘Where’s Atlanteia?’ The Summer Queen asked with a trace of impatience, referring to the head nymph who resided here in London and who I’d yet to meet. ’She should be here as well.’
 ‘She is as yet too weak to leave her habitat,’ stated the Arch-Mage. ’The attack took it out of her and she is not ready to supplant herself so far away from her tree.’
The Summer Queen raised her eyebrows. ’You’ve been in contact with her? I seem to recall that it wasn’t too long ago that you were using the dryads for silly teaching experiments.’
Annoyance flashed through me. Less than a minute in and already the bickering was beginning. Well, I wasn’t going to stand for it. Not this time. ‘We’re not going to get anywhere by starting off in conflict,’ I said firmly. ’We can talk to Atlanteia later. Let’s focus on the matter in hand instead.’ I gestured to Mack. 
She cleared her throat and launched into her story, explaining that Atlanteia had asked her to investigate the problems in the woods at Haughmond Hill and including that Balud has also requested her help in scoping out a competitor – who turned out to be the Batibat that Floride had questioned to get his information on Endor.
 ‘This is not something you should have undertaken alone,’ frowned the Arch-Mage. I silently agreed.
‘Well,’ Mack demurred, ‘I didn’t think it was actually going to be that big of a deal. There was no reason to expect there to be a fucking all powerful necromancer behind everything.’
‘He really is a big deal, dudes,’ Floride chipped in. ‘According to the Batibat I spoke to, he’s trying to harness the four elements, Earth, Air, Fire and Water. His ultimate goal remains unclear, but you can bet it ain’t anything fluffy and sweet.’
‘It’s impossible, though,’ the Arch-Mage argued. ’No necromancer can use death magic to gain leverage over the elements.’
‘But I think he already has,’ Mack said, her expression troubled. ‘That’s what killing the dryads was all about. They’re tied to the trees and the trees are tied to the earth. He’s already got that one in the bag.’ 
‘It doesn’t make sense,’ stated Staines, firmly. ’He killed that one dryad, Mereia, and then didn’t go back until you blundered in and destroyed his ward.’
 ‘Because initially he didn’t want to take all the power at once,’ Mack replied. ’He described it as some kind of overload. That he’d short out if he took too much at once. When he came back the second time, he was strong enough to take more.’
‘So is he going to go back?’ asked the Summer Queen, looking more concerned than I’d ever seen her. ’Do we need to protect the dryads all over the country?’
‘Even though he didn’t manage to draw power from all of them, I get the feeling that he’s done with them,’ Mack said. ‘He’s going to move onto another element.’
‘Still,’ the Queen said, tapping her long fingers on the table, ‘we can’t be too careful. We should ensure that the tree nymphs are safe from further encroachment.’
‘Oh, yes?’ asked one of the mages with a faint sneer. ‘And how exactly are we going to do that?’
 ‘I would rather think that the mages could manage that,’ she answered icily. ’After all, not only are you apparently versed in creating protective wards, you also owe the dryads in the first place for the torture you inflicted upon them.’
‘Torture? We didn’t torture them! We didn’t know that what we were doing was hurting them. As soon as we did know we stopped! You’re the Fae. You’re the ones meant to be at one with the Mother Earth. Maybe it should be you stepping up to the plate for once.’
Everyone began speaking at once, angry tones filling the room. I briefly closed my eyes. Perhaps I’d been wrong to arrange this meeting. This lot would never agree on anything. All of a sudden, however, Mack slammed her hand down on the table, causing it to shake. I raised my eyebrows as everyone fell silent. Impressive. 
 ‘Look,’ she said, annoyed, ‘there are enough mages around to create wards at the main dryad habitats. If the Fae and the shifters each post guards as well, say, just one each, then no-one will be too stretched. I don’t believe that Endor is going to bother with them again though. He’s going to move onto another element.’
‘So that means, water sprites perhaps?’ Lucy interjected. ‘They’re an easy target.’
‘What if he goes for Air instead? There are any number of creatures he could attempt to draw from. How on earth do we know which ones he’ll go for?’
Despite my relief that Mack was obviously returning to her normal self, worry gnawed at me. ‘What if he goes for Fire?’ 
Several people sucked in a breath. I was vaguely pleased to note that not everyone knew what I was referring to – although they would soon. Endor didn’t yet know that Mack was a genuine fire-breathing Draco Wyr. But if he found out…
 ‘We’ll set up a bodyguard rotation,’ said the Arch-Mage firmly. ’No-one is going near Miss Mackenzie without our say so.’
‘Or she could just come to Tir-na-Nog,’ suggested the Summer Queen. ’Problem solved,’ 
‘Stop it!’ Mack yelled, before I could. ‘He doesn’t know what I am. And I’m hardly the only Otherworld creature that uses fire. Just set up a fucking Divination spell. Several Divination spells. We know he’s not on this plane right now, but the spells will alert us when he is. Then we find out who he’s aiming for.’
There were lots of nods.
 ‘Except,’ Staines interrupted, ‘when he does appear, how do we kill him? The Lord Alpha, the strongest of all our shifters, couldn’t even come close. Neither could our pet dragon for that matter.’ My insides tightened and I glared at him. He hadn’t needed to say that. Now everyone knew what Mack was. ‘I’m just saying. It’s all well and good being able to find him when he shows up, but if we don’t have a plan for how to attack him, then all this is pointless.’
 ‘Aubrey?’ Mack prodded. ’He’s a necromancer. He has the power of the undead. What do you think?’
He considered it. ‘Well, vampires are obviously different.’
There was a snort from the other side of the room. ’Obviously.’
 ‘Go on,’ Mack nudged, ignoring the interruption.
‘Fire works. Stake through the heart too, although it has to be wooden…’
‘Oh this is pointless,’ muttered Beltran, ‘we’re not dealing with a vampire. And even if we were, we all know how to kill one of them anyway.’
 ‘You’re not listening,’ Aubrey spat with sudden vehemence. ’Fire works because it destroys everything. Stakes work because they go through the heart. Now we know from Mack that silver is useless…’
‘Yeah, it’s only the weak arse shifters who can’t cope with that,’ a mage snorted.
Lucy growled. Before she could add fuel to the fire, however, I laid a hand on her arm. Leave it, I told her. This isn’t the time.

‘So we just need to find a weapon that does work,’ Aubrey said, flinging his hands upwards. ‘The heart is always key. No matter what you are.’
Mack turned to the troll. ‘Balud?’
 ‘I can do some research,’ he said, nodding. ’Find materials that might be useful.’
‘Good. And as Staines has so helpfully pointed out, I’m also a dragon. Or Draco Wyr, anyway. I can work with the shifters,’ she said. I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. Maybe I really was starting to earn her trust. ‘Maybe I can learn how to get control of the transformations. Then I can use my fire to destroy him too.’ 
My smile vanished. She’d been determined to avoid transforming into a dragon before. I didn’t want her to feel forced into it now. There were other avenues we could explore first. ‘It’ll take time,’ I said, wanting to give her a way out.
 ‘What else do we have?’ she asked quietly. ’We don’t know when he’ll return.’
‘But when he does, we’ll be ready,’ the Arch-Mage intoned.
‘Our dragonlette will win the day.’ It was the first time Solus had spoken. He seemed intent on avoiding my eyes and I couldn’t work out why. We’d almost been getting on yesterday.
 ‘We need a formal task force.’ The Summer Queen pulled her shoulders back and looked round the table.
‘You’re right,’ agreed the Arch-Mage. ’With representatives from each of us. I recommend that the mages take the lead. I can nominate someone agreeable to everyone.’
Oh, for fuck’s sake. Why did it always have to be about who had the most power? I thought of the way that Laura and her two colleagues were managing to share the burden between them. It wasn’t impossible to manage. ‘And why should the mages be in charge?’ I asked, irritation rippling through me.
‘We’re the best all rounders,’ he answered with a blithe shrug. ‘ The shifters can fight and the faeries have magic. We have both. It stands to reason that we should lead because we understand both worlds and we are in the best position to ensure Endor’s defeat.’
‘You can’t possible compare our magic to yours,’ interrupted Beltran. ’We have more knowledge and more power in our little fingers than you could possibly ever demonstrate.’
Lucy got back in on the act. ‘You don’t even live on this plane,’ she spat to the Fae. ‘The only Otherworld leader who had enough nouse to be where the real danger was to begin with was Lord Corrigan. It should obviously be a shifter in control.’
What I wanted to do was put my head in my hands. Everyone was jabbering away to each other. Two of the damn mages even stood up, as if they’d appear more threatening on their feet. Any second now, there would be an out-and-out brawl.
Mack caught my attention. This isn’t helping. They’re going to spend more time arguing than ever getting anything done. 
I sighed. Welcome to the machinations of the Otherworld, kitten.
She rolled her eyes in response and stood up. I watched her carefully, wondering what she was about to do. When she flicked one finger and sent a single bolt of green flame down to the table, I smiled. Good work. Everyone fell immediately silent.
 ‘Look,’ she said calmly, ‘we’re all agreed that we need a task force, right?’
‘Let’s call it a council,’ suggested one of the Fae.
 ‘Okay, a council then,’ Mack said, blinking and with a strange expression crossing her face. ’We also all know what we need to do to guard against Endor’s next move.’
‘She’s right,’ I said, doing what I could to back her up and force the others into seeing sense. ‘Let’s leave the issue of who’s in charge alone for now, and worry about the important matters instead.’
 ‘Lord Alpha,’ the Arch-Mage interjected with some disdain, ‘I don’t think you appreciate that without a head, this entire operation will collapse before it begins. Someone needs to keep everyone in place.’
‘Let me guess,’ Beltran threw in, ‘you think that ought to be you.’
The Summer Queen rose to her feet. She was tapping her mouth thoughtfully. ’We’ll choose a leader. We’ll just wait awhile before we do so.’
The Arch-Mage also stood up. Any minute now he was going to challenge her a duel. I shook my head in disgust. This was ridiculous and pointless. ’With all due respect…’ She stared at him, some kind of unspoken communication passing between them. For some reason, the hackles across my spine rose up. ‘Let’s get some food first,’ she suggested, ‘then reconvene in, say, an hour’s time?’ She swept out of the room with Beltran by her side.
Something had just happened. Until I knew what, I was going to remain very much on my guard. Mack gave me a baffled shrug then waited until everyone else had filed out of the room. Solus still refused to looked at me. I rubbed my chin and frowned.
 ‘How on earth do you lot ever get anything done?’ Mack asked.
‘That’s easy,’ I answered with a heavy sigh. ‘We never do.’
‘You’re a bunch of power hungry maniacs!’ 
 ‘It’s a dangerous world out there, Mack,’ I warned. ’You know that.’ I cursed myself for sounding patronising and changed the subject. ‘I’m sorry about Staines. He shouldn’t have revealed that about you.’
She looked away. ‘How did he even know?’ She didn’t seem particularly angry but I was trying to get her to trust me. Blurting out her biggest secret was hardly going to encourage that.
‘It was a mistake,’ I told her honestly. ‘He was going on at me to leave you alone. That things would never work out because you were a mage. It just kind of burst out.’
She sighed. ‘Whatever. I’m going to go and hit the bathroom. I’ll see you in a few minutes.’
I watched her go. She’d not commented on the fact that Staines thought things wouldn’t work between us. I decided that was a good thing. She didn’t even deign to give it credence. We’d prove him wrong. Right before we worked together to kill fucking Endor.



 
Chapter Twenty Three
 
I’d hoped Mack and I could talk some more but she appeared to be spending an inordinate amount of time in the bathroom. Whatever she was doing, I doubted it was touching up her damn make-up. Still, I was learning to give her space when she needed it so I went in search of Staines instead.
‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ I said, when I found him eating a chunky sandwich in a quiet corner of the restaurant.
He finished chewing and gazed up at me. ‘Everyone was going to find out sooner or later.’
‘It gives her another reason to not trust me.’
‘Ha! Well, I don’t trust her!’
‘Staines,’ I began.
‘My Lord Corrigan, I don’t believe she is a bad person. She’s obviously going to work hard to stop this necromancer from hurting anyone else. But she’s not good for you. She’s not a real shifter. She abandoned her Pack. She doesn’t’ understand loyalty like we do.’
‘You’re wrong,’ I said quietly. ‘You’ll see.’
The Summer Queen appeared to one side, jerking her head imperiously in our direction. I gave her a distracted nod and her frown increased. ‘We need to finish this off,’ she ordered loudly, causing the other diners to turn and stare at her.
I rolled my eyes and stood up, walking back into the private room with Staines.
‘Women,’ he hissed. ‘They like being in charge, don’t they?’
I threw him an amused look. ‘Everyone around here likes being in charge,’ I said. ‘It’s why we’re all here. We’re all alphas, one way or another.’
He scoffed to himself and took his seat while I did the same.
Corrigan? Mack said, her Voice appearing in my mind. Where are you?
Back in the boardroom. Apparently we’ve been summoned to return. I smirked to myself. I’d let the Summer Queen think she was in charge if that was what she really wanted.
I need to talk to you. There was an edge of desperation to her tone.
Concern fired through me. I pushed back my chair and returned to my feet, just as Beltran began grabbing the shirt of one of the mages and yelling loudly in his face. I cursed to myself. Maybe I should just let them fight it out. With any luck, they’d kill each other. Mack shot into the room though and yanked the pair of them apart.
 ‘Get it together, you idiot,’ she hissed to the Fae.
‘Why don’t you sit down, Mackenzie?’ the Summer Queen purred, her tone sickly sweet.
I jerked my head up and frowned. Mack looked pale. Her hands were shaking. She walked slowly over and sat down but stared at me, anguish highlighting the flecks in her eyes.
Mack? I asked in alarm. What’s wrong?
Corrigan, I…
‘We’ve had a little meeting just now,’ interrupted the Arch-Mage. ’And I’m pleased to say that I think we have a solution to our problems.’
I kept my attention on Mack. She looked abjectly miserable. Was it something to do with the dryads? Had someone said something about it to her? I’d wring their fucking necks if they’d upset her.
‘Indeed,’ added the Summer Queen. ’We are all agreed that we need to work together if we are to defeat Endor. He has already proven himself too powerful and, while we do not yet know what his end game really is, we must acknowledge that he is to be stopped before he even comes close.’ There were nods of agreement from all around the table. ‘Therefore, we have decided that the most appropriate course of action is to appoint Mackenzie Smith as head of the council that will deal with his demise.’
I stiffened. What the hell? When had that happened? I gazed at Mack but she closed her eyes as if she could no longer bear to look at me.
 The Arch-Mage picked up the slack. ‘As neither Fae nor mage nor shifter, she will be able to bring everyone together.’
Mack? I prodded. Did she really think this was a good idea? She hated authority and yet now she was going to be in charge of the most powerful Otherworlders in the country. It didn’t have to be this way.
‘Hold on,’ said Beltran. ’I don’t deny that she’s powerful. And that she has the makings of an effective leader, but isn’t she kind of a shifter?’
‘No. She’s a Draco Wyr,’ Lucy said. Apparently she’d spent her lunch finding out exactly what Mack’s deal was. ’It’s different. I think it’s a brilliant idea.’
Whatever Lucy thought, right now she wasn’t my concern. I still didn’t pull my gaze away from the slumped woman on the other side of the table. What exactly is going here, Mack?
‘Yeah, but, her and him,’ Larkin said, gesturing towards me, ‘don’t they kind of have of a thing? She’ll be looking out for his interests. Not ours.’
I finally focused on someone else. Was I really so obvious where Mack was concerned that even the damn Fae had noticed? Or had Solus been telling tales?
‘I’ll let Miss Mackenzie answer that one,’ said the Arch-Mage.
Mack opened her eyes and stared at him with a beseeching look.
 ‘Mackenzie?’ The Summer Queen prodded.
Coldness began to spread through me. I had the sudden realisation where this was going and I didn’t like it. Not one bit. I could only trust that Mack wouldn’t do that to me. If she could start to trust me, then I had to trust her.
I’m sorry, Corrigan.
It was answer enough. I felt a stabbing pain in the centre of my chest. I didn’t need to hear her speak the words. They echoed round my skull anyway though.
‘The Lord Alpha and I will maintain a purely platonic relationship. There is nothing more between us. Not any longer.’ She spoke flatly, as if she couldn’t give a fuck that she’d just dumped me in the most public arena imaginable. She couldn’t even afford me the respect of speaking to me first in private. Underneath the table, my fists clenched. After all we’d been through. After the tenderness we’d shown each other in the last few days. After things finally seeming to look like they could work…
 ‘How do we know that’s true?’ asked Beltran.
‘Because I give you my word,’ Mack said quietly. I stared at her face. She wasn’t lying. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do. Whether it was to scream and yell at her or plead with her to reconsider. But the ice inside me was spreading. 
‘Excellent!’ The Summer Queen clapped her hands. ’Now can I suggest that we reconvene in, say, three days’ time? You’ll set up the Divination spells at the Ministry?’ The Arch-Mage nodded. ’And Balud, you’ll begin research on a weapon. Miss Mackenzie, I’ll leave to you to decide who to contact amongst the shifters to get some help with your transformations.’ She smiled, obviously pleased with herself. ’Ladies, gentlemen. I think that’s what you call a success.’
Everyone began to leave. Staines, Tom and Lucy moved beside me. Even Tom, Mack’s oldest friend, was more concerned about me than her. I didn’t miss the bitter glance he threw in her direction. 
Go. I ordered them all, using the compulsion granted to me by my status. Give me one minute and then I’ll be out. I didn’t normally do it but these weren’t normal circumstances.
 ‘Corrigan, I’m sorry,’ Mack began. ’I didn’t want to do things this way. You have to believe me.’ 
She wasn’t sorry about what she’d done, only about the way she’d done it. Couldn’t she see that we’d had something really special? The last vestiges of bleakness hardened inside me. She’d fucked me over and she didn’t care. She’d probably go home and laugh it off.
 ‘Corrigan…’
I stood up and slammed my chair back. It crashed against the wall. ‘Who’s the power hungry maniac now, kitten?’
She flinched. She damned well deserved it. She’d hated being told what to do? Well, now she could see what it was like on the other side. And she could damned well do it on her own.
‘I don’t ever want to see you again. Do you hear me?’
Mack bit her lip and nodded.
 I gripped the table with both hands to stop myself from grabbing whatever was nearest to hand so I could start throwing things. ‘If you want help transforming then you can damn well contact Staines or Lucy or Tom. Leave me out of it.’ 
She didn’t answer.
‘Have you got that?’ I snapped.
She nodded again but still didn’t speak.
 ‘I said have you fucking got that?’ I yelled.
Her eyes dropped. ‘Yes. I’ve got that.’
‘Good.’ I slowly released my grip on the table and stalked out, painfully aware that she was watching my every step. Screw her. All that time I’d wasted on worrying about her… I wasn’t some kind of plaything. I wasn’t a toy. Screw her. She was dead to me.
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