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​​​​​Chapter 1
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Christy ran through the forest with her friend, Lola, trailing behind her. It felt good to have someone her own age to play with.

Together they ran through the maze of trees, branches catching at their clothes. It was amazing to finally get out of the close confines of her father’s mansion and away from the guards watching her every move.

“Where are we going, Chris?” Lola asked.

“I want to show you something. Come on.”

Three oak trees marked the border. As she neared it, pain tore through her body.

Someone grabbed her from behind, covering her mouth to stifle her scream.

“Christy!” She heard Lola call out her name, but it sounded far away.

Light flashed all around her as something pulled at her very soul.

She tried to scream but no sound would come out.

Harsh tremors wracked her body, ripping through every nerve ending with muscles popping, bones crunching as her body shifted, changed.

“Christy! Christy, wake up.” 

She gasped, feeling her heart pounding and sweat dripping down her face as she yanked her covers off. Christy blinked and saw someone standing next to her bed.

“Chris, it’s okay, it’s just me.” Ronan squeezed her hand. “Was it the nightmare again?”

She nodded, switching on the lamp which chased away the inky darkness. Her bodyguard stared at her, concern etched on his handsome face.

“It’s always the same,” she murmured. “I never see who kidnapped me. I don’t know what they did to me.”

“It’s okay. You’re safe.” Ronan pulled her into his arms, hugging her close. She rested her head against his shoulder. “Maybe the message from your dad set it off.”

Her father, the alpha of the shifter clan, Stargaza, had sent her a message, demanding she returned home so they could proceed with his planned engagement for her to mate with another shifter. It was one of the few messages her father had sent her since she’d first left home.

“I can’t go back to the island,” Christy whispered. Everything there reminded her of being kidnapped at age ten and changing into a wolf for the first time.

“We’ll figure something out, Chris.”

She looked up at him, gripping his arm. “Ro, will you stay with me tonight?”

Ronan blinked, looked away. “I...”

“I’m only asking you to sleep next to me. There’s no one around to see us anyway.”

Ronan pulled back the covers, crawling into bed beside her. 

She fell asleep in his arms. 
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Christy climbed out of her car, breathing in the night air. She caught the scent of rubbish, sweaty bodies and takeaway food. She loved the energy of London, but her inner wolf longed to run in the wilderness. It was very different from where she had grown up on the remote island of her childhood.

“Ronan will be pissed when he finds out you came here,” Lola remarked. “How did you convince him to have the night off?”

Christy eyed her best friend and fellow shifter. “I told him you and I were staying in all night watching films. Hell, people will think there's something wrong with me if I don’t go to any parties.”

“You’re still a princess, Chris. It’s not unusual for other shifters to come here.” Lola scanned the area, then motioned for Christy to follow her.

Christy rolled her eyes at Lola acting like a bodyguard as she entered the club. Couldn’t she go anywhere and just feel like a normal person for once? Music pulsed and vibrated. The smell of alcohol, sweat and stale smoke almost made her gag. She didn’t like clubs much, but hell; this was one of the few ways in the city to have some fun.

As if I need a bodyguard, Christy thought. Hell, I’m still a shifter. I can take care of myself.

Humans had no idea she was a princess—or at least the shifter version of one—and Christy liked it that way.

“Planning on picking up someone tonight?” Lola asked as she ordered their drinks.

Christy snorted. “Nope.” She sipped her drink and thanked the barman. “God, I need a run.” Although the idea of running around in wolf form never appealed to her, she made do with running in her human form when she could.

“Running around Hyde Park again isn’t a good idea, Chris. It’s too dangerous,” Lola said. “Since you’re bodyguard-free, I’d say find a hunky guy to spend the night with. You can’t wait around for Ronan forever.”

Christy only rolled her eyes again. “No, thanks. Don’t you need to run? My wolf is itching to get out.” Not that I will ever let it out, though.

Lola nodded. “Hell, yeah. That’s why I hit the gym whenever I can.” Running on a treadmill didn’t have the same appeal as running through the forest with the smell of grass and trees. But living in a city didn’t provide many natural areas to run in.

Christy felt someone watching her and turned to see a man smiling at her.

She could smell his desire a mile off. Why not? Ronan’s not around, even if he was we can’t act like a couple in public. A dance never hurt anyone. She curled her finger and led him onto the dance floor. Their bodies swayed to the music. His breath was hot on her neck. She closed her eyes, imagining it was Ronan there dancing with her. Their bodies were close, the press of flesh against flesh.

Faces blurred in the sea of bodies as she moved around the dance floor. But the dance eased some of her tension. Maybe she’d go running on the treadmill before bed when she got home.

Christy saw Lola at the bar talking to another guy. Lola would be pissed, but Christy decided to leave, ditching her dance partner and dashing to the door. A blast of cold air hit her face, the drone and whirl of traffic greeted her as she stumbled outside and barrelled straight into someone. “Oh god, I’m so sorry.”

A pair of dark eyes stared back at her. He had a mop of grey hair; wrinkles lined his face, but his eyes held power. He wore a smart dress coat and slacks. Not someone you’d expect to see outside a nightclub.

“No trouble at all, my dear.” He smiled. “Everything happens for a reason.”

Funny, Magda always said that. She missed her childhood mentor who’d first lived with her and Ronan when she’d left home.

“I am sorry,” she repeated. “Excuse me.”

“I can help you find the answers you’re looking for.”

Her brow creased. “What do you mean? What answers?”

He held out a blue business card. She took it, staring at the embellished gold script. A psychic, as stated on the card. “You’ll know where to find me.”

When Christy looked up, the old man had vanished. Weird! She fumbled in her bag for her car keys, dropping the card inside. She pressed the key fob, unlocked the car and felt someone come up behind her.

“Where are you going, beautiful?”

Christy spun around, seeing the man she’d danced with and the gold gleam in his eyes. Shifter. She hadn’t caught it earlier. “I’d back off if I were you,” she warned.

“No guards around to look after you now, princess.” He grabbed her arm. Her heart pounded like a drum. He knew who she was. That was never good. Given his unusual scent that could only mean one thing. He was a mongrel. Had he come to kidnap her too?

Christy rolled her shoulder, punched him in the face, feeling the crack of bone and cartilage. Just because she was a princess didn’t mean she couldn’t defend herself. She still had shifter strength and speed; she’d use them if she had to.

The man looked down at the blood pouring from his nose, glared her. “Why, you little bitch.” He made a grab for her again. She dodged the blow, kicked him in the groin. He staggered back, eyes watering as he sank to his knees.

Christy fumbled to open her car door. He grabbed her from behind, locking an arm around her neck and the other around her waist to stop her from escaping. His hand came up to cover her mouth. Even humans might hear if she screamed for help.

Christy bit down on his hand, tasting coppery blood. Her eyes flashed as she felt power rise up from deep inside her. Not the power of her wolf—something she wasn’t supposed to use: magic. White fire formed in her palm, she tossed it behind her.

Her assailant screamed as it burnt his face. “Get away from me, you filthy mongrel!” she snarled. Fury burned through her. Her wolf clawed to get out, demanded blood and the magic demanded to be let loose.

Christy raised her hand, levitating him into the air. She flung him against the dustbin as hard as she could.

The sounds of voices and the wail of sirens echoed in the distance. “Shit! Christy, what have you done?” Lola appeared beside her. “Come on, we have to get out of here before the police show up.”

Christy dove into her car but Lola dragged her back out. “No, they can track that. We’ll have to run. Go! I’ll be right behind you.”

Buildings blurred as Christy raced down streets and back alleys. She doubled back a few times, in case the shifter tried to follow. She let out a breath as the back door banged behind her. God, what had she just done? Not only had she used magic, but she could have exposed herself to humans too. 

Crap, crap, crap!

“Christy?” a voice called.

Her pounding heart leapt at the sound of Ronan’s voice, she wanted to throw herself into his arms. But the hard look on his face told her it wouldn’t be a welcomed embrace. With his dark tousled hair and blue eyes, he looked better than any man she’d seen the club.

“Where have you been?” he demanded. “I...”

She shrugged, trying to calm her pounding heart. He’d know if she lied. “Lola and I went out.”

“You should have cleared it with me first. Lola isn’t a guard and can’t protect you the way I can.” He sniffed and frowned. “You’re hurt.”

She glanced down at the spattered blood on her knuckles. “What? No, it’s not my blood.”

“What happened? Where is Lola?” 

Christy ran a hand through her long brown hair, pushing it off her face. “She—we...” She sighed. “I think I did something terrible.”

His eyes narrowed. “Tell me everything.”

Lola blurred into the kitchen. “I think we’ve lost him, even so maybe we should move to be on the safe side.”

“I’m not moving. I live here.” She put her hands on her hips. “How many times do I have to tell you that I won’t let clan politics interfere with my life?” 

“Tell me what happened,” Ronan snapped.

“A mongrel saw me in the club. He followed me out, got too grabby and I punched him,” Christy admitted. “He tried to attack me and—I used magic to fight him off.”

“And maybe exposed yourself in the process,” Lola added. “Christy, you know the rules.”

“I’ll call the alpha right away.” He pulled his mobile out of his pocket.

“No, you’re not calling my father,” Christy snapped. “I’m the one who caused this mess. I’ll deal with it."

“Good, you can tell your father then.” Ronan held out the phone to her.

“There’s no need to tell Henric anything,” said Lola. “We can track down the mongrel and minimise the exposure risk, right, Ronan?”

Ronan’s jaw set. Christy hadn’t seen him this angry for a long time.

She gave him a pleading look. “Please, Ro, you know how important my life here is to me. Don’t make me go home. You know what awaits me there.” She tried to put her arms around him, not caring if Lola saw them together.

He brushed off her embrace. “I can’t put your desires above your safety, Christy. I’ll go and check out the club and deal with this mess. But don’t you dare go off on your own like that again.” He stormed out the back door, making her wince as it banged shut.

“Now he hates me.”

“Don’t worry, he’ll get over it.”

Her hands clenched into fists. “I can’t go home, Lola. I’m not ready.”

“Let Ronan deal with it. He’s good at his job, and he’s the best tracker in our clan.”

Christy headed into her bedroom, looking out onto the city lights and wondering if the world would be changed forever come sunrise.
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Christy paced up and down the length of her living room as the first rays of dawn came in through the window. Ronan still hadn’t returned after hunting the mongrel all night. She hadn’t slept either and kept glancing at her phone to check the messages. Lola had stayed over to babysit her since one of her father’s stupid rules was that she couldn’t be left alone.

“Want some breakfast?” Lola called from the kitchen.

No, she wanted Ronan home, to make sure he was safe. “No,” she muttered, knowing Lola would hear her.

“Chris, you need to stop beating yourself up.” Lola appeared in the doorway. “Mistakes happen.”

“It wouldn’t have happened if I didn’t have magic or I wasn’t a shifter,” she snapped. “I thought I’d built a life here. Now my father wants me to go home and marry me off to someone from another clan who Papa thinks will make a good alpha. That’s if he doesn’t kill me first. That’s probably the whole reason why shifters were cursed so they don’t use magic anymore.”

“Magic is part of our race. It isn’t evil,” Lola insisted. “Plus you have magic; you’re the only shifter I know who can use it.”

She snorted. “Magic got my mother killed when she went into the Outland and got attacked by mongrels. It’s probably why I’ve had to spend my life in hiding, too.” She didn’t want to think about the other side of her island home or how her mother had died there. Thinking of her mother always proved too painful to deal with so she pushed the thought away. She looked at her phone again. “Why hasn’t he called?”

“I’m sure he’s just busy. Shouldn’t you be getting ready for college?”

“I can’t handle that right now.”

“Maybe it would help if you stopped pacing. Chill, eat something. Magda always said food cures everything.” Christy felt a pang of longing for her former guardian. If only Magda were here. She’d be able to fix everything.

Damn it, if she stayed cooped up here for much longer she’d go crazy. “Maybe we should eat,” she mused. “Could you run to the bakery?”

“Ha, nice try!” Lola grinned. “I’m not leaving you alone, so don’t even think about making a run for it.”

Christy sighed. “I need some air. I’ll be up on the roof garden.” Lola made a move to follow her, but Christy stopped her. “I won’t run.”

Lola frowned. “Okay, I’ll cook something instead—but stay close.”

“You’re not my bodyguard,” Christy muttered as she headed up the stairs. Cool air hit her face as she walked out onto the roof. Pots of flowers and shrubs sat in neat rows along the roofline. A metal table and two chairs stood in the corner. She and Ronan had spent hours up here watching the city lights.

Christy took a deep breath, taking in the familiar smells of London. The thunder of traffic and wail of sirens felt deafening. She hated her shifter senses, fought to tune it all out.

Looking down, she saw the sea of people hurrying across the busy streets, a blur of blacks and greys with the odd speck of colour.

She envied humans. They only had the concerns of their mundane lives to worry about. They didn’t worry about uncontrollable magic or a beast that lived inside them, who was always trying to get out.

They were just normal.

She looked at her empty phone screen with a groan and flipped the case closed. A piece of paper fell out onto the slates. She knelt to grab it, frowning. It was the blue card the strange old man had given her outside the club.

What had he said again?

“I can help find the answers you’re looking for.”

Christy stared at it as if she could conjure him into being. She turned it over, seeing an address on the back. Not too far away from her flat. She glanced back, heard Lola banging about in the kitchen. She knew running off was a risk, but she couldn’t just sit here and do nothing. It was her mess, her mistake. She needed answers.

Sorry, Lola.

Christy climbed onto the edge of the roof, jumped down onto the fire escape, then down into the alley below which ran along behind her apartment block. Card in hand, Christy took off using her shifter speed to blur through the busy streets. She crisscrossed several times, knowing it wouldn’t take Lola long to realise she’d gone.

She stopped when she saw the shop, Midnight Magic, with a full moon on the sign. With the lights on inside, it looked to be open. Bells jingled as she pushed the door open. The heady scent of incense filled the air, making her cough.

The room was dark except for two bright lamps that surrounded the small reception area. With only beige coloured walls, the place didn’t look like it had been open very long. She’d been expecting lots of colour, maybe a few crystals or some weird looking paintings. Christy headed over, saw no one behind the desk. “Hello?” she called and looked at the name on the card: Merlin the Magnificent.

Jeez, cheesy or what? Maybe I have lost my mind! But it’s not as if I can call anyone for help and witches aren’t easy to come by in this city.

She knew most fortune tellers were quacks, but a few did possess real gifts. Hell, she was a shifter—proof magic existed.

“Is anyone here?” she called.

A figure moved out of the shadows. “I thought I’d be seeing you again.” He smiled. “How can I help you, my dear?”

“I—er—I don’t know why I came here,” she admitted, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.

“You came here because you want answers. Come, let’s begin.” He motioned for her to follow.

Christy glanced around the other room as she followed him inside. Two chairs sat around a circular table with a crystal ball in the centre. The only light came from two candles that cast eerie shadows around the barren room.

She wanted to laugh, but she’d seen Magda use such tools before.

Her inner wolf remained silent, not detecting any threat.

She slumped into the chair, sighed. “I don’t know where to begin. I need more than one answer.”

“What is your most pressing question?”

She shook her head. “Is Ronan okay? He’s my boyfriend, well kind of. We’re not supposed to date.” Why am I saying these things to him? Ronan and I never talk about our relationship.

The man closed his eyes. “He’s fine. I sense him searching someone.”

She nodded. Maybe this guy was genuine after all. “I did something...something by accident. Now he’s trying to clean it up.” She wrung her hands together. 

“Give me your hand,” he instructed. 

Her brow creased as she hesitated. Could she even trust this man? Her wolf remained unusually silent; it would warn her of danger. About the only thing it’s good for!

He stared down at her open palm, brow creasing. “You’re very special. Gifted, too.”

“That’s the thing. I don’t want to be gifted. I want to be normal,” Christy told him. “I’m tired of people coming after me, of having no control. I want to be human.” The moment the words came out she knew they were true.

“Be careful, those are dangerous words.” His dark eyes flashed in the dim light of the room.

“It’s what I want.” She leaned forward. “The question is how?” 

He stared at her palm. “I sense a curse around people related to you.”

The alpha’s curse. The one thing that prevented any shifter from using magic—except her. It had never affected Christy, not even during the full moon when every shifter had no choice but to change.

“Yes. It doesn’t hurt me,” she said. “If you know what I am, how can I end it all?”

His smile widened. “I think I can help with that, princess.”
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Ronan stood on the street corner as the first rays of sunlight broke over the horizon. He’d spent the night dodging police questions, but thanks to some memory dust from the clan’s witch, anyone who’d seen Christy’s accidental magical mishap had soon forgotten it. All except the mongrel who’d attacked her.

He’d been hunting the mongrel’s scent all night until it finally led him to a block of flats. The grey stone building had seen better days and had graffiti covering most of the walls. Ronan eyed the building. The scent had come to a dead-end there. Christy’s attacker was within that building, but Ronan knew he had to tread carefully.

Christy had already put herself in danger by using magic. Using magic wasn’t supposed to be possible for any shifter thanks to the curse that prevented them from using the natural elemental powers they all had. Christy’s father had forbidden all shifters from even trying to use any form of magic at all. 

Even Magda’s memory dust would incur the alpha’s wrath, but Ronan would protect Christy at any cost. He stalked up to twelve flights of stairs that stank of cigarettes and piss until he reached the chipped blue front door.

Only one heartbeat inside.

Ronan pushed the locked door open; the door gave way to his shifter strength. The smell of burnt flesh hit him first. I’m in the right place. Ronan walked in, kept his senses on alert. His wolf demanded blood from the one who dared hurt the person he cared about most, but he forced the beast down. He heard movement and blurred through the flat until he had the man by the throat.

The man’s face had turned black with angry red welts. One eye had swollen over, the other half open.

“Going somewhere?” Ronan hissed.

The other shifter struggled, snarled as its fangs protruded and he tried to shift.

Ronan clamped a hand around his throat, preventing the shift. “Oh, no you don’t. You’ve done enough to expose us to humans for one day, mate.”

“Wasn’t me—the stupid bitch...”

Ronan squeezed him so hard the man’s eyes bulged. “Don’t you dare say a word against her. You attacked a royal. The alpha will have your head for this,” he snapped. “Tell me why you attacked her. Who sent you?”

The other shifter tried to wriggle free, but Ronan was too strong. He had the strength of a true beta which made him the perfect bodyguard for Christy.

“He—no one sent me.”

“Don’t you dare lie to me. Tell me the truth or I’ll force it out of you.” Ronan cracked and broke the shifter’s finger for good measure.

The man howled, tears filling his eyes as Ronan did the same to each digit.

“I’m waiting. I know you’re a mongrel, it wasn’t just coincidence that you ended up at the same club as the princess.” His eyes flashed with anger.

“I-I didn’t know who she was.”

“Bollocks! Any mongrel with half a brain can sense the power of a royal.” He yanked up the other hand. Though the shifter would heal, it would still hurt like hell.

“Okay, okay, I was hired to watch her.”

“By who? Answer fast or I’ll move on to breaking bigger bones.”

“If I tell you, he’ll kill me.”

“If you don’t, I’ll kill you, and my way will be so much worse.” He tightened his grip.

“I don’t know who he was,” he choked out. “I was just supposed to grab the princess and take her somewhere to be picked up.”

“Where? When?” Ronan fought to keep his beast reined in as the animal demanded to be let out.

“I-I don't know, man. I just wanted some easy money. He told me if I did a good job I’d be welcomed into one of the clans,” the shifter whimpered. “That all I know. I swear.”

“Have you reported in to that person yet?” Ronan demanded. “Did you tell him any more about what Christy did to you?”

“When I tried to contact him, he told me it was over, that I screwed up. I’ve been trying to shake you off all night. I came here to fix my face; it hurts like a bitch!"

“Good.” Ronan snapped his neck in one swift motion.

The shifter slumped to the floor, dead.

Ronan held out his hand until fire formed. He didn’t know much magic, yet fire had always come easily to him. He only had limited power thanks to the curse but it proved to be enough. He threw it at the shifter, watched as the body burned into ash. Fumbling inside his jacket, he blew out a handful of blue dust to remove any traces of his being there.

He pulled his hoodie up as he shut the front door. He saw the red glow from the fire inside. He couldn’t risk either the humans or clans finding out what had taken place there. The fire would be contained, just enough to destroy any trace of the shifter, along with any of his possessions.

Magic had its perks.

Ronan had another problem—finding out why someone had used a mongrel to try and kidnap Christy again.

That would mean revisiting his past.

Ronan pulled his hood tighter, not because of the cool air but so people wouldn’t recognise him. Just because he was away from the alpha’s island didn't mean one of the clans wouldn’t see him. Both the alpha and Alec—the man destined to become the next alpha—had spies everywhere. He couldn’t risk being spotted with a mongrel—a shifter without a clan.

He headed to a local café to get off the street and the waitress brought him over a mug of tea.

He stirred his tea, not bothering to drink it. He knew the risk of being seen with a mongrel, but he had to know if there was a threat. Bells chimed as the door swung open and a man dressed in a blue hoodie and muddy jeans entered the cafe. The stranger glanced around and checked behind him. He ran his hand through a mop of long dark hair, his brown eyes scanning every inch of the cafe.

Ronan recognised the scent of a shifter and motioned for the newcomer to join him. “Jeez, Ronan, this is risky meeting like this. Alec has wolves all over London.”

“I know, but I had to see you, Josh.”

Josh wiped his hair off his face and thanked the waitress who poured him coffee. “Why? Have you decided to finally come back?”

Ronan shook his head. “No, you know I can’t. I’ve worked too hard to get where I am now.”

“Yeah, being the alpha’s lapdog,” Josh sneered.

“Don’t be like that. I had a chance to walk away from my past and I took it. You could have too. Working for the alpha isn’t so bad.” For one thing, it meant being with Christy.

“I, unlike you, could never abandon our people. We spend every day struggling to survive while the clans rule everyone,” Josh snapped. “Why did you call me, Ronan? If you don’t want to join your true people, why am I
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