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        Eighteen years in the past
      

      Markus MacRinnalch was used to being treated with respect. As the son of the Thane he was an important figure in the werewolf clan, and he was popular at the castle. Women in particular were always fond of him.

      Apart from Dominil, thought Markus. For a nine-year-old, she’s certainly mastered the art of withering contempt.

      His young cousin regarded him with scorn. ‘Don’t you know anything?’ she said. ‘I’m not an albino. I’m leucistic. It’s a completely different condition.’

      ‘All right,’ said Markus, raising his voice against the wind. ‘You’re leucistic. Now could you put some clothes on and get back to the castle?’

      Dominil, standing in her underwear, in a snowdrift that reached up to her waist, showed no inclination of putting her clothes on.

      ‘It’s really a foolish mistake,’ she continued, as the snow fell. ‘Albinism is a result of the reduction of melanin only. Leucism refers to the absence of all pigments. Hence my white hair and pale skin. But if I were an albino I’d have pink eyes. Clearly, my eyes are not pink. They’re dark. Eye pigmentation derives from a different source.’

      Faced by this barrage of biology, Markus struggled for an answer. He attempted to steer the conversation away from Dominil’s unusual genetic make-up.

      ‘Why are you standing in the snow in your underwear?’

      Dominil’s long white hair perfectly matched the snowflakes that were settling all over her; her skin was hardly any darker.

      ‘To see how it affects me.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘It has very little effect.’

      Markus shook his head. The whole MacRinnalch Clan already knew that cousin Dominil was an odd character, and this only served as further evidence. He felt himself starting to shiver but stopped it by an effort of will, not wanting to show weakness in front of the nine-year-old werewolf who was apparently determined to prove that she was unaffected by the elements.

      ‘Your father would probably rather you came back to the castle.’

      ‘Did he send you to look for me?’ asked Dominil.

      ‘No,’ said Markus.

      He thought he noticed the faintest trace of disappointment on Dominil’s features, but it vanished immediately.

      ‘Then why are you out here, Markus MacRinnalch?’

      ‘To get away from the childbirth. There are so many werewolves fussing around the chamber.’

      Dominil nodded sombrely. ‘Is it really going to happen tonight?’

      ‘So they say.’

      ‘It’s most unusual,’ said Dominil, thoughtfully. ‘Werewolves are hardly ever born on the full moon. Unfortunately the clan doesn’t keep proper statistics.’

      ‘I don’t think we need statistics,’ said Markus. ‘Everyone knows how rare it is.’

      MacRinnalch children were almost always born in their human form. No one could remember the last time a child had arrived when the moon was full, and actually been born in their werewolf shape. According to Doctor Angus, it was going to happen tonight.

      ‘We should keep proper statistics,’ insisted Dominil. ‘I’ve told Clan Secretary Rainal time and again but he never listens.’

      Not wishing to be sidetracked by Dominil’s peculiar obsessions, Markus tried encouraging her to return to the castle.

      ‘Everyone in the castle is waiting to see the new cub. There will be a party when she’s born.’

      Dominil was clearly unimpressed by the prospect of a party. Markus began to feel frustrated. The MacRinnalch werewolves were famously hardy, well used to the harsh rigours of the Scottish Highlands. That didn’t mean they wanted their children to stand around nearly naked in the snow.

      ‘Wouldn’t you like to see the baby when it arrives? If it’s really going to be born as a werewolf, you won’t see that again for a long time.’

      Dominil considered this. ‘Perhaps I should observe it,’ she conceded. ‘I’ll come back to the castle after the moon’s risen and I’ve made the change.’

      Tonight, on the full moon, every MacRinnalch in the castle and surrounding lands would take on their werewolf shape. It was a welcome event. The clan could always feel their health and power being boosted by the moon.

      ‘Why not come back now?’

      Dominil gave Markus another withering look, something which, for someone so young, she seemed remarkably good at.

      ‘I need to compare my resilience before making the change to my resilience afterwards.’

      Markus was unable to prevent himself from shivering. The snow was coming down harder and the freezing wind was gathering strength.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘It’s part of my regime,’ declared Dominil. ‘I’m charting my results on the computer I’m constructing.’

      Once again Markus experienced the uncomfortable feeling of inferiority that could only be brought on by talking to Dominil. He wearied of the conversation. If the clan wanted Dominil to get out of the freezing cold they could fetch her themselves. He nodded stiffly to his young cousin, drew his long coat around him, and departed. As he marched back to the castle his boots made deep imprints in the new snow.

       

      Dominil wondered briefly why Markus had been concerned. She was in no danger. Her recent experiments had demonstrated quite clearly that she could stand in the snow for hours without coming to harm. Dominil didn’t enjoy the freezing cold but was prepared to put up with it, both as a means of improving her self-discipline and as an interesting scientific observation.

      She waited till night fell. When the moon rose, full and low in the sky, the change came upon her swiftly. There was no notable reaction on her part. One moment she was a human girl, the next she was a white werewolf, standing on two legs in the deep snow. Dominil made a brief entry in her notebook, then remained where she was, observing the differences she could feel.

      As a werewolf I’m almost impervious to the weather, she thought. The wind and snow can’t penetrate my coat at all.

      The snowdrift was now several feet deep, backed up against a row of tall ash trees. Dominil sat down and looked at her fur against the snow. Both were pristine white.

      ‘I could hide in the snow,’ she mused. ‘No one could see me.’

      An hour later she made her way back to the castle. If Doctor Angus had been correct, which he normally was in werewolf matters, Verasa should have had her child by now. Dominil had many cousins and couldn’t raise much enthusiasm for the birth of another, but she did have some curiosity to see the child born in its werewolf shape. She entered the castle through the small post gate beside the portcullis. The tall werewolf at the gate barely acknowledged her. Dominil had once lectured him on his gate duties and since then he’d never liked her. He wasn’t the only adult werewolf in the castle with an aversion to the girl.

      Dominil had expected to find signs of celebration but the castle seemed quiet. There were lights on in the courtyard but no sounds of revelry from the chambers above. The Scottish werewolves were capable of raucous celebrations – at Hogmanay the party generally got out of hand – but there didn’t seem to be any exuberance in the air tonight. A few werewolves emerged from one of the stone stairwells. Mostly their fur was a dark, shaggy brown, but one of the younger werewolves had a coat with a slightly redder hue. Dominil recognised her cousin Decembrius. She greeted him formally, and asked if the child had been born yet.

      Decembrius nodded. ‘We’ve been to see it. It’s funny, a baby werewolf. Are you going to…?’ His voice tailed off as Dominil lost interest in the conversation, and walked on by. She climbed the stairs that led to the Mistress of the Werewolves’ chambers. She passed a few other werewolves on the way. None of them seemed particularly happy. When she reached the west wing of the castle, the outer chamber had obviously been set up for some sort of celebration. The chamber was warm, with a great log fire burning in the grate, and there were bottles of the werewolves’ favourite whisky, the MacRinnalch malt, standing on the tables. Plates of venison lay half-eaten beside them. Dominil frowned. It was unlike her clan to leave a celebration before the whisky and venison were finished, particularly on the night of the full moon when appetites were at their strongest. 

      She wondered if her father Tupan was around. There was no sign of him. Nor was there any sign of Thrix, the Mistress of the Werewolves’ daughter, or Sarapen, her eldest son. Dominil carried on towards the inner chamber where she met Doctor Angus. The doctor was a renowned physician, both as a human and a werewolf. The clan depended on his services, as did his human patients in Edinburgh. Angus was frowning but he forced a smile when he saw the young white-haired werewolf.

      ‘Hello, Dominil. Come to see the baby?’

      Dominil nodded. ‘What’s it called?’

      ‘Kalix. It’s a girl. But I’d wait a while if I were you.’

      ‘Why?’ asked Dominil.

      At that moment furious yells erupted from the private chamber beyond. The Mistress of the Werewolves was shouting, and so was the Thane. Their voices were clearly audible as they insulted each other. Dominil looked at Doctor Angus.

      ‘How long has this been going on?’

      ‘Ever since the birth.’

      Dominil nodded. No wonder the celebrations had been muted. The Thane and his wife had been on bad terms for some time; the werewolves in Castle MacRinnalch had come to dread their violent arguments, and to avoid them when possible. She made to enter the chamber. Angus put a hand out to restrain her.

      ‘You should wait.’

      ‘I came to see the baby,’ she said, removing his hand. She slipped through the great wooden door into Verasa’s private chamber. Inside Verasa was sitting on the edge of her bed, half shouting and half growling at her husband. Neither werewolf took any notice of Dominil. She stared at them without expression for a second, then walked into the small room next door. Behind her the argument intensified.

      The room, like Verasa’s chamber, was not as warm as the rooms outside. The Mistress of the Werewolves’ private chambers were large but not particularly luxurious. There was a small, old cot in the centre of the room. Dominil looked in the cot and there was Kalix, a werewolf baby, tucked up under a green tartan blanket. It was indeed an unusual sight. A tiny little werewolf, only an hour old. She had thick dark fur which made it difficult to make out her features. Dominil studied the baby objectively. She wondered, in her enquiring manner, if the unusual birth might have any long-term effects.

      Dominil could still hear the thunderous argument going on in the next chamber. She looked down at the tiny werewolf, who twitched in her cot, and whimpered a little.

      ‘Welcome to the MacRinnalch Clan,’ she said.
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      Moonglow considered organising a surprise party for Kalix’s eighteenth birthday; Daniel persuaded her against it.

      ‘Kalix doesn’t like surprises,’ he pointed out. ‘We’re liable to end up with an angry werewolf looking for someone to bite.’

      ‘Kalix has never bitten us!’ protested Moonglow.

      ‘She once knocked you across the room. You know she has a violent temper.’

      ‘Her temper’s not as bad these days,’ said Moonglow. ‘But I suppose you’re right. The surprise might upset her. We’ll give her plenty of warning so she can get used to the idea.’

      As far as Daniel and Moonglow could gather, Kalix had never had any sort of birthday party before.

      ‘It’s a pity her eighteenth birthday’s actually on the full moon,’ said Moonglow. ‘She’ll have to make the change. So we can’t invite anyone who doesn’t already know she’s a werewolf.’

      ‘I don’t think she has any other friends anyway,’ said Daniel.

      Moonglow looked slightly troubled. ‘I hoped she might make a few friends at college, but she doesn’t seem to want to.’

      ‘Unlike Vex,’ said Daniel. ‘She makes friends with everyone.’

      Agrivex, the fourth occupant of the small flat in South London, attended the same remedial college as Kalix, who had never learned to read or write properly. Since meeting Daniel and Moonglow, the young werewolf’s skills had gradually improved. Vex’s literacy and numeracy were not that impressive either, but she had the excuse of English not being her first language. Vex was a fire elemental, and had been born in a different dimension.

      ‘Does Vex have a birthday?’ asked Moonglow.

      Neither of them knew. All matters of dates and times seemed confusing when transferred from one dimension to another.

      ‘So if we can’t have anyone human here for the party, who can we ask?’

      They wondered about it, sitting at their table in the living room. It was a small flat, and very old, built above a small shop in Kennington which had been boarded up since they’d arrived. The walls were painted a dull cream, through which the pattern of some ancient wallpaper showed, and the carpet was faded brown and threadbare, much like the couch. Despite the dilapidation of the flat, it was comfortable and warm, and even cheerful, due to the assortment of pictures, ornaments, flowers and candles Moonglow had distributed around the rooms.

      They waited for their tea to brew. Moonglow was fastidious about her tea-making, and regularly produced a well set-out tray containing a teapot, black china cups, a sugar bowl and small silver milk jug. The tea had to be left for several minutes to brew properly, and Moonglow would chide anyone who tried to pour it too quickly.

      ‘What about Decembrius? Should we ask him?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      ‘Are they still going out with each other?’

      ‘Were they ever really going out?’

      Decembrius, another member of the MacRinnalch werewolf clan, had certainly been keen on Kalix. They’d slept together on at least one occasion, as far as Moonglow knew. After that, they seemed to have spent most of their time arguing, sometimes violently.

      ‘What about Thrix?’ suggested Moonglow.

      Daniel shuddered. His dark, floppy hair fell over his face, as it did when he was troubled or nervous.

      ‘I don’t like Thrix.’

      Moonglow didn’t much like Kalix’s older sister either. Thrix MacRinnalch was a very notable werewolf but not a very congenial one. Thrix, often referred to as the Enchantress, was a powerful user of magic. That was unusual for a werewolf. Her sorcery wasn’t her only notable attribute. She was a successful businesswoman, running her own fashion house in London. She was also the only blonde werewolf in the clan, and vain about it. Moonglow and Daniel both thought that she could have been more helpful towards Kalix in the past. Unfortunately, Kalix and Thrix had a history of ill feeling, and relations between them were now worse than ever.

      ‘I’m sure Kalix wouldn’t want to have Thrix at her birthday party.’

      ‘Well, on the subject of hostile, unfriendly werewolves, what about Dominil?’ suggested Daniel.

      That did seem more promising. Daniel’s description of Kalix’s cousin Dominil was accurate enough – to most people she was hostile and unfriendly – but Kalix seemed to like her, or at least respect her.

      ‘I think she gets on reasonably well with Kalix. We should ask her. And the twins too. I’m sure they’re always up for a party.’

      Kalix’s cousins Butix and Delix, twin sister werewolves, were older than Kalix by a few years. They lived a riotous lifestyle in Camden in the north of the city, playing in their own band.

      ‘That’s probably enough,’ said Moonglow. ‘Vex, the twins and Dominil are enough to create chaos anywhere.’ She paused. ‘But it doesn’t include any boys. Can you have an eighteenth birthday party without any boys?’

      At that moment the door banged downstairs and they heard the sound of heavy boots on the uncarpeted stairwell that led from the street up to their flat. Vex and Kalix trudged into the room carrying heavy orange plastic bags full of shopping.

      ‘I have totally done my bit of the quota!’ yelled Vex, and seemed delighted about it.

      Some months ago the household had threatened to descend into chaos because of unpaid bills. Moonglow, offended by this, had efficiently marshalled the previously disorganised resources of Daniel, Kalix and Vex, organising a schedule to pay off their debts. They’d all worked through the summer, stacking shelves at a local supermarket, earning enough money to ease their financial crisis. Emboldened by her success, Moonglow had then organised them into a schedule of house-cleaning and shopping. Given the complete disorganisation of her three flatmates, this was working surprisingly well. Though there were complaints, everyone was doing their part. The house was tidier than it had ever been and there was at least a reasonable chance of finding milk in the fridge and soap in the bathroom.

      Work at the supermarket had now come to an end, giving them the last few weeks of summer to rest and enjoy themselves before their new academic years; Daniel and Moonglow at university, Kalix and Vex at college.

      ‘We really did that shopping!’ declared Vex. ‘I got everything on the list. Except a few boring things. But everything else is right here!’

      She gestured proudly towards the plastic carrier bags. ‘And I got new hair dye because we’ve saved so much money on the budget.’

      New hair dye hadn’t been on the shopping list, but Moonglow let it pass. Vex’s aunt, Queen Malveria, made a vital contribution to their household, providing Vex with money for food and accommodation every week. Less generous, but still important, was the contribution from Verasa MacRinnalch, Kalix’s mother. Verasa transferred money for Kalix’s upkeep every month into Moonglow’s bank account. Life as students in London seemed to be becoming harder and harder: without the money from Malveria and Verasa, they couldn’t have kept themselves afloat.

      Kalix sat down on the couch. Though the late summer had not turned cold, she wore a long overcoat which stretched down past her knees, hiding the extreme skinniness of her frame. Over the shoulders of the coat her dark hair hung down in a huge wave, abnormally long for either a human or a werewolf. The MacRinnalch women, Moonglow had observed, took good care of their hair. Both Thrix’s golden curls and Dominil’s icy white mane were always beautifully conditioned. Butix and Delix, or Beauty and Delicious as they had renamed themselves, sported extremely impressive hairstyles, pink and blue respectively.

      ‘Would you like a party for your eighteenth birthday?’ asked Moonglow.

      Kalix looked unsure. ‘Eh…’

      ‘Birthday? Is it Kalix’s birthday?’ Vex leaped from her chair. ‘We have to have a party. I want a party!’ Vex’s dark features lit up with happiness at the prospect. ‘We’re going to have a party!’ she cried. ‘I’ve never had a party before!’

      ‘It’s a birthday party,’ explained Moonglow. ‘For Kalix.’

      Vex looked disappointed. ‘Isn’t it my birthday too? I’m sure it must be. Aren’t I turning eighteen as well?’

      ‘I’m not sure. When is your birthday?’

      ‘The same day as Kalix!’ exclaimed Vex.

      ‘I’m sure it’s not,’ said Moonglow, smiling at Vex’s enthusiasm.

      ‘But I’m the same age as Kalix! Kalix, we can have a party together!’

      ‘I don’t think I want a party,’ said Kalix, quietly. ‘It makes me nervous.’

      Moonglow nodded. She’d been expecting this. Kalix was very prone to anxiety. The prospect of anything unfamiliar always upset her.

      ‘Well, there’s plenty of time to think about it,’ said Moonglow. ‘We won’t have it if you don’t want it. But if you do, we could ask a few people – Dominil maybe, and the twins. It wouldn’t be a big affair. Just a little celebration for you turning eighteen.’

      ‘I don’t think I’d like it,’ said Kalix, already defensive.

      ‘We could go the cinema!’ yelled Vex, loudly enough to make Daniel wince.

      ‘What?’

      ‘In the afternoon. Kalix will be a werewolf on her birthday, after the moon comes up, right? So we should go out in the day, do some shopping, then go to the movies in the afternoon. Then we can come back here and have birthday stuff. Like cakes. You have cakes on a birthday, right? I read about it in class.’

      Vex looked pleased with herself for remembering about cakes. Her life in her own dimension as a fire elemental had been very different, and she was always pleased when she learned and remembered something new about life on earth.

      ‘Kalix can have a big joint of raw beef, you’ll like that won’t you?’ Vex looked eagerly towards Kalix, expecting the prospect of a large joint of raw beef to entice her. It didn’t. Though Kalix had a very hearty appetite as a werewolf, at other times she wasn’t keen on eating. Kalix had a difficult relationship with food. It upset her to think about how much she ate as a werewolf. Not long ago the distress would cause her to be violently sick the next day, when she changed back to human. This didn’t happen so often, but if her eating problems were less severe, they were never far away.

      Vex carried on enthusiastically. ‘We should go and see the Runaways movie!’

      Kalix looked up sharply. ‘What’s that?’

      ‘There’s a movie about the Runaways! You love the Runaways, right? On your birthday we should go see the film about them then come back here and eat cakes. And drink beer. Is there beer at parties? Yes? This is going to be great. I’m so looking forward to turning eighteen!’

      Vex already seemed to have convinced herself that she was turning eighteen too. Moonglow wasn’t certain whether to discourage the notion or not. She didn’t want Kalix’s birthday to be drowned out by Vex’s enthusiasm for her own. On the other hand, it was possible that Vex’s enthusiasm might encourage Kalix to participate. She did seem a little keener on the idea after Vex mentioned the Runaways. They were Kalix’s favourite band, and had been since the days when she’d wandered the streets of London, homeless and alone, with only an old tape of the all-female band for company.

      ‘I would like to see the film,’ conceded Kalix.

      A pleasant aroma of jasmine filled the air. There was a muted orange flash as Queen Malveria appeared. The sudden arrival of the Fire Queen, materialising out of nowhere, had at one time been a startling occurrence for Daniel and Moonglow; over time, they’d grown used to it. She was beautifully attired as always, in a smart grey dress with matching heels and handbag. Since procuring the services of Thrix MacRinnalch as her designer and fashion adviser, Queen Malveria had secured the position of best dressed woman in the whole elemental dimension, a position which she guarded jealously.

      ‘Me and Kalix are having an eighteenth birthday party!’ cried Vex.

      The Fire Queen raised an eyebrow, and looked questioningly at Moonglow.

      ‘Kalix’s birthday is soon,’ explained the young student. ‘We were thinking of having a party. Vex wants to join in.’

      Malveria paused to say a polite hello to Daniel, whom she had always liked, before turning her attention to Kalix and Vex.

      ‘I see. Well, I suppose it could be said that Vex is approaching her eighteenth birthday, in your terms.’

      Vex squealed with delight, and leaped around, her boots making thumping noises on the threadbare carpet. Vex had a liking for the heaviest of boots, as if they might anchor her skinny frame to the earth. The Fire Queen regarded her niece with distaste. ‘Unless my idiotic niece will ruin everything. In that case it could also not be her birthday.’

      ‘No, I think it’s good,’ said Daniel. ‘Vex and Kalix can have a party together.’

      ‘Would you like some tea?’ Moonglow asked the Fire Queen. Malveria smiled. She always appreciated Moonglow’s hospitality and good manners.

      ‘Not at this moment. I am on my way to visit Thrix MacRinnalch for an important shoe meeting, and must not tarry. I merely called in to check on my niece.’

      ‘Hey,’ protested Vex. ‘I don’t need checked up on.’

      ‘You need constantly checked, dismal niece. One is relieved to find the house in one piece. Which does remind me, I must cast my eye over the sorcery that encircles this dwelling.’

      Though the flat above the empty shop seemed unremarkable, it had the secret distinction of being protected by the magic of both the Fire Queen and the Werewolf Enchantress. Malveria had altered the dimensions of the attic, making it habitable by her niece, and placed defensive spells round the house to keep Vex and Kalix safe from prying eyes. Thrix’s sorcery likewise protected them, helping to keep Kalix safe from the guild of werewolf hunters. As an added protection, Kalix wore a pendant, a gift from Malveria, which hid her from any form of sorcery, no matter where she travelled. Without it, Kalix would not have survived long in London, where the hunters were active.

      The Fire Queen vanished, travelling upstairs where she examined the sorcerous protection with her experienced eye, before appearing back in the living room, apparently satisfied.

      ‘Everything is in order. No enemy will find you here. Kalix, are you remembering to wear your pendant?’

      Kalix nodded and then, thinking this might not be polite enough, said ‘Yes, thank you.’ The young werewolf knew that without the pendant the hunters would have found her by now.

      ‘Good.’ Malveria turned her eyes on her niece. ‘Are you now in control of your monstrous debts?’

      ‘Yes, Aunt Malvie,’ said Vex.

      ‘Do not refer to me as Aunt Malvie, dreadful niece. It makes me sound old. Have you been making ready for your next foray into college?’

      ‘Yes, Aunt Malvie.’

      ‘Good. As you have now been here for many months, and my sorcery that surrounds this house remains stable, I believe it will be possible for you to extend your stay on this planet to five days a week.’

      The Queen turned to Moonglow. ‘I apologise if this is inconvenient.’

      ‘No, it’s fine,’ said Moonglow.

      ‘You are so hospitable, Moonglow. Many people would tremble at the prospect. Agrivex, do not do anything which will disgrace the Hiyasta Nation, annoy your hosts, or cause me to lose sleep. Life in my palace is moving along in a most satisfactory manner at this moment and I want no interruptions.’

      With that the Fire Queen bade them a polite farewell, waved a well-manicured hand, and dematerialised.

      ‘I can stay here five days a week!’ said Vex, and grinned. Having long ago grown bored with life in the Imperial Palace in the land of the Hiyasta Fire Elementals, Vex was much happier to be living as a student in London, even if it had brought with it the unfamiliar terrors of unpaid bills and a housework rota.

      ‘And we’re having a birthday party! We should start planning it right now! I’ll get my marker pens.’

      Vex ran out the room, heading for the attic. There was a brief silence.

      ‘I’m still not really keen on this,’ said Kalix.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Moonglow. ‘I wasn’t expecting Vex to go mad and start hijacking your birthday. Don’t worry, we’ll have a nice celebration. I won’t let anything spoil it.’
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      Queen Malveria reigned over the Hiyasta Fire Elementals. Bordering her realm was the land of the Hainusta. The two fire elemental nations had never been great friends. Throughout their history there had been many territorial squabbles, and occasional outbreaks of war. The last major conflict had been a long time ago but there were still occasional flare-ups, particularly in the western desert, where there was an endless border dispute.

      Queen Malveria’s relations with Asaratanti, Empress of the Hainusta, had never been warm, but as the centuries passed they’d developed a grudging respect for each other. Their subjects were reassured that warfare was unlikely to break out between them. Recently however, the elderly Asaratanti had passed away in her sleep. Her son and heir, Prince Esarax, had died in an accident on the very same day. Much to everyone’s surprise, Princess Kabachetka acceded to the throne. Fire elementals everywhere now wondered what the outcome might be, because it was well known that Kabachetka and Malveria hated each other.

      Empress Kabachetka’s palace was situated on the edge of the Eternal Volcano, the huge raging natural furnace from which the nation drew its power. There the Empress was conferring on matters of state with her new chief adviser.

      ‘Chief Adviser Bakmer, I am not at all happy with my new hair colouring. It is a shade too dark and I specifically asked them not to do that. I am considering a mass execution.’

      Chief Adviser Bakmer nodded gravely. ‘Executing your hairdressers might not go well with the population, your majesty.’

      ‘I don’t see why not. Won’t the population be outraged that they got my hair wrong?’

      The Empress glanced in one of the many mirrors that adorned the walls, and puckered her lips. ‘I mean, just look at it.’

      Bakmer experienced the feeling of hopelessness that was rapidly becoming familiar while talking to the Empress. He swiftly concealed his thoughts. Like all the most powerful elementals, Kabachetka was skilled in reading auras. It paid to be equally skilled in concealing them.

      The Empress looked suspiciously at the papers in her chief adviser’s hand. ‘Why are you holding that bundle of documents? You know I don’t like documents.’

      ‘The ratifying of your new officials in each district requires your signature, Great Empress.’

      Kabachetka sighed. Since becoming Empress she always seemed to be signing some document or other.

      ‘Put them down somewhere. I’ll sign them later. Meanwhile, kindly initiate a search for a new hairdresser. Someone who knows what “ash blonde” means.’

      Chief Adviser Bakmer looked blank.

      ‘It’s a hair colour,’ snapped Kabachetka. ‘One that suits me well, and will go with this season’s fashions. Approach stylists in the Earthly dimension if necessary. And don’t look at me like that, Bakmer, I had enough trouble with Tarentia when I brought my shoe designers here from Milan.’

      The unfortunate Tarentia had recently suffered disgrace and demotion after proving himself unable to satisfy Empress Kabachetka’s requirements in matters of style. Her new adviser Bakmer knew he could easily suffer the same fate. As an ambitious elemental he didn’t intend to let that happen.

      ‘The population would most certainly not like to see the Empress in inferior shoes,’ he said, very convincingly. ‘Particularly with several important engagements on the horizon.’

      The Empress smiled. She enjoyed thinking about her upcoming social engagements.

      ‘Absolutely. When I venture out to that designers’ reception in London I’ll need the very best shoes that can be obtained in any dimension. The place will be thick with glamorous women from the world of fashion. Malveria will also be there. It is time to put the rapidly ageing Fire Queen in her place. Shoes and hair need to be perfect. So find me a competent hairdresser.’

      ‘I will attend to it,’ said her chief adviser.

      ‘And send in Distikka.’

      Chief Adviser Bakmer bowed, gathered his dark-red court robe about his tall figure, and walked swiftly from the throne room. Moments later, Distikka appeared. The liveried guard saluted as she entered. Empress Kabachetka eyed her critically as she approached.

      ‘Do you really have to wear that ancient piece of chain mail at my court?’ demanded Empress Kabachetka. ‘It is quite unbecoming.’

      ‘I like it,’ said Distikka. ‘I grew up wearing it.’

      ‘And it shows. One does not expect you to be fashionable, Distikka, but there is no need to wander around like a refugee from the Western Desert.’

      ‘I am a refugee from the Western Desert.’

      Distikka was below average height, and her dark hair was cut very short by the standards of the women at court.

      ‘I am considering executing my hairdressers,’ said the Empress.

      ‘That’s foolish,’ said Distikka.

      ‘How dare you call me foolish!’ cried Kabachetka, flaring up immediately. ‘Show some respect for the Empress!’

      Distikka shrugged, something which no one else at court would have dared to do.

      ‘It is foolish,’ she repeated. ‘No one deserves to be executed over some trifling hairdressing error. And the citizens wouldn’t like it. Do you want them to regard you as a tyrant?’

      ‘No, but —’

      ‘So just discharge your stylists and find some new ones. Then you won’t have a problem. Is that the only reason you called me here?’

      Empress Kabachetka tapped her fingers on the armrest of her ruby throne, which twinkled from the reflection of the burning torches on the walls.

      ‘Distikka, you really must show me more respect. Had I not given you refuge after the failure of your coup against Malveria, you would now be a homeless refugee. Or dead, more probably.’

      ‘You asked me to come to your court. You asked me to be your adviser. So I’m giving you advice. But I’m not going around bowing and scraping like your other advisers and ministers do. And I’m not giving you only the advice you want to hear either.’

      The Empress glared at Distikka, then laughed. As a princess, Kabachetka had not successfully negotiated the hazards of life at court by being unable to adapt. In the few months that she’d been Empress, she’d come to appreciate Distikka’s qualities.

      ‘Would it really be a bad idea to execute my hairdressers?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, I won’t do it then,’ said the Empress. ‘Though I’m sure they deserve it. Ash blonde is not that difficult to achieve, I’m certain.’

      The Empress leaned forward. ‘That, however, is not the reason I called you here. Now that the realm is more or less in order, it’s time I made progress with a few other matters. You are aware, of course, of my hatred for the Scottish werewolves on Earth, in particular Thrix MacRinnalch and her miserable sister Kalix?’

      Distikka nodded. The Scottish werewolves were one of Empress Kabachetka’s favourite topics.

      ‘It’s time for revenge. I’m going to destroy them with a plan of quite unparalleled cunning, a plan so intricate, devious and powerful that it will eradicate forever the dreadful werewolf sisters, and hopefully their annoying clan as well.’

      The Empress sat back in her throne and smiled happily at the prospect.

      ‘What is this plan?’ asked Distikka.

      ‘I’ve no idea,’ admitted the Empress. ‘I want you to come up with it.’

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘My best attempts to defeat these werewolves have gone wrong,’ said Kabachetka, frankly. ‘I admit I may not be the best planner. But you are good at it, Distikka. Cunning plans are your forte.’

      Distikka frowned. ‘My greatest plan was a failure.’

      The Empress waved this away. ‘You almost succeeded. It was a glorious scheme to overthrow Malveria, and you got very close. Much closer than I was expecting. Had Thrix MacRinnalch not interfered yet again, you might well have killed Malveria and taken the throne for yourself.’

      The Empress’s eyes flashed with angry golden fire at the thought of Thrix’s interference. She composed herself quickly. It was not the done thing to exhibit flames at court.

      ‘I have confidence in you, Distikka. I want you to think up some plan for revenge. I now control the Eternal Volcano and my power is much greater than it was. In London I have access to the guild of werewolf hunters. That ought to be enough to deal a deadly blow against the poorly dressed Thrix and the scrawny Kalix.’ The Empress paused. ‘Scrawny is perhaps a little unfair. I rather admire Kalix’s slender physique. Remind me I have to step up my exercise programme. I want Kalix punished. Can you do this?’

      ‘I’m sure I can,’ said Distikka.

      ‘Excellent. Now leave me, Distikka. I have a nail appointment, and I have little confidence in my nail attendants. I foresee another very unsatisfactory session.’
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      The Fire Queen was noticeably maudlin when she arrived at her friend Thrix’s apartment. Never one to hide her emotions, she sighed loudly as she settled down on the couch.

      ‘Are you all right?’ asked Thrix.

      ‘I am perfectly fine, my dearest friend. I have arrived here to watch the Japanese fashion show in excellent spirits.’

      Malveria sipped from a glass of red wine, and sighed loudly again. The Enchantress smiled.

      ‘Tell me what’s wrong, Malveria.’

      ‘Really, nothing is wrong. Apart from the most trifling matter. But not a matter the Queen of the Hiyasta would trouble herself over.’

      Thrix gave a little shrug, and settled down to watch the programme. The first model was no more than halfway down the runway when the Fire Queen uttered another sigh.

      The Enchantress raised an eyebrow. ‘Malveria, stop sighing like a love-struck teenager and tell me what’s on your mind.’

      ‘Well really, Thrix, I would not dream of mentioning it had you not dragged it out of me in such a brutal manner, but the truth is I’m feeling old.’

      ‘Old?’ Thrix was very surprised. Though Malveria was many hundreds of years old – the Enchantress wasn’t quite sure how many – she was still far from elderly in terms of the Hiyasta, the most vigorous of whom could carry on brightly for thousands of years. Fire elementals took a very long time to grow dim. ‘What brought this on?’

      ‘My appalling niece. Kalix has an eighteenth birthday party approaching. The foul Agrivex has plunged headlong into the affair, declaring herself to be eighteen too, which is accurate, more or less. She will now share the party.’

      The Fire Queen looked downcast. ‘Hearing them planning their eighteenth birthdays made me feel very old. No doubt the party will involve much foolish behaviour and Agrivex will drink too much and make herself ill. But really I cannot help feeling jealous.’

      ‘Jealous? Why?’

      ‘On my eighteenth birthday I was hiding in a cave with a price on my head. Only good fortune and the assistance of Xakthan allowed me to escape.’

      ‘But you like these memories,’ said Thrix. ‘You were facing hopeless odds and you defeated them. You became Queen.’

      ‘Eventually, yes,’ agreed Malveria. ‘But it was a long weary process and it took up my youth. I never had an eighteenth birthday party, or any sort of party. I was always running, hiding, or fighting. And now, observing Agrivex, I suddenly wished that I had had some parties when I was a young girl.’

      The Fire Queen sighed again. ‘And now I feel old.’

      Malveria sank further into her armchair. ‘Look at that young model in her beautiful dress. I could not wear that. It is too young a style.’

      ‘You could wear it perfectly, Malveria,’ said Thrix, sincerely.

      ‘And now the model is pouting!’ cried Malveria. ‘It is annoying!’

      ‘What’s wrong with pouting?’

      ‘Only young people can do it gracefully. Agrivex pouts furiously. Many days she does little else. But on me it would be unbecoming.’

      Thrix was quite certain she’d seen Malveria pouting many times, quite becomingly, and didn’t understand her friend’s gloom. Though the Fire Queen was prone to excesses of emotion, it was unusual for her to exhibit depression. She lapsed into silence in front of the television. Thrix caused the wine bottle on the table next to her to levitate, filling both their glasses, and they sat mostly in silence, only occasionally commenting on the fashions on display. From the kitchen came the faint hum of the air conditioning. Though it had been an indifferent summer in London, the clouds had cleared in the past week, ushering in an unexpected wave of heat, which now hung over the capital.

      ‘There is much talk in the elemental lands of the new young Empress of the Hainusta,’ said Malveria, suddenly.

      ‘Ah…’ said Thrix, and nodded. ‘Kabachetka.’

      ‘Everyone is talking about her!’ exclaimed the Fire Queen. ‘The young Empress with her blonde hair and beautiful outfits. Ha! It is the same vile Kabachetka. Just because she has ascended to the throne – no doubt after poisoning the old Empress – does not mean that people should be making a fuss over her. I cannot tell you how it irritates me!’

      The Fire Queen, Thrix realised, had been considerably younger than the previous Empress. Now the younger Kabachetka had taken power and it had obviously upset her.

      ‘You know the bards on the borders are singing songs about her youthful beauty? Youthful beauty! The only beauty Kabachetka has came out of a clinic in Los Angeles. Her mother was bad enough with her visits to the cosmetic surgeon, but at her age, one could find some excuse. Kabachetka has been hopping through the dimensions since she was a girl, getting this tucked and that altered. I swear she’ll fall apart one day, hopefully in a most painful manner.’

      The Fire Queen drained her glass, and snapped her fingers, tilting the wine bottle over her glass. Nothing emerged.

      ‘Is there something the matter with this bottle?’ said Malveria. ‘It seems to have emptied far too quickly.’

      ‘I’ll get another,’ said Thrix, and headed for the kitchen. The Fire Queen followed her.

      ‘So between the new young Empress and my foolish young niece, I am now feeling old. A relic from a past age, like one of those pieces in the museum that Dominil is so keen on visiting. Please tell me that my outfits for the new season are ready?’

      ‘They’re ready,’ said Thrix.

      As well as a good friend, Malveria was also a very important client. Her money and patronage had kept Thrix’s business going when times were hard.

      ‘Good.’ The Fire Queen was partly mollified. ‘Perhaps there may be one last flowering of my fashionable glory before I retire into my dotage.’

      Thrix couldn’t help herself from laughing. ‘“Dotage”? When did you learn that word?’

      ‘It was used in a harsh piece in American Vogue concerning a designer the editor did not like. I greatly admire that editor. She is so cruel.’ Malveria suddenly looked troubled. ‘What if she were cruel to me? I do not think I could bear it.’

      ‘Malveria, why would that happen? You’re always the best-dressed person in the room.’

      ‘If that’s the case, why have they never included me in their “fashionable party people” page?’

      It was a long-standing ambition of the Fire Queen to appear as a ‘fashionable party person’ in Vogue. Her failure to achieve this was a source of constant irritation.

      ‘Though I have appeared at many of the most fashionable events, and practically flung myself in front of the cameras, they have so far resisted me. It is most aggravating. Am I not fashionable?’

      ‘You’re very fashionable. But there’s a lot of competition. Don’t worry, we’ve got a lot of events coming up.’

      Thrix used a small piece of sorcery to bring up her social calendar, which hung in the air in front of them. The Fire Queen gazed at it approvingly. Since Thrix’s business picked up she was being invited to more events.

      ‘Soon we will attend the designer of the year awards. Such a wonderful occasion.’

      The Fire Queen finished another glass of wine. ‘I feel my gloom lifting. I must be at my most fashionable at this event. Vogue will take my picture, and then the new young Empress will see what it really means to be an icon of style.’
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      The funeral service at the Abbey had been a splendid affair, reassuringly traditional, and full of ceremonial flourishes. As the burial proceeded at the cemetery in Chelsea, there was general satisfaction among the assembled mourners, many of them fellow members of the aristocracy, that the Countess of Nottingham had received a fitting send-off. The late afternoon sun lent an unexpected warmth to the proceedings, and the mood among the mourners as they made their way from the grave was not overly sombre. The Countess had been very elderly, in poor health for a long time, and her death had not come as a surprise.

      ‘A nice funeral,’ said Mr Carmichael, on the slow walk back to the car park. ‘The Countess would have been pleased.’

      Both of his companions nodded. They had been impressed by the ceremony, and the rank of many of the guests. Mr Carmichael, head of the board of the Avenaris Guild, was a well-connected man. He had good reason to be at the Countess of Nottingham’s funeral. She’d had an association with the werewolf hunters’ guild for many years.

      Mr Carmichael nodded politely to one of the Countess’s sons, himself a wealthy man in the city, who paused nearby as his wife dabbed her eyes with a tiny lace handkerchief.

      ‘Do we have the money?’ asked Mr Eggers.

      Mr Carmichael frowned, not quite liking the tone of the question. ‘Show a little respect, Mr Eggers. ‘We’re still at the funeral.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      They waited patiently outside the car park as the crowd dispersed.

      ‘But yes, we do have the money,’ said Mr Carmichael, softly.

      The legacy from the Countess had been expected, but its size had been a surprise. The Countess of Nottingham had made donations to the Avenaris Guild for many years. She believed that her youngest son had been killed by a werewolf in Scotland, many years ago. Mr Carmichael had never been certain that this was actually the case, but the Guild accepted the money gratefully. Now the Countess had left them a large sum, which could hardly have come at a better time. The Guild had been hit by a recent severe downturn in the markets and had seen many of its investments shrink alarmingly. There had been talk at headquarters of laying people off, and even suspending operations in some areas of the country, but now the mood had changed. Bolstered by the huge sum left them by the Countess, the Guild had plans to expand.

      As the crowd thinned, Mr Carmichael and his companions made their way to their vehicles. As a family friend, Mr Carmichael had been invited to the post-funeral reception at the Countess’s town house in Chelsea. Carmichael was a little impatient at the thought of this. He had a hankering to be getting on with business. It wasn’t only financially that the Guild had suffered recently. The MacRinnalch werewolves, their eternal enemies, had bested them again. The Guild had lost some good hunters. Mr Carmichael had come under pressure. His position as head of the Guild was again being questioned. Strong action was necessary, and with the arrival of the Countess’s money, that action could now be taken.

      ‘I’ll be back later in the evening,’ Mr Carmichael told Mr Eggers. ‘Make sure you have the final list drawn up by then. I want the new hunters in as soon as possible.’

      Mr Eggers nodded. Although he would have been rather pleased to have been asked to the reception, he was as keen as Mr Carmichael to press on with their mission. The werewolves may have scored some successes against them in recent months, but that was soon going to change.
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      Kalix wasn’t sure what to think about her upcoming birthday party. Left to herself, she’d have ignored the occasion. She hadn’t celebrated her birthday since leaving the castle, and those celebrations she remembered from her childhood weren’t especially happy. The idea of having a party made her nervous. The flat would be full of people. She wondered if she might have to make a speech, or entertain them somehow, something she knew she was incapable of doing.

      Moonglow assured her that she wouldn’t have to make a speech, or do anything special at all, but Kalix still felt uncomfortable. She didn’t like being the focus of attention. Kalix’s chronic anxiety made her pessimistic. She had a fear of everything going wrong, and of her being blamed for it. Kalix felt a brief surge of anger, and briefly contemplated moving away from this house full of humans who gave her problems. She controlled the anger, with an effort, allowing it to fade, knowing that after it was gone she’d be able to look at things more rationally.

      ‘I suppose it’s nice of them to want to do something for me,’ she muttered.

      Vex was bursting with excitement about their joint birthday. The young fire elemental had used her highlighting pens to mark off all the days on the calendar in the kitchen, putting huge crosses over every day that passed, and smiley faces on the days still to come, despite Moonglow’s protests that Vex’s marks covered up everything else on the calendar. Moonglow didn’t want Vex’s enthusiasm to overshadow Kalix’s part in the proceedings, but Kalix was grateful for it. It took the pressure off her. If Vex wanted to make a lot of noise and be the centre of attention, Kalix didn’t mind.

      She took her journal from the locked box in her bedside cabinet. She’d bought the small container after realising that nothing was safe from the prying eyes of Vex, who seemed not to understand the concept of privacy. All of Kalix’s deepest thoughts were contained in her journal and she refused to let anyone else read them. She carefully locked her bedroom door before opening the book and looking at her most recent entries. After a year at remedial college, her writing was still poor, but a little more legible.

      Werewolf Improvement Plan. She frowned, and wondered if that was a stupid title. The young werewolf glanced at the door, as if fearing that someone might be spying on her.

      It had occurred to Kalix quite recently that perhaps, as she was often unhappy, she could do something to make her life better. The idea had come to her after she’d decided not to accept money from Dominil. Dominil had made an agreement with Thane Markus whereby he secretly paid her for any werewolf hunters she killed. She’d offered part of that money to Kalix. Kalix decided she didn’t want to accept it. She felt no guilt over killing werewolf hunters, but she didn’t feel comfortable being paid for it. This decision led Kalix on to a lot of unexpected thinking. If she’d made an important decision about something like that, perhaps she could make other difficult decisions too. Perhaps she could change other things in her life which bothered her. She was familiar with the notion of deliberately modifying her behaviour, thanks to her time in therapy. She’d never felt that her therapist had helped her in the past, but she was stronger now. She might be able to help herself.

      Kalix looked at the list she’d made under the heading of Werewolf Improvement Plan.

      be less violent

      be independent

      stop taking laudanum

      get on better with people

      stop being anxious

      stop being depressed

      stop cutting myself

      eat better

      don’t throw up

      improve reading, writing and maths

      ‘I could make these things better. Some of them anyway.’

      Kalix wondered if she should include something about relationships. She’d been seeing Decembrius but it wasn’t going well. Decembrius had strong feelings for Kalix, and she liked him in a way, but they never quite seemed to gel. Their encounters always ended in arguments, and sometimes in fights.

      I’ll leave that off the list for now, thought Kalix. After all, everyone has problems with relationships. Look at Daniel and Moonglow.

      Kalix focused on the first entry on her list. ‘Be less violent.’ Her short life had been full of violence. She’d killed werewolf hunters, many of them. She’d killed werewolves too, members of her clan who’d pursued her. Moonglow and Daniel knew some of her history, but Kalix wondered how they’d react if they really knew the levels of violence she’d been involved in. Would Moonglow be quite so keen to give her an eighteenth birthday party if she’d ever witnessed her ripping a fellow werewolf to pieces? Or killing three hunters in the space of a few seconds? Kalix’s ferocity in battle was legendary in the MacRinnalch Clan. Once attacked, she lost control of herself. Her battle madness descended on her and nothing could stop her. She’d torn apart werewolves much larger and stronger than herself. Her speed and power were abnormal, even by the standards of her fellow werewolves. The madness in battle was just part of her general insanity, according to her detractors. Dominil thought it was more to do with her unusual birth at the full moon, and Dominil was a very clever werewolf.

      Kalix wondered if she might be able to avoid violence for a while. Dominil didn’t think that Kalix would suffer any more pursuit from the MacRinnalchs. Those members of the clan who still hated her had finally been brought into line by Markus and the Mistress of the Werewolves. While there were still many werewolves who still believed she should be brought to justice for her part in the death of the old Thane, the past was to lie quietly for a while.

      That left the werewolf hunters. Here too, Kalix had some reason for optimism. Some months ago the Avenaris Guild had sent hunters all the way up to Scotland. Kalix had defeated them. Others in the clan fell victim to the sorcery of their enemies, but Kalix had resisted it, and killed the attackers. It had been a severe blow to the Guild. Dominil, who apparently was able to spy on them, had reported that they were quiet these days.

      So maybe I can stay out of fights for a while, thought Kalix.

      There was a violent crash as Vex attempted to burst into the room, without considering that the door might be locked. Kalix hurriedly hid her journal.

      ‘Hey, Kalix, let me in!’ shouted Vex.

      ‘Go away,’ shouted Kalix.

      ‘Did you know your door’s locked?’

      ‘Yes. And don’t you dare teleport in here!’ yelled Kalix.

      ‘OK, I’ll just teleport in,’ shouted Vex.

      Seconds later Vex materialised in Kalix’s room, looking pleased with herself.

      ‘I am getting so good at this travelling through space stuff,’ she said. ‘Did you know your door was locked?’

      ‘Of course I knew my door was locked! I was trying to keep people out.’

      ‘Really? Can I help?’

      Kalix sighed.

      ‘Our party is going to be the best thing ever,’ cried the young fire elemental. ‘I’m so excited! Do you think Yum Yum Sugary Snacks could play in the living room?’

      Yum Yum Sugary Snacks, fronted by Kalix’s werewolf cousins Beauty and Delicious, were Vex’s favourite band.

      ‘It would be great! We could get up onstage and dance with them!’

      ‘I’d hate that!’ said Kalix. ‘And where would the stage be anyway – in the living room?’

      Vex looked puzzled. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe we could dance on the couch?’

      She grinned eagerly. Kalix found herself smiling, though she hadn’t meant to. Vex’s enthusiasm tended to be infectious. It was hard to remain completely uninvolved once Vex developed a passion for anything.

      ‘It’s going to be the full moon. Beauty and Delicious will be werewolves too. I don’t think they can play guitar when they’re werewolves.’

      The MacRinnalch werewolves were able to change into their wolf form any night if they chose, but on the three nights around the full moon, they all transformed automatically.

      ‘Oh.’ Vex looked disappointed. ‘That might be a problem. These big werewolf claws are a bit clumsy. No offence, you can’t help having big clumsy claws. We’ll just have to make do with CDs. Daniel is showing me how to make a playlist!’

      Vex shook her head, dancing to an imaginary playlist. Recently she’d been letting her hair grow, and the bleached spikes that once stood vertically in the air now enveloped her head in a jagged sphere. She wore one of her many Hello Kitty T-shirts and a small red kilt. Unusually, she was barefooted, having been discouraged by Moonglow from jumping around the house in her large boots.

      ‘And we’re going to the movies! I love the movies!’

      Vex’s suggestion about the Runaways film had been generally approved. Moonglow had already booked their tickets. Kalix was looking forward to seeing the film and felt more enthusiasm for this than any other part of the birthday celebration. There had been times in Kalix’s lonely past when her two tapes of the band were all she had for company. She still loved the Runaways. When she’d learned that the band had never been all that successful, she’d felt quite angry about it, and taken it as proof of the world’s stupidity. According to Daniel, who was obsessively knowledgeable about music, the film was part of a process which had seen the band’s reputation grow since their demise in 1980.

      Why did people not like them till now? she wondered.

      Vex jumped onto Kalix’s bed. ‘I can’t wait till our birthday! I’ve never been so excited! I’m the most excited a person can be! Unless there was some exciting news about Tokyo Top Pop Boom Boom Girl! Then I’d be even more excited!’

      Tokyo Top Pop Boom Boom Girl was Vex’s favourite Japanese cartoon. She was a fanatical devotee.

      ‘I don’t think you could take any more excitement,’ said Kalix.

      Daniel put his head through the open door. ‘Hey, Vex, did you know there’s a new spin-off from Tokyo Top Pop Boom Boom Girl?’

      Vex gasped, and then fell over. She lay on the floor, panting.

      ‘Now you’ve got her overexcited,’ said Kalix, helping her back onto the bed. It took a few minutes before Vex could speak again.

      ‘What’s the spin-off?’ she asked.

      ‘Tokyo Top Pop Boom Boom Girl has a sister – Nagasaki Night Fight Boom Boom Girl. She’s getting her own series.’

      Vex squawked loudly, and fell on the bed in a faint again. Kalix looked at Daniel.

      ‘You have to stop doing this.’

      ‘But I thought she’d want to know.’

      Moonglow appeared in the room. ‘What’s all the noise?’

      ‘Vex is overexcited because Daniel told her about a new Boom Boom Girl cartoon,’ explained Kalix.

      ‘Daniel, you need to be more careful. Look, Vex’s fingers are starting to glow.’

      The fire elementals were in complete control of the element of fire. Apart from Vex, who wasn’t very good at it. She revived again, and grinned.

      ‘I never knew Tokyo Top Boom Boom Girl had a sister. Did you know?’

      ‘I think the sister just came along because the original is popular,’ said Daniel. ‘They wanted to make a spin-off.’

      ‘When does it start?’

      ‘Next week,’ said Daniel.

      Vex fell over in a faint for the third time. Kalix, Moonglow and Daniel looked at her prone figure, as did the cat, who chose this moment to wander into the room.

      ‘If you have any more Japanese anime news, break it to her gently,’ suggested Moonglow. ‘Otherwise she’ll never be conscious again.’

      Daniel nodded. ‘Lucky I never showed her the pictures.’

      ‘I want to see the pictures,’ came Vex’s voice, faint, but still excited.
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      Mr Carmichael sat alone at the table which dominated his office, an elegant piece from the Georgian era. There was a smaller table, also Georgian, in the corner of the room, and four antique chairs, all of which gave his office the appearance of a room which contained too much furniture. It was a common feature of the Guild’s headquarters. The Avenaris Guild had been in existence for a very long time and their headquarters was filled with old and valuable antiques, mostly Queen Anne and Georgian, with a few pieces from the Regency. Though the mahogany and walnut chairs, tables and cabinets now existed alongside computers and filing cabinets, the abundance of antique furniture still gave the offices an air of antiquity and opulence, and a slight aura of gloom.

      If the Guild’s furnishings were old, they had finally brought their security into line with modern practices. The London headquarters of the Avenaris Guild was extremely well hidden. Mr Carmichael had recently used some of their new wealth to boost their defences, and the board was now confident that their headquarters could not be discovered, by magic, cyber-espionage, or any other means.

      It was disturbing, therefore, to look up and find a woman he didn’t recognise sitting in the chair opposite him, apparently flickering in and out of existence. As the woman came into focus, she frowned.

      ‘Odd,’ she said. ‘I can’t seem to materialise properly.’

      Mr Carmichael frowned in turn. ‘You shouldn’t be able to materialise at all.’

      The woman became solid for a few seconds. She was still frowning. ‘Empress Kabachetka believed she could send me straight here.’

      ‘Ah.’ Carmichael nodded. ‘Kabachetka. That explains how you knew our location.’

      Kabachetka was an ally of sorts. She’d lent assistance to their hunters in the past, notably Captain Easterly. Not that the affair had ended well: Easterly was dead, and sorely missed.

      ‘Turn off your defences and allow me to materialise properly,’ said the woman.

      Mr Carmichael shook his head. ‘I can’t. It’s a permanent feature. If you redirect your teleportation to the front door, I’ll have security let you in. Who are you, by the way?’

      ‘Distikka. Emissary from the Empress. Kabachetka sends greetings and wonders if her greatly increased power might help you destroy the MacRinnalchs.’

      The woman slipped out of existence again, and this time she didn’t reappear. After a few moments, Mr Carmichael’s intercom buzzed, and security at the front of the building informed him there was a woman outside, asking to see him.

      ‘Send her up,’ replied Mr Carmichael. He was interested to hear what Distikka had to say. Since the money from the late Countess of Nottingham had been transferred into the Guild’s bank accounts, Mr Carmichael had had the feeling that things were finally turning in his favour. Only a few weeks ago he’d wondered how the Guild was ever going to make progress against the werewolves. Now, plans were being made. There was a list of possible targets. Top of the list was Kalix MacRinnalch. Information on important werewolves was hard to come by, but the Guild knew quite a lot about Kalix. They’d encountered her several times and knew all about her savagery. They also knew she was an outcast, living in London, far from the support of her Scottish clan. Mr Carmichael had developed a particular obsession with Kalix. She was an important werewolf: daughter of the old Thane, and sister to the new one. She was strongly suspected of killing Captain Easterly, and possibly Albermarle as well. Not only that, she’d killed hunters here in London, right under the noses of the Guild. Kalix was a werewolf who had to be eliminated.

      Despite the information they held on Kalix, there was no clue as to where she might live. The Guild had been unable to track her down. For some reason, she was extremely difficult to find. It was partly for this reason that Mr Carmichael had come under pressure. His failure to deal with her had not gone down well with the rest of the board.

      Perhaps she won’t be so hard to find with Kabachetka’s help, thought the chairman.

      Distikka arrived in his office in the company of two security guards. Mr Carmichael greeted her, and dismissed the guards. He was surprised at Distikka’s appearance. It was unusual to meet a person wearing chain mail these days, though for all he knew it might be normal among the fire elementals.

      ‘That was inconvenient,’ said Distikka, brusquely. ‘Though it’s no bad thing your defences are working well.’

      Distikka leaned over the desk. She was a small woman, with a dark brown complexion, short dark hair and an air of intense concentration.

      ‘There are werewolves in London that the Empress would like to see dead. Notably Thrix and Kalix MacRinnalch.’

      Distikka’s voice was a little deeper than might have been expected from her small frame. Her accent was quite pronounced, though Mr Carmichael couldn’t have made a guess as to its origin.

      ‘Kalix MacRinnalch is a target of ours,’ said Mr Carmichael. ‘But I’m not certain of the other. Thrix, did you say?’

      Distikka nodded. ‘Kalix’s sister. A werewolf who uses sorcery, and hides herself so successfully that you’ve already forgotten it was her who ensnared the hunter Easterly, leading to his death. She too must be killed.’
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      Kalix experienced a burst of optimism on the evening before her birthday. She was looking forward to seeing the Runaways film. Unusually, her excitement did not turn into anxiety. When Moonglow asked her if she wanted to invite Decembrius, she agreed.

      ‘Then that will be Decembrius and Beauty and Delicious, and maybe Dominil,’ said Moonglow.

      ‘Maybe?’

      ‘I asked the twins to invite her,’ explained Moonglow. ‘But they said she wouldn’t commit herself.’

      Kalix was disappointed. She liked Dominil, even if the white-haired werewolf was rather foreboding. Moonglow suggested that Kalix might call her herself, but Kalix demurred. It would be embarrassing if Dominil refused the invitation. Kalix had encountered a lot of rejection in her life and never voluntarily put herself in a position where it might happen again.

      Daniel had agreed to drive them to the cinema where Moonglow had already booked seats. They were due to meet Beauty and Delicious, and if all went according to plan they’d be back home before darkness came, triggering the change into werewolves. It struck Moonglow that they were about to spend an evening with four werewolves in their house. Five if Dominil showed up.

      ‘I hope nothing goes wrong,’ she said to Daniel.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ said Daniel. ‘We’ve met them all before.’

      ‘But not all at once, as werewolves.’

      ‘Well, they all seem quite well in control of themselves. Apart from the twins, I suppose, when they drink too much. And Kalix can get a little agitated. But apart from the intoxicated twins and Kalix maybe going mad we’ve got nothing to worry about.’

      ‘At least Dominil never goes mad,’ said Moonglow, reassuringly. ‘She’s always… eh…’

      ‘Unfriendly? Violent? Murderous?’

      ‘Maybe I was so keen to give Kalix a nice birthday I didn’t think this through properly. Is the fridge full of meat?’

      ‘Absolutely packed,’ said Daniel, who had responsibility for meat-buying in the household, Moonglow being a vegetarian. ‘Enough for plenty of hungry werewolves. That’s a nice dress, you’re looking pretty.’

      Moonglow was surprised by the compliment, and pleased. Daniel had always been attracted to Moonglow, and seemed recently to have been trying to win her over by way of compliments and helpful behaviour. Which, Moonglow admitted to herself, was an improvement on his previous campaign of bad moods and displays of temper.

      The next day there was an unusual amount of activity in the small flat as the four flatmates prepared themselves. Moonglow felt that she should make an effort, and spent a long time in the morning drying and styling her long black hair, and selecting a long black dress from her wardrobe. She put on a pair of high-heeled boots which, while not as pointed as the ones she wore on her occasional visits to Goth nightclubs, were still fancier than she’d normally wear out in daylight. She spent some time on her make-up, and was looking very dramatic as she applied the finishing touches to her darkened lips.

      Downstairs, Daniel was in conversation with Vex. ‘It’s time I was going out with Moonglow. I’m going to make it happen today.’

      Daniel looked expectantly at Vex.

      ‘Do you think this purple Hello Kitty T-shirt goes with this red kilt?’ she asked.

      Daniel pursed his lips. ‘No, it looks awful. But that’s besides the point. Moonglow should go out with me, don’t you agree?’ He spread his arms wide, inviting the whole universe to agree with him. ‘It would have happened before now if we hadn’t had all these distractions. But every time we got close there was some werewolf crisis and everything went wrong.’ Daniel looked pained. ‘And if it wasn’t a werewolf it was someone from another dimension —’

      ‘I’m someone from another dimension!’ said Vex, brightly.

      ‘—butting in with some weird problem or a fashion crisis or something like that. Who could do any pursuing with all that going on? My failure with Moonglow has mitigating circumstances.’

      Vex took a bright red lipstick from her Hello Kitty bag and busied herself at the mirror. Her lips were already a brilliant red but she liked to put on extra layers. Daniel, now in good voice, carried on.

      ‘And then we’ve been working in that horrible supermarket all summer and I was so tired when I got home I couldn’t do anything except lie on the couch.’

      Vex paused momentarily to nod in agreement. They’d all found it hard, working in the supermarket. For much of the summer the commonest sight to be seen in their flat was Daniel, Vex, Kalix and Moonglow all strewn around the living room, tired out after their long day’s work.

      ‘It’s time for it to end.’

      Vex looked round. Her lips were deep red. ‘What’s coming to an end?’

      ‘Moonglow not going out with me.’

      ‘Are you going to grab her in the cinema?’

      ‘Possibly.’

      Vex burst out laughing, which deflated Daniel.

      ‘What’s funny?’

      ‘The idea of you grabbing Moonglow.’

      ‘Just wait and see.’

      Vex grinned. She’d have been quite happy to see Daniel going out with Moonglow, but she didn’t anticipate it happening any time soon. The conversation ended as Moonglow came down the stairs.

      Vex greeted her enthusiastically. ‘Hi, Moonglow, you’re looking nice. Look at my kilt. I’m wearing tartan in honour of Kalix’s birthday. Because she’s Scottish. They like tartan.’

      Moonglow smiled, admiring Vex’s choice. Vex’s kilt was tiny, displaying her slender legs from thigh to knee, beneath which they disappeared into her customary large boots, giving her the look of a character from one of her favourite Japanese cartoons.

      ‘Do you think I might meet a boyfriend at the party?’ said Vex.

      Moonglow frowned. She had no objection to Vex having a boyfriend, but she didn’t quite approve of the way Vex had been fixating on it recently. The young elemental seemed to have developed the notion that she was somehow lacking without a boyfriend, a notion that Moonglow was sure she’d picked up from the enormous amount of manga she read online.

      ‘Just because girls in comics want boyfriends doesn’t mean you need to have one,’ she’d told Vex. Vex hadn’t paid any attention.

      Daniel had brushed his hair and put on the new jacket selected for him by Moonglow a few months ago.

      ‘Everyone ready for the cinema?’ said Moonglow. ‘Where’s our birthday girl?’

      ‘I’m right here!’ cried Vex, and began hopping up and down.

      ‘Right. I meant our other birthday girl. The werewolf.’

      ‘I’m here,’ said Kalix, appearing from her room upstairs. She was smiling excitedly. She’d brushed her very long hair, and it shone as it streamed down past her shoulders, in contrast to her dull grey coat. As always, Kalix’s outfit contrasted strongly with the bright and colourful Vex. The young werewolf was averse to wearing anything colourful. Beneath her coat she wore a pair of jeans which had faded to a neutral grey, bought from the local charity shop. She had a new Runaways T-shirt, a birthday present from Daniel and Moonglow. They knew that Kalix would only wear the T-shirt if it were either black or white, so they’d picked white, with the band’s figures outlined in black. Kalix was very happy with the T-shirt.

      ‘Everybody ready?’ asked Moonglow.

      ‘Wait!’ cried Kalix. ‘I forgot my keys.’ She hurried back up the stairs.

      ‘I forgot my keys too,’ said Daniel. He headed back towards his room.

      ‘Did I forget anything?’ asked Vex.

      ‘I don’t know,’ replied Moonglow. ‘Did you?’

      ‘I better check,’ said Vex, and rushed upstairs.

      Moonglow was left on her own in the living room. Kalix was the first to reappear.

      ‘I got my keys.’ She paused. ‘But I forgot my money.’

      Kalix bounded back up the stairs. Moonglow pursed her lips. It could be a difficult task getting everyone out of the house.

      Daniel appeared. ‘Got my keys,’ he said.

      ‘Did you bring your wallet?’

      Daniel felt in his pockets. ‘I’ll be right back,’ he said, and hurried off.

      How did I become everyone’s mother? thought Moonglow. I’m too young to be in charge of three idiots.

       

      Beauty and Delicious were surprised at how easily Dominil had been persuaded to attend Kalix’s birthday party. They’d assumed she’d refuse, and had been preparing to assail her with a long string of reasons as to why she should attend. Kalix was a fellow werewolf, she was Dominil’s cousin, and had on one occasion saved Dominil’s life. Besides, as Beauty pointed out, Dominil lived the most boring life imaginable, visiting art galleries and translating Latin poetry. It would do her good to let her hair down.

      ‘Although her hair is pretty much straight down already,’ said Delicious.

      ‘True. But it is a bit weird, being so white. She should let us dye it.’

      Beauty’s hair was bright pink and Delicious’s a vivid blue. The twins devoted a lot of time and energy to hair maintenance. It was worth the effort. Even in Camden, where brightly coloured coiffures were common, the magnificence of the sisters’ brightly coloured tresses could still attract attention as they sauntered down the pavement. Their visits to a salon in Knightsbridge were expensive but they could afford it. Their parents had died in an accident, making Beauty and Delicious wealthy at a young age. They’d wasted no time in decamping to London to engage in a riotous lifestyle. The rest of the clan didn’t approve: Beauty and Delicious didn’t care what the rest of the clan thought.

      ‘So why is Dominil coming to Kalix’s party?’

      It was puzzling. Even though Dominil had been acting as manager of the twins’ band, she’d resolutely refused to join in with their lifestyle. Dominil would never visit pubs or clubs. But now she’d agreed to travel south of the river to Kalix’s birthday party, and she hadn’t even complained about it.

      ‘Dominil likes Kalix, I suppose,’ said Delicious. ‘More than us, anyway.’

      ‘True. Though I wouldn’t have thought she liked her enough to put up with a lot of drunken werewolves.’

      ‘What drunken werewolves?’

      ‘Us. Dominil has this weird thing about not liking drunken werewolves. It’s a flaw in her character.’

      ‘Maybe she’s looking for a man?’

      The twins roared with laughter. The twins amused themselves with the continual fantasy that Dominil was desperate to find a boyfriend. There was no reason to believe this was true, though Dominil had been known to engage with the opposite sex. She’d once spent the night with Pete, their guitarist. Dominil had initiated this, and ended the relationship immediately afterwards. Pete had never got over it. He still longed for Dominil, though she’d shown no interest in continuing the relationship.

      The phone in the living room rang.

      ‘I’m outside,’ said Dominil.

      The twins rushed out to Dominil’s car, clutching their bags. It was mid-afternoon and they were due to meet the others at the Odeon Cinema in Marble Arch. The twins weren’t particularly keen on the Runaways but they were willing to watch any film about a rock band.

      ‘I hope there’s lots of drugs and stuff,’ said Beauty. ‘And alcohol.’

      ‘And sex,’ said Delicious. ‘At the same time. Hi, Dominil, looking forward to the movie?’

      ‘Not really,’ said Dominil, and pulled carefully away from the kerb.

      ‘Is there any chance you could not drive like a nervous eighty-year-old?’ asked Beauty, as Dominil carefully negotiated the turning into the main road in Camden. Her cautious driving was another target of the twins’ mockery.

      ‘Did the Mistress of the Werewolves phone you?’ said Delicious.

      ‘Yes,’ replied Dominil. ‘Why do you ask?’

      ‘We wondered if she nagged you into going to the party, to check up on Kalix.’

      Dominil halted at a traffic light at Mornington Crescent. She turned to stare at Delicious.

      ‘I assume that you called the Mistress of the Werewolves yourself, to ask her to pressurise me into attending?’

      ‘We may have,’ said Delicious.

      Dominil scowled. The twins knew that Verasa MacRinnalch, Kalix’s mother, held Dominil in high regard. They also knew that Verasa worried about her errant daughter, far away in London. Asking her to persuade Dominil to attend the party had been their idea of a cunning plan.

      ‘There was no need,’ said Dominil. ‘I had already accepted the invitation.

      ‘But why? You’re so antisocial. Beauty, isn’t Dominil antisocial?’

      ‘The most antisocial werewolf in the clan,’ agreed Beauty. ‘I think she holds some sort of record.’

      Dominil’s lips compressed slightly, but she didn’t engage with the twins. It would be a waste of time. When Beauty and Delicious were excited, as they were now, there was no way of preventing them from talking nonsense. Since taking on the task of managing their band, Dominil had learned to ignore it. She followed the one-way system through Camden before taking the main road towards Oxford Street, bringing them to a large underground car park close to the cinema.

      ‘Wouldn’t it be funny if the car broke down?’ said Delicious, as they emerged into the street above.

      ‘Why would it be funny?’ asked Dominil.

      ‘Because we’re all going to turn into werewolves in a few hours, of course. We’d be werewolves in the middle of town. Owwooo!’

      ‘It would not be funny at all,’ said Dominil, sternly. ‘And the car won’t break down. I had it serviced recently.’

      ‘Owwooo!’ Beauty joined in with her sister, imagining themselves already to be werewolves. Passers-by looked at the girls, and smiled. It was odd behaviour, howling in the street for no apparent reason, but given the brightness of the sisters’ hair and clothes, it didn’t seem out of character. Students, they imagined. Or perhaps some sort of alternative models, with their pink, blue and snow-white hair.

      ‘Kalix and her friends are in the foyer,’ said Dominil. ‘Now stop howling and start behaving. I’m expecting this film to be tedious enough without having to listen to you making fools of yourselves all the way through.’
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      Sarapen MacRinnalch stood on the roof of the great palace, gazing at the lava which poured down the eastern slopes of the Eternal Volcano. Flames crackled above the molten rock and the air shimmered. The first time Sarapen had seen the approaching lava he’d felt a mild sense of alarm; it seemed that the palace would soon be overwhelmed and swamped by the molten liquid. He was used to it now. The Royal Palace of the Hainusta was connected to the volcano, existing with it in some sort of symbiotic relationship. Rather than causing harm, the fiery outpouring of the volcano gave power to the Empress and her people.

      Sarapen knew that he shouldn’t be able to stand so close to the boiling lava. The heat should have driven him back. He hardly felt it. Empress Kabachetka had worked spells on him, enabling him to exist in her land. Since taking control of the volcano, Kabachetka’s power had greatly increased. Here in her own land there seemed to be little she couldn’t do. She could enable a werewolf to exist alongside the fire elementals. She could cause a werewolf to live when he should have died. Sarapen’s fingers touched his chest, something he did quite often these days, unconsciously. Beneath his shirt there was a terrible scar. Even the Empress’s healing powers couldn’t get rid of that. But she had prevented him from dying, though the Begravar knife which had pierced his chest should have been lethal. No werewolf could survive such a strike. The weapon had been designed specially to confuse and kill any shape-shifting creature. It was always lethal against werewolves. It was also forbidden. No werewolf would use it against a fellow member of the clan.

      ‘Apart from Kalix, of course,’ murmured Sarapen. ‘She had no hesitation about thrusting it into my chest.’

      The huge werewolf smiled. He despised his sister Kalix but somehow he didn’t hold it against her that she’d stabbed him with the Begravar knife. At the time, he’d been trying to kill her. Most probably he’d have used the knife on Kalix if he could. Clan traditions were important, but the most important thing about a war was to win it, and Kalix had done that.

      ‘I’ll pay her back one day,’ he muttered.

      Sarapen was the eldest son of the old Thane. He was the strongest werewolf in the MacRinnalch clan. He should have been elected as leader when his father died. His mother had seen to it that he hadn’t been. Thanks to Verasa, his brother Markus was the new Thane. His mother, his brother and both his sisters had all conspired against him.

      ‘But I’m still alive,’ mused Sarapen. ‘That would surprise them. Alive and stuck in an alien dimension. That surprises me.’

      He heard a soft footstep behind him. Only the Empress had access to this part of the roof. She approached him from behind and put a hand on his shoulder. Sarapen didn’t turn round.

      ‘I still want to go back,’ said Sarapen.

      There was a moment’s silence. When the young Empress spoke there was a note of frustration in her voice. ‘I can’t send you back yet. The after-effects of the Begravar knife will kill you if you return to Earth.’

      Sarapen remained silent, staring out over the streams of lava.

      ‘Why go back anyway?’ said Kabachetka. ‘What’s in Scotland for you? A clan that betrayed you? Werewolves who don’t appreciate you?’

      ‘I should be Thane,’ said Sarapen.

      ‘So what? How would that compare to staying in a palace with an Empress?’ Kabachetka edged her way to his side, placing her arm round his frame. ‘I know you miss your home. I’ll be able to send you back sometime. My sorcerers are working on it. Meanwhile…’

      The Empress stood on her tiptoes to kiss Sarapen, embracing him as she did. She liked to put her arms round Sarapen. His muscles felt like steel beneath his garments.

      Sarapen kissed her back, not as passionately as the Empress would have liked. She withdrew her lips and gazed into his eyes.

      ‘Your mind is elsewhere.’

      Sarapen nodded.

      ‘Are you thinking about your clan?’

      ‘You said you’d bring me news.’

      The Empress sighed. ‘I really have little business on Earth these days. It’s difficult for me to bring news.’

      Sarapen nodded. He didn’t know whether to believe the Empress or not. She always sounded sincere, but the werewolf found it hard to believe she knew nothing of his relations back on Earth. He turned to gaze out over the red rock landscape that fell away in a long slope beyond the volcano.

      ‘Now you’re thinking about going to fight in the desert!’ exclaimed the Empress, and sounded cross.

      ‘I thought you weren’t going to read my aura,’ said Sarapen.

      ‘I am not reading your aura. I never learned to read werewolf auras. It’s perfectly obvious you want to go and fight in the desert. Or anywhere away from me, I suppose.’

      Sarapen didn’t reply. There was a long-standing conflict between the Hainusta and the Hiyasta in the Western Desert. Sarapen was tired of the Palace, and having no other prospect that pleased him, he’d asked the Empress to send him to the fighting. The Empress had so far demurred.

      ‘I can’t understand why you’d want to go and fight anyway. I have a beautiful palace and beautiful lands. And I’m beautiful too.’

      Sarapen looked at her. He nodded. ‘You are. But I don’t belong in this palace.’

      For a brief second it seemed as if the Empress might flare up in anger. Instead, she laughed and put her arm round him again.

      ‘You’ll change your mind, Sarapen. I’m a much better prospect than fighting in the desert. Or a gloomy castle full of werewolves.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                10
              
            

          

        

      

      Dominil’s calm exterior showed signs of fraying as the twins prevaricated at the refreshment stand.

      ‘I can’t make up my mind,’ said Beauty.

      ‘Me neither,’ said her sister.’

      ‘Maybe we should just buy everything?’

      ‘I want everything too!’ cried Vex, who had a very sweet tooth.

      ‘Do you want anything, Kalix?’ asked Daniel, raising his voice to compete with Vex and the twins.

      Kalix shook her head.

      ‘A hot dog? Maybe they could give you a raw one?’

      Kalix looked outraged, and turned to Moonglow. ‘Tell Daniel to stop making jokes about me eating raw hot dogs!’

      ‘Daniel, stop making jokes about Kalix eating raw hot dogs.’

      Moonglow and Dominil looked at the squabbling mass in front of the confectionery stall. Moonglow sighed.

      ‘It’s like taking children to the pictures.’

      ‘Indeed,’ agreed Dominil. ‘I’m not sure how I ended up in this position.’

      ‘I know!’ said Moonglow. ‘That’s just how I feel. How did I end up being the mother?’

      Dominil and Moonglow shared a brief moment of empathy before shepherding their charges into the cinema. Fortunately for their state of mind, the cinema was quiet for the afternoon showing, and there were few people there to witness the loud behaviour of their party. They trooped through the corridor, looking for the correct screen in the large cinema complex.

      ‘Does everyone have their tickets?’ asked Moonglow.

      ‘I’ve lost mine,’ said Vex.

      ‘How do you know? You didn’t even check.’

      ‘I just assumed,’ said Vex, and started fumbling in her pocket. ‘Oh, here it is!’ She brandished her ticket triumphantly.

      ‘I’ve lost my ticket,’ said Daniel.

      Moonglow scowled at him. ‘Stop making jokes.’

      ‘I’m not joking. I really have lost it.’

      Daniel started searching through all his pockets.

      ‘How could you lose it?’ asked Moonglow. ‘The ticket office is only twenty yards away.’

      Daniel looked around. ‘Maybe it dropped out of my pocket? Oh wait, here it is! I forgot I had a pocket there. It’s this new jacket, I’m not used to it.’

      ‘Is everybody ready now?’ asked Dominil.

      ‘I’ve lost my ticket,’ said Beauty.

      ‘So have I,’ added Delicious.

      ‘You never had your tickets,’ said Dominil. ‘I have them.’

      They showed their tickets to the young woman at the door and trooped into the cinema.

      ‘The previews are on already,’ said Beauty, as they walked down the aisle.

      ‘Previews!’ cried Vex. ‘I love previews!’

      Vex had never been to the cinema before, so how she could love previews was a mystery. Moonglow and Dominil guided everyone to a row in the middle of the cinema. Before taking their seats, Vex looked around, and waved to some people in the next row.

      ‘It’s my birthday,’ she shouted. She pointed to Kalix. ‘It’s her birthday too.’

      ‘Stop embarrassing me,’ hissed Kalix.

      Vex waved cheerfully to several other people before taking her seat. After a few moments she turned to Kalix. ‘Is this the film now?’

      ‘Not, it’s an advert.’

      ‘I hate adverts,’ said Vex.

      There was a brief commotion as Beauty dropped a large bucket of popcorn on the floor and then scrambled to retrieve it. Delicious collapsed with laughter at the sight, and Beauty started laughing too, still scrambling on the floor. Moonglow had never seen Dominil look embarrassed before, but as she looked along the row, she thought that the white-haired werewolf might just have sunk a little further down in her seat, trapped as she was with the twins, in a public place, while they made an exhibition of themselves.

      ‘Shove over, Daniel,’ said Vex. ‘Stop hogging the armrest.’

      ‘I’m not hogging the armrest!’ protested Daniel. ‘I was here first.’

      ‘Moonglow, Daniel’s hogging the armrest!’

      ‘No I’m not!’

      Daniel was in no mood to give in to Vex. He’d already had to struggle with her to ensure that he sat next to Moonglow. For a few moments Daniel’s plans had hung in the balance, but he’d finally managed to manoeuvre Moonglow to the outside of their group, with him next in line. He could easily put his arm round her without anyone else noticing.

      Vex stared at the figures on screen. ‘Is this the Runaways?’ she asked, loudly.

      ‘Of course it’s not the Runaways, it’s an advert for potato chips!’ said Kalix.

      ‘Oh… will the Runaways be here soon?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Will they be in the next advert?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Don’t they get to be in any adverts?’ asked Vex.

      ‘Why would they be in the adverts?’

      ‘To advertise their film? Can’t they do that?’

      ‘The Runaways won’t be in any adverts!’ said Kalix, and started to feel cross. ‘They’re only in the film. Stop being stupid.’

      Vex turned to Daniel. ‘They should have the Runaways advertising these potato chips. It would definitely make me want to buy them.’

      There were a few seconds of silence. Vex leaned over Kalix towards the twins.

      ‘Did anyone buy any potato chips? Now I really want some.’

      There were a few dissatisfied mutterings from elsewhere in the cinema, as other visitors started to regret being at the same showing as such a noisy party.

      ‘Will everyone keep quiet!’ hissed Moonglow.

      ‘Sorry!’ shouted Vex.

      ‘I’ve dropped my popcorn again,’ wailed Beauty.

      Moonglow and Dominil shrank in her seats and hoped, rather desperately, that things might calm down when the film started. As the adverts and previews came to an end, Kalix suddenly felt very excited at the prospect of watching the film about her favourite band. She focused on the screen, ignoring everything around her. Vex and the twins finally fell silent. Daniel inched closer to Moonglow. He felt the warmth of their arms touching.

      I’m sure Moonglow’s deliberately leaning on me, he thought. This is going to be perfect. First I’ll put my arm round her and then I’m going to kiss her.
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      ‘I’ve never been lucky in romance,’ admitted Thrix. ‘I got off to a bad start. The first disaster happened when I was nine years old.’

      The Fire Queen leaned forward eagerly. ‘Really? Tell me all about it.’

      ‘I had a crush on Bobby MacPhee. He sat next to me in class. He had spiky black hair. I was fascinated by it. And he gave me sweets at playtime.’

      Malveria nodded sagely. ‘A young Lothario, with his fascinating hair and generous ways. I can see the attraction.’

      ‘He was a popular werewolf,’ agreed Thrix. ‘All the girls at the castle liked him. But I had an advantage, sitting next to him in class. He asked if I’d like to meet up some time.’

      ‘For a date?’

      ‘Well, sort of. A nine-year-old date.’

      ‘Excellent,’ said Malveria. ‘The other girls at the castle must have bristled with anger. What happened?’

      ‘One evening when the full moon was out, Bobby shouted up at my window, asking if I wanted to come out. Which I did, obviously. For a play fight.’

      The Fire Queen was surprised. ‘A fight? Surely an odd choice for your first date? Was there no restaurant nearby?’

      ‘Well, when werewolf children go out as werewolves, they have a lot of play-fights. It’s normal behaviour.’

      Thrix’s frowned, remembering the occasion. ‘Unfortunately, I got carried away and almost severed his jugular vein. If Doctor Angus hadn’t been visiting the castle poor Bobby would have bled to death.’

      ‘Ah.’ Malveria nodded. ‘I take it the romance did not continue?’

      ‘Bobby’s parents told my mother if I ever went near him again they’d make a formal complaint to Baron MacPhee. It was all very embarrassing. But really, I didn’t know I was that powerful. We were strong children, the Thane’s family.’ Thrix sighed. ‘I spent the next few years being called the “blonde bully” by the other werewolves in class. I never had another date at school.’

      Malveria sipped from her glass of red wine. ‘But did you not once mention you’d had a teenage romance with an older werewolf?’

      Thrix screwed up her face. ‘Only because I’d had too much to drink.’

      ‘Tell me all about it.’

      ‘I’d rather not.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Malveria. ‘But tell me about it anyway. You are quite diverting me from my previous unhappiness over the dreadful Kabachetka.’

      Thrix filled her wine glass. ‘His name was John MacAndris. He was an artist. Quite a good artist. He lived in Edinburgh. I really fell for him.’

      ‘Ah.’ The Fire Queen nodded. ‘An artist. They can be alluring, for a while. Was he handsome?’

      ‘Quite handsome. He had this air of…’ Thrix struggled for the correct description. ‘Well, he seemed exciting, with his exhibitions, and critics writing reviews in the Scotsman and the Glasgow Herald. I dated him for about three months. I took care to keep it secret. Because my mother wouldn’t have approved, with him being a lot older than me.’

      ‘Did he paint you naked?’ asked Malveria eagerly.

      Thrix laughed. ‘No! Why did you ask that?’

      ‘I just thought it might have happened.’

      ‘He was mainly an abstract expressionist. No naked models. Well, not me anyway.’

      The Fire Queen was disappointed. ‘Surely any artist with spirit would have attempted to scandalously paint you naked? One hardly sees the point otherwise.’

      ‘It didn’t take any naked pictures to cause a scandal. I turned up unexpectedly at one of his exhibitions. Unfortunately, his wife did too.’

      ‘His wife? Did you know he was married?’

      Thrix looked uncomfortable. ‘I pretended to everyone afterwards that I didn’t. But I did know really. I was only a teenager. I sort of thought it was all right, with him being an artist. I persuaded myself that him having a young lover was probably just normal artistic behaviour.’ Thrix shuddered. ‘Apparently it wasn’t. Mind you, I don’t think that his wife travelling all the way from Edinburgh to the castle just to shout abuse at me was normal behaviour either.’

      Thrix found that she’d finished her wine rather quickly, and refilled both of their glasses.

      ‘It was a huge scandal. There were even suggestions of removing me from the Great Council, though Mother wouldn’t hear of that.’ Thrix shook her head. ‘That was another early romantic trauma. But I was naive. Growing up in Castle MacRinnalch was fine for learning about being a werewolf but it didn’t really prepare you for life outside.’

      Thrix looked thoughtful. ‘It was one reason I left to join Minerva on her mountaintop, to get away from the gossip. Minerva didn’t care one way or the other about affairs or scandals. I appreciated that.’
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      Empress Kabachetka walked delicately over the bridge of blue crystal that spanned one of the great lava-filled gorges beside her palace. Adviser Distikka accompanied her.

      ‘Should I send Sarapen to the Western Desert?’

      ‘You asked me that already,’ said Distikka.

      ‘So?’ said Empress Kabachetka. ‘There is no rule that says an Empress cannot ask an adviser for an opinion more than once.’

      ‘Unfortunately for me.’

      The Empress laughed. ‘Distikka, you are amusing. Once your insolence would have upset me. Not any more. Have you noticed how I have rapidly matured since becoming Empress?’

      Distikka declined to reply. The Empress checked her lips in a small mirror she carried in her handbag. The bag, a recent acquisition from Paris, had been sorcerously treated by the Empress to enable it to withstand the fiery temperatures of her realm.

      ‘This lip colouring is not entirely satisfactory. Should I let Sarapen go and fight in the desert?’

      ‘What you’re really asking me,’ replied Distikka, ‘is do I know any way of making Sarapen fall in love with you?’

      ‘That is not what I’m asking at all!’ declared the Empress. She frowned, and glanced in the mirror again. ‘But if I was asking you that, what would you reply?’

      ‘I’d say that I have little insight into affairs of the heart,’ said Distikka. ‘Never having participated in them myself.’

      The Empress was dissatisfied. ‘You must have some experience, Distikka. Did you not seduce General Agrippa, and cause him to rebel against Queen Malveria?’

      ‘I suppose I did. But the General was so blinded by ambition it wasn’t hard to make him rebel. I don’t think I really made him fall love with me.’

      ‘Fortunately for the General,’ said Kabachetka, ‘as you abandoned him at the scene of the crime, so to speak, leaving him to have his head chopped off by Queen Malveria. Which was the correct course of action by you, in the circumstances. But why will Sarapen not fall in love with me?’

      Distikka looked blank.

      ‘Stop looking blank,’ demanded Empress Kabachetka. ‘I don’t like it. You must have some insights. Consider the facts. All independent witnesses agree that I am a remarkable beauty. My blonde hair alone is the wonder of the nation. I am also an empress. That has to count for something. Furthermore, I saved his life. One would think that was enough.’

      Distikka smiled, which she rarely did. ‘Presumably love does not run along logical lines, Empress. Which you already know. I really am at a loss what to suggest. Perhaps Sarapen, if facing hardship in the desert, might decide you were a better option?’

      The Empress frowned, not liking to hear herself described as merely a better option.

      ‘I will muse on it longer. But I’m not satisfied with your advice, Distikka. And on the subject of your unsatisfactory advice, nothing seems to be happening concerning werewolves.’

      ‘The Avenaris Guild is growing stronger. They have more money and more power.’

      ‘That is no use if they never encounter any werewolves. Are Thrix MacRinnalch and her annoying sister Kalix never to be punished?’ The Empress’s temper flared. ‘I had a hunter from the Guild on the very point of killing the Enchantress when Kalix intervened! And Kalix is still unpunished for attempting to murder Sarapen! And the Enchantress is still providing fashionable garments for Malveria! It is all most frustrating, Distikka. Something must be done.’

      They paused to admire a huge spout of flame that shot up from the gorge below.

      ‘Something is being done,’ replied Distikka, calmly. ‘Soon we won’t have to worry about the werewolves avoiding the Avenaris Guild. They’ll be rushing to confront them. And then they’ll be killed.’

      ‘I hope so,’ said the Empress. ‘Your plan is no doubt very complicated and I’m suspicious of complicated plans. I will let it proceed, and see what happens. But if we meet with another failure, I may forget my new-found maturity, and introduce you to some of my own assassins.’
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      Although there were only eight people in Daniel’s and Moonglow’s flat, the small apartment had never been so noisy. Beauty and Delicious turned up the music, shouted over it to make themselves heard, and then turned it up again. Vex screamed at the top of her voice and danced in the middle of the floor.

      Decembrius hadn’t come with them to the cinema but he’d arrived at the party. He was now talking to Kalix, or rather listening, as she enthusiastically talked about the film. Kalix had enjoyed The Runaways, and described all her favourite parts to Decembrius. They sat close to each other on the floor, leaning against the wall, drinking beer, and looking, for once, like a couple who were comfortable in each other’s company. Moonglow observed them with interest. She thought it would be nice if Kalix and Decembrius managed to establish some sort of stable relationship. Decembrius wasn’t such a bad werewolf, once you got past his slight arrogance. Moonglow suspected that Decembrius put this on to cover a degree of natural shyness. When he forgot about being arrogant he was much more agreeable.

      Dominil sat quietly in a corner. She seemed thoughtful, and had hardly spoken since they’d left the cinema.

      ‘My cup is empty!’ yelled Vex, and hurried to the kitchen. There she found Daniel, who was drinking from a bottle of lager while putting another in his jacket pocket.

      ‘Daniel! Wasn’t that a good film?’

      Daniel grunted.

      ‘And isn’t this a good party?’

      Daniel grunted again.

      ‘Why are you putting beer in your pockets?’

      ‘So I can drink on my own in my room.’

      Vex looked puzzled. ‘You’ve looked awfully gloomy since the film ended. Almost like there’s something wrong. What’s the matter? No, don’t tell me, I’m good at guessing these things…’ Vex studied Daniel, trying to interpret his aura. ‘Did you have an accident?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Are you sick?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Did someone you know have an accident or get sick?’

      Daniel shook his head, and tried to escape from the kitchen. Vex blocked his way. She put her face an inch from his and grinned very broadly. ‘Tell me what’s wrong. It can’t be that bad.’

      ‘I tried to kiss Moonglow and it all went wrong,’ said Daniel.

      Vex winced. ‘Oh. That’s really bad. What happened?’

      ‘She hit me.’

      ‘Hit you?’

      ‘Well, more of a push really.’ Daniel looked thoughtful. ‘No, I think it qualifies as a blow actually. A violent push, say.’

      ‘When did this happen?’

      ‘In the cinema.’

      ‘I didn’t notice.’

      ‘You were singing along with the film,’ said Daniel. ‘I picked a moment when everyone was occupied.’

      ‘So you just grabbed her and kissed her?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And Moonglow hit you?’

      ‘Sort of. And she told me never to do it again.’ Daniel looked crestfallen.

      ‘Well OK,’ said Vex. ‘At least you’ve learned something. It was a bad idea to grab Moonglow and kiss her. But it was obviously the wrong time. I mean, you were both sober. That was bound to be embarrassing. Why didn’t you just wait till the party when Moonglow had a few beers inside her?’

      Daniel shook his head gloomily. ‘I expect you’re right. I always get these things wrong. If anyone needs me I’ll be up in my room, listening to depressing music.’

      ‘What use it that? I keep telling you, you’re not going to get anywhere with Moonglow if you keep skulking around, doing nothing.’

      ‘What would you suggest?’

      Vex looked thoughtful. ‘Have you considered kissing her?’

      Daniel put a weary hand to his forehead. ‘Agrivex. Please never talk to me again.’

      ‘Why do people keep saying that?’ said Vex, but Daniel by now had slipped past her, out of the kitchen.

      As he slouched his way through the living room towards the stairs, Moonglow studiously avoided looking at him. She regretted that matters between them had come to a head that day, though she’d known they inevitably would at some point. She hadn’t expected that point to be in the middle of a film about the Runaways, when they were sitting in a cinema with five other people. It had been a very poor time to attempt to kiss her. Moonglow had been shocked, and not very pleased. She’d pushed Daniel away quite angrily. Since then they hadn’t spoken a word to each other.

      It’s going to be awkward living together now, she thought.

      Vex arrived back in the room, and began haranguing Beauty and Delicious about playing more gigs. As Yum Yum Sugary Snacks were Vex’s favourite band she was eager to see them onstage again.
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