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        Aster

        Woolwich, March 1812

      

      

      

      “Dougal, your breath could incapacitate a vampyre.” The noxious odour assaulted Aster’s nose and roused her from sleep. It was so foul she suspected even a creature that flouted the laws of Nature would have been stopped in its tracks. She screwed up her face and rolled over, but the smell leapt over her and continued its assault. “Honestly, your breath could be a secret weapon against the French and their undead warriors. No need for cannon, just equip each man at the front with his own Dougal.”

      Although, she’d heard the French ingested large amounts of garlic, so perhaps that would be an antidote to Dougal’s breath? Either way, she could take it no longer. She pushed Dougal away, but the irritating creature kept licking at her exposed flesh.

      The wet raspy tongue made her sit up. “Dougal, no! I don’t want whatever foul concoction you have eaten all over my hands.”

      The little Scottish terrier cocked his head to one side. He tried to blink away the long black hair obscuring his vision, but it didn’t work. He yapped and went back to licking Aster.

      “Why exactly do I share a home with you?” she asked the tenacious canine. A rhetorical question, since Dougal was certain of his place in Aster’s affections, based on his obvious magnificence and ability to wake her early in the morning. Light had only just begun to sneak between the curtains and creep across the floor. Its path illuminated the worn timbers and faded rug she’d bought to add some warmth for her toes in winter.

      The landlady had almost denied Aster a room, not wanting a filthy dog in her house—a somewhat ironic stance, given the sad state of the establishment. Then Dougal had bounced off with a bark and a snarl, and returned a minute later with a very dead rat between his jaws. His ability to sniff out and deal with the rodent population had earned him, and Aster, a roof over their heads and a small space to call their own. That was two years ago, but little had changed in their daily routine since. The orderly days soothed some part of Aster’s mind. Their life might not be exciting, but it was predictable and simple.

      “Come along, then.” She rose from bed and stretched.

      She pushed aside the curtains to admit the dawn, and cast an eye over her room. The single bed was up against one wall. Spread over it was a quilt in shades of green and pink, made from leftover scraps purchased cheaply from a local seamstress. Against the wall opposite the bed stood a wardrobe. Its dark wood and ornately carved panels made it look like it belonged elsewhere; Aster suspected the landlady had found it discarded outside a much grander house. A lone maidenhair fern sat on a dresser, injecting a spot of greenery to the décor. A pile of books rested on the floor next to the bed. Their edges were lined up exactly, and all their spines faced the same way. At the top of the pile was the recent novel by A. Lady, Sense and Sensibility. Not exactly high literature, but Aster couldn’t help dreaming of her own quiet hero who would one day cast longing looks her way.

      At twenty-two, Aster had no one in the world to support her, and no family to worry over her. There was no warm country home to shelter her, nor a dowry to entice some capable lad to offer for her hand. Only by dint of her intelligence did she keep herself from the poorhouse or other less salubrious occupations. She well understood the forces that drove other women to sell their bodies; one winter she had teetered on that edge herself.

      Her decision not to pursue the oldest occupation was a practical one—Aster just didn’t think she would fetch much of a price. What man would pay for her angular body, plain face, and lack of experience? She would have to bore the other party with a multitude of questions about what exactly he intended to place where. Far better to use the gift God had endowed her with: her mind.

      Serendipity had intervened that frigid night when an elderly gentleman dropped a parcel near where Aster and Dougal were sheltering in a doorway. When she returned the wrapped package, the subsequent lively conversation—about what kinds of creatures lurked in the dark—prompted him to extend an offer of employment. An elderly mage in frail health, he needed a secretary who could answer his correspondence but who was unafraid of a mystical employer. Some years later, his letter of recommendation had been pivotal in securing her current role.

      Dougal had been an extravagance and another mouth to feed. Yet the day she’d spotted the scruffy black pup sticking out of a basket on the roadside, she couldn’t walk away. Her heart ached for another creature to share her life with, and the little terrier brought joy into her darkest moments—not to mention warmth during those long nights she’d slept outside, and protection from the beings that scuttled about in the night. She could never begrudge the meals she shared with him, even if he did wake her early by breathing eau de rat over her face.

      She ruffled his fur and then dressed quickly. Winter lingered in the morning chill pervading her room, and her teeth were chattering by the time she’d donned a sturdy brown cotton dress and pulled on woollen stockings. With Dougal at her heels, she headed down the rickety stairs to the overgrown garden out back. While the dog cavorted and explored the wilderness, Aster went back inside to the kitchen for a bowl of porridge. No other tenant had yet roused. Some of the other women were shop girls or seamstresses, and they kept slightly later hours. She helped herself from the pot on the stove and warmed her hands around the bowl. Her rent paid for two meals a day; it was plain food, but enough to sustain her.

      While the boarding house looked neglected from the outside, inside was a tightly run ship. All the rooms and the kitchen were clean, the girls were expected to be respectable, and lively conversations kept the shades from lingering in the corners.

      Aster kept her own company, and having different working hours to the other girls made that easier. She had tried in her awkward way to befriend the others, but they giggled behind their hands and she lost patience with their inane chatter. While she smiled and could exchange a few pleasant words, none of the women had ever settled into friendship with her.

      Perhaps her inability to acquire or maintain female friends meant she was defective. She stared at the pine table and empty chairs. What would it be like to be surrounded by the bustle and noise of a large, friendly household? To share in laughter over a meal, or even to have companions with whom she could discuss the course of the war, literature, or politics?

      No, she could no more imagine that than she could imagine life as a noblewoman, having her every need catered to. There were those in life destined for greatness, and those who would pass through the world and not leave the faintest shadow to show they’d ever been. Aster was the latter.

      After a sustaining but somewhat bland breakfast consumed alone, she darted upstairs. She grabbed a grey wool redingote against the biting chill outside, her bonnet, and a pair of dark glasses to protect her sensitive eyes against the sun. Back in the yard she whistled for Dougal, who broke free from a dead shrub and shook a few leaves from his fur. With her constant companion at her feet, Aster set off at a brisk walk.

      The role of secretary to Sir John Warrington of the Records Office within the Board of Ordnance might not sound exciting, but it provided a steady income to pay for her small room in the boarding house. Her wages kept food in her stomach and clothes on her back, and she had a tiny amount left over to stash away for her elderly years. The position also allowed Aster to indulge her love of puzzles and crosswords, a habit Sir John encouraged as he trained her in cryptography.

      The Royal Arsenal was a huge, sprawling complex of buildings. Some housed the artillery and undertook the manufacturing of armaments. The Royal Carriage Department produced carriage guns. The War Mages, who crafted magic to aid England, had their own separate stone building with a permanent thundercloud tethered above it, which emitted the occasional lightning bolt. Further activity came from the Military Academy. Overall it was a bustling and industrious site. It even sported a huge open space used as a testing range for both physical and magical weapons, although it was mercifully quiet this morning.

      Aster skirted the lively grounds and headed off to the southwest corner of the complex, where a lonely wooden one-storey building housed the records, stores, and Sir John.

      As she pushed open the door to her domain, Aster was enveloped by quiet. Within, order governed, in contrast to the loud chaos outside. Books covered one wall, their spines aligned with regimental precision. The other wall was a honeycomb of small drawers, containing the collected knowledge of ordnances, down to how many pencils each enlisted man used to scratch out his letters home. Everything was detailed on cream cards within the little wooden drawers—thousands upon thousands of cards pressed tightly together. Having all that information at her fingertips soothed Aster. Like quiet music playing in the background, the ordered environment lulled her brain and washed away the discordant notes of the soldiers out in the yard.

      Dougal trotted off to a basket behind her desk and under the window, where he turned three times before settling down. His head rested on his paws, and his large brown eyes watched his mistress as she removed her redingote and bonnet and hung them on a rack behind the door. Aster brushed out her skirts and surveyed her domain. It was a highly unusual place of employment for a woman, even though the army had a woman War Mage. Most on the base assumed Aster was a maid, if they ever thought about her at all.

      It had been more than two years since she stood in the office and uttered the words, “Aster Simmons reporting for duty, Sir John.” At the time, she’d fought an overwhelming urge to salute him as a display of gratitude for the opportunity. It would have been a terribly inappropriate thing for a civilian to do, but the chance he extended her seemed to warrant it. Very few people would employ a woman unless she had otherworldly skills to offer. An ordinary woman in such a position of responsibility was extraordinary. Loyalty burned in her heart for Sir John, for hiring her based on her ability and disregarding her gender.

      In Europe, the war raged against France. Though the Records Office was a tiny and unremarkable division within the Ordnance Office, they still played their role in supporting the army. Outwardly, they laboured quietly and unnoticed, maintaining all the army’s records and ordering new uniforms. They also had a covert task: deciphering enemy messages and reports.

      The War Office funnelled more work to their door as they sought to understand and catalogue the Unnatural creatures that walked English soil. There was even a movement agitating for them to have all the rights of other Englishmen.

      Their isolation from the rest of the base suited Aster, for the fewer the visitors to their little corner of the world, the fewer there were to remark upon or complain about the role she played. It gave her free range to delve into fiendish ciphers and to compile dossiers on the magical happenings that needed to be understood and harnessed for the war effort.

      A cough from behind closed doors reminded Aster that her employer waited on the other side.

      “Stay there, Dougal.” She raised a hand to reinforce the command, and began her morning routine.

      The correspondence was collected from a locked box mounted on the wall next to the door. Then she headed to the small galley with its diminutive, chugging range, and set out a tea tray. Finally, she sorted the mail. Envelopes for Sir John were stacked neatly, all facing the same way. He was afflicted with the same need for order that Aster suffered, although to a far greater extent. At times his need for order crippled him and he was unable to continue his work until the perceived wrongs were righted. She had found him some mornings with a ruler in hand, crawling around the floor to ensure everything in his office was a certain distance from the walls or other pieces of furniture. She often wondered why he didn’t speak to one of the mages about casting an enchantment over his office so everything would return to its assigned spot if moved.

      Tea tray in her hands, she pushed into the main office. “Good morning, Sir John.”

      She crossed the dark patterned rug to his desk and placed the tray on one corner. Where her office was ordered, his was tightly regimented. The rug was in the exact middle of the room. Everything on his desk was one inch from the edge, and one inch from any other item. The books on his shelves were perfectly placed in descending order of height. When there were two books of equal height, they were shelved according to thickness of the spine. In the rare occasion of same height and same thickness, hue was the determinant for placement. Sir John became agitated if anything fell out of order. Luckily Aster understood the source of his discomfort, and had no issue maintaining strict control over the furniture.

      “Good morning, Aster.” He raised his head and smiled. He had the most unusual eyes, so dark blue that they bordered on either black or violet, depending on the light. “I have another communiqué for you to puzzle over.” He pulled a wicker basket from the corner and flicked through the sheets it contained, then extracted one and held it out.

      Aster swapped the teacup for the paper. The page was full of strange symbols. “A paragraph of standard text?” Her brain saw the spacing that defined words within the lines.

      “Yes. I wager it will take you until Friday to translate.” The corners of his eyes wrinkled with a smile as he moved the basket back to its original position, and then frowned. The ruler came out as he measured each side and made minute adjustments to its placement.

      She assessed the paragraph in her hand. Already the symbols swam before her vision, wanting to transform themselves into neatly ordered letters and words. This was the closest she came to possessing magic—being able to see the patterns in language. A one-letter word was either a or I. The most common three-letter word was the. These were clues that allowed a keen mind to chip away at the rest of a paragraph until the true meaning was revealed. “Two days.”

      “Done,” he said, then waved her away. “No interruptions until two p.m. please, Aster. I am close with something and want to try to crack it before afternoon tea.”

      She returned to her desk and the pile of tasks. Which to tackle first, the new cipher or the reports to catalogue and track the Unnaturals? She decided to work through the reports that had arrived overnight. It was slow work but some fascinating insights were developing. Aster found that wights, also known as ghosts or shades, had a higher concentration around mages, as though the magical work attracted wights like moths to a flame.

      Aster laboured alone and rarely saw another person. Even her piles of dispatches were dropped in a locked box, without any human contact. Only the occasional mutter from behind Sir John’s closed doors, or the rustle of his papers, reminded her that she was not completely by herself. If a day passed and not another soul remarked on her existence, did she still live? Perhaps if no one ever noticed her, she would fade away and become just another shade haunting the earth. They were foolish thoughts, but they gnawed at her when loneliness pressed down.

      Twice during the day she got up to stretch and take Dougal for a quick stroll. She nodded to the soldiers they passed, but didn’t stop to converse. She was not the sort of woman to attract the attention of men. She was long used to their gazes sliding over her, as though she were a ghost invisible to the living. Was it too much to ask for someone to see her, to acknowledge that she breathed and possessed a mind?

      The day wore on until the light from the window faded to dusk and the pencilled words before her blended with the grey paper. Aster could linger no longer if she wanted to make it back to her room before full dark claimed the rural town. The work of the mages over hundreds of years had weakened and torn the veil between worlds, and unnatural creatures leaked into England and other countries. Aster had no desire to encounter such beings on her walk home—one never knew if they were harmless or malicious.

      She rose from her desk, crossed to the double doors, and poked her head through.

      Sir John was bent over his desk, a pencil in his hand as he scratched out words and started over, muttering to himself.

      She coughed into her hand. “Goodnight, Sir John. I shall see you in the morning.”

      “Goodnight, Aster. Don’t let the night wights bite,” he called without looking up. His sole focus lay on the document before him. His glasses rested perilously close to the end of his nose as he peered through the lenses.

      She worried that the night wights would get him. He worked too many long hours and didn’t take care of himself, but she understood the lure that kept him there. Life offered him the same choice that lay before her: to keep one’s mind focused on a task, or return to an empty home.

      On the street, she set a clipping pace and Dougal trotted to keep up. She kept her gaze set to the middle distance so as not to attract the attention of other pedestrians. Not that anyone would look her way, just one plain working girl scurrying home before the other working girls emerged.
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        Hamish

        Edinburgh, March 1812

      

      

      

      A Scotsman hated to be left out of a decent fight, especially one he believed he could win. Unfortunately for Hamish Logan, captain of the newly formed Highland Wolves, he and his men were left sitting in Edinburgh like wallflowers at a ball. Everyone else had left England for active duty in Europe and the battle against Napoleon, while his unit languished in Scotland.

      He drew a deep breath to centre himself. Anger and frustration coursed hot through his veins like a fine brandy. He slowed his breathing to douse the flames of his rage, and brought it under control. For the last two years he and his men had learned how to adapt to the lunar madness that infected them and the outbreaks of rage it caused. The Wolves were not considered fit for duty alongside decent English soldiers. But they could be used in secret under the cover of dark where no one else would see, much like cheap prostitutes.

      Letting out all his disappointment, Hamish tugged at the red wool of his jacket, to ensure it sat exactly at his waist. Touching the fabric triggered another reminder of the low status of his men: They did not have their own uniform or even an insignia, but still wore their old cavalry colours. Satisfied that his appearance and uniform were immaculate, he knocked on the dark panelled door in front of him and waited for the barked, “Enter.”

      He pushed into the spartan office of his superior. The inside resembled a camp office hastily erected under canvas, despite the fact they stood in a military base in Edinburgh. Colonel Sir Manly Powers had devoted his life to the army and even as he rose in the ranks, he eschewed the fancy trappings of his position. The colonel maintained a functional environment without any fripperies. He said it kept his mind free of distractions. There were no luxurious sofas to recline on, and lingering conversations were discouraged—although he did overcompensate with all the things clogging up his desk.

      “Ah, Captain.” The man hunched over the desk waved his hand like a conductor; one swipe brought Hamish forward, another put him at ease. Age had not diminished the straight set of the colonel’s shoulders, earned through a lifetime of service. Greying hair showed the pink scalp underneath but he made up for the lack of hair on his head with the enormous curled moustache and mutton-chop sideburns that adorned his face. Men wagered he could lift weights with his facial hair; the moustache was highly waxed to maintain its ornate curves.

      “You wanted to see me, Colonel?” Hamish stood at ease, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Yes, on a most confidential matter.” The colonel tossed aside the paper that had held his attention, then took off his gold-framed glasses and set them on the desk with slightly more care than the paper had received. He squeezed the bridge of his nose before looking up.

      Two years ago, twenty hand-picked Highlanders were given an opportunity, a chance to become England’s secret weapon against the French. All they had to do was risk their lives and sanity. A Scottish mage had lured a wild lycanthrope down from the hills and Hamish and his men were all infected with its blood. Five of the men didn’t survive the transformation process. Fury ate at their minds and they become uncontrollable beasts that had to be put down.

      The fifteen who survived became the Highland Wolves, the core of a new regiment under Hamish’s command. Except the War Office was overly cautious in using them in battle with other troops. They were kept on a short leash like misbehaved dogs—perhaps in case they lashed out like rabid animals and bit good English troops.

      The Wolves were reserved mainly for dangerous assignments behind enemy lines that carried a high chance of death. The lupine change gave them greater strength, stamina, and powers of recovery, but at times it seemed the War Office was intent on discovering just what it would take to kill them. While the Wolves were difficult to kill, they could still die. So far the army’s suicide missions had whittled their numbers down to an even dozen.

      “For the next month your men are confined to the kennels⁠—”

      Hamish snorted. No change there, then. He and his men were well used to the kennels, where doctors and the mage studied them. They all itched to run free of such constraints and wondered if they would ever be given the chance, or if they would all be executed as a failed experiment.

      “—but I have an opportunity for a few of your closest men in Kent,” the colonel said.

      “Kent, sir?” Hamish wracked his brain, but the only thing of interest in Kent was the Royal Arsenal. This was the first time his superior officer had suggested sending the Wolves to a civilised area. Unless there was a dungeon in Kent they planned to chain him and his men up in as a zoological exhibition?

      “Woolwich, to be exact. I need you to have a care for Sir John Warrington.” The senior officer's steady grey gaze met his, each word weighted with unspoken meaning.

      Hamish knew Sir John. He worked for the Board of Ordnance, in a tiny office called Records and Requisitions, a division of the War Office that ordered buttons for uniforms and kept track of how much shot each unit used. But the minutia of military life wasn’t the only sort of information Sir John collated. In a secluded and overlooked corner of the Arsenal, Sir John engaged in the same activity George Scovell did at Wellington’s side out in the field: deciphering French communiqués. Sir John was a one-man intelligence agency.

      “You want the Wolves to stand as nursery maids?” The rage surged up in his gut, bile sending flames up his throat. His nostrils flared as he kept a tight rein on his emotions. He’d rather stay at the kennels and risk his chances on suicidal training exercises than be bored to death.

      Colonel Powers twirled one end of his moustache. “Careful, Captain. There are those in power who are concerned about the creation of the Wolves and wonder if it was the right thing to do. Consider this an opportunity to show you are domesticated creatures, capable of a task that requires restraint and finesse, not just brute force.”

      “With respect, Colonel, the War Office created us to combat the French vampyres and their mages, but instead they keep us collared so tight I begin to suspect they want to choke the life from us. When will we have our chance?” His men grew restless; their missions on the Iberian Peninsula were not enough to tire their need to fight. England had created new warriors and then held them back, too afraid of what they might be capable of off the leash.

      “The French were sanctioned across Europe for what they did, and the mage responsible executed for perverting the laws of Nature. Parliament does not want to repeat the French experiment. English citizens are not yet ready for lycanthropes to walk among them, and frankly, we need our European allies.” The older man tapped a newspaper on his desk. The headline was of a family murdered in Spain, the culprit a suspected rogue vampyre.

      “The French cannot control their monsters.” Hamish had heard the rumours; the supernatural beings the French mage created were fickle, vain, and didn’t respond to authority. Most had scattered across Europe to kill and create more like themselves. Only a scant few remained with the French army and could be compelled into battle—assuming the weather was fine and wouldn’t damage their clothing.

      Colonel Powers picked up his glasses and returned them to his nose. “They do seem more like cats; conceited and disobedient. Show those in power that your men are loyal dogs and your day will come. Your cover in Kent will be to commission a new uniform and insignia. The Highland Wolves are to be recognised within the ranks. It is the first step, Hamish, to being allowed on the battlefield in full view of everyone.”

      The dogs were to be thrown a bone, a uniform of their own. It still rankled to be seen as something less than human when they had been created by magic as superior soldiers. But he could play the domesticated canine if it meant they would finally be deployed in battle. He longed to taste the enemy in his mouth. European monsters needed to be herded and destroyed, and the Wolves were the men to do it.

      “Unnaturals have roamed these isles for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. This war creates more of us. We cannot be ignored or denied our basic rights.” Cracks appeared in the wall that held back his anger. He was the son of an earl, and now those in power would chain him up in a kennel as just another dog.

      “Easy, Captain,” the colonel murmured. “Society is afraid of what they don’t understand and the Wolves fall into that category. You must bide your time until the Unnatural Act is passed into law. Those who hold the vote need to see that you will obey society’s rules, and not rip out someone’s throat on the ballroom floor.”

      Hamish’s nostrils flared, the wolf so close to the surface that the lightest touch would release it. He was no dog—he could reason and see that they had to play a long game.

      “Very well. The Wolves will obey.” He dug his blunt nails into his palms as he said the words. It would be a short-term pain for a long-term gain. They would perform tricks on whistled cues if it meant they finally got to charge across the battlefield with sabres drawn and were given their rights to inherit and marry.

      Colonel Powers pushed away from his desk and rose. He paced to the window and watched the men on parade beyond. “Good. Ours are not the only eyes cast in the direction of Kent. Our mage reports a disturbance in the aether. He believes France prepares to launch a supernatural assault upon our shores. Report anything unusual or significant.”

      If Hamish was tasked to watch over Sir John, it meant the knight was working on something important, more so than his usual dispatches. The man laboured in relative obscurity and most people would overlook him as an inconsequential civil servant, which was exactly the image he cultivated. It gave Sir John the anonymity he needed to work undisturbed. If other eyes were watching, then news had leaked—a leak Hamish would have to identify and stem.

      “Very well, sir. Anything else?” he asked.

      “I have received another petition from your father. He asks that you be discharged to return to Kinloch.” The colonel’s steady gaze met Hamish’s. “Since your older brother died, he has a right to ask that you be released from your commission, although I assume he does not know about your new condition.”

      Hamish’s back stiffened. The role of heir to the Earl of Kinloch was a recent encumbrance to which he had not yet adjusted. Nor did he want to. There was also the issue of whether a lycanthrope could inherit a title. Some peers in the upper echelon grumbled about such a possibility, not wanting to rub shoulders with the likes of him in their parlours. They probably thought he might piss on the carpet or shed on their expensive furniture. “The issue of our status and rights to inherit have yet to come before parliament. Until that is resolved, I am fortunate in that my father is hale and healthy. My future with the army or potential duty as heir can wait—at least until after we have defeated Napoleon.”

      The colonel nodded, as though Hamish had passed some unspoken test. “Good. I shall tell the earl you cannot be spared at this time. I have petitioned parliament on behalf of your men. I see no reason why your condition should preclude you from possessing the same rights as any other Englishman, and you should inherit your title.”

      “Thank you, Colonel.” He saluted, relieved that he had escaped the noose his father sought to drop around his neck. He’d never shown any interest in running the estate; that burden was always meant to fall on his older brother, Rab. Both his temperament and his birth order as second son destined him for the military. When he turned seventeen, his parents purchased a commission and shipped him off. When he was quietly approached about the experiment he took the chance, secure in knowing he was expendable to his family. The upper brass also dangled the promise of a promotion to major if he led the Wolves to success.

      With the death of his brother just six months ago after a short but violent illness, his father wanted him home to impart a lifetime of knowledge on running their holding. He would simply have to bide his time until France surrendered and parliament decided if the Wolves were men with all the associated rights, or a new type of sub-human citizen. Hamish hoped to nurture his pack into a fighting force that would be indispensable to both the army and the government. With any luck, a turbulent world, and trouble that needed the Wolves to resolve it, could put off his role as heir for years, if not decades.

      Dismissed, he strode out the door and headed across the compound to break the news to his men. Their relief at having another assignment would doubtless be tempered by the fact that they were being relegated to the role of nanny to a bureaucrat. It would be some salve to their pride to decide on their insignia. And at least they would be away from the ever-watchful eyes on the base.

      He found three of his men in the near-deserted common room. The rest of the unit was out on a run, which meant being used as hounds for a hunt to test their endurance and scenting abilities. Alick and Quinn were cleaning bridles at a long table, pieces of leather, rags, and oil scattered over its surface. Ewan, his lieutenant, lounged with an open book, but all three turned their attention to him to hear their orders. His men took the news about their mission to Kent about as well as he had expected.

      Alick muttered and scowled as his fingers buckled the bridle back together, then he threw it to the table.

      “So they want us to be blasted wet nurses to a man who has spent the war hiding behind a desk? Instead of letting us off the leash they are cutting it shorter.” His dark brows drew together, meeting in the middle. Hamish and Alick were cousins, birthed just days apart and given by their mothers to the same wet nurse nearly thirty years ago. Alick was the one man who seemed unaffected by the lupine change, perhaps because he had always been wild, untamed, and prone to fits of rage. Tall and broad, he wore his fierce demeanour like a wolf cloak without having to shift form. Throw in the jagged scar running down the left side of his face and his constant growling, and he scared many people away. Yet Hamish wanted no other man at his back.

      “We have our orders. We are to watch Sir John Warrington. He is working on something important. You don’t have to like it, Alick, but you will obey the order,” Hamish said.

      Ewan affected his usual ennui and shrugged, one place being much the same as another to him. That one worried Hamish. At twenty-six, Ewan seemed wearied of the world. Nothing shocked him, but at the same time nothing seemed to bring him joy. With his black hair and chiselled looks, he could have been a poet penning flowery poems to some courtesan, but his handsome and languid exterior hid the cold soul of an assassin. An opponent would still be gazing into his clear blue eyes while Ewan opened him from navel to nose. If there was such a thing as a beautiful death, it was the one dealt by Ewan’s hand. He would have made an exquisite French vampyre; instead he had become a Highland Wolf.

      Amongst them, only Quinn had any enthusiasm. The lad had never been to London, and he was as excited as a girl on her first shopping trip to the city. The youngest of the men at just twenty-three, he’d come to Hamish’s attention for his skill with horse, musket, and sword. He bestowed his loyalty with all his heart, even before the change, and had an uncanny knack for any game of chance. More than once he had pulled them from a tight situation by betting, and winning, on the toss of a coin.

      Despite the fact that he was the only man in the Wolves who seemed unable to shift, he still retained his boyish delight in all aspects of life and was the perfect foil to Alick’s dour moods and Ewan’s stoicism. He had even managed to keep their spirits up amongst the desolation and death of the Peninsula campaign. They were all relieved when that mission concluded and they could return to England. Not that anyone could ever know of the work they did behind enemy lines. Not yet.

      The lad would have his opportunity to explore London like an excited puppy when they met the agent there. Hamish couldn’t fathom Quinn’s enthusiasm for cities; one smelt much like another at street level. He preferred the open countryside and isolated hills to packed streets and the press of people. The wolf deep inside him longed to run through the ancient forests of his homeland.

      “You’ll have your chance to explore, Quinn. We will have to meet with our contact in London. Assuming Alick behaves and doesn’t scare the delicate townspeople. The army might rally, thinking a rabid wolf is on the loose.” Hamish took a seat at the table.

      With his long hair and pale unnerving gaze, Alick’s inner wolf was close to the surface; only his uniform added a civilising touch. By instinct, most people skirted wide around him.

      “Perhaps while we’re in London we can find a thoroughbred broodmare for Hamish. Since he is to be earl one day, he needs to be hobbled and about the serious business of producing heirs.” Alick raised dark eyebrows in a close approximation of a light-hearted gesture. The two ribbed each other as only lifelong friends could, knowing the perfect weak spot to thrust a quick retort.

      Hamish glared at his cousin. He had no time to hunt for a bride. His father might want grandsons to secure the estate, but he could damn well wait until hell froze over. There was nothing about the thought of taking a delicate, wilting flower to wife that held any appeal for him.

      “I’ve no desire to shackle myself to a vacuous slip of London muslin,” he grumbled, but Alick’s words cut. With the death of his brother, life had added another duty to the weight on his back—he now carried the expectation of perpetuating his lineage. He needed something far more than a broodmare to bear his children or a pretty head to carry his title. The primal part of him wanted a mate. A woman who would bring passion to their marital bed at night and who, by day, had a mind to match his own. He laughed. Was there even such a woman in the whole world, let alone in Woolwich?
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      Within her first week in the role of secretary, Aster decided that either the dark wood ladder on brass casters hated her, or that a mischievous mage had imbued the piece of furniture with a malicious intent. Or possibly a combination of the two. It never mattered where the ladder came to rest along the wall; once she made eye contact with the required space on the shelf, the inanimate object displayed the obstinacy of a mule. The wretched thing always stopped two inches short of the desired spot.

      Today, with her right hand extended and her left gripping the wooden edge, she willed her rib cage to expand and allow her reaching hand to edge closer to the vacant spot for the dratted book. The spine hit the shelf, and a smile crossed her face as she pushed the volume home. At the exact moment of her success, she fell.

      The emptiness of space around her body was snatched away as something warm and solid enveloped her from behind. Her feet stopped inches from the floor. She frowned; usually she was sprawled on her back at this point, with a worried Dougal licking her face. She was no stranger to tumbling from the ladder, but she normally hit the ground rather than levitating six inches above it.

      “I have you.” A voice with a burr brushed over her ears and sent a shiver down her spine.

      Dougal started yapping. He’d obviously woken up and discovered a stranger manhandling his mistress. Her fierce protector growled from somewhere behind her.

      “It’s all right, laddie, you can stand down,” the voice carried on in a lilting tone. “I have her safe and sound.”

      The yapping stopped. Treacherous beast. Why was he not savaging her assailant? Perhaps it was something in the smooth tone that flowed over them like warmed honey.

      Aster’s gaze darted down to the large arms around her waist. She wiggled her toes toward the floor, but they wouldn’t reach. With a free finger, she pushed her glasses back up her nose and firmly in front of her eyes.

      “Thank you. Dratted ladder always does that to me,” she said, and turned her head.

      Her assailant had dark brown hair with just a touch of auburn, framing a square face with laughing hazel eyes. The wide smile on his lips revealed deep dimples at the corners. Her breath left her with a whoosh—her saviour was quite handsome. She chased away her girlish thoughts before she said something silly and entirely uncharacteristic.

      “You can release me now. I am quite capable of standing.” Really, what was all this hugging about? It wasn’t the first time she’d fallen the six feet from the top of the ladder, and her skirts and petticoat provided sufficient padding from the impact. Besides, the arms wrapped around her were doing strange things to her equilibrium. Her breath came in shallow gasps, as though he pressed on her lungs.

      “If ye be sure,” he said, again with the Scottish burr that warmed her ears.

      “You must be Sir John’s four o’clock appointment.” Being Scottish, he must be Captain Logan. They never had random visitors to the office, and in fact, this was the first visitor she could recollect in over six months. The last had handed over his top hat and gloves and then paid her no more attention than a coat rack. Most people preferred to deal with the Records Office via correspondence.

      His arms disengaged, but his fingers dragged over her waist as though reluctant to break contact. Aster took a step back to stand next to the patiently waiting Dougal. The captain wasn’t overly tall—perhaps six feet—but he was broad and, she could attest, solid muscle. The fine cut of his clothing hid muscles of steel. Muscles capable of plucking a maiden from the air like a falling apple. He exuded a commanding presence, as though he was used to being obeyed and was only humouring her request to be released.

      Then Dougal gave a warning yip, and a most extraordinary thing happened: Aster could have sworn the captain growled in return. But it was such a low and deep noise that she didn’t so much hear it as feel it. The growl washed over her skin and raised goose bumps. Dougal’s ears shot up, then the terrier dropped to the ground, rolled over and exposed his belly.

      The captain stared at him for a long moment. Dougal cast his eyes to one side and licked his lips.

      “Good lad,” the captain said, then he bent down and rubbed Dougal’s belly.

      Pecking order established, Dougal rolled back over and sat at her feet. No wonder the dog had quieted when hushed; he was following an order from a male higher up the chain of command.

      “A fine wee dog you have.” He ruffled Dougal’s ears. “What’s his name?”

      “Dougal.”

      “Dougal,” he repeated, drawing out the syllables. The terrier seemed to like the sound of his name when the captain said it. He yipped and sat up taller, his floppy ears perking to attention. “Are you related to Sir John, that you are here?”

      What an odd question, assuming it was addressed to her and not the dog. She crossed her arms, feeling somewhat exposed under the captain’s roving gaze. Yet at the same time she wanted, for once in her life, to draw aside her veil of invisibility. To have someone, anyone, know that she had a mind. There was something about this man in particular that pulled at her and made her speak up. “I am Sir John’s secretary.”

      She blurted the words out and immediately wished she could recall them from the air. Foolish, foolish woman. For two years she had laboured in obscurity, keeping her true role secret. The occasional rare visitor thought she was no more than the maid. Society in general had little tolerance for women adopting male occupations unless a misfortune of birth gave them no alternative, like the rare women mages. Why on earth did she want to prove she held an important position to this man? What did it matter if a complete stranger knew she exercised her mind and kept an office running, not just dust-free?

      Dark brows shot up, and he rose. He cocked his head and stared at her as though she’d announced that she had just dropped in from the moon and would he like some cheese? “That’s a man’s job. What is a woman doing working in the Ordnance’s Records Office? Should you not be at home, tending to your sewing or family?”

      Aster had heard Scottish people were impertinent. Perhaps when he wrote to advise of his appointment he should have added he would need additional time to interrogate the staff.

      “I really don’t see that my business is any of yours, Captain Logan.” She brushed away invisible motes on her skirt and scowled at Dougal. Why must all men assume women do not have a serious thought in their heads? Some women were perfectly capable of seeking employment and supporting themselves. Her mind was far better employed in service to Sir John than performing idle needlework. There wasn’t exactly a surfeit of men able to decipher the French codes.

      Silence dragged on between them. The captain narrowed his gaze and crossed his arms as he waited for her to expound on her situation. Well, he could wait. She had no need to explain her presence. She had said too much already; no need to compound the situation.

      Even Dougal lay down and waited. The little dog rolled his eyes and then shut them. After a minute a gentle snore drifted upward from the slumbering dog.

      Hamish laughed—actually laughed—at her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend or to imply you were not capable. You took me by surprise, falling from the sky as I entered.” Perhaps he had expected her to retract her words and apologise, and instead he was amused by her mettle in holding her ground. A smile crinkled the corner of his eyes as he punctuated his apology with a slight bow to her.

      She nodded. He wasn’t the only one taken by surprise. He had caught her off-balance and words had babbled forth that she would never have dared utter to anyone else. Perhaps it was the welcoming warmth she glimpsed deep in his gaze—or even the new stirring in her soul at a man who not only noticed her, but who took the time to converse.

      “Yes, well, I shall tell Sir John you are here.” She moved to step around him, but he blocked her way.

      “But I am at a disadvantage. Would you honour me with your name, lass?”

      “Aster Simmons.” On instinct she held out a hand, only to have it enfolded by his large and strong one. He raised her knuckles and brushed a kiss across the back of her bare skin. A tremor shook her knees, and she thought for a moment she might fall again. Would he catch her twice in a row, or leave her to tumble to the floor?

      “Aster? So I caught a falling star, plucked from the heavens and placed among man.” His hazel gaze caught hers.

      She drew an inward breath and held it, while commanding her knees to lock in place and hold her upright. Few people knew her name was the Greek word for star; most thought it referred to the little flower. She was like that plant, unremarkable, but his words made her feel like something divine instead. Then her brain ceased to function. Her gaze dropped to fixate on their connected hands, and she wondered why she couldn’t see the sparks of lightning that raced over her skin. Curious. How does he do that? Perhaps he possessed some Highland magic? Or had it been so long since someone touched her that she’d forgotten what it felt like?

      A cough brought her attention back to the present. “Sir John?” He raised one eyebrow, but laughter lingered in his gaze.

      She exhaled. Heat rushed from under her collar, and she was glad her lawn fichu would cover her reddened skin. Lord, I’m staring like I’m addle-brained. This is no way to prove I’m capable of performing a role usually undertaken by a man. She snatched back her hand and turned. A low laugh rumbled behind her, and an answering yap came from Dougal, who apparently had been feigning sleep.

      Aster remembered her duty, even if her dog forgot his loyalty. Just because he’s a Scottish terrier doesn’t mean he has to side against me. With one hand on her stomach to calm her nerves, Aster took a deep breath and pushed open the doors to the next office.

      Sir John’s greying head was bent over his stacks of dispatches and reports. His dark gaze—indigo, today—flicked up on hearing the door.

      “Captain Logan to see you, Sir John.”

      A smile escaped the confines of his lips and broke over his entire face. “Hamish, do come in. About time the Wolves had their own uniform,” he called out.

      He looked around for his walking stick and used it to lever himself from the chair. The scent of smoke and whisky brushed past Aster as the captain strode into the room. Sir John rose to greet him. Captain Logan grasped his hand in an enthusiastic handshake that also steadied her employer on his one remaining leg, giving him time to get his stick placed at his side. Only then did the captain add a manly back slap. Stepping backward, she pulled the doors closed as voices rose and fell behind the thick wood.

      Aster bent to pat Dougal. He accompanied her back
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