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        This book is written in British English, with the odd Kiwi idiom—if I can sneak them in without my wonderful editor noticing!

      

        

      
        You cannot offer me enough coffee to prise that extra ‘u’ or ‘l’ from me. Nor will jam & cream scones served the correct way (jam first) persuade me to insert a ‘z’ when ‘s’ does an entirely satisfactory job.

      

        

      
        These books are based in England, Scotland, or New Zealand—where we speak British English. As the old saying goes… when in Rome….
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        Ewan

        Vitoria, Spain. June 1813

      

      

      

      Most horses would flee if a predator landed on their backs, but not the equines ridden by the Highland Wolves. Their horses stood patiently beneath their lycanthrope riders while the mounts of other troops whinnied and jigged, unable to settle with the Unnatural creatures so close.

      Captain Ewan Shaw held his reins in loose fingers, hands crossed over the pommel of his saddle as he watched a horse farther down the line rear and unseat its rider. Ewan experienced a moment of envy as the rider stood and brushed dirt from his uniform. He ached to shift position and relieve tired muscles, but he resisted the urge. Fellow soldiers admired his sang-froid, and he wasn’t going to put his reputation in jeopardy by squirming like a new recruit. He would endure numb buttocks while the same bored look graced his features.

      In 1812, after two years of keeping the Highland Wolves a military secret, the army finally decided to let their hounds off the tight leash. For more than a year they had struck fear into the enemy. They rode hard towards the French as men, then stood on the saddle and shifted mid-jump so that enormous wolves flew over their horses’ ears.

      Covert missions under the blanket of darkness were replaced with frontal assaults in full daylight. The Highland Wolves were dotted among the regular cavalry so the French had no way of knowing where the Unnatural assailants would appear.

      While the French had their own monsters, their counter efforts were hampered by the sunlight aversion of their vampyres. The older ones were only weakened by bright light, but the youngsters smoked like wet, green wood on a fire.

      Some days Ewan though he might die of boredom waiting for something to happen. Their secret missions were quick and decisive. Regular battles with the other troops involved an inordinate amount of sitting around and staring at your fingernails. At times, battles required more orchestration than the most lavish of balls. Just as matrons spent hours pondering seating layouts, the generals undertook a similar exercise in their tents, except markers denoted troops rather than bachelors and debutantes.

      Ewan had been in the saddle since before dawn, watching the sun flicker over the horizon as they mustered. Distant cannon droned constantly like fat bees in summer. It was past noon, and the generals still hadn’t emerged from their tents. Dare he look at his pocket watch, or would that betray his boredom? It was hard work maintaining an air of ennui and indifference.

      They were arranged in neat parade rows, but the fellow cavalrymen around him shifted, wriggled, and muttered. Whispers of wolf swirled around him. The wolves were dubbed savage beasts by the rest of the army, much to Ewan’s chagrin. His wolf was lethal and efficient; there was nothing savage about it. He also bathed on a regular basis which, judging by the smell wafting off the other soldiers, could not be said of them.

      It was difficult to maintain a civilised reputation when your unit contained rough brutes like Alick Ferguson, who sat his horse virtually naked. Only the strip of plaid around his waist and tossed over his shoulder provided scant modesty. It was pointless trying to force him into a uniform that would be torn apart and scattered on the battlefield. But the generals wanted the dramatic impact of riders transforming, and that came with a hefty cost—a new uniform for each man every time they had to shift mid-gallop without the opportunity to remove their clothing first.

      The bloody reputation of the Highland Wolves had other benefits. Their captain rose to major and behind him, Ewan stepped from lieutenant to captain. More unexpected was the sheer number of men wanting to join their ranks.

      Bloody fools, Ewan thought. To be a wolf was to be reviled by most of society who thought you would shed on their furnishings. To spend your existence chained to a beast that would enact your deepest and darkest fears should it ever break loose.

      The major instituted a probationary period for any soldier wishing to become one of the Highland Wolves. New recruits were assessed for their suitability to life as an Unnatural creature. While parliament gave them the same rights as any other Englishman, it could not make men treat them as equals. Better that new prospects see the naked underbelly of their lives and turn tail than change men who would daily regret their choice.

      It took a special type of man to survive the bite. He had to hold himself still while the lycanthrope took his throat in its massive jaws. The wolf would bite down, tearing through skin and tendon and ripping open veins. The beast worried at the wound until blood poured forth. Then the creature would bite its own tongue and drool blood and saliva into the open wound, transferring the lycanthrope sickness to a new body.

      And that was only the beginning of the excruciating pain awaiting the new recruit.

      Some never survived their first transformation. The process of bones breaking and reforming, and skin tearing itself inside out turned a few into insane beasts. They had to be put out of their misery lest they go on unstoppable rampages. Major Logan hoped the probation period would weed out those unsuitable to be lycanthropes. The major took responsibility for turning the recruits himself. No longer did they use the wild beast from the Highlands that had been captured by a mage, and who had made the foundation members of the wolves' regiment.

      Ewan’s fingers curled on the reins, the only outward sign of his inner restlessness. He glanced around him, spotting the wolves interspersed with the regular cavalry. They didn’t need the distinctive tartan strip on their trousers—the stillness of their mounts showed the horses were used to carrying unusual riders.

      Major Hamish Logan was to his left with the newest recruit, a tough lad from Glasgow who took the bite with the ease of someone with lycanthropy in their family history. Some of them switched between man and beast as fluidly as a diver who never rippled the surface of a pool. The older wolves had spent weeks drilling the newest member in how to change forms while jumping from his horse, but this was his first battle and he had yet to be blooded.

      Down the line to Ewan’s right were sergeants Alick Ferguson and Quinn Muir. At least Quinn wore a uniform, unlike the rough Highlander with his scarred face. The two sergeants, along with Hamish and Ewan, composed a small band that undertook suicidal and secret missions. They were usually successful and to date only had one failure that haunted Ewan.

      In his mind, he saw the British vampyre who had his neck torn out by Alick and a hole in his chest you could stick your fist through, courtesy of Alick’s wildcat mate. The traitor had disappeared behind a wall of flames, and yet they found no sign of him in the smouldering rubble of the fire. At odd moments, Ewan found himself wondering what happened to the turncoat.

      Bad pennies always turn up. Eventually.

      Ewan’s horse snorted and shook its head, and he scratched its wither.

      “Soon, boy, soon,” he murmured to the eager mount. Both horse and rider needed to stretch cramped muscles.

      In answer to Ewan’s quiet words, a change fell over the battlefield. The enemy’s cannon fell silent. Men looked from one to another, and then the earth rumbled as a new sound washed over them—the steady march of thousands of boots as troops were mobilised.

      Ewan’s pulse quickened. His hand tightened on the reins. He waited, poised for a command to charge that was only moments away. Down the line, Alick tipped back his head and roared, causing the horses around him to startle sideways.

      “Is he really married to a fine lady, sir?” the soldier next to Ewan asked.

      “Sergeant Ferguson is wed to the daughter of a duke no less, as difficult as it is to believe.” Despite his fine-born wife, Alick had kept his rough edges. Or perhaps he maintained them by rubbing on her sharp tongue.

      Even the brute whose beast shimmered close to the surface had managed to find a mate. Both halves of man and beast were given peace and shelter by the woman who loved him. Yet Ewan, for all his supposed gifts and graces, remained unwed.

      Finally, the order to advance was relayed along the line. The air became charged like during a storm when lightning built in the sky. The excitement of hundreds of men relayed to their mounts, and they danced and jogged on the spot, pulling reins, munching on their bits and eager for their heads.

      Urging their horses forward at a walk, the cavalry advanced to the brow of a hill. Ewan nudged his horse into a trot and those around him followed, holding their line steady as they rode the gentle slope. As they hit the wide field, Ewan spurred his horse into a gallop. He had no sabre to draw like those around him because such a weapon was useless in his other form.

      The French foot soldiers were packed tight, shoulder-to-shoulder. Ewan grinned as their men had trouble firing. The closed ranks didn’t give them sufficient room to raise their rifles.

      As he advanced, Ewan kicked his feet free of the stirrups and rose up in his saddle. He dropped the reins as he stood, the horse well trained to hold its line. Ewan touched the beast inside him and drew a deep breath. He jumped and at the same time allowed the beast to rise up through him.

      Clothes fell to the ground to be trod into the dirt by the following horses and men. He shifted form and continued over his horse’s head. The French soldiers before him faltered as the beast launched at them.

      Rifles and sabres were useless when men were packed so tight. The wolf with midnight fur and blue eyes lashed out with massive jaws. He snapped bones—arms, legs . . . whatever he could reach, as he ploughed through the enemy.

      While the large auburn wolf that contained Alick howled with blood lust, Ewan’s wolf remained detached. He downed a man and moved on to the next one. Alick would waste valuable time smearing the enemy’s blood over his muzzle as the berserker rage took hold of him.

      An enemy officer stood at the rear, a pistol in his outstretched hand. Ewan snarled. Something about this one was different. He wrinkled his nose as he caught a faint whiff unlike smells of blood, excrement, and gunpowder that threatened to overwhelm. The officer had the taint of rotten meat about him.

      Ewan shifted his weight and then sprang from his powerful hind muscles. The French officer fired his pistol as Ewan soared through the air. At first he thought the bullet had missed him, then fire bloomed over his right flank. He cried out and dropped awkwardly. The leg dragged behind him as pain crept along the bone and towards his spine.

      He snarled and lashed out, the wolf unable to understand why this bullet hurt more than others it had shaken off over the last year. He shook his head, trying to clear the mist that descended. His body no longer obeyed his commands, and his legs collapsed under him.

      At that moment, a riderless horse barrelled through the soldiers. A man struck out with a sabre, severing the artery in the horse’s neck. It buckled and went down, the animal tumbling to one side and over the top of the injured wolf.

      The air escaped from wolf-Ewan’s lungs with a whoosh as he hit the ground with half a ton of horse weighing him down. He tried to draw gasps of air through his compressed torso. Pain rippled through his body, spreading through his veins until he burned from the inside.

      The wolf howled. It could no longer hold its form. Fur and claws vanished to be replaced by a naked man, trapped under the dying horse. Broken ribs pressed into Ewan’s lungs, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t draw enough breath. The horse expired and rolled to one side, crushing Ewan’s outstretched arm.

      The French officer advanced, his pistol extended. Whatever the weapon contained, it was capable of downing a wolf. Ewan needed to warn his brothers. The French mages had created a weapon to target them.

      As Ewan struggled to breathe and the fire ate at his body, a strange thing happened. The world stopped turning on its axis and time suspended itself. The rest of the battle faded into darkness, leaving only Ewan and the Frenchman. They became starring players on a stage, acting under the spotlight while the rest of the audience watched in the shadows.

      In those few seconds, Ewan experienced relief that he would be the one to die and not one of the other wolves who were his blood brothers. That mattered to him, for they were well loved. At least he wouldn’t take a woman’s heart with him to his grave.

      When he lost his mother as a lad, winter had descended on his soul. His heart froze and he had never loved again. Now, as he waited for the final shot to pierce his chest, he wondered what it would be like, to love and be loved in return. But no woman could ever love a broken monster like him; he had held them all at arm’s length for years.

      Imminent death is a strange thing. In those long seconds while he waited, he swore he heard his mother whispering in his ear.

      “But what of a woman who is made of shattered pieces?” she asked. “What if tiny shards from a broken woman could pierce the cracks in your soul?”

      There was a puzzle. Did it take a broken woman to love a broken man? But if a woman were as broken as he, surely she would likewise be incapable of love? These were questions he could ponder for all of eternity, since he was about to greet his mother in Heaven. He wondered if he would be a man when he saw her, a wolf, or perhaps God might return him to the body of the ten-year-old boy who had cried for his mother.

      Pain seared through his body, blood thrummed in his ears louder than a trumpet, and the world resumed its spinning. The French officer’s finger tightened on the trigger, and Ewan’s vision went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alice

        Northamptonshire, December 1813

      

      

      

      Nightmares dwelt in the shadows. If Alice stepped too close or turned her back, they crept over her and pulled her under a wave of desolation. Yet at the same time, the dense foliage lured her near with its promise of encompassing embrace. The rustling of dead leaves on naked branches whispered of secrets to be told, and ancient trees contained magic carved in their trunks.

      Four generations ago, a powerful mage had been born in Alice’s family. A trace of that power flowed through the blood of the generations following a mage, and emerged as different talents. Alice’s main gift was finding the lost and its inverse, hiding things.

      Two years before, she had torn apart and hidden something immeasurably valuable—her soul. A soul eater had wanted to consume her, and she used her aftermage gift to foil him. But at a monumental price. Now she was a broken thing, searching for her lost pieces.

      She walked a delicate path hiding among the trees like a woodland sprite, dancing free of the darkness that tried to capture her. Eilidh barked at her heels. The little grey terrier was her constant guardian. Always alert to danger, she chased her mistress from the denser forest back into the watery winter sunshine.

      Free of the shadowy foliage, Alice closed her eyes and spread her arms, letting the pale sun caress her face. Her once-alabaster skin was now tinted the shade of honey from her time spent roaming outside. Women in London, whether aristocratic or from the demimonde, would be scandalised; her lack of care for her appearance was so working class. In a world where status meant everything, milky white skin spoke of a life of ease and luxury.

      Alice revelled in darkening her face. It placed another brick in the wall she built between her former life and the one she now led. No one would compare the ethereal young courtesan who had been the toast of London, to the otherworldly creature who ran barefoot through the fields of rural England and Scotland. Although she currently wore boots in deference to winter’s frosty bite.

      The little terrier barked again for attention, and Alice opened her eyes and smiled on her heart’s companion. Eilidh’s fur was the colour of moonlight, a soft silver that carried an iridescent sheen. Perhaps the colour of her coat was what allowed her to guard Alice from the demons hiding in the shadows. The dog blended into the night and protected Alice’s slumber.

      Alice bent down and ruffled silken ears. “Come on, Eilidh, let’s head back to the farmhouse. It will darken soon.”

      Awareness of time was still difficult for Alice to grasp. Light to dark was easy as she learned to read the position of the sun to know how much daylight was left. But longer periods caused her to frown; days and months ran together and became indistinguishable.

      She knew she had a life before, and this one after, but her mind skittered around what happened during the period in-between. At times, she imagined before was simply a dream, for it seemed like a fairy tale of champagne and parties that dissolved into a nightmare. Then the dark claimed her and she tore herself apart to survive. The next thing she remembered was Eilidh pressed in her arms and then a carriage took them to Scotland.

      For the last six months, Alice had lived on her friend Ianthe’s secluded Northamptonshire farm. The dense forest surrounding the farm was her domain. Here, no one could gaze at her with pity filled eyes. No one would whisper, “Has there been any improvement?” No one would mutter that her broken mind would never heal after her stay in Bedlam.

      But Bedlam didn’t break her.

      That happened long before, at the hands of a viscount whose idea of pleasure was tearing slivers from the soul of a powerless courtesan. The soul eater nibbled on the pieces as though they were caviar on toast, while the young woman writhed and screamed in pain at the excruciating agony of her essence being consumed.

      But Alice defeated him. She scattered her soul far and wide where he couldn’t reach it. Frustrated, he discarded the broken woman in the mental asylum. Now, Eilidh was her light, her warmth, the one creature who could reach her in the cold cave where her mind hid. She had torn herself into so many pieces that they didn’t seem to fit back together right, no matter how many times she tried to complete the puzzle.

      Alice and the dog skirted the edge of the forest, close enough to dart under the protective branches if necessary, but near the open expanse of the countryside. The ground undulated with gentle slopes and hills. The fields were full of waving, tall grasses with nodding, fat seed heads. There were also plenty of rabbits.

      Once Eilidh was satisfied her mistress was a safe distance from the wood and following, the terrier shot off after a pair of ears just visible amid a patch of tuft-headed cocksfoot. Beast and prey bounded through the grass as they hurtled down the incline towards the flat pasture.

      Small things made Alice happy. The babble of the water in the river, the feel of Eilidh pressed up next to her at night, the brush of a warm summer breeze against her face, or the crunch of frost under her boots. Perhaps the true madness was that she had once valued jewellery, dresses, and pretty things. None of that mattered at the end.

      No dress saved her. No necklace had reached out and pulled her from the abyss.

      Only a small dog with a warm, wet nose had touched her in the unrelenting dark and led her towards the light.

      Once free of Bedlam, Alice ran wild in Scotland. That rugged countryside had embraced and shielded her. The ancient magic in the mist-shrouded Highlands tugged at the shackles around Alice’s mind and awoke her aftermage power. Hidden in the fragrant heather, she began to find her missing parts and piece her soul back together.

      This farm was nice, too, but in a more subdued way. Ianthe wanted to civilise Alice. To return her to what she had once been. To coax the skittish animal back into the embrace of society. But her friend didn’t understand that girl was gone. She shattered into a million pieces and the wind blew her all away.

      Dog and owner crested the last hill, and Alice paused for a moment. A warm sense of home washed over her as she stared down into the valley. Nestled at the foot of the hill sat the squat farmhouse. Two storeys high and made of solid grey stone, it withstood any storm the rough weather threw at it. A drift of smoke curled from the kitchen fire at one end of the house.

      A large potager garden occupied the south side of the house, edged by rows of fruit trees. Now the trees stood naked, winter had stripped them of their leaves and they slept until spring. Only the hardy winter vegetables, like leeks and cabbage, survived the harsh cold in the well-maintained vegetable beds.

      Next to the farmhouse stood a barn, as well constructed as the house. Ianthe wanted her prized horses as protected as those in the solid house. Behind both farmhouse and barn hid a smaller cottage, home to Ianthe’s staff, Sarah and Perkins.

      Spread out before the farmhouse were paddocks with dry stone walls keeping the stock safe. Despite the season, the paddocks had lush green grass as the playground for young horses, although they turned a favourite spot to mud that they could roll in and splash through. Yearlings chased each other while mothers dozed in the late afternoon light, their backsides turned to the cold northerly wind. There were only three youngsters in the paddock, but Ianthe had plans to slowly expand her horse breeding enterprise. But quality broodmares were expensive.

      Eilidh barked and Alice turned to see if the terrier had spotted the rabbit again. The little dog quivered as she faced the road, her ears pricked and body tense. No rabbit, but riders. Men.

      Alice’s heart skipped a beat as a bubble of panic welled up in her chest and escaped as a sob. Why were men coming here, to this secluded corner of Northamptonshire? Men, whether natural or Unnatural, were not to be trusted. Alice had vowed no man would ever touch her, or have power over her, again.

      She shielded her eyes against the descending sun as she watched the riders. Their horses had coats that gleamed with good health. One rider wore a distinctive grey and tartan jacket. Memories and snippets of conversation pushed through her mind.

      Highland Wolves. Ianthe was also an aftermage, with the gift of second sight. For weeks she had seen a wolf with mistletoe stuck in its fur and was convinced the vision meant Quinn would be home for Christmas, even though the war with France continued abroad.

      That identified one rider, but who was the other dressed in dark blue? As she stared at him, he turned and met her gaze across the fields. Despite the thickness of her wool coat, a chill ran over her skin.

      Nothing good came from men. Or Wolves.

      “Come on, Eilidh, Ianthe will want to know that Quinn is home.” Alice tapped her leg and the pair of them ran down the hill towards the house.

      “Ianthe!” Alice called as she flung open the kitchen door.

      Her friend sat at the enormous kitchen table, an open ledger before her as she laboured over their expenses. Her head shot up on being summoned. A frown marred her delicate face. Ianthe always had something to shield her face when outside, and her skin remained an alabaster so pale one could see fine blue veins in her temple.

      “Two riders approach. One in uniform.” Alice pointed back through the open door.

      “Quinn! I told you he would be home for Christmas.” Ianthe squealed and leapt to her feet. Her outflung hand caught the ink pot and knocked it over.

      Alice lunged and grabbed the pot before the dark liquid ruined Ianthe’s work. She placed the pot down well away from the book and turned back to the door.

      Alice walked but Ianthe ran, for once without a bonnet or parasol. Ianthe picked up her skirts and hurtled down the beaten earth track towards the riders. The rider in uniform kicked his horse into a canter, and the two met at the edge of the paddock. Quinn hauled Ianthe up in front of his saddle and she threw her arms around his neck. They kissed while the horse kept walking.

      Alice steeled herself for the masculine invasion. Eilidh crept closer, the terrier’s body acting as an anchor for Alice and stopping her from turning tail and running away. She would control the fear. Ianthe loved Quinn and for her friend, Alice would try so hard to hold her position.

      The horses stopped near the house. Ianthe slipped from the mount and dragged Quinn with her, the lovers still locked in each other’s embrace. The other rider dropped awkwardly from the saddle. For a moment, his right leg seemed to buckle and he grabbed the saddle with his left hand to stay upright.

      Alice watched him from under her eyelashes. He was slightly taller than Quinn but of a leaner build. Black hair glinted with blue in the sunlight, and a square jaw showed just the hint of afternoon shadow. His eyes, when he turned to regard Alice, were a piercing blue like a cloudless summer sky.

      He arched a black eyebrow and shook his head at the lovers, who were still kissing one another. “It would appear if one has love, one does not need air. Shall we leave them to their reunion and see to the horses, Alice?”

      Her heart stuttered. How did he know her name when she had no recollection of him? Her feet stayed rooted to the spot and Eilidh pressed a little closer.

      His gaze locked with hers and glided over her body as the river flows over rocks. “I’ll not harm you, Alice. You have my word. These two could do with a little privacy after such a long time apart. It is rather cold out here, and the horses have had a long ride.”

      She wasn’t so sure that Ianthe and Quinn needed privacy; they seemed oblivious to anyone else. When the other man stared at her, Alice was the rabbit pinned by a predator. She dug her nails into the palms of her hands and commanded the pounding in her chest to still. In that instant, she made a decision. She would no longer live in fear of men or allow them to force her to run and hide. She would turn her suffering upon them.

      She would become the instrument of destruction for men who preyed on the vulnerable.

      With that decision a measure of resolve crept through her body and she stood a little straighter. She pointed to the barn. “This way.”

      Reaching out, she took the reins to Quinn’s mare from his slack fingers and led her to the stables. The other man followed, somewhat slower. From the corner of her eye, she saw the awkwardness to his gait and adjusted hers. She bent down and petted Eilidh until he caught up.

      Two stalls were empty at one end of the barn, and Alice led the horse into one while the man took the other next to it. She unsaddled the mare and hung the saddle and bridle on racks at the end of the barn. Then she picked up handfuls of hay and brushed the mare’s coat, dislodging sweat and loose hair. Once satisfied that the horse was well-tended, she checked that the water bucket and hay rack were full.

      All the while, she gave the man time to complete the same tasks in his awkward manner. She didn’t offer to help but busied herself with other jobs, making it look entirely coincidental that they both finished, at length, at the same time.

      Despite the cold temperature, sweat dampened his brow as though the mere act of grooming caused him difficulty and great physical exertion.

      “Shall we see if the other two are ready for company?” he asked, a gleam in his eyes.
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      Ewan swallowed the pain and plastered a bored smile on his face. God, it was exhausting to pretend that nothing bothered him. To disguise that his body turned traitor upon him, stole his feline grace and left him stumbling like a fat, three-legged house cat. He hated being injured, but more than that, he loathed the feeling of inadequacy. At least he managed to get off the horse without making a fool of himself. Although his busted leg nearly gave out on him, and only grabbing the saddle kept him upright.

      The French mages had discovered that silver could incapacitate a lycanthrope, as evidenced by what happened to Ewan on the battlefield. The bullet that shot him had lodged deep in his femur and leached poison into his body. With the silver in his bone, he couldn’t sustain his wolf form and was forced to return to his human skin. Nor could he shift back to heal faster as a wolf. For a man who only shifted when absolutely necessary, he now found he couldn’t do it at all.

      The surgeons hadn’t been able to remove the bullet and wanted to take the leg off. The shot was so close to the head of his femur, they had planned to amputate at the hip. Only Ewan’s brothers-in-arms had stopped them from dismembering him. Major Logan sent him home to seek the help of an English mage to remove the ensorcelled bullet.

      Did anyone notice the extent of his disability?

      Ianthe and Quinn were so wrapped up in each other they wouldn’t have noticed if elephants had charged past them. What of Alice? He tried to remember the frail and broken creature they had rescued from Bedlam the previous year. This woman looked equally wild, but in a different way. When they rescued her, her hair had been closely cropped. Her blonde locks had regrown, but in an unrestrained manner. Her white gold strands rivalled the sun, and the ends curled around her face and tickled her jawline. Her skin was flushed with warmth and a healthy glow, and her body was lean but muscled, rather than starved.

      She seemed so much more alive.

      When he met her gaze, fear rampaged behind those forest green eyes. He cursed Viscount Hoth for what he had done to the woman, and to the others who did not survive his patronage. The soul eater had met a gratifyingly lingering and agonising death thanks to Quinn and the highly inventive mage, Lady Seraphina Miles.

      “I’ll not harm you, Alice. You have my word.” It was all he could offer, if only she would believe him. He could well understand if she decided never to trust another man again, especially an Unnatural one. Not all monsters were the same, but how could one tell a damaged woman that?

      Then as he watched, the fear drained from her eyes, a glint of steel crept in, and she stood a little taller. What thought had wrought such a change? He wanted to ask, to know what made her extend a fraction of trust towards him, but then she took charge of Quinn’s horse and headed to the stone and wood barn.

      Unsaddling his horse made him swear under his breath. His right hand refused to co-operate and his fingers curled uselessly around the girth. After he had been shot, a dead horse had toppled on him and smashed his right hand and forearm. The silver taint in his blood slowed his healing. A break that would have once knitted back together easily refused to mesh. He drew in his frustration and took each step slowly, teaching his left hand to take the lead where once it had always followed.

      Grooming was somewhat easier, but took longer since he couldn’t swap hands as he worked. He expected Alice to offer to help the cripple or to ask how much longer he would be. Instead, she seemed busy with the other horses. By some coincidence, she finished just as he did.

      He needed to sit down, but even more, he needed a drink to stave off the pain and let him continue to mask his true state. He hoped Ianthe and Quinn had taken the edge off their need for each other by the time he and Alice made it to the house.

      He stared up at the solid stone walls as they crossed from the barn. The house looked as though it had stood for at least two hundred years. The stone was battered by wind, rain, and snow. Thick glass in the mullioned windows reflected the late afternoon light. Not quite the elegant town house he was used to, but then, he hadn’t returned with Quinn to take up his former life in London.

      He came to Northamptonshire to hide and lick his wounds before he presented himself to the mages tower at the Royal Arsenal in Woolwich. There he would be poked and prodded as the mages worked to counteract the silver’s effects. He would no longer be the darling of society, but a pathetic laboratory subject.

      Alice pushed open the oak door to a warm and charming kitchen. An enormous coal range set into a deep fireplace occupied one entire end of the kitchen. A fire behind the grate emitted a soft glow and a kettle sat on top of the cast iron box. Polished copper pots and pans hung on either side, neatly arranged by size.

      Slate tiles underfoot showed wear from two hundred years of feet walking the same routes as meals were prepared and served. A pine table dominated the central space, with mismatched chairs arrayed along each side. A dark dresser against another wall held a colourful collection of plates, bowls, and delicate teacups. The north-facing wall had a long, narrow window that caught the descending sun and lit the kitchen. Underneath ran a worn bench, with open shelves below housing more pots, plates, and mugs.

      They shrugged off their thick wool overcoats and hung them on hooks by the back door. Then Ewan let out a deep breath as he sank into a chair closest to the range. The heat felt good on his misaligned bones. The chill wind outside made him ache as though he were a hundred years old. He longed to pull off his boots, but he clung to some remnants of civilised behaviour and would save that until he retired to his room.

      Quinn took the chair adjacent to him and winked.

      “Feeling better?” Ewan murmured.

      “I’m home with the woman I love in time for Christmas. Life doesn’t get any better,” the younger man replied.

      Ianthe opened a cupboard and reached in. The soft chime of crystal heralded her return with a bottle and four glasses. “I knew you would be home. The sight has been showing me a wolf with mistletoe in its fur for weeks. A celebration is in order. This is the most marvellous present that I could have imagined.”

      Ianthe sat on Quinn’s lap as she poured the drinks and handed around the glasses. “A toast to the Highland Wolves. May the war end soon, so that the others may all find their way home safely.”

      “To the Wolves,” Ewan murmured. Three glasses clinked and then a timid fourth joined them before disappearing.

      “What news of the others? Is Isabel still camped with the army?” Ianthe asked. She kissed Quinn’s cheek and then slipped from his lap to help Alice lay out the evening meal.

      Quinn laughed. “Oh yes. I wouldn’t be surprised if she is running everything by now. Alick’s mate is rather formidable, and she has proven herself to be a resourceful and competent aide-de-camp. I don’t think anyone has dared point out women aren’t supposed to hold military positions.”

      As the men related events and the war’s progress, the women took gold-edged plates from the dresser and laid out the table. Bread and cheese were fetched from the larder and a delicious smelling stew hauled from the range’s oven.

      Ianthe continued a barrage of questions as she worked to feed everyone. “And Aster and Hamish? I have not had a letter since she had young Rab three months ago.”

      Ewan smiled as he thought of their leader’s wife. “Incredibly busy, our dear Aster. Quite apart from helping Scoville decipher encrypted French communiqués and documenting Unnatural creatures, she also found time to present Hamish with an heir. Extraordinary woman. A man would have had his hands full undertaking just one of those tasks, but she juggles them all.”

      Ewan raised his glass to the absent member of their party, the woman who had set events in motion when she had entered their lives and changed them all.

      “To Aster,” Ianthe and Quinn said in unison.

      As conversation flowed, Ewan remained aware of Alice. The woman flitted around the room like a butterfly trying to find somewhere to land. Eventually, once the table was laid and the meal prepared, she could avoid them no longer. She pulled out a chair and sat a distance from the other three.

      Or was she simply staying out of arm’s reach? How sad that a woman knew to stay beyond the distance a man could lunge across a table. A pang stabbed through his chest as he remembered another woman, long ago, who had learned the same lesson.

      They ate in silence for a minute or two. The two men had ridden hard all day to reach the farm. Quinn had been determined to spend the night in his new home—or, more likely, determined to spend the night with a beautiful former courtesan rather than with Ewan. He tried not to take that personally. Once, men and women had clamoured to share his bed, but now he was a distinct second choice.

      “What happened, Ewan?” Ianthe asked in a quiet tone.

      He stared at his plate. He held his fork in his left hand. His traitorous right sat in his lap. Limp, the fingers curled into his palm. What he would give to be able to stretch out his fingers and relieve the constant ache in the tendons. Hard to believe that barely six months ago he had been fit and able bodied, charging full gallop into battle and shifting form effortlessly.

      Now, he was a cripple, trapped in one form with no future except living off the charity of others.

      “The Highland Wolves were deployed in Vitoria. We would gallop towards the French and stand in the saddle, shifting mid-jump to land amongst the enemy as wolves.” His gaze drifted to his wineglass, but he found no solution to the pain that haunted his every move within the contents. He found only his distorted reflection.

      “There was a French officer who smelt dead and who was, I believe, another type of Unnatural creature. He shot me with an ensorcelled silver bullet. Damn thing dropped me mid-leap. The silver tainted my blood and set me on fire from the inside. I was forced back into my human form just as a horse with its throat slit rolled over the top of me. The animal’s weight crushed my arm and torso.”

      “Oh.” Ianthe dropped her knife as her hand went to her chest, her gaze going from Ewan to Quinn. She was a woman passionate about horses, and the death of an equine would cut her as deeply as hearing of Ewan’s injuries.

      “There I was, naked and trapped under the dead horse, waiting for the French officer to finish the job.” He took another drink. Even relating the story made the pain flare anew through his bones as though his blood were alcohol and someone set a match to it.

      “Then what happened?” Ianthe leaned forward, her eyes wide.

      He toyed with leaving her in suspense, although the ending to his story was spoiled somewhat by the fact that he was narrating it. If he had died a valiant death, another would have told the tale.

      “Alick happened,” Quinn said. Laughter shone in his brown eyes.

      Ewan’s comrades were woven into the fabric of this story, his brothers by bonds stronger than mere blood. Through thick and thin, these men had remained fast at his side.

      “Alick.” Ewan raised his glass to the missing Scot and toasted his saviour. “The great brute is an ugly mix of Highlander, wolf, and Viking berserker. He has the fighting rage, and it is terrifying when it comes upon him in his wolf form. The Frenchie was about to fire a silver bullet into my head when a huge, insane, red wolf ploughed into him. The man who had been about to end my life suddenly found himself missing a vital piece of his anatomy and so failed in his task. For which I am forever grateful to Sergeant Ferguson.”

      “Alick tore the man’s head off,” Quinn whispered to a horrified Ianthe.

      Ewan stabbed a piece of meat and popped it into his mouth. There was a debt Alick would never let him forget. His life was bound to the formidable Highlander. “I’m told Alick mowed down the enemy around me and kept them away until our soldiers could lift the dead horse off me and pull me out. I am ashamed to admit that I remember none of it. I had already lost my battle with consciousness and surrendered to nothingness. I woke up three days later in the field hospital to find Major Logan arguing with a surgeon who wanted to take my leg off.”

      “The field surgeons don’t understand Unnaturals or how we heal. I think the man wanted to cut Ewan up to see if he contained a wolf on the inside.” Quinn topped up their glasses.

      Alice ate like a bird and then scraped her plate into a bowl for the dog. She rested by the range, her shoulder leaning on the wall. Her gaze was on the dancing reds and oranges in the grate, but her head listed towards Ewan. She listened, even if she feigned disinterest.

      Quinn pushed his plate away and then grabbed a slice of fresh bread. “Silver is poison to the wolves. With the bullet lodged in his bone, Ewan is unable to heal properly. It didn’t help that the field hospitals are full of butchers. Idiots didn’t even understand the bones should be straight before they’re bound. Ewan’s arm should have been re-broken and reset straight.”

      Ianthe winced. Even Ewan found it hard to hear. The injuries hurt enough, but to discuss how he was incapacitated humiliated him. Wolves were strong and fierce, and now he was useless dog who would be a burden on his pack.

      The bored smile that concealed so much dropped over his face. “Well, if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.”

      Quinn gestured with his buttered bread. “Major Logan sent us back for the mages to study the damage to Ewan. We are to report to the Royal Arsenal after Christmas to see if they can discover a way to reverse the damage done by the silver and whatever spell the French wrote on the bullet.”

      “What of Lady Seraphina Miles? Could she not do anything to help?” Ianthe asked.

      Lady Miles was the most powerful mage in England, and along her with husband Sir Hugh Miles, the eminent physician, they followed the army to be on hand to wield their particular skills.

      “Lady Miles and two other women have been struck down by a most curious malady themselves.” Ewan took another sip of wine. The French fought British magic with spells and weapons created by their mages. War created monstrosities that men could not imagine in times of peace.

      “She is ill?” Alice whispered.

      “They are dead,” Quinn said.

      Ianthe gasped. “No. Lady Miles fashioned the bullet that delivered justice to Hoth. Her husband must be bereft, and she will be a great loss to our mages.”

      Ewan ran a fingertip around the top of his glass. “Sir Hugh is seeking a cure. It is rather taking all his time and energy as he consults with his wife.”

      “A cure for death?” Ianthe frowned and glanced to her lover.

      Quinn nodded. “That is the curious part. The hearts of all three women have stilled and yet they continue to talk and go about their day. However, decay eats at their bodies and they have developed a craving that is not to be mentioned in polite company. That is the reason the major gave for me to accompany Ewan. I am to go to Lady Miles’ home in Westbourne Green, and retrieve certain books she wants to consult.”

      Ianthe shuddered. “Well I have you until then, so let us talk of more pleasant topics than a walking death. I assume you will travel to London together?”

      Ewan pushed his glass away. “Yes. Hamish generously allowed me time before I must face the London set and parade my disability for all to see, and the books Lady Miles wants are not overly urgent. I hoped to winter here if that was acceptable to you?”

      “Of course.” Ianthe reached across the table and gripped his left forearm. “You are always welcome here. What a grand Christmas we shall have with you both under this roof!”

      The wraith slipped out the door and disappeared, the silver terrier hard on her heels. Ianthe sighed at the other woman’s retreat.

      “How does she fare?” he asked, curious as to what time had done for the unfortunate creature.

      “She is healthier, but her mind . . .” Her voice trailed away as her gaze fixed on the closed door. “I cannot even imagine tearing my soul apart, and I wonder if the damage she did to escape Hoth is irreparable. She is protected here and she
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