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      The women tittered to each other like noisy chickens and clustered around the small round table. One of their number was an aftermage, and the trace of magic revealed itself through the gift of reading tea leaves. The young brunette peered into the depths of the delicate teacup.

      She smiled and looked across the table. "I see a fabulous wedding in your immediate future, to a duke, no less."

      The tittering turned into gushes and breathy comments of oh, you're so lucky. Then the speculation started as to which duke or impending heir would be the lucky groom.

      Isabel rolled her eyes. It was all quite ridiculous. You didn't need to be an aftermage and tea leaves to predict any of their futures. They were all broodmares waiting to be sold; of course they would get married and reproduce. It was their sole function as politely-bred ladies.

      There were a number of aftermage gifts considered socially acceptable for a young lady; the ability to read tea leaves, find lost items, or make flowers bloom. Talking to the dead was sought after in some circles, by those who wanted the excitement of late night séances, but if the dead spontaneously appeared around the woman she would find herself cut. No one wanted a ghost hovering over luncheon. Dead people put such a dampener on an event.

      It infuriated Isabel—as if a woman had any control over what flowed through her veins! She held out her arm and stared at the faint blue lines that ran up toward her elbow. A lady was either lauded or ostracised over something beyond her control.

      "Will you dare to try, Lady Grayson?" a particularly bold chicken asked.

      A delicate porcelain teacup was extended toward her. Pale pink roses entwined around the sides and the handle was painted with gold.

      Isabel's focus moved from lamenting the blood in her veins to another niggle in her life—the insipid women she was forced to keep company with. She swallowed a sigh. May as well get the farce over and done. She grabbed the tea and downed the tepid liquid in a couple of large, and distinctly unladylike, gulps. Then she placed the saucer over the top and tipped it upside down before depositing it on the table.

      "You need to turn it three times," someone whispered.

      And perhaps if she also did a cartwheel with a turnip clutched between her teeth, it would make the brown leaves form into the pattern of her future husband.

      Isabel plonked herself down in the chair and used one fingertip to turn the cup around and around on the saucer. Then she slid it closer to their seer.

      The young woman picked up the cup and gave it a small shake to dislodge the last drops of tea. Then she peered into the tiny porcelain chamber. Women gathered closer, waiting to hear her prediction. Isabel rapped her nails on the table. The other woman's showmanship needed some work, but she was drawing this reading out before announcing, to great surprise, that Isabel was yet another young woman with impending nuptials.

      The brunette muttered under her breath and rotated the cup.

      "What do you see? A duke, or perhaps a prince?" someone asked.

      Laughter ran through the crowd. Everyone knew Isabel had a tendency to scare off potential suitors. One lash of her tongue and they took their fortunes and titles and sought a demure wife elsewhere.

      "No, I don't see a suitor. I see… a dog." The fortune reader squinted at the tea leaves.

      "A dog?" Isabel frowned. No suitor for her then, but was that relief she felt or disappointment? Would she watch all her acquaintances marry off one by one, leaving her standing all alone? It wasn't her fault none of the nobles had any backbone, and cowered under her gaze. "Father is probably going to give me a poodle for my birthday."

      "No, not a lapdog. This looks more like—I don't know, a wolf perhaps?" The fortune teller placed the cup back on the table and left it for the others to examine.

      "Luncheon is served, ladies," their hostess announced, breaking up their conversation about whether the remains of Isabel's tea revealed a corgi, wolf, or spaniel.

      The group moved toward the long table. Isabel lingered at the back. Her gaze roamed over the rear wall of the parlour, which held an array of rosewood-framed boxes. Each held butterflies of extraordinary hues, shapes, and sizes. With their wings outstretched, they dazzled and outshone each other, as though they were the living embodiment of an exotic Indian bazaar. And every single one was dead. The riot of colour that created a fantastical quilt on the wall, was the lifetime work of the noble's obsession with lepidopterology.

      "How cruel was life to them. One moment drinking nectar, the next gassed and preserved," Isabel murmured to herself. What would it be like to see the delicate creatures free? She imagined standing in a lush jungle, hands outstretched as a swarm of them danced from bloom to bloom, drinking nectar from heavily perfumed flowers—the beauty not just in the insects’ shape and colour, but in the celebration of their freedom as they went about their fragile lives.

      Isabel sighed. The displayed butterflies could be a metaphor for her life: beautiful to look at but dead on the inside. Kept pinned to a wall, never allowed to fly or be free. To be seen and admired as something exotic and decorative, but with no real purpose.

      She tucked a dark strand of hair back behind her ear and surveyed her companions as they all took their assigned seats. They were like the insects—delicate. They would bruise easily if they ever batted up against the bars of their cages. Not Isabel. She used her tall, lithe frame to ride, run, and hunt. Her muscles knew the burn of climbing a tree all the way to the top, or using a sword until her arm ached. One day she would be strong enough to pull apart the bars holding her prisoner.

      Her life seemed so stifling. One day blended into the next. Everything was the same. They were all actors with pre-written lines and directions to play out, never allowed to deviate from the script. She could stand in the middle of the room and scream and no one would raise an eyebrow. They were so bound by protocol and etiquette that none would remark on her strange behaviour.

      Perhaps that was why she did it. Why she pushed people or said outrageous things. She just longed for a reaction. Something, anything that told her she was alive and capable of shaping her life, not trapped under glass. She sighed and brushed a hand over her tea gown. The hideously expensive garment was no match for the magnificent butterfly to her right, resplendent in vibrant shades of green. Current women's fashion favoured the simple white or cream dress with a subtle pattern or inconspicuous decoration. How Isabel longed to be like the butterfly and clothe herself in glorious colour. Or she could beat herself black and blue against the walls of her captivity.

      She stood in a parlour expensively decorated with silk-clad walls, which were the perfect backdrop to the butterflies. Persian carpets lay on the floor and fine sculptures were displayed on plinths. The entire ensemble exuded money and entitlement. The assembled women were equally expensive, delicate, and aristocratic. Society's best and most expensive thoroughbred mares gathered for afternoon tea.

      "It's all so pointless," she muttered as she took her place at the ornately set table. The dark polished wood sat hidden under a crisp, white linen tablecloth. Centrepieces soared high with arching plumes and bracts held aloft more flowers, kept in place with tiny wires. The crystal glasses glinted in the shaft of sunlight that dared enter the room from between the lace curtains. Each piece of silverware was laid out a precise distance from the plates and each other.

      Fake smile in place, Isabel tried to be interested as the women around her discussed the latest gossip and the possible engagements for those who had just had their fortunes read. Marriage and landing an eligible catch dominated conversation as though they were all fishermen, each vying for the best spot to cast their line, and discussing what bait to use.

      Isabel went out of her way to scare off the men attracted by her father's position and wealth. At twenty-three years old, she was fast approaching life on the shelf. Thank goodness. A sharp tongue and courting scandal had kept her unattached, although the Duke of Balcairn's patience with his wilful daughter wore thin. But then, what could he do about it? Sell her off to the highest bidder like a piece of unwanted furniture? Let him try, and the papers would be full of the scandal of Lady Isabel Grayson being dragged kicking and screaming down the aisle.

      The duke called her his conundrum. Gently bred, yet unwed. Beautiful to look at, yet men couldn't tolerate her company. The most eligible young woman in England, and not a single gentleman dared ask for her hand. She had everything and yet nothing. Although at least she might soon have a puppy to fill the empty moments she was awake.

      She wondered just what it would take to be banned from London for the rest of the season. She was dying inside like a forgotten houseplant, and at least banishment would bring the freedom to roam their country estate. Nothing she had done so far had worked. She needed to try a little harder to be the brat everyone assumed her to be.

      She stared at her unblemished white ceramic plate with its expensive gold rim. In the exact centre sat a tiny sliver of cucumber sandwich. Looking at the unsatisfying snack gave her an idea. She emitted an audible sigh and then frowned, picking up one corner of thin crustless bread and pushing it down again. Her finger left an indent and ruined the symmetry of the picture.

      "Whatever is wrong, Isabel?" Sarah, who sat to her immediate right, asked.

      "Oh, nothing, I'm sure." She picked up the sandwich, well aware all eyes had swung in her direction. The best actors waited until they held the audience captive before delivering the much-anticipated line. She scrutinised the savoury and screwed up her face and brought it closer, as though her eyes failed her.

      "Do you not like cucumber?" someone farther along the table joked to an answering titter of laughter.

      Isabel glanced up, trying to fix on which pretty face made the comment, but they all swam together and merged into one. Like how the butterflies were individuals up close, but walk away and they became a patchwork of colour. "I like it just fine. A shame, though, that this bread does not do it justice."

      "What is wrong with the bread?" The sharp question came from the head of the table where Charlotte, the hostess, held court.

      "Oh, don't fret, dear. It's perfectly acceptable. Just a little… dry." Isabel frowned at the sandwich again, as though it had committed some great social faux pas, and she dropped it back on the plate. Shame it didn't make any noise. An audible thump would have been most gratifying, but at such events only the tiniest slivers of food were served. No one would deposit a great lamb shank or side of beef in front of gentle ladies.

      "You must be mistaken. These delicacies were made fresh just this afternoon. There is no possibility that the sandwiches could have dried out." Charlotte's gaze narrowed at Isabel.

      A reputation as a troublemaker did tend to precede her and people expected some drama or other. Her problem was that the bar was set rather high, and there were obvious lines even she dared not cross. She certainly wasn't going to take a costermonger as a lover just to outrage her father. There was a delicate balance at play, to create enough of a scandal that her father gave in to her demands, but not so much that society would irrevocably turn its back on her. For what would an actor do without an audience? She needed them to notice her, to wait for her next performance. It was the only thing that reassured her she hadn't turned invisible.

      As the daughter of a duke, protocol demanded she be included whether she was wanted or not. It also meant people turned a blind eye to her activities. Usually she just livened events, but today Charlotte might regret ever including her in their afternoon tea. Today was Isabel's big push toward banishment and she had chosen Charlotte to have a supporting role in the show.

      "Well, if you say so, Charlotte. Although on closer examination the inside is rather soggy while the outside is crusty. Almost makes one suspect they had sat around for some hours." She threw down the culinary gauntlet.

      On cue, gasps raced around the room. Isabel had cast aspersions on the quality of Charlotte's edibles. It was the social equivalent of one man telling another his mistress had the face of a horse's arse.

      The hostess sat up even taller in her chair, if such a thing were possible given her rigid posture to begin with. "You are wrong, Lady Isabel. My kitchen staff made the sandwiches not an hour ago."

      The answering salvo was given. Isabel harrumphed and leaned back in her chair, timing her next move. As tension built around the room, women either held their breath or took the hand of their companion for support. For her peers, this was the most exciting thing to happen all week and would be dinnertime gossip for the next month—if she wrung every ounce of drama from proceedings.

      Isabel tapped one finger to her chin for a moment and then let it drop, hovering above the sandwich and drawing every eye with it. "Did you oversee their construction yourself? Or did you perhaps advise of the menu yesterday? No one is blaming you, my dear. Perhaps your staff were overzealous and prepared our sustenance earlier today, or even yesterday?"

      Gasps turned to twitters and women clutched at their heaving bosoms. To insult a hostess' skills was a grave matter. This could be the scandal of the year unless someone gazumped Isabel's performance by eloping with a footman.

      Charlotte half rose, her hands flat on the pure linen tablecloth. "You go too far, Lady Isabel. Recant your accusation."

      Isabel ignored Charlotte and removed the top slice of bread and laid it to one side. She then dissected the savoury bite with the tip of her knife, peeling the wafer thin cucumber slice from its resting place. Examination complete, she delivered her autopsy findings. "Dry on the outside, soggy on the inside. Consistent with a sandwich of at least three hours old."

      Charlotte pushed her chair away with a squeak and stood. "Take it back. My sandwiches are less than an hour old. Why, the bread is practically still warm from the oven."

      Isabel laughed, and adopted a condescending tone to deliver her final blow—the one she hoped would be too great an insult for Lady Charlotte to leave unanswered. "No one is blaming you that your staff prepared our tea too far in advance. No doubt you were too busy staring in the mirror looking for wrinkles to supervise, or ensure they received proper instruction."

      Whispers turned into shocked intakes of breath. Someone even squeaked in alarm. Isabel held the rapt attention of a dozen women in the palm of her hand. She could scream at the top of her lungs and be ignored, but insulting a fellow aristocrat's housekeeping skill (while implying she had wrinkles) was an entirely different matter.

      Charlotte's face turned red and her cheeks puffed out. "You will apologise for you heinous accusation, Lady Isabel."

      Isabel met Charlotte's furious gaze. Events were going swimmingly. Why on earth would she apologise now? "No."

      The hostess rounded the table, the silk of her skirts swishing with each step. Isabel held her place. The slap came hard and she closed her eyes as heat bloomed over her cheek. The play had reached its culminating moment.

      "I will have satisfaction," Charlotte said.

      Isabel opened her eyes and fixed a bored gaze on her opponent. "Tomorrow morning then, at first light. Be warned, I prefer a blade, not a pistol, and you will want to bring a second, in case you are too scared to defend your sandwiches yourself."
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      Isabel was already dressed and standing at her window as the first faint blush of dawn crept over the horizon. For the first time in weeks she felt alive, as though her blood was infused with champagne bubbles. Then she wondered if that was a possible mage taint, to have expensive alcohol in your veins instead of blue blood?

      The small clock on her mantle chimed six times in a restrained fashion as she turned and walked through a silent house, heading for the door. The maids were up an hour ago and one had helped her dress, but her father slept on.

      The duke had come in late the previous evening from some political meeting about what to do with Unnaturals, and Isabel didn't expect him to rouse until after twelve. Plenty of time to put her plan into effect. The duel would cause a scandal, her father would haul her into his study to dispense her punishment, and she would be the centre of attention. However fleeting.

      Downstairs the carriage waited with the driver up front and two footmen at the rear. Isabel had no second. She saw no need, nor did she have a close friend to hold her hand. It was a short ride from Berkley Square to the deserted corner of Hyde Park. The streets contained only those workmen who needed to be up at dawn. No aristocrat would be seen out at such an ungodly hour unless they were returning home from the previous night's entertainment, or possibly one of those vampyres that couldn't stand harsh sunlight.

      The two duelling women were dressed in riding habits. It seemed the most sporting attire for a duel and it wasn't like they could strip off any outer layers like men. Etiquette had to be observed and propriety maintained. Isabel's habit was of a pale grey with black frogging, while Charlotte wore an ivory wool riding outfit. It was a colour entirely unsuitable for a duel to first blood, but it would make a dramatic backdrop when Isabel scored her point.

      Isabel's big disappointment was the lack of an assembled audience to observe the final act in their little play. She would have to rely on the reports of others, to relay events to her father's ear. A certainty she had ensured by leaking the details to a reporter.

      Charlotte looked half asleep with her companion at her side and two footmen standing by the carriage. Isabel stood alone. From somewhere a sigh worked its way loose in her chest. Charlotte was surrounded by people fussing over her, while there was no one to worry over Isabel. She wondered if the driver would even muster the energy to care enough to bundle her into the carriage, if she were injured. What would it be like, to be adored and protected?

      Silly thought, really. She had no need of being mollycoddled. Life had taught her to be independent. Her mother had never recovered from her birth, despite the fact she had failed in her aristocratic duty to deliver the requisite heir and a spare. The duchess declared the activity of procreation far too uncouth for her and the duke was banned from the marital bed. The delicate woman refused to leave her chamber and malingered for the next twenty years.

      The shilly-shallying about dying annoyed her father, who refused to pander to her mother's illness. His mistress, referred to as a noble cousin, acted as understudy for the unavailable duchess. She sat at the end of the table and planned all the entertainments a duke was required to host. Isabel wondered if he’d felt any guilt when the duchess finally passed away in her sleep one night, or was he relieved?

      Would he be equally relieved to someday be rid of the burden Isabel caused him? Certainly her father had no interest in her; a girl was of no use unless she could be sold in an advantageous marriage. Isabel had successfully defeated his attempts to curry political favour, by trying to marry her to different rising stars in the Tory party. What was left for him to do with her? She doubted any convent would take her, not unless it was one far, far away that had never heard of her reputation for causing trouble.

      She took the two foils from the carriage and carried them to Charlotte's retainer, who would act as overseer for the event. Deep in her heart she hoped the duel would be the final straw for her father and he would pack her off to rural Oxfordshire. Just to make sure he got wind of it, she had a reporter hiding behind a bush. There was no point in being scandalous if no one heard about it. Having a reporter to call upon ensured she would make the papers. He would write the article with his usual purple prose and exaggerate her actions to delight and titillate the ton, and to horrify her father.

      "Ladies, I am required to ask, is there is any way this matter can be settled?" the dour man said.

      Charlotte perked up a little. "An apology will suffice, then we can all go back to bed."

      Gazes turned expectantly to Isabel. Really, as if she would go to all this effort just to apologise and slink away with her tail between her legs. "Certainly not. I have every intention to let the whole of London know about Lady Charlotte's shoddy luncheons."

      Lady Charlotte narrowed her gaze and looked like she would prefer a round of bare-fisted boxing. She held out her hand for the foil and gritted her teeth. "Give me that."

      Duty satisfied, and since there would be no apology forthcoming, events proceeded. The retainer rattled off the rules in a monotonous drone, before stepping back and declaring, "To first blood, ladies."

      Isabel saluted with the foil and eyed up her opponent. It was ludicrous, really. She doubted Charlotte had ever held a fencing blade before, and the sum total of her experience seemed to be in wielding a knife at suppertime. There was no doubt that Isabel would score the victory blow. It was simply a matter of figuring out where to place it. Charlotte's riding habit had a high neck and long sleeves. The only exposed skin on either woman was the face, and that was not to be touched.

      Normally she would go for a light graze across the back of the knuckles, but Charlotte wore her soft doeskin riding gloves. A strike there was still possible—Isabel would just have to apply a little more pressure to cut through the leather.

      She lunged at Charlotte, who held up her foil and squealed. Isabel rolled her eyes. Honestly, what was wrong with these women? Why were they not learning to fence, like she did? Did they not see there was far more to life than sitting in a parlour? How she longed to break free of her confines and see the world. To explore, and possibly ride a camel in Egypt or see the jungle of India. Not for the first time in her life, she wished she had been born a man.

      The farce of a duel continued until Charlotte tripped over her long skirts, stumbled forward, and hurled herself in the path of Isabel's blade. It was not the strike Isabel intended and she reacted as quickly as she could to whip the weapon out of Charlotte's way, but too late. The thin metal grazed down the side of the young woman's face.

      In that instant, Isabel learned two facts simultaneously about Charlotte. First, that her opponent was a screamer. The instant the foil grazed her skin, the woman shrieked as though she feared for her life, or was being violated in her own boudoir.

      Once, a banshee had taken up residence in the forest near their country estate and kept everyone awake at night with its blood-curdling screams. A mage had to be called to send the creature back to wherever it came from. Charlotte's scream was of a similar pitch as the banshee’s, and could have been used as a foghorn to warn vessels in the Channel of impending disaster.

      The second interesting fact Isabel learned was that Charlotte was, apparently, a bleeder. The tiny scratch in her hairline issued a prodigious amount of blood. It ran down the side of her face and, when Charlotte raised a hand, it coated her glove. Which lead to more screaming. Anyone would have thought the woman was being murdered, not that she had a teeny tiny scratch.

      Isabel rushed to offer assistance, which resulted in more screaming and general hysterics, as though the murderer were trying to finish the job. Then, probably overwhelmed by all the overacting, Charlotte fainted into the arms of her companion. The older woman hissed at Isabel and called for help from the coachmen.

      Isabel backed away. Never had she intended for her little argument to go so catastrophically wrong. Not that Charlotte was in danger of dying—far from it, but her devoted retainers made Isabel feel like the worst sort of storybook villain. She gathered up the fallen foils and paused at her coach.

      "Take me home, please," she said to the driver, and stepped into the dim interior.
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        * * *

      

      Events didn't explode until later that evening. Thankfully the large mansion in Mayfair provided a few hiding spots, and Isabel knew them all. But eventually her father's determination, coupled with a servant whose aftermage gift was a finding ability, finally revealed her form behind a curtained window seat in the library.

      The duke's cheeks puffed out before he exploded. "You scarred the Lady Charlotte for life!"

      Isabel rolled her eyes and tossed the book to the cushion. "It was a tiny scratch in her hairline. It will be gone by week's end."

      "It is in the evening paper, Isabel. Lady Charlotte is reported as being mortally wounded and bleeding profusely from a head wound." Her father smacked the paper in question against his palm and Isabel wondered if she would be hit with it next, like a naughty puppy.

      There was one slight problem with soliciting a reporter known for his purple prose to cover events. Lady Charlotte's one small nick had been blown all out of proportion to some fatal strike. Honestly, the woman would dine on the drama for weeks and have all the beaus rushing to shower her with gifts, flowers, and probably marriage proposals. A brief moment of jealousy flared in Isabel's stomach. Perhaps next time she should fall on her sword and see if she became the centre of attention? Or would she suffer the cruel disappointment of discovering no one cared?

      Isabel studied her father as he paced. She pondered and discarded adjectives to describe his mood. Angry seemed too ordinary and mad too short a word. Incandescent with rage was the only phrase that seemed to fit the duke. As he paced, he flailed his arms and ranted about Isabel's upbringing. Isabel closed her ears. She was long familiar with his lectures. His face turned florid as his volume of speech increased but still she never heard a single word. Yes, incandescent with rage did seem the most apt description.

      "You have brought shame to his household by stabbing a noblewoman." His pacing ceased, and he commanded a section of floor and crossed his arms over his chest. His stance indicated it was time for Isabel to pay attention and mutter a few insincere platitudes.

      "It was the tiniest of cuts, barely enough to call first blood." Well, that wasn't strictly true. The tiny cut had flowed with blood like a great river in flood. Rivulets had tumbled down the side of Charlotte' face and spilled over her pale ivory habit, permanently ruining the garment. At least when she’d swooned, the awful screaming had stopped.

      Rage flowed off the duke and Isabel stood exposed in its path. "You have gone too far this time, Isabel."

      Perhaps her father would ship her off on a grand expedition around the world? Far better to let her explore the jungles and remote reaches of the globe than to risk her behaviour at the next afternoon tea. Oh, yes. Do let his punishment involve sending her off to explore the Amazonian jungle, or ancient Indian temples encased in vines!

      "If I were a man I would be expected to stand up for my words." It wasn't her first petticoat duel, but it did have the most spectacular ending ever.

      "You are to travel to the estate immediately. The carriage is already waiting for you downstairs. You will not return to London. I will not have your behaviour impacting on Walter's marriage negotiations with the Marquis of Winchester."

      Ah. There was the true reason for her banishment. Her cousin was purchasing a worthy bride, and no one wanted Isabel embarrassing the family. Her father had no heir. Isabel was the only fruit to fall from his loins. Her entire life she had been made to bear the weight of that disappointment. The duke had adopted his nephew, the next in line, at a young age. The male had been educated and groomed into an appropriate heir to take over the Balcairn name and fortune.

      Isabel could argue, scream, throw herself to the floor and pitch a tantrum, but there was no point. This was the outcome she’d sought. All the same, anger and frustration simmered under her skin. She wanted to smash down the glass walls pressing on her and make her escape. Why could her father not see what she really wanted?

      His affection and attention.

      As she rose from the window seat she suppressed the sigh welling up in her chest. At least she was swapping her current cage for a larger one. The estate afforded her some freedom, and the tight constraints of etiquette were loosened in the rural environment. It afforded her some peace, but for how long? Once her cousin moved in with his bride, it would no longer be her home. She would be the interloper, the spinster dependent on the charity of others. Perhaps it was time she made an escape plan, rather than drifting through life, blown by the whims of others.

      "Yes, Father." She dropped a curtsey and wondered what her punishment would be this time. When she was a child, her father used to order the butler to take his belt to her backside, but they soon learned that had no effect upon her. Then they tried a diet of bread and water, and banishment to the nursery. In the last few years, since her disastrous debut and efforts to keep all suitors away, her father had cut her allowance.

      That didn't stop her for long. It simply lead to a secret life of larceny. Not that she saw it that way. The first time had been accidental. Another woman had dropped a brooch one night at the theatre. Isabel picked it up and had been on the point of retuning the beautiful trinket, when the diamonds caught in the candlelight and spun rainbows in her hand.

      That one brooch had replaced six months of her allowance. Since then she ensured she only stole small items, things that could be passed off as lost while out. She had some conscience, and didn't want a maid losing her job for missing jewellery. A single earring, bracelets with a broken catch, or a jewelled hairpin were the sorts of trinkets that fell into her pockets. And still her father never questioned how she was able to buy a new dress.

      Or, perhaps, he simply never noticed?

      As she passed through the entranceway, a maid handed her a bonnet and her pelisse for the journey. The long held sigh worked loose as Isabel took her seat in the carriage. Life seemed so futile. She hammered her fists on the transparent barrier that enclosed her and screamed. Yet no one even heard her. No one ever saw the real Lady Isabel Grayson. The one who curled up in the corner, pressed her face to the silken velvet lining the interior, and cried.
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      "I hate creeping around and spying like a damn rat. Give me a decent fight any day." Alick stood in the front parlour, his arms crossed and his foul mood darkening the room.

      He had been perfectly content growling in a corner, until he was threatened with a rolled-up newspaper if he didn't shift back to human form. Alick was one of four Highland Wolves in London, on a mission to uncover a plot against England. They were reduced to scratching around in dark corners like vermin, when he wanted to see the whites of his enemies' eyes as he grabbed them by the throat.

      "Word of the Highland Wolves spreads. Colonel Powers says it is only a matter of time before we are deployed openly," Hamish, his captain, said.

      "Bloody war will be over before they let us run alongside them, instead of having us sneak up on the enemy in the dark," he grunted. The War Office wanted to measure the strengths and weaknesses of their newest type of soldier before deploying them. Which meant either an endless round of trials in Scotland or suicide missions in Europe, used to whittle down their numbers.

      Alick didn't mind the impossible odds of their secret missions if he got to kill some Frenchies. Currently they languished in London trying to hunt an enemy vampyre. "Still no sign of hide nor hair of Callum Forge."

      Forge was a turncoat spy who had once worked for an English spymaster. Until the French turned him to their side and then made him a vampyre. Dead bodies piled up in his wake, as they had pursued an encrypted list and then tried to discover the particulars of the plot. Alick became a regular at shady taverns in the East End, hoping to catch a whiff of garlic-munching vampyre, but he turned up nothing. Forge had tried to slit the throat of one of the Wolves, grabbed a fake list of traitors, and then disappeared like a bat at dawn. They had sought any trace of him for over two weeks now, and his trail grew cold.

      "We keep looking. He will resurface once he realises the list we gave him was false, or his need to feed on blood will expose him." Hamish placed his hand on a woman's shoulder. Of regular build with brown hair, she seemed unremarkable, until you met her violet gaze. A razor intellect lurked within and her work was pivotal to their mission. Aster, Hamish's bride, had decoded the list and revealed the true traitors. Then she set a false trail to keep Forge occupied. She also wielded a rolled-up newspaper to keep the wolves in line.

      With no trail in London, circumstances presented an opportunity to investigate another name on their list. The Duke of Balcairn stood just one step behind the throne, but perhaps he thought he should stand even closer? He also happened to be holding a house party in the country. Another thing on Alick's list of social niceties to avoid.

      "So we go for a jaunt to Oxfordshire?" Alick asked.

      "Yes. It’s a rare opportunity to search the duke's estate," Hamish said.

      Lieutenant Ewan Shaw had managed to wrangle invitations to the grand ball. Alick stiffened at the thought and hoped he got to stand point outside or, even better, prowl the perimeter in his wolf form. Who wanted to be crammed in with a hundred uptight nobles with blasted dancing and only tiny, ridiculous dots of food that would never satisfy a man's hunger? Nor would the women know what to do with a real man, let alone a wolf. The whimpering, delicate slips of muslin would probably blanch and swoon when they saw him.

      "Courtesans all over London are rather miffed at the exodus. Eligible young bucks are heading to Oxfordshire and the house party. Rather early in the season, but rumour is that the duke is going to announce something that will be of interest to unmarried eligible men," Ianthe said. A former Cyprian, she knew all that went on in the demi-monde.

      "Lady Isabel is all the talk of London with her petticoat duel against Lady Charlotte. She struck quite the blow by all accounts, and Charlotte is besieged by wealthy well-wishers. They say she will be quite fortuitously engaged by the end of the month," Ewan said.

      Alick chuckled at the mention of the duel. He could appreciate a woman who called out another. Shame the reason was so petty. The duel was fought over the state of a sandwich, not a country, nor honour. Did that simply confirm that the women involved had no real thoughts in their heads?

      "Has the sight given you any guidance, Ianthe?" Aster asked of the other woman.

      A trace of mage blood ran through Quinn's mate and gifted her with the second sight. Although she struggled to make sense of the flashes it gave her.

      A frown furrowed her brow. "I cannot direct it, but when I think of the days ahead, all I am shown is a cat fighting a wolf."

      Alick huffed. "A wolf would make short work of a little cat."

      She pressed her fingers to her temple, as if the act of retrieving the memory gave her a headache. "No. This is a big cat, more like a panther. It is an equal match for the wolf and they are locked in combat. Round and round they roll, looking more like an ouroboros with no end and no beginning."

      Quinn passed his mate a glass of water and Ianthe said no more.

      "Perhaps another type of unnatural creature? One who shifts into a large cat in the same way we can adopt wolf form," Ewan suggested.

      They dropped the subject of trying to interpret Ianthe's vision and the rest of the day passed in a flurry of activity—at least on the part of the women and staff. Alick stayed out of everyone's way and took to the stables and the quiet rhythm of grooming the horses.

      Given that just four men had originally ridden from Edinburgh to Woolwich, it was a far larger party that journeyed to Oxfordshire. Two of the men now had their mates in tow, which gave rise to the need for a carriage—or carriages, since Ianthe travelled with her own little household. Alick rode at the back and sniggered each time his cousin, Hamish, tended to some little need of his bride. While Alick treated his captain's mate with all due respect and admired her intellect, he vowed that he would never be at the beck and call of some woman.

      By late afternoon they had reached their destination, an inn just two miles from the enormous estate of the Duke of Balcairn. In the bright light, the inn's courtyard bustled with people, horses, and vehicles. Hamish and Quinn handed down the women from the smart carriage, while grooms rushed to take the horses and bags. The men had saddlebags and the women had a number of chests between them. Ianthe's abigail, Sarah, oversaw the care of the luggage.

      Aster leaned against Hamish, as though tired, and he drew an arm around her. He narrowed his eyes at Alick over the top of her head and gestured inside with a flick of his gaze. Alick then shared a curious look with Ewan and followed the group inside. Hamish caught him as they slipped into the cool interior.

      "Aster spotted a familiar face in the yard," the captain murmured under his breath.

      Alick stiffened, his body on alert, and his hand went to the blade at his back to check it was still there. Then he leaned against a post while rooms were taken. He scanned the room under lazy lids but he didn't miss a face. The other patrons appeared to be merchants and minor nobles, and he saw no sign of a lurking assassin amongst them. His curiosity itched, but it would have to wait until the privacy of upstairs to be scratched.

      With room keys in hand, they headed up the wide stairs. Three rooms were theirs for the next couple of nights, but they converged in one suite first. When they were all gathered, Alick shut the door and then lounged against it. Just in case. If the face Aster recognised tried to reach her, he would have to go through Alick first.

      Hamish pulled out a chair for his wife and she sat down, then took off her bonnet and laid it on the table before speaking. Aster’s hands smoothed the ribbon, the only outward sign of her nervousness. "Out in the yard, I saw one of the men who took Sir John."

      Hamish stood behind her, his hand on her shoulder, giving her strength. Silence fell for a long moment as they remembered Sir John Warrington. He had been both Aster's father and employer at the Records Office, until three men after a piece of paper had removed him from there. Only Sir John's quick thinking and preplanning had saved Aster, but unfortunately the four Wolves were too late riding to his rescue. They had been unable to save Sir John.

      "You are sure?" Ewan asked.

      Her hands curled around the ribbon she had so carefully straightened. "Yes. I will never forget them."

      "Interesting that one shows his face here, in the backyard of another traitor." Hamish had killed one of the three men in an altercation on a balcony, but he had vowed they would all pay for what they did. It was simply a matter of tracking them down.

      Alick was relieved. Aster spotting the man meant there was a chance someone might get killed this week, and the prospect of a good fight always improved his mood.

      "The question is, are they known to the Duke of Balcairn?" Ewan rubbed his smooth chin, as though contemplating a completely unnecessary shave.

      "Another reason to be vigilant tonight." Hamish's hand tightened on Aster's shoulder. "Perhaps it’s better if you stay here, in case someone recognises you."

      Aster huffed a breath. "A grand ball and you want me to stay hidden here? And who, pray tell, will ensure my safety while you are all dancing the night away? Surely I am safer at the ball with all of you around me?"

      Ianthe laughed. "Aster has a point. And if she does not attend, who amongst us can recognise the man, given none of us have seen him? You cannot follow a trail without a scent."

      Hamish sighed. Alick could see the argument well up in his chest and then he gave it up as futile. Alick chuckled to himself. Hamish and Quinn had both found themselves outspoken and strong-willed women. It caused him no end of amusement to watch the men trying to wrangle their heart's partners.

      One woman with her mind made up was difficult enough. Two would be completely immoveable. "Very well. But at least two of us stay with Aster at all times. And you." He tipped her head to meet her violet gaze. "Let us know the instant you see him. Once we have his scent, we will be able to follow him back to wherever they are hiding."

      She arched an eyebrow. "Yes, my husband."

      How did a woman manage to make words of submission sound like the complete opposite? Aster was a sensible woman. Of course she would alert them if she spotted the traitor. Perhaps the subtle issue was in Hamish's command? He may as well have called the woman a lackwit, when she was smarter than all the men in the room bundled together.

      Alick pondered the mysterious ways of women, and thanked his lucky stars he didn't have to contend with one, as they made their plans for the evening. Then they split off to their separate rooms. Alick grumbled about having to share with Ewan, but the lieutenant shook his head and simply enquired as to which one of them snored the loudest. He had a point, but it wasn't Alick's fault he was larger, stronger, and more muscled than the scrawny lieutenant.

      The other rooms were taken by Hamish and Aster in one and Quinn and Ianthe in the other. Perkins and Sarah were given a smaller room out the back, used by staff. Then the women swapped with the men, saying they needed to prepare for the evening. Aster and Ianthe shut themselves in one room with Sarah. Perkins, Ianthe's manservant, was given the unenviable job of making Quinn presentable. Bodies were washed, faces shaved, hair slicked down, and uniforms made to look immaculate on all four men before Perkins finally stepped away from the door and let them out.

      Four travelled in the curricle, while Alick and Ewan rode behind on their horses. The men wore the full dress uniform of the Highland Wolves. The forest green jackets were brushed free of every tiny mote of dust or dirt. The only individual unhappy about the evening was Dougal, Aster's faithful Scottish terrier. The little dog was told to stay and he was not pleased about missing out and being shut in the room. If the big dogs were going, why couldn't he?

      Footmen, wearing black livery with a delicate silver stripe, stood on guard in the sweeping driveway. They handed women down from carriages while grooms ran to take reins.

      "Ready?" Hamish enquired as they walked under the enormous portico and through the wide-flung double doors. Music came from within and they followed the steady stream of well-to-do people to the ballroom.

      Alick surveyed the assembled nobles and pulled on his stiffened collar. He didn't fit here. There were too many people and the roof seemed far too low. Even though it soared to double height above, it still contained them. A roof was a roof, whether it was thatch and mere inches from your head, or gilded and painted and thirty feet away. He would far rather see the night sky and stars above him as he lay waiting for slumber to claim him.

      He had never been raised as noble. He had barely been raised as civilised. Taking the lycanthrope's bite had been a relief, as it revealed what had always lurked in his blood. Now he much preferred to stay in his wolf form. People were scared of him anyway, and the wolf wasn't bothered by their rejection.

      Ianthe flowed amongst those assembled and held court. The beautiful courtesan was hard to ignore. Curvaceous with milk-white skin and flaming red hair, she attracted bucks like bees to an exotic bloom. Alick watched them gather around her, while noble women hid behind their fans and bemoaned the situation.

      "Does it not make you want to shift, rush over there, and rip them apart for staring at her?" he asked Quinn. If he had a mate, impossible as that was to contemplate, it would make his blood boil to see other men drooling all over her.

      The young man turned his humorous gaze to Alick. "No. They can adore her all evening, but I know who she is leaving with."

      Alick shook his head. What did the courtesan see in the poor youth, who had neither title nor fortune? They were an odd couple, and yet they loved each other fiercely. Aster said that was the way with wolves. They knew their mates instinctively and it didn't follow a rational thought process. Did that mean the right woman was out there for each wolf, or would some still be destined to go through life alone?

      He ran a hand down the left side of his face, and the scar ridge was thick under his fingertip. The blow could have cleaved his head in two. From his forehead it cut through his eyebrow, sliced down his cheek, and stopped at the corner of his mouth. The line had faded over time to silver, but it did nothing to improve his looks. Most women were repulsed by the scar and looked no further. Even his wolf form was cursed to bear the same long scar over its face and muzzle. He doubted there would be a woman anywhere in the world who would gaze at him with the same heated longing that Ianthe bestowed on Quinn. Lucky bastard.

      A murmur ran through the crowd and whispers flew that the main entertainment was about to begin. The Duke of Balcairn, their current target, led his daughter to the centre of the room. She was an attractive lass. Not curvaceous like Ianthe, but lean and muscled. Built like a legendary Highlander lass who wielded a sword next to her warrior mate. Her stature was unusual in a noble girl. She had dark hair piled high in some fancy arrangement atop her head. A dress of burnt-orange silk clung to her form and emphasised high rounded breasts that were begging for a man's hands to caress them.

      "Ladies, and especially gentlemen, if I might have your attention," the duke said, commanding the floor. He was a tall and lean man, attributes his daughter had inherited. But their similarities ended there. He had the drawn face of a man under constant stress and his once-dark hair was streaked with grey.

      People murmured and whispered and parted around father and daughter.

      He smiled to his daughter and curled his fingers tighter around her hand, until white spots formed under each digit. "As you may be aware, my daughter is unwed. I wish to remedy this defect. Tonight, one man amongst you will be named her fiancé and you be will wed this Sunday."

      A gasp went around the room, and the woman in question swayed on her feet. Her hazel gaze fixated on her father, and she whispered no under her breath. The duke pulled a tight smile and kept an equally tight grip on her hand, as though he suspected she might bolt.

      Now that Alick glanced around the room, there seemed to be a large number of robust footmen manning every exit. Perhaps the duke did indeed expect the Lady Isabel to run for freedom. He was starting to like this girl. She got into duels and had a reputation for escaping despite having the odds stacked against her.

      The duke waited for the initial rush of conversation to ebb before he continued. "I am aware this is an unprecedented situation and that the prize itself might not tempt the more faint-hearted. To compensate the bridegroom for a lifetime of inconvenience, after the wedding he may collect a five thousand pound purse. Or we can call it a dowry, if you prefer."

      "No, Father, you cannot do this. I have learned my lesson." Isabel's words carried even over the chatter that erupted.

      The pretence of a smile dropped away from the duke's face. "You are twenty-three and on the shelf. I have given you ample leave to decide on a suitor. Now, I will take charge of the situation."

      Isabel turned to her father, further conversation between them lost over the outburst of chatter. A number of men stepped forward to calls from their friends or elbows from their fellow contenders.

      "I cannot be married without the reading of the banns," she said, firing her ammunition at her father.

      The duke laughed. "The advantages of being a duke, dear daughter. I have friends in high places who can issue the necessary dispensations."

      The woman paled. She swallowed, then seemed to draw herself up to meet her father's stern gaze, as she took stock of her desperate situation. "Then I demand the right to decide my future husband through combat."

      Laughter burst around the room and the duke's gaze widened. "I am seeking a husband, Isabel. You are not charged with a crime. There is no right of combat in affairs of marriage."

      The titter turned to laughter again. This was turning into the sort of evening Alick enjoyed—one that ended in a fight.

      Isabel's gaze pleaded with her father. "How exactly do you expect to lead me up the aisle? Will I be bound and gagged? Allow me to at least choose a husband who can hold a foil, and I will acquiesce to your punishment."

      Alick chuckled to himself. At least the lass had gumption. This would be far more entertaining than watching people dance.

      Aster paled at his side and leaned close to Hamish. A whispered conversation took place, and then the captain looked up to survey the crowd. He gave a side-eye gesture to Alick.

      "Aster has found our friend. I think it would be more discreet if Ewan and I follow him. I leave Aster in the care of you and Quinn," Hamish said.

      "Aye," Alick whispered, and Quinn drew his adopted sister to his side.

      With Aster safe between them, Alick went back to watching the unfolding spectacle.
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