
  
    [image: Master Wolf]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title image]
      

    

  


  
    
      Master Wolf

      Copyright © 2020 Joanna Chambers

      Cover art: Natasha Snow

      Edited by: P&M Editorial Services

      Published by Joanna Chambers

      All rights reserved.

      ISBN: 978-1-9996720-1-0

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. All characters, places and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or business establishments or organisations is completely coincidental.

      No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing, editing or production of this book. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this book for the purposes of training AI technologies. The author reserves all rights to licence the use of this work for any and all purposes.

    

  


  
    
      Edinburgh, 1820

      

      Drew Nicol has spent the last three decades avoiding his old home of Edinburgh. It is a feat he has managed rather well—until the Nor’Loch is drained and a monstrous skeleton is found in the mud.

      

      The bones are evidence of werewolves, and Marguerite, the leader of Drew's pack, will not suffer such evidence to fall into the hands of their enemies. She decrees that Drew must return to Edinburgh with her to retrieve the skeleton.

      

      The skeleton is not their only concern. Marguerite is worried that wolf-hunters are circling, and that a long lost member of their pack may be in the hunters’ hands. 

      

      And then there is the small matter of Lindsay Somerville. 

      

      Lindsay, who taught Drew about desire and obsession. 

      

      Lindsay, who turned him without his consent, binding him to a fate he never chose.

      

      Lindsay who finally swore, twelve years ago, to keep his distance from Drew—and who has since taken drastic measures to try to sever the bond between them, once and for all. 

      

      When Marguerite's scheme throws Drew and Lindsay together again, and into the path of Lindsay's most dangerous enemy, Drew is tested to his limits and forced to reckon with his past mistakes. 

      

      But even if Drew wants to change course, is he too late? Is their bond too damaged to survive? 

      

      This is the second and concluding book of the Capital Wolves duology.
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        Gentleman Wolf (Capital Wolves #1)
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        The past part one

      

      

      

      Edinburgh, November 1788

      

      Drew dreamed of running through a forest.

      He did not run on two legs, but on four, and everything he saw was some shade of grey.

      In his dream it was night, the moon was full, and he was searching for Lindsay Somerville. His master.

      His maker.

      Drew darted through the trees until he reached a clearing. Only then did he pause, throwing back his head to howl, basking in the silver moonlight that flooded the glade.

      He felt as though he was absorbing the moonlight into his body. As though it was illuminating all the dark corners of his troubled soul and filling him with a new and blissful certainty…

      …until he was woken by an almighty thud that had him thrashing awake in a tangle of sweat-soaked sheets.

      His hand went to the sword wound on his belly, and he grunted softly with pain from his twisting movements. The injury was recovering remarkably well, but the healing process was not painless.

      Drew’s other wound—the one at his neck—was not so bad as the one at his belly. Lindsay had bitten him deeply, savagely, but the torn flesh had closed over swiftly and now his throat wore a shiny pink collar of brand-new tight skin that prickled maddeningly. Drew scratched at it irritably.

      Outside his chamber, a door opened and there were footsteps in the corridor. Then voices.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Neville. Did I wake you? I dropped a trunk.” The voice belonged to Wynne Wildsmith, Lindsay’s manservant who had tended to Drew’s injuries when he’d first been brought here. He was a competent, discreet young man with a reserved, careful expression.

      “Not at all, but isn’t it a bit early to be moving trunks? It’s not even dawn.” That gently amused voice belonged to Francis Neville, Lindsay’s friend and, for the foreseeable future, Drew’s nursemaid.

      Mr. Wildsmith spoke again, sounding somewhat panicked. “I need to have everything ready for the carriage coming at eight o’clock. Our ship sails at noon and he is still not back!”

      He was Lindsay. Lindsay, who had gone out carousing last night.

      Lindsay was a fop, a fribble, and a seducer of weak-willed men—but all of that paled into insignificance compared to what Drew had discovered over a week ago now, on the night he’d been gutted by a sword and then had his throat ripped out.

      Lindsay was a wolf.

      And now, apparently, Drew was too.

      More accurately, Lindsay was a wolf and a man, by turns. He was a monster. And when he’d savaged Drew’s throat, he’d made Drew into a monster too.

      “I thought I was doing the right thing. I couldn’t bear it… the thought of you dying…”

      Drew stared at the ceiling. He had been dying. The sword the other wolf—Mercer—had thrust into him had surely skewered his organs, and he’d known with perfect clarity the inevitability of his own end coming upon him.

      Strange now to think how peaceful he had felt in that moment. He’d just watched Lindsay slay one man with his bare hands, then transform into a wolf and execute Mercer too. But when Lindsay, blood-stained and still in in his wolf form, had padded over to where Drew lay slumped against the wall, dying, he had felt no fear. Only a kind of wonder that he had lived to see this sight: this beautiful, deadly creature. There had been an unlikely perfection in that moment. Drew had felt at peace with himself in a way he never had before.

      And then Lindsay had bitten him. And everything had changed.

      Outside in the corridor, Wildsmith spoke again, interrupting Drew’s thoughts. “He promised to return before dawn.” Even through the door, Drew could hear the note of worry in his voice. “Where is he?”

      “Don’t worry,” Francis replied easily, his tone reassuring. “He’ll be back in time for the ship.”

      The ship that Wildsmith and Lindsay were due to embark that day would be taking them to the Continent. They had important papers to deliver to a woman called Marguerite de Carcassonne—another wolf, their leader it seemed—and then they’d be staying in the Low Countries for a while. As a new werewolf, Drew could not be left alone, and so Francis was staying in Edinburgh to watch over him until he had a measure of control over his wolf.

      Drew couldn’t wait for Lindsay to be gone.

      He had been fascinated by the man from the moment they’d met—before he’d had any idea about Lindsay’s true nature. With his unashamed hedonism and refusal to be dismissed, Lindsay had torn open the iron safe inside Drew where he’d locked away his desire for men. He’d thrown that door wide open, and Drew had not been able to contain what had spilled out.

      After he was bitten, though, that fascination had begun to feel altogether darker and stranger, a compulsive, almost physical force that was growing more powerful with every hour that passed, keeping pace with the wolf that was gathering strength inside Drew but was yet to appear. He could feel it now, a new, shadowy presence that was both him and not him.

      Francis had urged Drew not to fear his wolf.

      “It is you. Just another part of you. You should reconcile yourself to it. Trust me, I know—it will do you no good to fight yourself.”

      Drew would not shift into the beast till the next full moon, Francis said. In the meantime, though, he was aware of the wolf’s growing influence on him, and his steadily deepening connection to Lindsay. When he’d first woken, several days after being bitten, one of the first things he’d noticed was how attuned he was to Lindsay’s scent and movements. And it was getting worse. He’d started to become aware of Lindsay’s desires now. He felt them like a nudge, or a tug at his sleeve: Lindsay’s yearning for comfort from Drew, for his acceptance, his touch. When those waves of longing reached Drew, he felt an urge to surrender to Lindsay’s wishes that was entirely at war with the horror he’d felt when he’d realised what Lindsay had done to him. What he’d turned Drew into. That instinct to fulfil Lindsay’s desires seemed to be growing, becoming increasingly hard to resist. It felt, terrifyingly, as though his will was being gradually worn away.

      For now, Drew was still able to resist the impulse to meet Lindsay’s desires, but from what Francis had told him, that was likely to change. Once his bond with Lindsay had solidified—which would apparently happen after his first shift—his wolf would be strong enough to be commanded its maker.

      By Lindsay

      Drew needed Lindsay to leave Edinburgh before that happened. Lindsay had to be on that ship at noon.

      Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, Drew gritted his teeth against the pain in his belly and levered himself up, reaching for a dressing gown which he wrapped about himself as he shuffled to his chamber door. Then, thrusting it open, he peered out.

      Francis and Wildsmith, who were standing in the middle of the corridor on either side of a large trunk, simultaneously glanced over their shoulders at him.

      “Oh dear,” Francis said, his expression dismayed. “Did we wake you?”

      “Yes,” Drew said grimly. “You did. I take Lindsay hasn’t come home yet? Where did he go?”

      It was only as the words left his mouth that it occurred to him that something might have happened to Lindsay. He hated the way his gut twisted at that thought.

      Francis said, “We went to a tavern and he insisted on staying after I left.” He sighed. “He was already in his cups by then and hellbent on continuing—there was no reasoning with him.”

      “He was upset,” Wildsmith in a defensive tone, sending Drew a look of pure dislike. Plainly Wildsmith blamed Drew’s angry treatment of Lindsay for his master’s excesses. He turned back to Francis. “Perhaps he got into a brawl?”

      Francis only smiled at that. “It’s highly likely,” he said. “If there’s trouble to be had, he’ll be in the middle of it.”

      Wildsmith opened his mouth—by the look of his expression, to mount some earnest defence of Lindsay—then closed it again when Francis held up a finger and lifted his nose. “And I do believe he may have just found his way home.”

      A moment later, the scent that Francis’s sensitive nose had detected reached Drew. Unmistakably Lindsay. There was no name for it. Fresh and subtle, it reminded him of the scent that filled the air after a heavy downpour—though he wouldn’t have realised he knew there was such a scent till Lindsay had burst into this very chamber in a cloud of it, hours after Drew had first awoken from his bite.

      A loud and tuneless voice from outside penetrated the sudden silence.

      “My thing is my own, and I'll keep it so still⁠—”

      The voice rose up from the courtyard outside and drifted through Drew’s bedchamber window.

      “Other young lasses may do as they will⁠—”

      Drew turned on his heel and strode to the window, Francis and Wildsmith following close on his heels.

      “A cunning clockmaker did court me as well⁠—”

      Thrusting the shutters open, Drew peered down to see Lindsay swaying in the middle of the courtyard, a flagon of wine held loosely in one hand as he serenaded a row of unimpressed cats sitting on the wall.

      “And promised me riches if I’d ring his bell⁠—”

      Behind Drew, Francis gave a muffled laugh.

      Lindsay’s favourite pink-and-white striped coat was decidedly grubby—had he been rolling in mud?—and his powdered hair stuck up in odd tufts.

      His rouge was all worn away.

      Lindsay took a hefty swig from the flagon and resumed.

      “So I looked at his clockwork, and said with a shock,

      Your pendulum’s far too small for my clock!”

      This time Francis did nothing to stifle his mirth and it scarcely mattered—Lindsay was oblivious. He threw back his head and continued even more loudly.

      “My thing is my own and⁠—”

      “Shut yer trap!” a woman yelled. Her screech was followed by a noisy clatter as some missile—a turnip?— was launched from her window, scattering the cats in a flurry of yowls and squalling.

      “Madam!” Lindsay cried, throwing his arms wide and sending a stream of dark wine over the flagstones. “You are angry. Let me soothe your savage breast with my song and⁠—”

      “No more singing, Lindsay!” Francis called down hurriedly before the woman could reply. “Come up now.”

      Lindsay glanced up then. Finally noticing them.

      Dawn was breaking, a watery sun just breaching the crow-stepped rooftops to the east. It illuminated Lindsay’s disreputable figure with rosy light. Christ, even drunk and disorderly he was beautiful. Even wine- and mud-stained with his hair like a rat’s nest. The soft dawn light showed off his handsome features to advantage even as it showed up the sorry state of his attire.

      Their gazes met and Lindsay’s softened. “Drew,” he said into the morning quiet. “Did I wake you?”

      Francis nudged Drew and he took the hint. “You did. So, come up now. You’re disturbing everyone with your singing.”

      Despite Drew’s irritable tone, Lindsay’s answering grin was oddly sweet. “I will,” he said. “I’m coming now!” Then he made for the tenement door, disappearing from view.

      “I’ll go down and let him in,” Wildsmith murmured, and slipped away.

      A hand landed on Drew’s shoulder. Francis said softly, “He’ll be leaving in a few hours. Be kind, Drew.”

      Be kind? What sort of thing was that to say? But Drew didn’t give voice to the thought. Instead he said flatly, “I’m going back to bed. There’s no need for dramatic farewells.”

      Francis didn’t answer straightaway. His expression was troubled. Eventually he sighed heavily and said, “I think you should say goodbye, but it’s your decision.” Then he turned and left, closing the door quietly behind him.

      For a long time, Drew stayed in his chamber. He didn’t go back to bed. He just sat on the edge of the mattress, staring at his hands.

      I won’t go out at all, he thought. I’ll just let him leave.

      He heard the others, of course. Lindsay asking for Drew and being shushed. More singing. The sounds of things being fetched and carried, back and forth—water for Lindsay to wash in and coffee for him to drink. Food. Mounds of it to soak up the alcohol.

      As time passed, Drew sensed Lindsay’s drunken ebullience fading, overtaken by a quiet melancholy. Then came the industrious sound of trunks and boxes being fetched from chambers and carried downstairs.

      Not much longer now, thank God. Drew’s nerves were in shreds between his desire to see Lindsay and his determination to ignore him.

      He was just beginning to wonder if Lindsay and Wildsmith had already left when he heard footsteps outside his door and Lindsay’s frustrated voice.

      “For Christ’s sake, Francis, I just want to say goodbye!”

      Patiently Francis said, “If he wanted to come out, he’d have done so.”

      Drew wasn’t sure where the wave of wrenching grief that washed over him came from, but it impelled him to his feet and had him crossing the floor of his bedchamber, in a sudden rush, yanking the door open and staring out at the two men standing several feet away.

      Lindsay eyes widened and he took a step forward as though to go to Drew, only to halt in his tracks when Drew immediately retreated a step back into the chamber. Lindsay raised his hands, palm outward in reassurance.

      “I am leaving now,” he said gently. “As you requested.”

      Drew said nothing. He couldn’t seem to form words. His heart felt hot and messy and his throat was tight.

      Lindsay’s gaze was steady. His hair was free of powder now and neatly brushed back from his brow, the length secured in a neat queue. His clean clothes were elegant but rather more sombre than his usual apparel. Travelling clothes.

      Was this really the same man as the one who’d been carousing in the courtyard such a short time ago?

      “I will miss you, Drew,” Lindsay said hesitantly. “It will be… painful to be apart from you.” He paused. “Perhaps for you too.”

      Drew tried not to react to those heartfelt words, but the lump in his throat seemed to swell and he had to swallow, painfully. He hated that Lindsay saw that sign of weakness.

      “Send word to me by Francis if you need me,” Lindsay said gently. “If you need anything at all. I will always come, if you need me.”

      “I can’t imagine there will be anything I need from you,” Drew said.

      Lindsay looked stricken and Drew could have sworn he felt his pain—it stole his breath and made his chest ache. Was it the wolf inside him that made him feel that, so physically, so viscerally?

      For a moment, they simply stared at one another and all Drew could think of was how it had felt to lie with Lindsay, in his own bed, that one night before all of this happened. Of how he’d pressed himself inside Lindsay’s body, his lips reverent on Lindsay’s moon-pale skin. For all his worries about his besetting sin—his lust for men—that night had felt almost… holy. He’d thought to himself that nothing would ever be the same again.

      He hadn’t known how right he was.

      “Goodbye, Drew,” Lindsay said softly. He turned away and walked down the corridor and out the front door.

      His boot heels echoed down the stairwell as he left.
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        32 years later - the present

      

      

      

      London, October 1820

      

      Drew glanced up from the detailed plans stretched out over his desk and met the gaze of the handsome man waiting for his verdict. Charles Norris, fair-haired, square-jawed and overconfident, offered a quirk of a smile.

      “So, what do you think, Nicol?” Leaning back in his chair, Norris crossed his long legs, and Drew’s eyes briefly dipped to observe the action. Norris was a nicely made fellow, and he liked the company of both men and women. When Drew’s eyes snapped back up, he saw that Norris was well aware of Drew’s attention. The man raised a single brow, his hazel eyes gleaming.

      Drew didn’t react to the subtle invitation—Norris might not feel so friendly in a moment.

      Drew sighed. “Ordinarily I’d be keen,” he said. “But I’ve invested in a similar scheme in Manchester this year. I don’t want to tie up any more capital in canals. I’m sorry, Norris.”

      Norris’s face fell. “Are you quite sure?”

      “I’m afraid so, yes.”

      Norris leaned forward again, resting an elbow on Drew’s desk, his expression intent. “You’re missing out on an excellent opportunity here, Nicol. You’ll regret it.”

      “Quite possibly,” Drew said, smiling faintly, and this time he rose to his feet, discreetly pulling the bell beside his desk. “But in my business, a man can’t sink too much of his capital into one thing—I’m sure you understand.”

      The truth was canals were expensive to build and there were already many of them. Some people were saying that the future was steam-powered locomotives. Of course, others argued there was no prospect of them ever becoming profitable, but Drew would rather spread his bets than own every canal in England and risk the locomotives rendering the canal routes redundant.

      Norris, obviously disappointed, stood too. He leaned over to roll his plans up, then straightened. “If you change your mind⁠—”

      “I’ll be sure to let you know,” Drew assured him, though he knew that wouldn’t happen.

      The door opened—Drew’s senior clerk, Albert, stood there, his expression placid.

      “Sir?”

      “Ah, Albert. Will you see Mr. Norris out, please?”

      Norris opened his mouth, as though to say something, but in the end he seemed to think better of it.

      “Thank you for your time,” he said politely.

      And then, thankfully, he left.

      Once he was gone, Drew sat down behind his desk again. He glanced at the clock on the mantel, noting that it was ten minutes shy of five o’clock. He had an engagement to dine at half-past seven, so there was plenty of time to clear some of his neglected correspondence before he left for the day. That was what he would usually have done. He had always had a conscientious nature, and that had not changed when he became a wolf—if anything, it had intensified. Yet lately he had felt itchy under his skin. Unsettled. His working hours were becoming increasingly erratic and he could not shake off a building sense that he needed to be… somewhere else.

      With a sigh, Drew tidied away his papers and locked the desk drawers, then he reached for his greatcoat, the only occupant of the wooden coat stand in the corner of room, and set his high-crowned, curly-brimmed hat upon his head.

      Stepping out of his office, he found Albert still perched on his high stool, patiently scribing in his neat, careful script.

      The man glanced up, a polite question in his gaze.

      “I’m going home for the day,” Drew informed him. “Do you mind locking up? It’s nearly time.”

      “Of course, sir,” Albert said. “I’ll do so once I’ve finished this letter. It won’t take me above another quarter hour.”

      “Very good.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, will you be in tomorrow? I have this letter and four others for you to sign before dispatch.”

      Drew paused. He’d been intending to come in as usual, but something about the question had his mind racing with sudden possibilities. Perhaps he should go to check on that canal project in Manchester? He had other interests in Lancashire he could look in on at the same time—he was not the sort of investor to sit back and wait for things to happen. That way disaster lay. He made sure to check on all his investments regularly. Besides, a trip up north might to do something to ease that troublesome itch that was urging him to leave London.

      “I’ll be in tomorrow,” Drew informed Albert. “But I’ll be leaving for Manchester the day after and expect to be gone a fortnight at least.”

      “Very good, sir.” Albert was used to Drew’s regular absences. He had many calls on his time, not only in relation to his investments, but also to undertake services for Francis and Marguerite from time to time. They did not trouble him too often, but often enough.

      “Good night then,” Drew said, heading for the door.

      “Good night, sir.”

      Once out of the office, Drew slowly descended the three flights of stairs to the main door. As usual he was struck by how much he disliked this stairwell. The lines and proportions were all wrong. Even now, such details captured his attention. At the time of his transformation, he’d been an architect, with ambitions to design grand, beautiful buildings that would last centuries beyond his own lifetime.

      Now, he would probably outlast the buildings.

      The reality of life as a werewolf was that one could never stay anywhere too long. Humans soon began noticing when one did not age. It had taken him some time to accept that reality. After Lindsay had bitten him, he’d continued in his profession, working at the same firm, living the same life he had before, under the careful eye of Francis Neville.

      But the bite had changed him. Changed everything. After a few years, he’d accepted that. He’d left Edinburgh and, since then, he hadn’t been back. Nor had he so much as thought of designing another building. Instead, he’d travelled and learned, a new curiosity about the world driving him from place to place. In the course of his adventures he’d discovered he had a knack for commerce—an ability to spot good investments and grow capital. Marguerite considered financial security a vital part of protecting their small pack, and since she appreciated Drew’s investment acumen, she did not complain about his preference for spending most of his time apart from the rest of the pack.

      Pushing the main door open, Drew stepped out to find the evening mild, the tinge of warmth in the air the first he’d felt in many months. It was a pleasant evening for a stroll, and he set off for home at an easy pace, willing himself to settle. He should feel perfectly calm. It was a good while till the next full moon, so his wolf had no immediate need to run. He had no other pressing obligations to attend to, and he was looking forward to an entertaining evening tonight. His dining companion was a geologist, a man with some fascinating new ideas Drew was keen to discuss and a glint in his eye that suggested he was interested in more than mere conversation.

      Despite all of that though, Drew still felt on edge. As though poised for something calamitous.

      He accomplished the walk home in a little less than half an hour and was welcomed at the front door by his housekeeper, Mrs. Rowntree. He was rather surprised to see her, since she did not live in and had usually left for the day when he got home. She was plainly ready to leave. Her habitual apron was off—presumably it was folded up inside the large reticule she had clutched between her thin hands—and had been replaced by a woollen grey shawl secured with a cameo brooch at her bosom. Her poke bonnet covered her iron-grey hair, but unfortunately did nothing to conceal the expression of annoyance on her unhappy face.

      “Mrs. Rowntree,” he said carefully. “Is everything all right?”

      “I’ve had to wait behind on account of your visitor, sir,” the housekeeper said. “You didn’t mention you was expecting anyone this evening and I need to get home to my mother.”

      Visitor?

      “I apologise,” Drew said. “I wasn’t expecting anyone as a matter of fact. Is the gentleman inside?”

      Mrs. Rowntree’s lips thinned. “It’s not a gentleman, sir. She said her name’s Madame Loup, if you please. Insisted on coming in even though I said you wasn’t here. Said she’d wait for you in the parlour. Well, I’ve not been able to leave, have I? In case she makes off with the⁠—”

      “That’s enough, Mrs. Rowntree,” Drew said firmly, adding more gently, “I’m sorry you’ve been inconvenienced. I will, of course, pay you for the extra half hour.”

      She gave a short nod, seeming somewhat, if not entirely, mollified. “Well, if that’s all, I’ll be off, sir. I need to see to Mother. She’s already waited too long.”

      “Of course. Good night.”

      The housekeeper left, closing the door smartly behind her.

      For a few moments, Drew simply stood there in the hall, contemplating the interview to come. He knew who his visitor was, of course. Even if he had not been able to guess from the ridiculously obvious name, he had her scent now, a faint trail of violets leading to the parlour where she waited for him.

      She would probably have his scent too.

      He wondered why she was here. Did she have an errand for him? Or was she only calling because she was in London anyway?

      Did she have news?

      It was that last possibility that caused his heart to race and the unsettled feeling that had been plaguing him for weeks to surge hard within him. Was that why he’d been feeling this way? Was something wrong?

      Was it Lindsay?

      For the last few years, it had seemed to Drew that he was finally getting more in control of his wolf and the tyranny of his bond to Lindsay Somerville. The constant, if distant, awareness of Lindsay that had niggled at Drew, even when they were apart, had begun in the last year or two to ease. As though Drew had finally managed to evict him from the space he took up in Drew’s mind.

      But then, quite recently, that unsettled feeling that had troubled him at his office earlier had begun bothering him. He hadn’t connected it to Lindsay, but now that Marguerite was here, he wondered.

      He squared his shoulders and headed for the parlour.

      She was standing at the window when he opened the door, gazing out. At his entrance, she slowly turned.

      “Drew. Mon cher,” she said softly. Her face remained grave, but her dark eyes smiled at him. “You are looking well.”

      He stepped fully into the room and sank to one knee, bowing his head formally. She stepped forward and laid her right hand on his bent head, resting it there. He felt her power and approval wash over him, soothing as a blanket. A half minute passed, then she drew her hand away while Drew slowly got to his feet.

      She was, as ever, nothing short of exquisite, with her shining sable hair, luminously pale skin and matchless elegance. Today she wore a bottle-green pelisse with military-style frogging that was tailored to show her figure to its best advantage. She had taken off the tiny, frivolous bit of a bonnet she’d been wearing—it dangled from the fingers of her left hand by its jet-black ribbons—and her hair was simply dressed.

      “It has been too long,” she said. “We missed you in Amsterdam last year.”

      “It was difficult to get away.”

      Her raised brow said she didn’t believe him, but she did not challenge him. Instead, she tossed the bonnet onto the sideboard and held her hands out to him.

      “Come. Greet me properly.”

      He took her hands and let her draw him close. She pressed a soft kiss to his cheek and inhaled his scent with a contented sigh, and he inhaled hers in turn, deep into his lungs.

      Violets. Green shoots in spring woods. Sap rising.

      He saw her wolf in his mind’s eye as he inhaled her scent. Despite her dark hair and eyes, she was a white wolf with eyes like liquid silver. When he closed his eyes, he could see her in the dusk, weaving between the trees, like a ghost.

      The urge to follow her where she led was strong.

      At length, she released him and he drew back from her. The look she gave him as he retreated was rueful, exasperated and strangely fond, all at once. It made him feel cared for and a disappointment both.

      “I do send you regular reports of what I’m doing,” he said, a little defensively. “And it’s all going rather well, I’m sure you’ll agree. I’m making money hand over fist.”

      She laughed softly. “Well, I cannot deny that. You have quite the Midas touch. But I have not come all this way to congratulate you on your business acumen.”

      “Why have you come, then?”

      She laughed. “I wanted to see you, of course. We do think about you, you know, and miss your company, even when you are you a… sobersides.” She laughed again at that. “My English is good, no?”

      Ignoring that, Drew asked suspiciously, and a little breathlessly, “Who is ‘we’?”

      She regarded him steadily, her dark gaze grave. “Francis and me. Why, who did you think I meant?”

      He shrugged and contemplated the toes of his boots.

      “Did you think I was referring to Lindsay?”

      Drew’s gut clenched, just to hear her say his name, but he didn’t say anything—didn’t even glance up. He didn’t trust his own voice.

      Several moments passed, then Marguerite sighed. “Well, it certainly does not include Lindsay, if you want to know. I have seen you more recently than him.”

      Drew’s head snapped up at that and he frowned. “But that’s—it’s been almost three years since you and I last met.”

      “It has been five years since I last saw Lindsay.”

      Drew stared at her, astonished. Being apart from Marguerite for so long would be intolerable for Lindsay. Drew couldn’t imagine why he’d do such a thing.

      “Where is he now?” Drew asked.

      “Edinburgh,” Marguerite said. “He has been there for two years now.”

      Drew glanced at her sharply. “He’s in Scotland? But what about Duncan?”

      Duncan MacCormaic, Lindsay’s maker, had held him in wretched captivity for decades after transforming him. Until Marguerite had discovered his plight and rescued him. After escaping Duncan, Lindsay had gone to considerable lengths to stay out of his maker’s orbit, always moving on, never staying in one place too long lest Duncan find him and compel him back into slavery.

      But now Lindsay had returned to Scotland, where Duncan had his main home? Staying in Edinburgh for two whole years? Was he mad?

      “Lindsay is determined not to leave,” Marguerite said wearily.

      “That is very unwise,” Drew replied, frowning.

      “It is. Very. But he refuses. Happily, Duncan is not in Scotland just now, but it is only a matter of time till he returns.”

      “Are you on your way to Edinburgh now?” Drew asked.

      “I am,” she admitted. “And Drew—I need you to come with me.”

      Drew met her steady gaze. At length he said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I sympathise,” Marguerite replied, “But I am afraid I must insist—I need your help and I do not know who else to turn to.”

      “Lindsay doesn’t listen to me any more than he listens⁠—”

      “I do not seek your help with Lindsay,” Marguerite interrupted flatly.

      Those words sent the oddest stab deep into Drew’s belly.

      “Then what?”

      Marguerite opened her reticule and pulled out a letter. “Read this,” she said, offering it to him.

      He reached out and took the letter, noting the already cracked sealing wax. He recognised Lindsay’s handwriting on the paper, that slightly antique script of his. It gave Drew the strangest feeling in his stomach, just seeing words that Lindsay’s hand had formed. Clutching the letter, he turned away, giving Marguerite his back, feeling suddenly exposed.

      He turned the paper over in hands, examining it before slowly opening it out. A subtle but unmistakable scent drifted up to meet him, bringing an unwanted lump to his throat.

      Lindsay’s scent.

      He remembered the first time he’d recognised that scent, three decades before. He’d only just woken up in Lindsay’s bed, three days after having his throat torn out, and been given the unwelcome news that he was now a werewolf—part man, part beast and so long lived as to be near enough immortal.

      And then Lindsay had burst in, wild-eyed and pleading. Lindsay, the man who had transformed Drew into this monster. Lindsay, who had, prior to that, taken Drew to bed and changed forever Drew’s understanding of who he was as a man.

      Drew had shared Lindsay’s bed several times before Lindsay had transformed him. He’d kissed Lindsay’s mouth and touched every part of his elegant body, even spent inside him. But it was only in that moment, after he became a wolf, when Lindsay burst into his sickroom, that he’d finally learned the subtle intricacies of Lindsay’s unique scent. It made Drew think of rain and the sweet smell from the earth that followed a heavy downpour. It was an earth-and-sky scent that he wanted to fill his lungs up with, breathing it in and out for ever. A scent he’d barely even noticed till he became a wolf and discovered there was a vast world of sensory experience he hadn’t even known existed. Not until Lindsay Somerville burst into his bedchamber and drenched him in sensation.

      Drew lifted the paper to his nose and breathed in Lindsay’s scent, so faint, so distant… yet there. Still there, despite the miles and months since Lindsay had touched it. Drew closed his eyes and saw Lindsay’s face in his mind’s eye. It was a face of astonishing masculine beauty. Eyes so dark they were nearly black, gleaming with gentle mockery. A mouth that promised passion and humour both.

      Drew’s heart twisted and he closed his eyes, cursing. The longing he felt for Lindsay was always there. He could keep it under control by staying as far away from Lindsay as possible, but he could never seem to sever the bone-deep yearning entirely.

      Which did nothing to change the fact that Lindsay Somerville was not—and would never be—for Drew. There was too much pain and betrayal between them. How could Drew ever forgive the man who had turned him into a monster and imposed this endless longing upon him?

      “Read it.”

      Marguerite’s voice interrupted his thoughts and he flushed, realising how badly he’d betrayed himself, scenting the letter and openly dreaming. Hurriedly he unfolded the page and forced himself to focus on the words.

      

      
        
        Edinburgh

        6th August 1820

      

      

      Darling M,

      Thank you for your letter. I miss you too, every day.

      It’s horribly dismal here. I swear it’s been raining since June with no respite. I miss the sun, M, I do. Last winter was long and cold and I was not myself. (There, I admit it. I know there is no point hiding it from you, since Wynne reports to you on how I fare—feign to deny it!).

      As Wynne has probably already told you, I have not been entirely well these last few months. Do not worry. If there is one thing I can honestly assure you of it is this: I am on the right path. I truly believe that I am on my way to changing my life for the better.

      I am becoming free.

      Every day, I am freer, and if that means I have to give up a little of my physical comfort in return, I am more than willing to do that.

      It’s strange, isn’t it, how stupid one can be about oneself? Perhaps I’m particularly obtuse, though. It’s taken me all this long life to discover that the most important thing—the thing I really can’t live without—is my freedom. All these years I’ve been running away from Duncan. Staying out of his path at all costs. All to be safe, when the truth is, the moment I ran, I made myself a fugitive. A slave to my own desire for safety.

      I’ve realised there is only one way to be truly free, and it is to live without fear. Now that I care nothing for safety, I am, finally, safe.

      Isn’t that glorious?

      Oh, my dear. I wish you could you see me. I am sitting at my desk, smiling even as I grimace. I know you will be worried when you read this, but you must trust me to know my own mind on this.

      Anyway, enough of me. I am not merely writing to bare my soul to you, but because I have news.

      Do you remember that first time I returned to Edinburgh—back in ’88? It was the year I met Drew—Christ, that seems like an eternity ago. Difficult to imagine that there was ever a time I did not know my own mate, my own heart.”

      Drew closed his eyes. That Lindsay could write such words, even now, after all these years and everything that had happened…

      He opened his eyes and forced himself to continue reading.

      But I digress.

      That was also the year I met Hector Cruikshank, from whom we obtained those witchfinder records you spent the next few years studying so intently. You will, I am sure, recall that matters between Cruikshank and me did not end well. In short, Francis and I were left with a considerable mess to clear up.

      I am not sure whether we ever discussed exactly how we dealt with that mess, however, some of it was disposed of in the Nor’loch, by St. Cuthbert’s Church and, well… nothing stays hidden forever, does it?

      I’m afraid our mess has returned.

      These last few months, workmen have been draining the final stretch of the Nor’loch, next to St. Cuthbert’s Church. They’ve been finding all sorts of things in the mud. Just last month, three adult skeletons nailed inside a barrel—a brother and his two sisters, executed by drowning for incestuous acts, according to the newspapers.

      The latest finding is something even more sensational: the bones of a misshapen monster wrapped in a decaying carpet. A skeleton with the body of an elderly man and the skull of a malformed dog. The newspapers have dubbed it “the Beast o’ the Nor’loch” and several individuals have come forward to express interest in acquiring the remains.

      I could be wrong, but I anticipate you will not wish these remains to fall into the wrong hands and will thus wish to acquire them for yourself. If I could deal with this for you, I would do so but regrettably, I cannot. I have been here for some time now and am well established in society here. It would excite much curiosity and comment if I were to seek to acquire these bones. However, I will do whatever I can to assist whoever you send. For what it is worth, the Council appears to be eager to sell the Beast to the highest bidder.

      I will wait to hear from you, dearest, and until I do so, will continue to curse the endless rain and otherwise remain your devoted servant in all things,

      With all my love,

      Lindsay

      Drew stared at the paper for a few moments after he finished reading, then he looked up, meeting Marguerite’s eyes.

      “I take it you wish to acquire the skeleton,” he said.

      “Indeed. And I would like your assistance.”

      “Why?” Drew asked. “Does it really matter if someone else gets it?”

      “It matters,” Marguerite said reasonably. “It is evidence of us, and if there is one thing I have learned over my centuries on this earth, it is that we allow such evidence to exist at our peril. There are wolf-hunters out there, Drew. People who have dedicated their whole lives to finding us.”

      Drew was not unaware that there were dangers—Francis had warned him from the very first of the need for discretion and secrecy above all else—but he had never met such a person himself, and so it had always seemed a distant threat to him.

      “What do these hunters want?” he asked.

      Marguerite eyed him for several beats. At length she said, “Lindsay’s letter mentions the papers he acquired from Cruikshank for me back in ’88—the Naismith papers—do you remember?”

      “Vaguely,” Drew said, frowning. “I remember when I first met Lindsay he was trying to acquire something from Cruikshank. Much later Francis mentioned it was a set of papers you had wanted.” He glanced at Marguerite warily. “Something to do with Alys.”

      Alys, Marguerite’s beloved maker, had vanished a long, long time ago, and Marguerite had been searching for her ever since.

      “Yes,” Marguerite said calmly. “Alys disappeared around the time of some witch trials Naismith was conducting in Northumberland. The papers Lindsay got from Cruikshank related to those trials. And they did indeed show that someone meeting Alys’s description was arrested there—an incomer to one of the villages who openly opposed Naismith—but there is no record of any trial or execution. Only a brief note of the woman being transported to a prison.”

      “What happened to her?”

      Marguerite’s dark gaze was bleak. She shook her head. “She never arrived. The trail goes cold as to her whereabouts. The papers do contain something else of interest though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Naismith was one of the founders of a secret society—the Order of the White Ravens.”

      Drew blinked. “That’s not a secret society. When I was a boy the House of the White Ravens was a popular gentleman’s society. My uncle was a member—so was Cruikshank.” His eyes widened as realisation struck.

      Marguerite nodded. “Quite so. Cruikshank was the most senior member of the Scottish branch of the Order when you knew him. And yes, the Order created that popular society, which they called the House of the White Ravens. Its purpose was to present a benevolent, seemingly harmless face to the world. They recruited quite large numbers with the usual promises of social and professional benefits, but for the rank and file members, it was no more than a standard fraternal society. Behind that façade though, a small elite—the Masters of the Order, who included Cruikshank—were pursuing more esoteric interests.”

      “Such as?”

      “As I said, the founders were all witchfinders. They shared a common interest in witchcraft, magic and the occult, and they corresponded extensively on a wide range of such subjects. However, from the papers I have studied there is one particular interest they were all passionate about.”

      “And that was?”

      “Immortality,” Marguerite said, and a shiver ran down the back of Drew’s neck.

      “There are references to it in dozens of documents and letters I’ve studied,” she went on. “They were searching for the secret of eternal life. Alchemists to a man, obsessed with finding the elixir of life and the Philosopher’s Stone—neither of which were ever discovered. But something else was. Something extraordinary. A creature who could shift into wolf form and live for centuries.”

      “They captured Alys?”

      Marguerite’s gaze was bleak. “I do not know,” she said. “I hope to find out one day. But it was clear from some of these letters that, yes, at least at some point they held one of our kind.”

      Drew stared at her, horrified.

      Marguerite continued. “The other thing we know is that, sometime in the 1780s, Cruikshank tracked down Duncan MacCormaic, and they made a pact—one that Cruikshank had hoped would grant him immortality: he would help Duncan capture Lindsay, in return for a bite.”

      “How did Cruikshank know that Duncan was a wolf?”

      “That is not something I have been able to discover,” Marguerite said. “But Cruikshank was very learned and Duncan very reckless—he has left many traces of himself over the centuries. My guess is that Cruikshank pieced together enough evidence to lead him to the conclusion that Duncan MacCormaic had already lived many lifetimes. He knew about the werewolf the Order had captured and he realised Duncan was the same kind of creature, so he approached him and offered to come to an agreement—something Duncan wanted in return for a bite. Critically, he did not tell any of his fellow Order members what he had discovered. He was not prepared to risk someone else profiting from his labours.”

      “But he didn’t know as much as he thought,” Drew mused. “He didn’t know that Duncan couldn’t transform him into a werewolf at will, not without the Urge.”

      The Urge was an overpowering desire that sometimes—very rarely—arose in a wolf. It was only when a wolf was possessed by the Urge that a transformative bite could be given, turning the person bitten into a werewolf. Drew had seen it happen precisely once: when Lindsay had bitten him. In thirty years as a wolf he’d not heard of another instance.

      “But Duncan did manage to engineer something,” Marguerite pointed out. “When he ordered his servant to bite Cruikshank, Cruikshank did turn into something.”

      Duncan’s servant, Mercer—the one who had nearly killed Drew all those years ago—had been Duncan’s other made wolf, bound to obey his master. When Duncan had commanded Mercer to transform Cruikshank, he had created a need and desire in Mercer that had, perhaps, mimicked the Urge. Enough to transform Cruikshank into something, albeit not a werewolf but a monstrous, half-shifted thing.

      “These wolf-hunters still exist then?” Drew said.

      “Yes,” Marguerite said. “It seems the fraternity—the House of the White Ravens—has fallen out of favour, but the secret Order continues. Its members often turn up showing interest in occult artefacts that come up for sale.”

      “How do you know who they are?”

      Marguerite reached into her reticule and pulled out something small and glinting, offering it to Drew. “They wear one of these.”

      He stretched out his hand and she dropped the item onto his palm. It was a signet ring, the gold old and very yellow. He examined it. The flat surface of the ring contained a crest. Three birds’ heads. Ravens. He had seen the design before, on a seal his uncle had kept on his desk and used for his letters. He remembered being a small boy and watching his uncle push the seal into the hot red wax, the birds’ heads standing out sharply afterwards. His uncle hadn’t owned one of these rings though.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked, peering at the engraving which was worn smooth at the edges with age.

      “It was Cruikshank’s,” Marguerite replied. “Francis took it from his hand the night he died. He knew it might be useful one day.”

      Drew glanced up sharply, then returned his gaze to the ring briefly before silently handing it back to her. She replaced it in her reticule.

      “So,” Drew said slowly. “You have two purposes in Edinburgh. Firstly, securing the skeleton if you can, and secondly, keeping your eyes open for any members of the Order, in the hope they will lead you to Alys?”

      “I have three purposes,” Marguerite corrected. “I also need to discover what is going on with Lindsay. Why he is in Edinburgh and what has happened to weaken him so.” She paused, then added, “So. Will you join me? Will you help me, Drew?”

      Drew sighed. He felt as though he had no choice—and he hated feeling that way—but no protest escaped his stiff lips.

      “All right,” he muttered. “I will help you.”

      “Good. We leave tomorrow.”
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