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      Edinburgh 1788

      

      Lindsay Somerville may be the most elegant werewolf in Paris, but he was once a tormented, abused prisoner. Sometimes, he still feels the ghost of his old chains under his fine clothes. 

      

      When Lindsay learns that his former captor is en route to Paris, intent on hunting him down, he reluctantly agrees to leave the Continent and return to his home city of Edinburgh to carry out an important mission for the leader of his small pack.

      

      His task is straightforward enough. He is to charm an elderly book collector into selling him a mysterious set of papers—papers that may hold clues about an old mystery. It’s a trifling assignment for a man of Lindsay's talents. Except that the bookseller may not be quite what he seems, and Lindsay is not the only one with an interest in the papers…

      

      And then there is Drew Nicol. When Lindsay meets Drew—a grim, hardworking architect— his entire world is upended. Drew is obstinate, plain-spoken, and seems unmoved by Lindsay's considerable charms. Lindsay is not used to being refused, but Drew Nicol rejects his advances with a firmness that borders on the insulting. 

      

      Yet something keeps drawing Lindsay back to him… 

      

      Is Lindsay simply moonstruck? Or is Drew bound to him in ways neither of them yet understands?  

      

      This is the first book of the Capital Wolves duology — the story concludes in Master Wolf, book two.
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      MacCormaic’s Keep, Achinvaig, Scotland

      March 1682

      

      Awareness returned to Lindsay one sensation at a time.

      First, the dank, rough stone beneath his cheek. Then the stale, chill air of the dungeon.

      The pain came last—when he tried to move his thin and wasted body. The agony of movement forced an inhuman noise from him, like the whimper of a dog.

      A cur.

      Swallowing, he tasted blood, sharp and metallic on his tongue.

      He tried to open his eyes but only managed the right one. The left stayed stubbornly closed. Not that there was anything to see down here.

      The thick, soupy darkness of the dungeon was all too familiar to him. He’d lost track of how many years—or decades—he’d spent being thrown into and plucked out of this putrid hole, over and over. A plaything to be used for his master’s entertainment.

      For all that time, his life had been nothing but shadows and madness and pain. And the pain was very far from being the worst of those things. Sometimes he even welcomed it. At least pain anchored him in the here and now. When it faded, there was nothing. Endless, immeasurable nothing, and no way of counting the hours or days or weeks.

      An ordinary man would have perished long ago from such treatment, but Lindsay was no longer an ordinary man. Though what he now was, he did not fully understand.

      When first he’d come to the Keep, he’d been a handsome, vain young officer, so fine in his uniform. So proud of his looks. He could scarcely remember that laughing, beautiful boy anymore. Over the decades of incarceration, his uniform had turned to rags and fallen from his wasted form. Now he was a sorry, naked creature, pale from lack of sun, his once shining dark hair grown matted and filthy.

      He was physically stronger though. Many times’ stronger than the innocent mortal he’d once been. Now he was a two-natured creature, a man with a powerful beast inside him that the moon could draw out. A man who did not age, and whose physical wounds healed virtually overnight.

      Lindsay sometimes fantasised about death. It was possible for his kind to die—a blow powerful enough to sever the spine in two would do it. But even if such a blow could be self-inflicted, part of his curse was a burning and irrepressible desire for survival, an instinct that prevented him seeking out his own end, no matter how wretched his circumstances might be.

      In the end, the physical strength his new nature gave him was for nothing. He was as weak as a babe in all the ways that counted. Slave to a master he had no power to disobey, and slave to his own fierce drive to live. Unable to choose death, he was bound to his fate as surely as Prometheus to his rock with no escaping the endless, repeated torment.

      Groaning, Lindsay shifted his body and began to inventory his hurts. His ribs ached on both sides. His upper back and shoulders were raw and stinging. His left hand was agony—he cradled it against his chest, the right one cupped around it. What else hurt? Oh yes, his closed left eye. And every muscle, without exception.

      He slowly moved his aching body into a sitting position, his chains stirring sluggishly. Once up, he raised both hands to his face, the injured one and the good one together, tentatively probing the area around his closed left eye with shaking fingers. The surrounding flesh was puffy, his eyelashes gummed together with something sticky.

      His fingers crept to his throat next, his gut twisting sickly when he felt the cold silver band there, sleek and smooth against his fingertips.

      He remembered Duncan’s parting words of the night before, as Mercer had half-carried, half-dragged Lindsay’s exhausted body off to the dungeon.

      “Collar him. That’ll give the cur something to think about till we get back.”

      As much as Lindsay hated his beast nature, being unable to shift into that form was even worse. That was what the collar did, imprisoning the animal inside him. Until the silver collar was removed, he would be stuck in his human form. The realisation made him raise his head and howl with desperation and grief, his human voice a sad imitation of his beast’s. Bad enough to be imprisoned in this dungeon. Being collared was a second, more horrible incarceration. One that deprived him of the full healing power of his shift, leaving him to mend his hurts in the slow human way.

      Anguish overwhelmed him as he thought of the long misery-laden days and nights ahead of him. Dropping his head to his chest, he let the tears fall, not attempting to hold them back. He was glad of them, in truth. They would bathe his injured eye, and he needed all the help he could get to heal while his master was gone.

      He wondered how long Duncan would be away. Had he mentioned that last night? Lindsay raked through the ashes of his memories, trying to recall some detail that might give him a clue. He hated probing his memory even more than he hated probing his injured body—couldn’t bear to recall the long hours of humiliation and agony. Duncan was never satisfied till he brought out the cur in Lindsay. The pathetic, cowardly, shrinking part of him that lurked deep inside. The part that would do anything to live, to be spared pain… to please his master.

      “Ah, now see, Mercer. We have coaxed him out at last. Come here, cur⁠—”

      Lindsay closed his eyes tightly but still he saw Duncan’s hand, lazily beckoning him as he belly-crawled forward. Mercer’s hot stare as he stood at Duncan’s side, watching hungrily. Duncan’s laughter, soft and delighted. A cruel curl to his lips.

      No. No. No.

      Sickened, Lindsay shook his head fiercely from side to side, as though to dislodge the hateful pictures. Squeezing his eyes closed even tighter, he forced them away, pushing the images into the dark place he’d made for them in his mind. Unwilling to probe his memory further, he locked the door on that place up tight and told himself he’d just have to wait as long as it took for Duncan’s return.

      It was then that he heard it… a skitter of tiny stones on the dungeon steps. The brush of leather sole on stone. Not the heavy clump of the guards, but a tread that was secret and careful.

      Someone was descending the winding stone staircase down into the dark, cold belly of the Keep.

      One someone? Or two? Lindsay held his breath, listening intently.

      Two, definitely two.

      Lindsay’s stomach churned unpleasantly.

      And then he heard the voice. Just a whisper, but discernible.

      “I have his scent.”

      The whispered voice was female. Lindsay froze. He had not heard a female voice in years.

      As the woman drew nearer, and the first tendrils of her scent began to reach his imperfect human nose, he realised… she was a wolf. And so was her companion.

      Wolves.

      A horrible, clawing fear rose in him. What did they want?

      A low, terrified moan escaped Lindsay’s throat and immediately, the footfalls stilled.

      Panicked now, he scrabbled backwards, naked buttocks scraping the cold, wet ground, till his knobbly spine pressed hard against the rough stone wall, making the raw welts on his back scream. He bit the inside of his cheek against the urge to cry out, his heart thundering.

      More footfalls, slower this time, and the weak flickering light of an approaching lantern. Then, finally, someone rounded the last turn of the staircase and descended the remaining steps, pausing at the bottom.

      Now he could scent her fully. She smelled of violets. For some reason, that made tears prick at the corners of his eyes.

      Lindsay couldn’t make himself look at her, keeping his gaze downcast. He saw, though, that she wore boots and breeches, like a man. The boots were of the finest leather, black and supple, with glinting spurs at the heels.

      “Nom de Dieu,” she whispered above him. “Look at the state of him.”

      Another pair of boots appeared in his line of sight, older and less elegant. Lindsay shrank in on himself, stirring his chains to clank against the flagstones.

      “Dear God,” the man whispered. He said it like a prayer, not a curse, his voice soft and filled with pity. Lindsay chanced a quick glance up.

      The man and woman who stood before him looked like a pair. Brother and sister, perhaps? They were both pale-skinned and dark-haired and slender.

      Meeting Lindsay’s wary gaze, the woman dropped to her haunches beside him, taking hold of his chin before he could dip his head again and hide his eyes. Her grip was surprisingly firm, and her gaze was very dark, black and glittering. Despite the silver collar encircling his throat, Lindsay felt his beast react to her. It quaked inside him, falling to its belly in submission. When he tugged his head out of her hold, she let him go, let him drop his gaze as he needed to, merely reaching out her hand to touch his downbent head. Her fingers were firm but gentle, stroking his matted hair.

      Her touch was unbearably kind, and there was something powerfully necessary in it. He wanted to lean into her hand, but he shrank further back instead, pressing against the wall ever harder and turning his face away in shame.

      “Do not fear,” the woman murmured. Her voice was soothing, but compelling. “Look at me, little one.”

      She was not a big woman, in fact her frame was fine-boned and delicate. It should have been comical, her calling him “little one,” but it was not. Helpless to do other than obey her, Lindsay slowly turned his head back and lifted his gaze to her, his heart pounding.

      “We have come to free you,” she said. “You can trust us.”

      Lindsay swallowed against the hard, painful lump in his throat.

      “What is your name?” she asked. When he stayed silent, she frowned and said, more urgently, almost sharply, “He has not removed your tongue, has he? Tell me, if you can.”

      The order achieved what her coaxing could not. Compelled to reply, Lindsay opened his mouth. “L-l-” he began. Then, more determinedly, “L-Lindsay. My n-name is Lindsay S-Somerville.”

      The woman smiled at him then, and it was a bright, dazzling smile that made Lindsay blink, as though he’d looked into the sun by mistake.

      “Lindsay,” she repeated, her accent making his name new and exotic. Leen-zay. “You will come with us, Lindsay, yes?”

      For a moment, hope blazed within him. In an instant, though, that hope turned to ashes. Duncan MacCormaic, his master, would never allow him to escape. If he so much as tried, the punishment would be severe. Unbearable. And he had already suffered so much. He could not bear it.

      He made himself speak, the effort of forming syllables almost impossible after so many years of almost constant silence. “H-h-he will not allow—Th-that is, my m-master—” He held that last word in his mouth like bitter venom, unable to go on, or even to spit out the poison. His face worked.

      “It’s all right.” That was the man this time. His voice was soft, lighter than Lindsay had expected. When he leaned forward to rest his hand on Lindsay’s bare shoulder, his touch felt good in a different way from the woman’s touch. Less compelling, gentler.

      How long had it been since Lindsay had felt any touch that was not painful?

      Years.

      Decades.

      “I know you’re afraid,” the man said. His accent was English, with a slight burr to it. “But distance will break your thraldom to MacCormaic. He cannot force you to do his bidding when he is not here.”

      Lindsay flushed at his words—so, they knew about his inability to disobey his master’s commands. His mind flashed to the night before and Duncan’s hateful handsome face, bright with cruel amusement, white teeth glinting in the candlelight.

      “Beg for my mercy, cur. Beg like the dog you are.”

      And God, how Lindsay had begged.

      “I can’t escape,” Lindsay said now, his voice hoarse. “Where would I go? He w-will find me. He will always find me, he says.”

      “He won’t,” the woman said fiercely. “Not when you’re with us. And you will stay with us as long as you need to.”

      Lindsay turned his good eye to her again, cradling his hurt hand against his chest. Just looking at her reassured him somehow, as did the certainty in her tone. Could it be true? Could they protect him from Duncan?

      The man said, “From here it is but a few miles to the coast—a boat awaits us there. As soon as we board, we will be on our way to France and safety. You need only trust us. Will you do that?”

      Lindsay stared at them for several long moments. In truth, he had no choice. This was likely going to be his only chance to escape his slavery—he had to seize it.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “Yes, I will.”

      The woman smiled at him then, that wide and dazzling smile. Then she reached past him and casually wrenched the end of one heavy chain from the wall as easily as if she’d just picked a daisy. Chunks of rock and dust fell to the filthy floor.

      “Come,” she said, reaching for his collar. “Let’s have this off. You’ll need to shift, mon cher. We are making our way to the boat on four legs.”
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      A little more than a century later

      Paris, October 1788

      

      Lindsay considered the uninspiring hand he’d just been dealt—a six of hearts and a seven of clubs—and tried to conceal his boredom.

      “Monsieur?”

      At this prompt, he glanced up. The dealer, who had a fine pair of flashing black eyes and an even finer arse, stroked the topmost card of the deck with his forefinger, eyeing Lindsay with subtle interest.

      Lindsay sighed. He’d have liked nothing more than to shove the lad up against the nearest wall—but that was impossible this evening. He gestured for a further card to be dealt and the young man obliged.

      The queen of spades.

      With a grunt of disgust, Lindsay tossed his cards onto the table and leaned back in his chair, feigning a disappointment he could not feel, while beside him his guest, Monsieur Aubrière—a man of little charm and less grace—laughed uproariously at his defeat, spraying the table with his spittle.

      “Ah, you’ve no luck with the cards tonight, mon ami!” Aubrière exclaimed delightedly. “Perhaps you will have more with the ladies. Shall we retire upstairs?”

      Lindsay smiled at the man whose company he’d been courting for the last fortnight. He had no wish to spend any more time than he absolutely had to watching Aubrière pawing the tired whores who plied their wares upstairs.

      “Shall we have another bottle of wine first?” he suggested smoothly.

      Aubrière’s rheumy eyes gleamed at this suggestion. “Why not,” he agreed with a grin that revealed an unfortunate collection of brown and yellow teeth arranged in no discernible order. “Another bottle of Bordeaux and a few more hands of vingt-et-un and then we’ll see to those nymphs, eh?”

      “Quite so,” Lindsay replied, scanning the gaming room in hopes of finding a manservant.

      So far as these sorts of establishments went, the Perle Noir was on the shabbier side, but it had been Aubrière’s suggestion to come here and since the purpose of this evening was to secure the man’s good favour, Lindsay had naturally agreed. Now, though, Lindsay wished he’d suggested somewhere else. He should have done so as soon as he’d clapped eyes on the décor. The brocade wall hangings looked to be at least a century old and quite nibbled at the edges, and the once crimson velvet upholstery of the armchairs had long ago faded to a dismal and spotted pink.

      Lindsay caught the dealer’s eye. “Is there someone who can fetch us some wine?”

      The dealer sent him an apologetic look. “I regret I cannot leave the table, Monsieur, but someone should be along directly to serve you.” He began dealing the next hand.

      Standing, Lindsay laid a hand on Aubrière’s shoulder and, leaning down, murmured, “I need to relieve myself. I’ll find someone to fetch our wine while I’m at it.”

      “Good man,” Aubrière mumbled absently, distracted by his cards.

      Lindsay crossed the gaming room at an unhurried pace. His clothes were too fine for this place and he did not miss the glances—both suspicious and interested—that his appearance attracted. He had begun this evening at the Opera and had dressed accordingly in pale blue brocade and silver lace with his hair powdered and his face rouged. In this second-rate pleasure palace, he stood out like a peacock among pigeons. Or perhaps, he thought—eyeing an ugly fellow with an alarming scar bisecting the left side of his face—vultures.

      It was all Aubrière’s fault they were here. He’d insisted in front of his wife that he adored the Opera, prompting Lindsay to invite him to see Iphigénie en Tauride. But after barely half an hour of the performance, the man had begun begging Lindsay to accompany him to the Perle Noir. Admittedly, Lindsay had not entirely believed that his claimed passion for music was genuine. Nevertheless, he’d thought Aubrière might at least sit through most of the performance before suggesting alternative entertainment. And he certainly hadn’t been expecting to have to take a carriage trip across the river to this place with its shabby furnishings and well-used whores.

      Halfway across the room, and without the slightest hitch in his stride, Lindsay adjusted his coat, to better display to the patrons currently eyeing him the small sword that lay aside his hip. Not that he actually needed a weapon to deal with any trouble that came his way, but it was a convenient way of making his point, and he had the satisfaction of noting a number of heads turning back to their cards in response… though not the scarred gentleman’s, admittedly.

      The gaming room gave onto a narrow, poorly lit corridor, at the end of which stood a row of piss pots. Lindsay headed for them, and quickly relieved himself, careful to avoid splashing his new pale blue damask shoes. He would not have worn them had he known he would end up in the Perle Noir, and now he was annoyed at himself for not considering that possibility. He really ought to have anticipated this from an oaf like Aubrière.

      Ah well, never mind. His manservant, Wynne, was quite the magician when it came to getting even the stubbornest stains out of the most delicate fabrics. As for Aubrière, tonight would certainly be long and excessively dull, but by the end of it, Lindsay would have secured the valuable monopoly that Philippe Colbert wanted for his paper mill and that Marguerite had promised to him. Precisely why she had promised such a boon, Lindsay didn’t know, only that she had, and so it fell to him to make it so. That was his role. To implement Marguerite’s decisions.

      Which, in this case, meant keeping the odious Aubrière happy.

      As Lindsay fastened his breeches, he heard the approach of soft footfalls behind him, and a new scent bloomed in the cold air, sour and sharp. Turning around, Lindsay was unsurprised to find himself facing the scarred fellow who had been watching him in the gaming room. The man stood quite close, little more than an arm’s length away, effectively blocking the corridor.

      “Good evening,” Lindsay said pleasantly. “May I help you?”

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” the scarred man snarled. “You’re not welcome here.”

      Lindsay raised a brow. “Are you the proprietor of this establishment?”

      He got a glare for that. “The fuck I am.”

      “Then I’m afraid it’s not for you to decide whether or not I’m welcome,” Lindsay replied, smiling ruefully.

      Undaunted, the man stepped closer. “I don’t like your face,” he bit out. He flexed his hands from fists to open and back to fists, making his knuckles crack ominously.

      “No?” Lindsay asked, eyes wide. “Don’t you find me pretty?” He made a moue of his painted lips and gave the thug a lascivious wink.

      “You’re a fucking molly,” the man hissed. “I knew it as soon as I saw you. Well, when I’m done with you, your face won’t be so pretty.”

      Lindsay leaned forward and whispered, “I don’t mean to be rude but has anyone ever told you what an unutterable bore you are?”

      With a snarl of fury, the man shot out a hand, grasping Lindsay by his linen neckcloth and pulling him so close Lindsay could smell the brandy and garlic on his breath.

      Lindsay chuckled. “Such a flirt!” he teased. “Do I get a kiss?”

      “A fucking kiss?” The man drew back his arm, his hand tightening into a fist an instant before he let it fly towards Lindsay’s face.

      The punch didn’t land.

      Lindsay’s hand snapped up, intercepting the blow, his fingers closing round the scarred man’s meaty paw.

      The man’s eyes went wide, then white, and he gave a stifled scream that seemed to die in his throat. The bones in his hand cracked audibly as Lindsay slowly, mercilessly, tightened his grip, until, with a strangled cry of agony, he dropped to his knees on the piss-wet floor.

      “Now,” Lindsay said softly, as he watched the man writhing at his feet, gasping noiselessly now, the whites of his eyes flashing in the gloom. “Let’s have a little talk about good manners, shall we?”
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      When Lindsay returned to the gaming room some time later—having prevailed upon the Madame who ran the house to have his unconscious would-be-attacker removed—it was to discover that Aubrière had already left. According to the dealer with the fine arse, Aubrière had overheard some fellows joking about the fact that Lindsay was about to be accosted at the piss pots, and instead of going to his aid, had decided that discretion was the better part of valour. In short, Aubrière had made off in his carriage and abandoned Lindsay to his fate.

      The toad.

      It really was turning out to be a most unsuccessful evening. All that effort to avoid getting piss on his shoes only to end up with blood spatters instead, and now Aubrière gone and the carriage with him.

      Gritting his teeth, Lindsay set off for home on foot, displaying his sword and exuding wolfish aggression to dissuade any cutpurses from approaching him. By the time he finally came upon a fiacre, he was thoroughly bad-tempered and his shoes were quite ruined, saturated with filth from the street.

      The fiacre delivered him back to the house he shared with Marguerite and Francis, off the Place Louis XV. He paid the driver and turned to mount the steps to find the front door was already open. Blaireau, Marguerite’s devoted majordome, stood in the doorway, the candle he held illuminating his stooped frame. These last few years, Blaireau had noticeably aged. His shock of hair, so recently a distinguished iron grey, was now pure white and his broad shoulders had rounded, bowing his back. Standing on the street, looking up at his old friend, Lindsay was struck by a familiar melancholy pang. Wolves grew attached to the humans they allowed into their lives, grieving them sorely when they passed. Lindsay had known Blaireau since he was a filthy street child, brought home by Marguerite after he tried to steal her bracelet. Now Blaireau was an old man, but in some way, he would always be that child to Lindsay.

      Lindsay mounted the steps. “I’m back,” he said, smiling, when he reached the top.

      The majordome smiled, his expression fond. At some point, perhaps twenty, or even thirty years ago, he had begun to adopt a fatherly manner towards Lindsay, inverting their old relationship and saddening Lindsay in some way that was difficult to put into words.

      “A bit earlier than expected,” Blaireau observed, standing aside.

      “My evening did not turn out quite as planned,” Lindsay admitted as he entered the house. He paused next to the old man for a moment, setting his hand on his shoulder and squeezing it lightly. “Is Madame in her study?”

      “Yes,” Blaireau said. “Go on up. I’ll bring you some wine.”

      “Thank you,” Lindsay replied. “I need it after the night I’ve had.”

      Behind him, Blaireau chuckled.

      He took the stairs to Marguerite’s study two at a time, gave the door a token rap and strolled in.

      Marguerite glanced up from her ledger. She was sitting at her desk in her nightgown and a loose blue wrapper, mahogany hair tumbling about her shoulders, sloe eyes gleaming in the candlelight. “Back already?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

      Lindsay crossed the room and bent over her, nuzzling affectionately into the side of her neck and inhaling her familiar violet scent. Letting her serene presence soothe his prickled edges.

      “You don’t seem very glad to see me,” he mumbled into her hair.

      Marguerite gave a soft laugh, reaching back to lightly stroke his cheek. “I am glad—I’ve got something I want to talk to you about as it happens—but I’m also wondering why you’re back so early. What happened with Aubrière?”

      Lindsay straightened and sighed. “It was a bloody disaster.”

      He expected her to begin an interrogation right then but Marguerite didn’t even blink. “Go and warm yourself by the fire while I finish this,” she said, waving him off. “Then you can tell me all about it.”

      Lindsay obediently settled into his favourite sofa by the fire while Marguerite turned her attention back to the ledger, dipping her quill in the ink pot.

      He watched her work and it was oddly soothing, listening to the scratch of her nib on the paper and her mutterings as she calculated columns of figures. As always, the calm, subtle power she exuded settled him, and by the time Blaireau arrived with the wine he was feeling less frayed about the edges.

      “Aren’t you joining us?” Lindsay asked the majordome, noting there were only two glasses on the tray.

      “Not tonight,” Blaireau replied, filling both glasses from the decanter. “Madame’s got something to talk to you about.”

      “So she says,” Lindsay agreed accepting one of the glasses, “but so far she’s been too busy with her totting-up to tell me.”

      “I’m nearly finished,” Marguerite said without looking up. “You have the patience of an infant.”

      Blaireau set Marguerite’s wine at her elbow, then tucked his tray under his arm, saying, “I’ll leave you two to your squabbling.” He had that fond, fatherly note in his voice that made Lindsay happy and sad at the same time, his heart twisting in his chest with pained affection.

      Lindsay watched the old man slowly leave the room, then sat for a while longer, sipping his wine and contemplating his ruined shoes as Marguerite completed her task. Finally, she set down her quill and leaned back in her chair, lifting her wineglass.

      “So, tell me how it went with Aubrière.”

      “Badly,” he said, making a face, and proceeded to tell her of the evening’s events.

      He expected her to be exasperated by his lack of progress, but when he’d finished his tale—and she’d stopped laughing—she only said, “Ah well. We’ve waited this long, another week or two will make no difference now.”

      Lindsay stared at her in disbelief. “I beg your pardon?” he said. “Did you not, only yesterday, tell me that I’d taken far too long over this already?”

      Marguerite shrugged in that negligent Gallic way Lindsay secretly admired, making her wrapper slide off one shoulder to reveal a slice of perfect, creamy skin.

      “Priorities change. Something more important has arisen that I need you to deal with for me. Francis can handle Aubrière.”

      Lindsay gave a choked laugh. “Did you hear any of what I just said? Can you imagine Francis entertaining Aubrière at the Perle Noir?”

      Marguerite gave him a quelling look. “Francis will deal with him as Francis does. His methods are different from yours.”

      “Francis disapproves of bribery,” Lindsay reminded her baldly. “That’s why you leave that stuff to me. He’ll insist on going through the official channels and you’ll end up paying out a damned sight more than you wanted to.”

      “Such is life,” she said with another of those shrugs. “It can’t be helped.”

      Lindsay’s eyebrows rose. If there was one thing he knew about his Marguerite, it was that she did not like to part with gold. Something was going on—this was entirely too placid a reaction.

      Carefully he said, watching her, “What’s this important thing you need me to deal with, Mim?”

      She glared at him. “Don’t call me that ridiculous name. It’s bad enough that Francis uses it.”

      “Fine. I’ll stop calling you Mim if you tell me what this is about.”

      She hesitated for a moment then said simply, “I want you to go to Scotland.”

      Lindsay stilled. The thought of his birthplace had his stomach hollowing out and his mouth drying up, pictures of Duncan MacCormaic’s Keep and of Duncan himself flooding Lindsay’s mind. Duncan’s cruel smile and those lazily beckoning fingers.

      “Come, cur…”

      “MacCormaic is still in Spain,” Marguerite said, correctly guessing his thoughts. “But we believe he’s on his way to Paris. If that’s right, he will likely arrive by the end of the month.” Her gaze was unwavering. “I want you well out of the way before then. You will be safer in Scotland for now and I have business for you there, in Edinburgh.”

      Lindsay swallowed, hard. “He’s coming after me again then.”

      Marguerite sighed. “Yes.” She paused then added gently, “He will probably never stop trying to get you back—you really must accustom yourself to that.”

      She was right, but it had been more than a decade since Lindsay had last had to run from Duncan, and somehow he could not stop the persistent seeds of hope from germinating each time he had some reprieve.

      “Why won’t he just give up?” he said despairingly.

      “Because he can’t replace you,” Marguerite replied flatly. “He cannot summon the Urge.”

      The Urge. What a word for that murderous, base instinct.

      It was only when a wolf delivering a death bite was consumed by the Urge that a human could be changed to a wolf.

      Some said the Urge was a compulsion, an irresistible force that possessed the wolf entirely so that they weren’t in their right mind when they gave the transformative bite. Others insisted it was no more than a fierce temptation—something that could be resisted, albeit with great difficulty. Very few wolves knew the truth of the matter—to experience the Urge was rare. Other than Duncan, the only wolf Lindsay knew who had been possessed by it was Francis.

      After all, it was Francis who had transformed Duncan MacCormaic.

      Francis insisted that the Urge that had consumed him had been provoked not by his reaction to Duncan but by his devotion to Marguerite. At the time, she’d been distraught over the recent disappearance of her beloved maker and foster-mother, Alys. Duncan had claimed he could find Alys—a claim that had turned out to be a lie—and had demanded to be transformed before he would help her. Desperate, Marguerite had agreed but had been unable to summon the Urge herself. Francis said it was her distress that had sparked the Urge in him.

      Lindsay’s transformation had been similar in that he had not been the inspiration for the Urge that had possessed Duncan. It had been Lindsay’s misfortune to resemble Francis—Duncan’s maker and the one man that Duncan longed to control, but never could.

      Back then, Lindsay had been a soldier in the Covenanter army. When he’d been captured by Duncan’s men, he’d thought he was being taken to a Royalist stronghold to be interrogated. Although he’d been as afraid as any man reasonably would be in such circumstances, he’d nevertheless had hopes of his eventual release.

      That hope had quickly died when he’d met the leader of his captors.

      The Keep they’d taken him to had been dark and gloomy and remote. Mercer, the leader of the group that had captured him had dragged him into a great echoing hall by his manacled wrists.

      At first, Lindsay had thought the hall was empty. Then he’d caught a flicker of movement from one shadowy corner—two rising figures. A pair of mastiffs, one on either side of a high-backed chair of carved black wood. Upon that chair had sat Duncan MacCormaic, his handsome profile caressed by the glow of the great fire. The mastiffs had begun to growl, low in their throats, but when Duncan had glanced at them, they’d fallen to their bellies, their growls transforming to submissive whines.

      “What have you brought me, Mercer?” Duncan had said as Mercer had dragged a stumbling, exhausted Lindsay towards him. A small, cruel smile had played about Duncan’s mouth, a smile that froze when Mercer grabbed a fistful of Lindsay’s hair and dragged back his head to allow Duncan to see him properly.

      He’d risen from his chair then, moving silently towards them, light and graceful on his feet for such a big man. Reaching out, he’d stroked Lindsay’s cheek with impossible tenderness.

      “My God, he’s the Eunuch’s very image,” he’d whispered, almost reverently. Then, looking at Mercer, he’d grinned wildly. “I shall greatly enjoy playing with this one, Mercer. You have done very well.”

      The Eunuch. Duncan’s name for Francis, the one man who could bend Duncan to his will. The man he desired above all others but who recoiled from his very touch. Who would always reject Duncan… but could not bring himself to harm him.

      That first night, Duncan had visited all his frustrated desire for Francis upon Lindsay’s body, acting out his fantasies of what he wanted to do to his maker. The fact that Lindsay had cursed and fought him, far longer than he should have done, had only made it sweeter for Duncan. So sweet that Duncan had become consumed by the Urge, drunk on the heady prospect of acting out those fantasies again. And again, and again.

      Lindsay could not—would not—go back to that.

      He shook his head as though to dislodge the memories and forced himself to meet Marguerite’s concerned gaze. “So, you have business for me to deal with in Edinburgh?”

      She eyed him for a moment, then nodded. “I’d intended to ask Francis to deal with it given your preference to avoid Scotland but since MacCormaic seems to be on his way to Paris, it’s as good a place for you now as anywhere. And the business I need to you to deal with is all in Edinburgh.”

      That was a relief at least. He could stay in in the city, far away from MacCormaic’s Keep.

      “What exactly is it you want me to do?” Lindsay asked.

      Just then, there was a soft rap at the door and a dark head appeared.

      Francis.

      “Good evening, beloveds,” he said cheerfully. “May I join you?”

      “Oh yes, do please interrupt our conversation, won’t you?” Marguerite replied tartly.

      Francis just grinned and stepped fully into the room, closing the door behind him. He went to Marguerite first, kissing the top of her head, then crossed the floor to greet Lindsay with buss to his cheek before settling onto the sofa beside him.

      Like Lindsay, Francis was dressed for an evening of entertainment, though his apparel was more understated, much like Francis himself, who managed to be simultaneously beautiful and oddly easy to overlook. His finely wrought features were as perfectly symmetrical as Lindsay’s, his hair as dark, and his skin as pale. Yet he wore those same trappings of beauty with a quiet lack of interest that made him blend into the background.

      “Have you told him, Mim?” Francis asked.

      She glared at him. “I wish you wouldn’t call me that stupid English name.”

      When Francis opened his mouth to tease her, Lindsay cut across him. “She told me that MacCormaic’s on his way to Paris, and I’ve to go to Scotland to do something for her—but I’ve still to find out what that is.”

      “I was just getting to that,” Marguerite said. She paused then turned her gaze to Lindsay. “I want you to acquire some papers for me. Witch trial records held by a man called Hector Cruikshank.” She paused for a moment then added, “They’re from around the time Alys disappeared.”

      Marguerite was still searching for Alys, two centuries after her disappearance.

      “Was Alys at these witch trials?” Lindsay asked.

      “I don’t know,” Marguerite admitted. “She was in England the year before, and I know she reached as far as Newcastle. The Scottish border country is very close to there, and if she’d heard of the trials, there’s a good chance she would have gone there.”

      Francis nodded his agreement. “Alys would have run into the heart of the fire. Wherever there was persecution, she would go.”

      “The records are known as the Naismith papers,” Marguerite added. “Thomas Naismith was a printer who hit upon the idea of following a witchfinder called George Cargill all over the country and writing salacious accounts of the witch trials he conducted—I gather they sold rather well. These records are his private notes though.”

      “And you think there may be information in them about Alys?”

      Marguerite looked suddenly hopeless and for an instant Lindsay saw the true depths of her anguish but she soon had herself under control and when she spoke again, her voice was calm. “It’s possible,” she said. “Though I try not to hope too much. There are so few records of the time—this is the first new source I’ve heard of for some years.”

      Lindsay understood her reluctance. He knew what it felt like to hope for too long and beyond all reason. Decades in a dungeon had taught him too well that hope could be the very worst torment of all.

      “Do you know the contents of any of the papers?”

      “All I know is that they contain detailed accounts of the trials. Some of the information found its way into the tracts Naismith sold to the public, but much of it was never published, particularly the sections dealing with the more mundane aspects of the witchfinder’s work.”

      “And what do we know of this Hector Cruikshank?”

      “Francis met him when he was in Edinburgh last,” Marguerite said, glancing Francis’s way.

      “I did, and he’s loathsome,” Francis replied.

      Lindsay raised his brows. It was unlike gentle Francis to criticise anyone. “How so?”

      Francis’s expression was troubled. “He’s a ghoul. Collects all manner of morbid horrors and loves showing off his hoard. He’s astute, though, and learned, and he’s made a fortune procuring unusual items and treasures and selling them on.”

      “Well, this fellow might be unpleasant,” Lindsay mused, “but compared to some of the things you’ve asked of me in the past, this doesn’t sound too taxing.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” Marguerite said drily. “I’d hate to inconvenience you.”

      Lindsay grinned. “You know I’d do anything for you, my love. But I must admit, it will make a pleasant change for me to not have to commit a robbery or fight off a gang of thugs. I’ll treat it as a holiday. Just one old man to charm.”

      “If you can charm Hector Cruikshank, I will give you a medal,” Francis said.

      “My love, I can be very charming.”

      “Oh, I know,” Francis assured him. “But I also know that the only thing capable of getting round that old miser is the glint of gold. Don’t waste time trying to get him like you. The only question you need to concern yourself with is how much money he wants.”

      Lindsay looked at Marguerite, raising his brows in enquiry. “How much will you give me?” He was only half-teasing.

      “I have papers for you to present to our bankers in Edinburgh for whatever sums you may need,” Marguerite said. “But don’t get carried away. Certainly not without at least getting a look at the papers first. At this point, we don’t even know if there’s anything of use in there. Having said that, these papers are the first new source I’ve heard of for many years.” She sighed. “And I do want them.”

      “So,” Lindsay said. “Money is no object?”

      Her gaze snapped up to meet his. “Certainly not. I expect you to negotiate hard.”

      “My dearest love,” Lindsay said smoothly. “You are speaking to a Scotsman, you know. I would not so much as give away a thick penny for a thin one.”

      Her lips twitched. “Plainly, you have not seen your tailor’s bill.”

      Lindsay sent her reproachful look. “Oh, come now. We’ve discussed this before. My wardrobe is an investment. One does not stint with such things. You may, however, rest assured that so far as these papers are concerned, I will be the very soul of thrift.”

      “I am glad to hear it.”

      “However,” Lindsay continued, “I may need some new shoes before I leave. I quite ruined these ones tonight and fine shoes are so important in making an impression, don’t you agree?”

      “Lindsay, you can’t want more shoes,” Francis exclaimed, a hint of laugher in his voice. “You must have a dozen pairs already, and Edinburgh’s not Paris, you know. They’ll be calling you a fribble as it is.”

      Lindsay opened his mouth to argue but Marguerite forestalled him.

      “Lindsay’s right,” she told Francis. “His wardrobe is quite a good investment. As soon as people look at him they assume he’s as rich as Croesus and it does open so many doors.” She narrowed her eyes at Lindsay before adding, “You may go to Monsieur Pascal for new shoes—he owes me a favour. He will give you a good price. But still, be sure to haggle.”

      Lindsay grinned. There was his acquisitive darling. “Of course,” he said. “I wouldn’t dream of doing otherwise.”

      Francis rolled his eyes. “She spoils you,” he informed Lindsay, as Marguerite took out her quill and dashed off a few lines. They both watched her sand the wet ink, then fold the sheet and seal it with crimson wax before handing it to Lindsay.

      “You’ll have to be quick about it though,” she informed Lindsay. “I need you to leave soon. That note tells Monsieur Pascal to send the bill straight to me since you’ll be gone by the time he issues it.”

      Lindsay smiled, but his stomach hollowed with dread at the thought of returning to the country of his birth. When he’d left Scotland, near enough a century ago, he’d been an abject, shrinking cur, unable even to think for himself.

      He was terrified of becoming that wretched, crawling creature ever again.
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